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modern utilitarianism. Utilitarianism is thc view that
one should do whatever will bring about the greatest
amount of good. It was first clearly propounded in the
eighteenth century by the philosopher Jercmy Bentham
(1789). Leading figures in its subsequent development
were John Stuart Mill (1863) and Henry Sidgwick (1874),
both philosophers with a strong interest in economics.
Throughout its history, economists have had a strong
influence on the development of utilitarian thinking.
Reccntly, work by the economist John Harsanyi (1953,
1955, 1977a) has been particularly influential. Important
recent writings include Griffin (1986), the debate con-
tained in Smart and Williams (1973) and the collection in
Sen and Williams (1982).

The broad and imprecise statement that one should do
whatever will bring about the greatest amount of good
leaves plenty of scope for differing opinions among utilitari-
ans, and there is no more precise formulation of their
doctrine that all utilitarians would accept. Indced, some
would not accept even this broad statement. But it will bc
helpful to havc a more detailed formulation as a benchmark
for comparing alternative vcrsions of utilitarianism. One
formulation is the conjunction of the following principles.

Consequentialism. Of the acts that are available, onc should
do the one that will have the best consequences — that is
to say, the one that will bring about the best statc of
affairs.

Personal good. Thc goodness of a state of affairs is its good-
ncss for people.

Additivity. The goodness of a state of affairs for people is
the total wellbeing of individual people.

Hedonism. A person’s wcllbeing is the prepondcrance of
pleasureover pain in her lifc.

This is now an old-fashioned sort of utilitarianism, and fcw
modcrn authors would accept all these principles without
rescrvation. But they providc a convenient schemc for clas-
sifying thc points that are at issuc in modern utilitarian
thinking. This cssay will takc the principles of consequen-
tialism, pcrsonal good, additivity and hedonism in turn,
and discuss some of thc questions raiscd by cach. Many of
the new idcas that have entcred utilitarianism recently are
rcsponscs to objections that were madc against earlier ver-
sions of the doctrinc. So this tour of thc ssues will also
provide a picturc of the prescnt standing of utilitarianism,
and its unsolved problems.

CONSEQUENTIALISM: DIRECT AND INDIRECT UTILITARIANISM.
‘Indirect’ utilitarianism has bccomc popular in recent
decades. The most familiar version of it is rule utilitarian-
ism (sec Harsanyi 1977b; Hookcr 1996), but othcr versions
are possible. For instance, therc is character utilitarianism
and virtue utilitarianism. All versions accept the principles
of ordinary, direct utilitarianism, except that they deny
conscqucentialism: they deny you should do the act that will
bring about the best conscquenccs. Instead, they first of all
make a claim about which rules you should live by, or what
sort of character you should have, or what virtucs you
should espouse: you should live by thc rules that will have
the best consequences — that will most promote total well-
being — or have the character that will have the best
consequences, or espousc thc virtues that will have the best
conscquences. Then these theories say you should do
whatever act is prescribed by the rules you should live by,
or issues from the character you should have, or from the
virtues you should espouse.

The attraction of indirect utilitarianism is that it seems to
offer a way of overcoming some of the objections that are
commonly levelled against thc direct version. Here are four
of these objections and the indirect utilitarian’s replies.

The first objection is that some implications of utilitari-
anism are intuitively simply wrong. For example, suppose
the police are holding a person whom they know to be
innocent, but whom the public bclieves to be guilty of a
terrible crime. Suppose there will be riots if this person is
not punished, leading to many dcaths and great destruc-
tion. Direct utilitarianism will dictate that the innocent
person should be punished, to avert the greater harm that
will be caused by the riots. But intuition suggcsts it is
wrong to punish an innocent person, even if there will be
beneficial conscquences, because it is unjust. On the other
hand, a rule utilitarian can argue that on balancc it best
promotes total wellbeing to adopt rules of justice rather
than rules of cxpediency, even if this occasionally leads to
destructive riots. A just socicty is happier than an unjust
one. So rule utilitarianism can support rules of justice, and
agree with the intuition that it i1s wrong to punish the
innocent person on this occasion.

A second objection is that even by a utilitarian’s own cri-
tcrion, pcople must live by some rules. Otherwise society
would collapsc, and that would be bad for total wellbcing.
For instance, pcople must normally kecp promiscs. If thcy
did not, no onc would bc ablc to trust anyone elsc, and
most social intcraction would become impossible. Direct
utilitarianism says onc should keep a promisc only if
kecping it will contributc more to total wellbcing than
breaking it will. But if you brecak a promise whenever it
turns out better for the total wellbeing to do so, your
promises cannot be relied on. If peoplc commonly followed
the prescription of dircct utilitarianism, the whole institu-
tion of promising would fail, and this would bc very bad
for total wcllbcing. On the other hand, adopting the rule of
keeping your promises (except perhaps when the conse-
quences will be extremely bad) may well have better
conscquences than adopting some other rule about
promiscs. If so, rule utilitarianism will tcll you to adopt
this rulc, and keep your promises, and that will be good for
total wellbeing.
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A third objcction is that direct utilitarianism requircs
people to adopt a cold impartiality towards others, because
it requires them to give cqual weight to cach person’s well-
being. But in a happy human society, pcople arc incvitably
partial. They care morc for their loved ones and their
neighbours than for other people. To require impartiality
would make the world a much less happy place. It would
damage thc total of wellbcing, so direct utilitarianism
would once morc fail by its own criterion. On the other
hand, indireet utilitarianism in the form of character utili-
tarianism would say that people ought to cultivatc warm
and loving characters, which make them partial towards
people close to them, becausc having this sort of character
best promotcs total wcllbeing.

A fourth objection is known as the ‘dcmandingness’
objection (sce Kagan 1989). It says that, in asking us always
to do what will bring about the most good, utilitarianism is
implausibly demanding. For example, those of us who live
in rich countrics could do more good by sending most of
our wealth to feed the world’s poor than by keeping most
of it for oursclves. So dircet utilitarianism says this is what
we should do. But the objectors find it implausible that
morality rcally demands so big a sacrifice from us. Onc
responsec to their objection is to adopt a version of rule util-
itarianism. This vcrsion says wc should act according to
the rules that would havc the best conscquences if they
werc generally adopted. If peoplc who live in rich countries
generally adopted the rule of sending, say, 30% of their
wealth to the poor, perhaps that would have bctter conse-
quences than other rules, such as the rule of sending 70%.
So according to this version, 30% is the proportion cach of
us should send. The fraction that would be most bencficial
were it adopted as a gencral rulc i1s no doubt not actually
30%, but whatever it is, it will definitely be less than the
fraction of a person’s wealth that would do the most good
when considered on its own. So this version of rule utili-
tarianism is dcfinitely less demanding than dircet
utilitarianism.

Some of these objections arise from a misunderstanding
of dircet utilitarianism. Few direct utilitarians would apply
their theory only to overt acts such as keeping or breaking a
promise. Thcy will apply it to all acts, including the act of
adopting a rule or undcrtaking some character-forming
activity. For instance, a direct utilitarian would think you
should adopt the rule of keeping your promiscs, if adopting
this rule will contribute more to total wcllbeing than failing
to adopt it would. Indeed many dircet utilitarians would
apply utilitarianism to character traits and other disposi-
tions, as well as to acts. So a direct utilitarian might think
you should have the disposition of partiality towards your
loved ones, if having this disposition better contributcs to
total wellbeing than other dispositions you might have,
such as cool impartiality.

Indeed, direct and indirect utilitarians generally agree
about the rules you should adopt and the dispositions you
should have. They differ in what they think about the
rightness of the acts that issue from these rules or disposi-
tions. Supposc you ought to adopt the rulc of keeping
promiscs, and you have indeed adopted it. Now suppose
that, following this rule, you keep a promise on some par-
ticular occasion. Rule utilitarians think you are
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automatically right todo so, because you are following a rule
you ought to have adopted. Direct utilitarians think you are
right only if keeping this particular promise better promotes
total wellbeing than breaking it would have donc. They
believe that following a rule you ought to have adopted may
sometimes lead you to do things you ought not to do. Simi-
larly, a disposition you ought to have may lead you to do
something you ought not to do. Intuitively, this seems to
happen often. Surely, people ought to carc more for their
loved ones than for the gencral good, but sometimes this
partiality, which they ought to have, lcads them to do things
they ought not to do. For instance, thcy may promote a rela-
tive in her job when she does not deserve it.

The issue between direct and indirect utilitarianism is
over the truth of intuitions like this. Intuition is not always
on the side of direct utilitarianism. In the example of pun-
ishing an innocent pcrson, which I mecntioncd above,
intuition suggests that, not only ought we to adopt rules of
justicc, but on cach particular occasion we ought to follow
them, even if the result is to reduce total wellbeing. This
conflicts with direct utilitarianism. So the debate between
dircet and indirect utilitarianism continues.

CONSEQUENTIALISM: MORAL SUBJECTS. Utilitarianism 1is
addressed to all of us. It tells each of us to pursuc the total
wellbeing of cveryone. On the other hand, many ccono-
mists assume that actually each of us will pursue only our
own wellbeing — a view known as ‘psychological egoism’. If
psychological egoism is truc, utilitarianism tells us to do
somcthing that actually we will not do, and this seems to
make it a pointless doctrine, at best. But in fact many
authors have found utilitarianism compatible with psycho-
logical egoism. Indeed, the founding figure Jeremy
Bentham himself seems to have been a psychological
egoist. He was not very interested in personal morality, but
in the institutions and activitics of government, and partic-
ularly in the law. He treated utilitarianism as a thcory of
public rather than private morality; he thought the law
should be designed to bring about the greatest total of well-
being. Similarly, utilitarianism has been used by some
economists as a theory of public morality. For cxample,
some modern cconomists have adoptced it as a prineiple for
designing the tax system (sce, for instance, Mirrlees 1971,
1982). This public role is its typical application in law and
cconomics. It restricts the scope of conscquentialism: it
says only that the government or social institutions should
do what will have the best consequences, not people in
general. This 1s one way of dealing with the demanding-
ness objection too. As a personal morality, utilitarianism
may be implausibly demanding, but it may nevertheless be
a credible public morality.

T'he view of utilitarianism as a public morality does raise
a question about the behaviour of legislators and public
officials. These people arc supposcd to exccute the public
morality. But they are only people, so according to psycho-
logical cgoism they will pursue only their own wellbeing.
How can they be influenced in their public acts by the total
wellbeing of evervone, as public utilitarianism requires
them to be? It secems that public utilitarianism may require
public officials to be utilitarian in their individual acts, so it
may indeed conflict with psychological cgoism.
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PERSONAL GOOD: POPULATION. The principle of personal
good claims that thc goodness of a state of affairs is its
goodness for people. Nearly all modern utilitarians would
add in the good of animals as well. That is not now contro-
versial, and when in this cssay I speak of pcople’s good, 1
implicitly include the good of animals with it.

However, therc is a great dcal of controversy over issucs
that involve the creation and destruction of people (or
animals). The principle of personal good is intended to
express a concern for people’s wellbeing, which is one of
the hallmarks of utilitarianism. Utilitarians are coneerned
to makc people better off: to improve their wellbeing. But
this concern can casily find itself misdirected when we
come to evaluate acts that causce births or dcaths, and it
turns out that the principle of personal good does not
exprcss it accurately.

To sec why, think of some putativc act of policy that will
cause the population to be bigger than it would otherwise
have been (a change in the tax laws for familics, for instance).
To keep things simple, supposc the policy will add somc new
people to the population but make no difference to the well-
being of existing people. To decide whether the policy is a
good onc according to the principle of personal good, we
have to compare how good the world will be for people if the
poliey is implemented with how good it will be if the poliey is
not implemented. This depends on how the good of different
people is aggregated together.

Additivity is one principle of aggregation, and let us first
try out that one. Then the goodness of thc world for people
is the total of pcople’s wellbeing. This total will be
increased by adding new pcople, provided the wellbeing of
the new people is positive. So our principles including
additivity imply that the policy is a good one if this proviso
1s satisfied. But no one is made better of f by this policy; the
existing pcople are simply left as well off as thcy were
anyway. So this conclusion does not properly reflect the
utilitarian conccrn for making pcople better off. Adding
people to the world does not meet this coneern. It increases
total wellbeing, but not by making anyonc better off.

At first it may scem the problem is in the additive prin-
ciple of aggregation. This thought scems to have been the
stimulus for a new version of utilitarianism that has been
dominant among utilitarian cconomists for the last fifty
years. It is known as ‘average utilitarianism’; and it has a
different aggregation principle. It takes the goodness of the
world to be the average, rather than the total, of pcople’s
wellbeing. The idea is that the number of people who exist
docs not matter, what matters is the quality of life of those
who do exist. Average utilitarianism is intended to express
the utilitarian concern for making pceople better off. But
actually it fails in this intention. Think about some policy
that leaves all existing people exactly as well off as before,
but adds some new people who are better off than the
average. Adding these people will increase average wellbe-
ing, so it is favoured by average utilitarianism.
Nevertheless, it benefits no one; it does not satisfy the
concern for making people better off. Indeed, one version
of average utilitarianism has an opposite implication. It
implics it is a good thing to kill pcople whose wellbeing is
below the average, because this increases average well-
being. Of course, this conclusion is absurd, and better

versions of average utilitarianism arc not committed to it.
(They valuc the average of pcople’s lifctime wellbeing:
their wellbeing aggregated over their lives as a whole. Since
killing a person reduces her lifetime wellbeing, it incvitably
rcduccs the average.)

The real source of the problem is not in the aggregation
principle at all. Howcver we choose to aggregate wellbeing
across people, there will always be some way of increasing
the aggregate by adding people to the population, without
bencfiting existing peoplc at all. Conscequently, no aggrega-
tion principle ean properly capture the concern to make
people better off. The principle of personal good tries to
express this concern, but whatever aggregation principle it
is coupled with, it fails to do it properly. In rceent years
therc has been a flood of litcrature that tries to accommo-
date changes of population within utilitarianism in a way
that truly reflects the concern for people’s wellbeing, or
that at lcast reaches an acceptable compromise. (As a small
sample, see Bayles 1976, Blackorby, Bossert and Donald-
son 1997, Dasgupta 1994, Narveson 1967 and Parfit 1984,
Part IV.) It has proved extraordinarily difficult to find
principles that do not lead to paradoxes or implausible con-
clusions. This is one of the most hotly disputed areas of
utilitarian thinking.

ADDITIVITY: THE VALUE OF EQUALITY. According to the
principle of additivity, all that matters is the total of
people’s wellbcing. How that wellbeing is distributed
amongst people does not matter at all. So utilitarianism
gives no value to equality, at least not directly.

Surprisingly perhaps, in its early days utilitarianism had
a reputation as an egalitarian doctrinc. This was not
entirely undeserved. One of Bentham’s slogans was ‘Each
to count for one and none for more than one’. That is to
say, utilitarians value thc wellbeing of everyone in the
society equally, whcther they are lords or peasants. This is
certainly a sort of egalitarianism. But valuing everyvone’s
wellbeing cqually is not the same as valuing equality
in cveryone’s wellbeing. If it turns out that the way to
maximize the total wellbeing is for a few people to be very
well off indeed, and othcrs very miscerable, then this
uncqual arrangement is what utilitarianism recommends.

This inegalitarian potential within utilitarianism was
recognized long ago. For one, the utilitarian cconomist
Francis Edgeworth (1881) pointed it out, and embraced
the inegalitarian conclusion. But for a long time other utili-
tarian cconomists — notably Alfred Marshall ([1890] 1920)
and A.C. Pigou (1920) — insisted their doctrine did in fact
favour cquality, despite initial appearances. They relied on
the assumption of diminishing marginal benefit. It is plau-
sible to assume that the richer you arc the greater is your
wellbeing. But it is also plausible to assume that as you get
richer, cach addition to your wealth increases your well-
being by less and less: additions have diminishing marginal
benefit, If this is so, these cconomists argued, then any
addition to a nation’s wealth will add more to total well-
being if it goes to poorer people rather than to richer ones.
So the utilitarian aim of maximizing total wellbeing is best
promoted by diverting wealth from the rich towards the
poor.

This is a bad argument. It relies on a further hidden
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assumption. Diminishing marginal benefit is an assump-
tion about the benefits wealth brings to a single person; it
says nothing about eomparative benefits to diffcrent
people. On its own, therefore, it eannot imply anything
about the merits of redistributing wealth between people.
The argument’s hidden assumption is that the relation
between a person’s wealth and her wellbeing i1s the same
for everyone. This is plainly false. No doubt some people
are more ‘suseeptible’ than others to the benefits of wealth,
as Edgeworth put it: they derive more benefit than othcr
people do from any given amount of wealth. The utilitarian
aim is then best promoted by eoneentrating wealth dispro-
portionately on to more suseeptible people, rather than by
distributing it equally. Thc egalitarian attitude of Marshall
and Pigou rcsults from a false assumption.

The inegalitarian implieations of utilitarianism are by
now well reeognized. John Rawls expressed this eomplaint
against it when he said that utilitarianism ‘adopt[s] for
soeiety as a whole the prineiple of rational ehoiee for one
man’ (Rawls 1971: 26-7). His point is that a single person
might reasonably adopt the additive prineiple over her life,
but not soeiety as a whole over its members. A single
person might reasonably saerifiee some wellbeing at one
time in her life for the sake of a greater gain in wellbeing at
another time; the greater gain more than compensates her
for the lesser loss. Utilitarianism treats relations between
people similarly: one person may be asked to make a sacri-
fiee of wellbeing for the sake of a greater gain to someone
clse. Rawls thinks this is unjustified, because one person
eannot be eompensated for a loss by a gain to someone else.

ADDITIVITY: MODIFIED  UTILITARIANISM. Rawls’s own
response was to reject utilitarianism wholesale in favour of
a radically different theory of justiee. A less radical
responsc is to modify utilitarianism by adopting an aggre-
gation principle that differs from the additive one in a way
that gives some value to equality. This idea has been
popular among many welfare economists (e.g. see Atkinson
and Stiglitz 1980: 340). The idea is that we should value
the wellbeing of badly off people more than the wellbeing
of well-off people. Indeed, wellbeing itself has diminishing
marginal value; the better off a person is, the less valuable
it is to bring her more wellbeing. The valuc of wellbeing is
not a linear function of wellbeing, but a strietly eoncave
function. We do not asscss the goodness of a state of affairs
just by adding up people’s wellbeing. Instcad, we first
transform ecach person’s wellbeing by a strietly concave
funetion that represents the value of her wellbeing. Then
we add up the resulting transforms across people. The
additive principle is:

GC=g+gtg+. .. (1)

where G is the goodness of a state of affairs for people, and
21, 25, & and so on are the people’s wellbeings. The new
modified principle is:

G = ) tfle)+flg)+. .. (2)

where f'is the strictly concave transformation that repre-
sents the value of a person’s wellbeing.
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In the philosophieal literature, this idea is often called
‘the priority view’ or ‘giving priority to the worse
off’ (e.g. Seanlon 1978; Temkin 1993). The additively
separable form of (2) shows it is not strietly egalitarian,
beeause it values each person’s wellbeing independently
of everyone else’s. It does not compare one person’s well-
being with another person’s, as an egalitarian would.
Nevertheless, it does have the egalitarian consequence that,
given some total of wellbeing, the more equally this wellbe-
ing is distributed thc better. The priority view is not
strietly egalitarianism, but it has this egalitarian conse-
quence whilst preserving many of the features of
utilitarianism.

ADDITIVITY: HARSANYI'S DEFENCE. On the other hand,
reeent years have also seen a forceful new defence of the
additive prineiple as a eomponent of utilitarianism, partie-
ularly by John Harsanyi. In the 1950s Harsanyi developed
no less than two new arguments for additivity. Both are
founded on a theory of rationality that is not itself a moral
theory: the standard theory of rational decision in the faee
of wuncertainty, known as ‘expected-utility theory’.
Expeeted-utility theory says that a rational person, faeed
with a choiee, chooses the option that has the greatest
expeetation of a quantity ealled ‘utility’. Controversially,
Harsanyi takes utility to be a measure of how well off a
person is: utility measures wellbeing, that is to say.

Harsanyi’s first argument (Harsanyi 1953) is of a type
that was later taken up by Rawls to reach a different con-
elusion. It uses the idea of an ‘original position’. Harsanyi
imagines a person who is free to ehoose among a range of
different soeieties to live in, each having the same popula-
tion. She ean ehoose any soeiety, but she must do so
behind a ‘veil of ignorance” she does not know whieh posi-
tion in the soeiety she will oeeupy. She will have a ehance
of being the best-off person, and the same ehanee of being
the worst-off person, or anywhere in between. This is a
ehoiee under uneertainty, because the subject has to choose
a soeiety whilst uncertain what the result will be for
herself. So expected-utility theory can be applied. Under
Harsanyi’s interpretation of the theory, the person will, if
rational, ehoose the society where her expectation of well-
being is greatest. This is the society with the greatest
average wellbeing. Since the populations are all the same, it
will also have the greatest total wellbeing. Because this is
the soeiety a rational person would choose from behind a
veil of ignorance, Harsanyi elaims it is the best society. So
he derives the additive prineiple: the best society is the one
with the greatest total wellbeing.

Harsanyi’s second argument for additivity (Harsanyi
1955) also sets out from expected-utility theory. It works
by means of a remarkable picce of mathematics that is too
eomplicated to reproducc here. It is not transparcnt. Nev-
crtheless, it is a genuine and significant argument and not
mercly sleight-of-hand. Harsanyi’s arguments togcther
give significant new strength to the additive principle of
utilitarianism. But of course they are not eonclusive, and
leave plenty of room for debate. One important bone of
contention i1s Harsanyi’s interpretation of utility as a
mcasurc of wellbeing (sce Sen 1977, Broome 1991,
Weymark 1991).
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HEDONISM: THE PREFERENCIST ALTERNATIVE. Bentham took
the view — hedonism — that a person’s wellbeing consists in
having pleasure and avoiding pain. He seems to have
assumed that pleasure and pain were quantities that could
be added and subtracted, and were comparable betwceen
people. To most modern authors thesc assumptions scem
implausible. They believe there are more good and bad
things in life than pleasurc and pain. For example, therc
are achievement and failure, being loved and being hated,
and so on. These things seem valuable in themsclves, apart
from the pleasure and pain they may lcad to. Moreover, it
seems implausible that pleasure and pain are simple, inter-
personally eomparable quantities.

If there arc other good and bad things besides pleasure
and pain, the question arises of how they are to be weighed
against each other in determining a person’s ovcrall well-
being. Many modern authors are subjectivist about this:
they believe that what is good for a person is what the
person herself values. And they often take her preferenees
to indieate what she values. So we arrive at:

Preferencism. One state of affairs is better for a person than
another if and only if the person prefers it to the other.

Actually, preferencism in this form has few defenders.
Most authors reeognize that a person’s preferences may be
a poor indieation of what she values, because they may be
badly formed, perhaps hastily or imprudently, or on the
basis of inaeeurate information. So most authors rely on
preferences that are idealized in some way, rather than on
people’s actual preferenees (e.g., Brandt 1979). For
instanee, they may elaim that one state of affairs is better
for a person than another if and only if the person would
prefer it if she were rational and well informed. Idealized
preferencism is a modern alternative to hedonism. These
two are by no means the only accounts of wellbeing that
are available to utilitarians (see, e.g., Sen 1979; Griffin
1986), but they represent two broad schools amongst utili-
tarians: those who value the having of good experiences
and thosc who value the satisfaetion of desirces.

Although prefercneism is a radically different view from
hedonism, eeonomists sometimes fail to distinguish the
two properly. The word ‘satisfaction’ can cause confusion.
According to prefereneism, what is good for a person is to
have her preferences satisfied. It is easy to suppose that
having her preferences satisficd will give a person a feeling
of satisfaction. This feeling is a sort of pleasurc. So it is
easy to suppose that prefereneism identifies a person’s
wellbeing with this sort of pleasure. But that is a bad
mistake. The satisfaction of preferences is a quite diffcrent
matter from feelings of satisfaction. Satisfying your prefer-
enees does not neeessarily give you a feeling of satisfaction.
For example, you may prefer that your children should
prosper after you are dead, rather than endure a miscrable
life. If this preferenee is satisfied, you will feel no satis-
faetion, since you will be dead.

Historieally, preferencism seems to have entered utili-
tarian thinking through the work of eeconomists. [.ike
utilitarianism, eeonomic thcory had Benthamite sources.
W.S. Jevons (1871) was particularly responsible for
importing Bentham’s ideas into cconomies, and hce
expressed his eeonomic theory in terms of pleasure and

pain. But in the first deeades of the twentieth eentury
cconomists learnt to express themselves in terms of prefer-
ences. This led to a ncater economie theory. Morcover, it
was held to be sounder on epistemic grounds, because
preferenees were claimed to be observable, whereas plea-
surc and pain were not (see Robbins 1932). When
economists turned to utilitarian moral theory it was natural
for them to speak in terms of preferenees there too.

HEDONISM: PROBLEMS OF PREFERENCISM. However, prefer-
eneism (idealized or not) is not enough for utilitarian
purposes. Prefereneces ean only determine whether one
state of affairs is better or worse for a person than another.
They do not determine how mueh better or worse. But
utilitarianism needs to add up wellbeing aeross people, so it
needs a quantitative — ‘eardinal’ — scale of wellbeing, and
moreover one that is comparable between people. Some-
thing must be added to preferencism to achieve this, and
the obvious thing to add is a notion of intensity of prefer-
enee.

Expected-utility theory can supply a notion of intensity.
Utility as defined within expeeted-utility theory is cardi-
nal, and ean plausibly be taken as a eardinal measure of
intensity of preference. If intensity of preferenee is in turn
taken to determine a quantitative seale of wellbeing, utility
will be a cardinal measure of wellbeing. This measure is
partieularly agreeable to the spirit of prefereneism, beeause
expeeted-utility theory derives a person’s utility entirely
from her preferenees. So utility inherits the epistemie priv-
ilege that is claimed for preferenees: it is observable.
Nevertheless, it remains eontroversial whether utility does
truly measure a person’s wellbeing (see Sen 1977; Broome
1991; Weymark 1991), and its epistemie advantage secms
irrelevant to that question.

It is eontroversial whether utility measures wellbeing for
a single person, but a bigger stumbling-block is compar-
isons between people. If prefereneism is to be successfully
adopted into utilitarianism, intensities of preferenees must
be eomparable between people. And if the spirit of prefer-
eneism is to survive, the eomparisons must themselves be
based on preferences. But people’s prefercnees seem to
give us no basis for comparing intensitics between people.
This single point has led, and still leads, a great many
economists to abandon utilitarianism. They take preferen-
cism for granted, and they believe a measure of wellbeing
must be based on preferences. Preferenees supply no basis
for interpersonal eomparisons of wellbeing. Yet utilitarian-
ism requires these interpersonal eomparisons. Therefore
utilitarianism has to go. During the last half-century, mueh
of utilitarianism has been squeezed out of large areas of
welfare economies, leaving only this one small residue:

Pareto principle. Once state of affairs is better than another if
onc person prefers the one to the other and no one
prefers the other to the one.

The Parcto principle assumes preferencism but requires no
ecomparisons of wellbeing between people. Since it offers
only a sufficient eondition for onc state of affairs to be better
than another, and sinee the condition is rarcly satisfied, it
gives us only a very weak and fairly uscless moral theory.
Still, it does scem to be the natural end of prefereneism.
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There have been some attempts to eonstruet interper-
sonal comparisons of wellbeing on a prefereneist basis. The
most detailed 1s John Harsanyi’s (1977a: eh 4). Harsanyi
uses the notion of an ‘cxtended preferenee’. Suppose you
would prefer to be Antony rather than Cleopatra; that is an
example of an extended preferenee. An extended prefer-
ence is a preference between possessing all the personal
featurcs of one person, and living that person’s life, and
posscssing all the personal featurcs of someone else, and
living that person’s life. Harsanyi hopes to eonstruet inter-
personal comparisons of wellbeing on the basis of extended
preferences. His attempt remains eontroversial (sec
Broome 1998), and has so far made little impression on the
body of utilitarian thinking.

coNCLUSION.  Until the 1970s, utilitarianism held a domi-
nating position in the praetieal moral philosophy of the
English-speaking world. Since that time, it has had a
serious rival in eontraetualism, an cthical theory that was
relaunched into modern thinking in 1971 by John Rawls’s
A Theory of Justice. Therc werc even reports of utilitarian-
ism’s imminent death. But utilitarianism is now in a
vigorous and healthy state. It is responding to familar
objections. It is faeing up to new problems sueh as the
ethics of population. It has revitalized its foundations with
new arguments. It has radieally changed its eoneeption of
human wellbeiiig. It remains a eredible moral theory.

JoHN BROOME

See also BENTHAM, JEREMY; DISTRIBUTIVE JUSTICE; HUME,
DAVID; JUSTICE; MODERN CONTRACTARIANISM; PARETO
OPTIMALITY; RULE-GUIDED BEHAVIOUR; SOCIAL JUSTICE.

Subject classification: 3a; 3b.
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moral hazard. See INSURANCE LAW.

moral rights. See COPYRIGHT; DROIT DE SUITE.

most-favoured-customer  clauses. Most-favoured-
eustomer elauses (MIFCCs) are contraetual terms that
guarantcc buyers the right to purehase on terms as
favourable as thosc offered to any other buver; similar
arrangements can also be erafted to provide sueh protee-
tion for sellers. They have attraeted considerable attention
among eeonomists in rceent years for their ability to help
firms create credible commitments. Three types of
eommitment have been studied fairly cxtensively. IFirst,
MFCCs may help firms commit to esehew price discount-
ing to partieular customers, thercby faeilitating taeit
collusion. For example, if a manufacturer of gasolinc addi-
tives commits to scll to all buyers at the same price, then he



