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Bentham in translation 

Read the following quotes from the classical Utilitarian, Jeremy Bentham. Try putting them into your 

own words  

Jeremy Bentham 

1. Nature has placed mankind under the governance 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. 

 

 

 

 

 

2. The principle of utility is the foundation of the present work: it will be proper therefore at 

the outset to give an explicit and determinate account 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 it appears to have to augment 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. 

 

 

 

3. By utility is meant that property in any object, whereby it tends to produce benefit, 

advantage, 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 unhappiness to the party whose interest is considered: if that party be the 

community in general, then the happiness of the community: if a particular individual, then 

the happiness of that individual. 

 

 

 

 

 

4. It is in vain to talk of the interest of the community, without understanding what is the 

interest of the individual. A thing is said to promote the interest, or to be for the interest, of 

an individual, when it tends to add to the sum total of his pleasures: or, what comes to the 

same thing, to diminish the sum total of his pains. 
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5. To a number of persons, with reference to each of whom to 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. Its 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 affected by it. 

 

 

 

 

 

6.  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 pleasure, 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. 

 

 

 

 


