BE2014 TU110 Morning Section Group 7
JS. Mill And Utilitarianism
Transcript

	narrator
[01:00:00]
	
Imagine there is a train travelling along a track. Not far away lies two bridges – one old and rusted, another new and well maintained. On the new bridge there are five boys playing on the track. They would not have time to escape the train’s route. However, there is a lever right next to you, which you could pull, and recourse the train to use the old bridge. Upon looking at the old bridge, you see one boy standing on the track playing. He wasn’t expecting the train to come, so he would surely die if you had pulled the lever. What would you do?


	NARRATOR
[01:00:32]
	
This problem, and many of its variations, is known as ‘The Trolley Problem’, first inquired by Phillipa Foot in 1967. Because it is a normative ethical question asking if the greater good of the foreseen outcome could morally justify the sacrifice of a lesser pain, it is considered to be under consequentialist school of philosophy. With this very question, we went around Thammasat University, the place where we study, and asked people what they would have done

	

interview
	

	[01:01:04]
	The option that kills one person.

	Interview
[01:01:06]
	
I would choose to go the way where there are five children on the new railroad

	Interview
[01:01:11]
	
So I would prefer to choose the first option

	Interview
[01:01:14]
	
My answer is to use the new track

	Interview
[01:01:17]
	
Choose the track with five people

	narrator
[01:01:21]
	
But why? Why would most people choose not to pull the lever and put those five children to their certain deaths?

	interview
[01:01:27]
	
Because on the new track, there is a chance that only 5 people would die, but were the train to go on the old track, even there was only one boy, but if the track collapsed, the whole train with all people on board would die.

	

interview
[01:01:38]
	
If its, you know, it can be passed successfully, it means simply it means that you can save the lives of other children, other four children, compare to the second option

	interview
[01:01:49]
	
I think a train full of people is a lot more lives that I can guarantee the safe than on the other road that I may save one child

	interview
[01:02:00]
	
Because I want to save the lives of passengers on the train

	
interview

[01:02:03]
	

Why did you hit five people when you can went the other way and hit one person

	narrator
[01:02:08]
	
So most people chose not to pull the lever because the saving of the train justifies killing five boys. Although the philosophy behinds this rationale had exist over a century before Foot asked his question, it turned out to be one of the most influential school in normative ethics

	narrator
[01:02:27]
	
The word is ‘Utilitarianism’. It is not difficult to imagine how ancient people had used similar arguments to justify their means toward the end, but the ideology was first formalized by Jeremy Bentham in his 1789 book Introduction to the Principles of Morals as Legislation., in which he wrote.

	narrator[v/o]
[01:02:50]
	
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… They govern us in all we do, in all we say, in all we think…

	narrator[v/o]
[01:03:09]
	
Another key thinker on utilitarianism is John Stuart Mill. He was fathered by historian and economist James Mill, and started to learn Greek since the age of 3. He learnt Latin at 8, and at 14, he “had studied world history, logic and mathematics; and had mastered the basics of economic theory” Thank to the friendship his father and Jeremy Bentham had developed, John Stuart Mill has the chance to embrace radical philosophy since his teenage. By his late teens, he came to review many of Bentham’s manuscripts

	narrator
[01:03:44]
	
It was in part because of this opportunity, and in other part because of his intense stress in education that he experience a ‘mental crisis’, that he came to identifying the limitations of Bentham’s idea he had previously wholly embraced. He saw utilitarian philosophy as not only a set of thoughts crafted intellectually, but must also embrace emotional component that is common to all human beings. In his 1861 work Utilitarianism

	narrator[v/o]
[01:04:15]
	
“actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness. By happiness is intended pleasure, and the absence of pain; by unhappiness, pain, and the privation of pleasure.”

	narrator
[01:04:29]
	
he altered some aspects to the ideology, and responded to the certain criticisms to the idea.

	narrator[v/o]

[01:04:35]
	
When we look at this eating its food, we can assume that it is experiencing some pleasure of its own – the happiness of filling an empty stomach. Now according to Bentham, the happiness gained would be equally accounted for in the greatest happiness principle. This means that the moral standard of animals is not different to that of a human. This is the first way Mill changed how we look at pleasures we gain from our actions.

	narrator[v/o]
[01:05:00]
	
According to Mill, it is not only the ‘quantitative’ pleasure, but also ‘qualitative’ pleasure that must be put into the calculation. But since the quality of some feelings cannot be valued, it is an a posteriori measurement, or a measurement dependent on the person having experienced high and low pleasures before accessing the level of his utility. This ‘qualitative’ utility is what set our moral status different from that of animals. Mill perceived to higher utility as usually intellectual, while the lower utility as bodily. Because of this higher and lower levels of happiness, it is better to aim for intellectual pleasure, even if the alternative would lead to a more intense bodily pleasure.

	narrator
[01:05:50]
	
Another way Mill diverts utilitarianism is the way the morally best course for the action is to be determined. To Mill, it is difficult for people to express their level of happiness. It is easier, however, to state how much pain they are in. And because pain is bad in nature and pain counteracts happiness Mill argues, that because a society is a collection of its people, if people could minimize their suffers, the total happiness would add up such that the greatest happiness for the greatest number is attained.

	narrator
[01:06:25]
	
Therefore, for an observer to decide the morally best course of action, the utilitarian methodology outlines three steps:
1) All the available alternatives should be listed
2) All foreseeable pleasures and pains occurring from each alternative should be calculated
3) Choose the alternative that produces greatest pleasure with lowest pain.

	narrator
[01:06:49]
	
So suppose there are two alternatives to a problem, we can apply utilitarian analysis by first listing those two alternatives. Then one by one, we would list all the harms it may cause, then on the another side of the balance we would put the pleasure. Now we move on to the second alternative. We repeat the steps we did in the first case: weight the happiness against suffer from an action Now we can compare that alternative 1 produces the most happiness and the least pain Therefore we should go with this action. Now let us come back to the trolley problem. Obviously there are two alternatives to the incident: to pull or not to pull to lever. If we do not pull it, then the harm is the certain death of those 5 boys, while the benefit is the life of that 1 boy If we pull the lever, the consequence should be the opposite where 5 boys are saved in place of the death of 1 boy.

	narrator
[01:08:02]
	
This requirement gives rise to the first criticism. How would we measure the pleasure of some abstract ideas, like freedom, hunger, or life itself? It is also often difficult, if not impossible, to determine how many people would be affected, how much happiness or pain they would receive, and how long that feeling would last. 

	narrator
[01:08:22]
	
Proponents answer by stating that a concept is difficult to follow does not mean it is not true. Moreover, it only is a description of what action is right, and what should be done. It doesn’t embed as its doctrine, especially after Mill, that ‘felicific calculus’ or the calculation of happiness could be perfectly done in every circumstance.

	narrator
[01:08:49]
	
Opponents to utilitarianism also argue that, because the greatest happiness to the greatest people is to be achieved, sometimes lying, breaking a promise, or blaming a scapegoat would be permissible.

	narrator
[01:09:04]
	
To respond to this second criticism, a branch of utilitarianism called ‘Rule Utilitarianism’ states that it is not only for the act alone that the consequences should be accounted for, but also consequences of breaking an accepted set of rules within a society. Rule utilitarianism would argue that by blaming a scapegoat, the doer has broken a rule, which undermines to overall peace and security of the society. 

	narrator
[01:09:37]
	
Despite the criticisms, we can find very real implications of utilitarianism in our society. Let us first look at the outbreak of Ebola virus in Africa. 

	narrator[v/o
[01:09:47]
	
Since 1976, there have been 14 outbreaks of Ebola, each time killing sixty to ninety percent of those Africans who were infected. As of October 2014, there have been 8997 cases of Ebola infection reported, with 4493 deaths.

	narrator
[01:10:09]
	
To deal with the outbreak, many doctors from western countries have been sent to West Africa to help contain the disease and treat those who are infected. Why is this justifiable? Is the health of doctors worth less than that of infected people? 

	narrator
[01:10:23]
	
To justify sending doctors there, using the perspective of the greatest happiness to the greatest number, had the doctors not been sent, many more people will surely die in some of the medically worst-funded countries in the world. In this case, the lives of 3 doctors could save hundreds, potentially thousands of others. And not that they are sent to a certain death, but they are well protected, and are sent back home when they got infected. Moreover, by being doctors, they must implicitly accept the risk of infection. Therefore, the pain they experience is much lower than other people, because it is the pain they are willing to face, while the happiness they may bring to the society is much greater.

	narator
[01:11:14]
	
[bookmark: _GoBack]Another aspect of utilitarianism that we can see in the society is the many social welfare programs. fundamentally, it is the extraction of benefits from the rich or employers then use the money to help the poor or the employee. The problem is the rich have earned their money, why is it justified for us to take their money and give it to someone else?

	narator
[01:11:34]
	
The reason is the rich suffer much less economic pain than those who have to struggle for their living. This pertains to Mill’s view of utilitarianism, where it is not only the greatest happiness for the greatest number, but also anything that can reduce pain from the current state as well. Therefore, when the government distributes elder coupons or launch medical subsidy programs, one aspect of rationalization is that it helps those in need to be able to get access to decent quality of life. 

	narrator
[01:12:05]
	
With this argument, we can justify why tax rates are progressive – that is, the richer one is, the more one can tolerate wealth being taken away and thus lesser pain than the poorer.

	narator
[01:12:16]
	
So in this documentary, we have look into one concept of consequentialism called utilitarianism, where we try to maximize the benefits of the society in any way such that we incur the least pain to other people. 

	narrator
[01:12:35]
	
We have studied how this idea came about from two great thinkers, namely Jeremy Bentham, and John Stuart Mill. We then explore the methodology of applying this idea to judge a morally controversial issue, then look at it again on the aspects of society we face every day that has a rationalization based on the greatest happiness principle.

	narrator
[01:12:54]

	
Although this philosophical view faces criticisms, as all other views face, it remains one of the most influential school of thought when it comes to the question, ‘If our action creates this much happiness and this much pain, then is it morally justified to do so?’
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