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Principle of Utility

• An action is good if it benefits someone

• An action is bad if it harms someone

• Utility: tendency of an object to produce 
happiness or prevent unhappiness for an 
individual or a community

• Happiness = benefit = good = pleasure

• Unhappiness = cost = evil = pain

Jeremy Bentham & 
John Stuart Mill



Principle of Utility (“Greatest Happiness Principle”)

An action is right (or wrong) to the extent
that it increases (or decreases) the

total happiness of the affected parties.



Act Utilitarianism

• Utilitarianism
–
–

§

• Act utilitarianism
–

§
§



Discussion

Discuss with the person beside you and report back:

• How useful is act utilitarianism?

• How can utilitarianism be useful even if we don’t agree on the 
utility function?



Case for Act Utilitarianism

• Focuses on happiness, which is intuitive

• Down-to-earth (practical)
–
–

§

• Comprehensive
–
–



Case Against Act Utilitarianism

• Unclear whom to include in calculations
–

• Too much work
–

• Ignores our innate sense of duty
–

§

–

–

• Susceptible to the problem of moral luck
–



Rule Utilitarianism

• We ought to adopt moral rules which, if followed by everyone, 
will lead to the greatest increase in total happiness
–
–



Case for Rule Utilitarianism

• Not every moral decision requires utilitarian calculus
–

• Moral rules survive exceptional situations
–

• Avoids the problem of moral luck
–



Case Against RU, and Utilitarianism in General

• RU: need to identify a single rule to describe situation

• All consequences must be measured on a single scale
–
–
–
–

• Utilitarianism ignores problem of unjust distribution
–

§

–
§



Exercise

• In groups of four, identify two ethical issues at the intersection 
of computers and society:
–
–

• Be prepared to explain your reasoning.


