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Chapter I: Of The Principle of Utility  

I. 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. On the one hand the standard of right and wrong, on the other the chain 
of causes and effects, are fastened to their throne. They govern us in all we do, in all we 
say, in all we think: every effort we can make to throw off our subjection, will serve but 
to demonstrate and confirm it. In words a man may pretend to abjure their empire: but in 
reality he will remain subject to it all the while. The principle of utility recognizes this 
subjection, and assumes it for the foundation of that system, the object of which is to rear 
the fabric of felicity by the hands of reason and of law. Systems which attempt to 
question it, deal in sounds instead of sense, in caprice instead of reason, in darkness 
instead of light.  

But enough of metaphor and declamation: it is not by such means that moral science is to 
be improved.  

II. 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.  

III. 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.  

IV. The interest of the community is one of the most general expressions that can occur 
in the phraseology of morals: no wonder that the meaning of it is often lost. When it has a 
meaning, it is this. The community is a fictitious body, composed of the individual 
persons who are considered as constituting as it were its members. The interest of the 
community then is, what is it?— the sum of the interests of the several members who 
compose it.  



2 

V. 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.  

VI. An action then may be said to be conformable to then principle of utility, or, for 
shortness sake, to utility, (meaning with respect to the community at large) when the 
tendency it has to augment the happiness of the community is greater than any it has to 
diminish it.  

VII. A measure of government (which is but a particular kind of action, performed by a 
particular person or persons) may be said to be conformable to or dictated by the 
principle of utility, when in like manner the tendency which it has to augment the 
happiness of the community is greater than any which it has to diminish it.  

VIII. When an action, or in particular a measure of government, is supposed by a man to 
be conformable to the principle of utility, it may be convenient, for the purposes of 
discourse, to imagine a kind of law or dictate, called a law or dictate of utility: and to 
speak of the action in question, as being conformable to such law or dictate.  

IX. A man may be said to be a partizan of the principle of utility, when the approbation or 
disapprobation he annexes to any action, or to any measure, is determined by and 
proportioned to the tendency which he conceives it to have to augment or to diminish the 
happiness of the community: or in other words, to its conformity or unconformity to the 
laws or dictates of utility.  

X. Of an action that is conformable to the principle of utility one may always say either 
that it is one that ought to be done, or at least that it is not one that ought not to be done. 
One may say also, that it is right it should be done; at least that it is not wrong it should 
be done: that it is a right action; at least that it is not a wrong action. When thus 
interpreted, the words ought, and right and wrong and others of that stamp, have a 
meaning: when otherwise, they have none.  

XI. Has the rectitude of this principle been ever formally contested? It should seem that it 
had, by those who have not known what they have been meaning. Is it susceptible of any 
direct proof? it should seem not: for that which is used to prove every thing else, cannot 
itself be proved: a chain of proofs must have their commencement somewhere. To give 
such proof is as impossible as it is needless.  

XII. Not that there is or ever has been that human creature breathing, however stupid or 
perverse, who has not on many, perhaps on most occasions of his life, deferred to it. By 
the natural constitution of the human frame, on most occasions of their lives men in 
general embrace this principle, without thinking of it: if not for the ordering of their own 
actions, yet for the trying of their own actions, as well as of those of other men. There 
have been, at the same time, not many perhaps, even of the most intelligent, who have 
been disposed to embrace it purely and without reserve. There are even few who have not 
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taken some occasion or other to quarrel with it, either on account of their not 
understanding always how to apply it, or on account of some prejudice or other which 
they were afraid to examine into, or could not bear to part with. For such is the stuff that 
man is made of: in principle and in practice, in a right track and in a wrong one, the rarest 
of all human qualities is consistency.  

XIII. When a man attempts to combat the principle of utility, it is with reasons drawn, 
without his being aware of it, from that very principle itself. His arguments, if they prove 
any thing, prove not that the principle is wrong, but that, according to the applications he 
supposes to be made of it, it is misapplied. Is it possible for a man to move the earth? 
Yes; but he must first find out another earth to stand upon.  

Chapter II: Of Principles Adverse to that of Utility  

I. If the principle of utility be a right principle to be governed by, and that in all cases, it 
follows from what has been just observed, that whatever principle differs from it in any 
case must necessarily be a wrong one. To prove any other principle, therefore, to be a 
wrong one, there needs no more than just to show it to be what it is, a principle of which 
the dictates are in some point or other different from those of the principle of utility: to 
state it is to confute it.  

II. A principle may be different from that of utility in two ways: 1. By being constantly 
opposed to it: this is the case with a principle which may be termed the principle of 
asceticism. 2. By being sometimes opposed to it, and sometimes not, as it may happen: 
this is the case with another, which may be termed the principle of sympathy and 
antipathy.  

III. By the principle of asceticism I mean that principle, which, like the principle of 
utility, approves or disapproves of any action, according to the tendency which it appears 
to have to augment or diminish the happiness of the party whose interest is in question; 
but in an inverse manner: approving of actions in as far as they tend to diminish his 
happiness; disapproving of them in as far as they tend to augment it.  

IV. It is evident that any one who reprobates any the least particle of pleasure, as such, 
from whatever source derived, is pro tanto a partizan of the principle of asceticism. It is 
only upon that principles and not from the principle of utility, that the most abominable 
pleasure which the vilest of malefactors ever reaped from his crime would be to be 
reprobated, if it stood alone. The case is, that it never does stand alone; but is necessarily 
followed by such a quantity of pain (or, what comes to the same thing, such a chance for 
a certain quantity of pain) that, the pleasure in comparison of it, is as nothing: and this is 
the true and sole, but perfectly sufficient, reason for making it a ground for punishment.  

V. There are two classes of men of very different complexions, by whom the principle of 
asceticism appears to have been embraced; the one a set of moralists, the other a set of 
religionists. Different accordingly have been the motives which appears to have 
recommended it to the notice of these different parties. Hope, that is the prospect of 
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pleasure, seems to have animated the former: hope, the aliment of philosophic pride: the 
hope of honour and reputation at the hands of men. Fear, that is the prospect of pain, the 
latter: fear, the offspring of superstitious fancy: the fear of future punishment at the hands 
of a splenetic and revengeful Deity. I say in this case fear: for of the invisible future, fear 
is more powerful than hope. These circumstances characterize the two different parties 
among the partisans of the principle of asceticism; the parties and their motives different, 
the principle the same.  

VI. The religious party, however, appear to have carried it farther than the philosophical: 
they have acted more consistently and less wisely. The philosophical party have scarcely 
gone farther than to reprobate pleasure: the religious party have frequently gone so far as 
to make it a matter of merit and of duty to court pain.  …. 

VII. From these two sources have flowed the doctrines from it which the sentiments of 
the bulk of mankind have all along received a tincture of this principle; some from the 
philosophical, some from the religious, some from both. Men of education more 
frequently from the philosophical, as more suited to the elevation of their sentiments: the 
vulgar more frequently from the superstitious, as more suited to the narrowness of their 
intellect, undilated by knowledge and to the abjectness of their condition, continually 
open to the attacks of fear. The tinctures, however, derived from the two sources, would 
naturally intermingle, insomuch that a man would not always know by which of them he 
was most influenced: and they would often serve to corroborate and enliven one another. 
It was this conformity that made a kind of alliance between parties of a complexion 
otherwise so dissimilar: and disposed them to unite upon various occasions against the 
common enemy, the partizan of the principle of utility, whom they joined in branding 
with the odious name of Epicurean.  

XI. Among principles adverse to that of utility, that which at this day seems to have most 
influence in matters of government, is what may be called the principle of sympathy and 
antipathy. By the principle of sympathy and antipathy, I mean that principle which 
approves or disapproves of certain actions, not on account of their tending to augment the 
happiness, nor yet on account of their tending to diminish the happiness of the party 
whose interest is in question, but merely because a man finds himself disposed to approve 
or disapprove of them: holding up that approbation or disapprobation as a sufficient 
reason for itself, and disclaiming the necessity of looking out for any extrinsic ground. 
Thus far in the general department of morals: and in the particular department of politics, 
measuring out the quantum (as well as determining the ground) of punishment, by the 
degree of the disapprobation. 

XIII. In looking over the catalogue of human actions (says a partizan of this principle) in 
order to determine which of them are to be marked with the seal of disapprobation, you 
need but to take counsel of your own feelings: whatever you find in yourself a propensity 
to condemn, is wrong for that very reason. For the same reason it is also meet for 
punishment: in what proportion it is adverse to utility, or whether it be adverse to utility 
at all, is a matter that makes no difference. In that same proportion also is it meet for 
punishment: if you hate much, punish much: if you hate little, punish little: punish as you 
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hate. If you hate not at all, punish not at all: the fine feelings of the soul are not to be 
overborne and tyrannized by the harsh and rugged dictates of political utility.  

XIV. The various systems that have been formed concerning the standard of right may all 
be reduced to the principle of sympathy and antipathy. One account may serve to for all 
of them. They consist all of them in so many contrivances for avoiding the obligation of 
appealing to any external standard, and for prevailing upon the reader to accept of the 
author's sentiment or opinion as a reason for itself. The phrases different, but the 
principle the same.  

XV. It is manifest, that the dictates of this principle will frequently coincide with those of 
utility, though perhaps without intending any such thing. Probably more frequently than 
not: and hence it is that the business of penal justice is carried upon that tolerable sort of 
footing upon which we see it carried on in common at this day. For what more natural or 
more general ground of hatred to a practice can there be, than the mischievousness of 
such practice? What all men are exposed to suffer by, all men will be disposed to hate. It 
is far yet, however, from being a constant ground: for when a man suffers, it is not always 
that he knows what it is he suffers by. A man may suffer grievously, for instance, by a 
new tax, without being able to trace up the cause of his sufferings to the injustice of some 
neighbour, who has eluded the payment of an old one.  

XVI. The principle of sympathy and antipathy is most apt to err on the side of severity. It 
is for applying punishment in many cases which deserve none: in many cases which 
deserve some, it is for applying more than they deserve. There is no incident imaginable, 
be it ever so trivial, and so remote from mischief, from which this principle may not 
extract a ground of punishment. Any difference in taste: any difference in opinion: upon 
one subject as well as upon another. No disagreement so trifling which perseverance and 
altercation will not render serious. Each becomes in the other's eyes an enemy, and, if 
laws permit, a criminal. This is one of the circumstances by which the human race is 
distinguished (not much indeed to its advantage) from the brute creation.  

XVIII. It may be wondered, perhaps, that in all this no mention has been made of the 
theological principle; meaning that principal which professes to recur for the standard of 
right and wrong to the will of God. But the case is, this is not in fact a distinct principle. 
It is never any thing more or less than one or other of the three before-mentioned 
principles presenting itself under another shape. The will of God here meant cannot be his 
revealed will, as contained in the sacred writings: for that is a system which nobody ever 
thinks of recurring to at this time of day, for the details of political administration: and 
even before it can be applied to the details of private conduct, it is universally allowed, by 
the most eminent divines of all persuasions, to stand in need of pretty ample 
interpretations; else to what use are the works of those divines? And for the guidance of 
these interpretations, it is also allowed, that some other standard must be assumed. …. It 
is plain, therefore, that, setting revelation out of the question, no light can ever be thrown 
upon the standard of right and wrong, by any thing that can be said upon the question, 
what is God's will. We may be perfectly sure, indeed, that whatever is right is 
conformable to the will of God: but so far is that from answering the purpose of showing 
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us what is right, that it is necessary to know first whether a thing is right, in order to 
know from thence whether it be conformable to the will of God.  

Chapter III: Of the Four Sanctions or Sources of Pain and Pleasure  

I. It has been shown that the happiness of the individuals, of whom a community is 
composed, that is their pleasures and their security, is the end and the sole end which the 
legislator ought to have in view: the sole standard, in conformity to which each individual 
ought, as far as depends upon the legislator, to be made to fashion his behaviour. But 
whether it be this or any thing else that is to be done, there is nothing by which a man can 
ultimately be made to do it, but either pain or pleasure. Having taken a general view of 
these two grand objects (viz., pleasure, and what comes to the same thing, immunity from 
pain) in the character of final causes; it will be necessary to take a view of pleasure and 
pain itself, in the character of efficient causes or means.  

II. There are four distinguishable sources from which pleasure and pain are in use to 
flow: considered separately they may be termed the physical, the political, the moral and 
the religious: and inasmuch as the pleasures and pains belonging to each of them are 
capable of giving a binding force to any law or rule of conduct, they may all of them 
termed sanctions.  

III. If it be in the present life, and from the ordinary coursed of nature, not purposely 
modified by the interposition of these will of any human being, nor by any extraordinary 
interposition of any superior invisible being, that the pleasure or the pain takes place or is 
expected, it may be said to issue from or to belong to the physical sanction.  

IV. If at the hands of a particular person or set of persons in the community, who under 
names correspondent to that of judge, are chosen for the particular purpose of dispensing 
it, according to the will of the sovereign or supreme ruling power in the state, it may be 
said to issue from the political sanction.  

V. If at the hands of such chance persons in the community, as the party in question may 
happen in the course of his life to have concerns with, according to each man's 
spontaneous disposition, and not according to any settled or concerted rule, it may be said 
to issue from the moral or popular sanction.  

VI. If from the immediate hand of a superior invisible being, either in the present life, or 
in a future, it may be said to issue from the religious sanction.  

VII. Pleasures or pains which may be expected to issue from the physical, political, or 
moral sanctions, must all of them be expected to be experienced, if ever, in the present 
life: those which may be expected to issue from the religious sanction, may be expected 
to be experienced either in the present life or in a future. 

Chapter IV: Value of a Lot of Pleasure or Pain, How to be Measured  
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I. Pleasures then, and the avoidance of pains, are the ends that the legislator has in view; 
it behoves him therefore to understand their value. Pleasures and pains are the 
instruments he has to work with: it behoves him therefore to understand their force, 
which is again, in other words, their value.  

II. To a person considered by himself, the value of a pleasure or pain considered by itself, 
will be greater or less, according to the four following circumstances:  
1. Its intensity.  
2. Its duration.  
3. Its certainty or uncertainty.  
4. Its propinquity or remoteness.  

III. These are the circumstances which are to be considered in estimating a pleasure or a 
pain considered each of them by itself. But when the value of any pleasure or pain is 
considered for the purpose of estimating the tendency of any act by which it is produced, 
there are two other circumstances to be taken into the account;  
these are,  
5. Its fecundity, or the chance it has of being followed by sensations of the same kind: 
that is, pleasures, if it be a pleasure: pains, if it be a pain.  
6. Its purity, or the chance it has of not being followed by sensations of the opposite kind: 
that is, pains, if it be a pleasure: pleasures, if it be a pain.  

These two last, however, are in strictness scarcely to be deemed properties of the pleasure 
or the pain itself; they are not, therefore, in strictness to be taken into the account of the 
value of that pleasure or that pain. They are in strictness to be deemed properties only of 
the act, or other event, by which such pleasure or pain has been produced; and 
accordingly are only to be taken into the account of the tendency of such act or such 
event.  

IV. 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.  

V. To take an exact account then of the general tendency of any act, by which the 
interests of a community are affected, proceed as follows. Begin with any one person of 
those whose interests seem most immediately to be affected by it: and take an account,  
1. Of the value of each distinguishable pleasure which appears to be produced by it in the 
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first instance.  
2. Of the value of each pain which appears to be produced by it in the first instance.  
3. Of the value of each pleasure which appears to be produced by it after the first. This 
constitutes the fecundity of the first pleasure and the impurity of the first pain.  
4. Of the value of each pain which appears to be produced by it after the first. This 
constitutes the fecundity of the first pain, and the impurity of the first pleasure.  
5. 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.  
6. Take an account of the number of persons whose interests appear to be concerned; and 
repeat the above process with respect to each. Sum up the numbers expressive of the 
degrees of good tendency, which the act has, with respect to each individual, in regard to 
whom the tendency of it is good upon the whole: do this again with respect to each 
individual, in regard to whom the tendency of it is good upon the whole: do this again 
with respect to each individual, in regard to whom the tendency of it is bad upon the 
whole. Take the balance which if on the side of pleasure, will give the general good 
tendency of the act, with respect to the total number or community of individuals 
concerned; if on the side of pain, the general evil tendency, with respect to the same 
community.  

VI. It is not to be expected that this process should be strictly pursued previously to every 
moral judgment, or to every legislative or judicial operation. It may, however, be always 
kept in view: and as near as the process actually pursued on these occasions approaches 
to it, so near will such process approach to the character of an exact one.  

VII. The same process is alike applicable to pleasure and pain, in whatever shape they 
appear: and by whatever denomination they are distinguished: to pleasure, whether it be 
called good (which is properly the cause or instrument of pleasure) or profit (which is 
distant pleasure, or the cause or instrument of, distant pleasure,) or convenience, or 
advantage, benefit, emolument, happiness, and so forth: to pain, whether it be called evil, 
(which corresponds to good) or mischief, or inconvenience or disadvantage, or loss, or 
unhappiness, and so forth.  

VIII. Nor is this a novel and unwarranted, any more than it is a useless theory. In all this 
there is nothing but what the practice of mankind, wheresoever they have a clear view of 
their own interest, is perfectly conformable to. …. 

Chapter XIII: Cases Unmeet for Punishment  

§ 1. General view of cases unmeet for punishment.  
I. The general object which all laws have, or ought to have, in common, is to augment the 
total happiness of the community; and therefore, in the first place, to exclude, as far as 
may be, every thing that tends to subtract from that happiness: in other words, to exclude 
mischief.  
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II. But all punishment is mischief: all punishment in itself is evil. Upon the principle of 
utility, if it ought at all to be admitted, it ought only to be admitted in as far as it promises 
to exclude some greater evil.  

III. It is plain, therefore, that in the following cases punishment ought not to be inflicted.  
7. Where it is groundless: where there is no mischief for it to prevent; the act not being 
mischievous upon the whole.  
8. Where it must be inefficacious: where it cannot act so as to prevent the mischief.  
9. Where it is unprofitable, or too expensive: where the mischief it would produce would 
be greater than what it prevented.  
10. Where it is needless: where the mischief may be prevented, or cease of itself, without 
it: that is, at a cheaper rate.  

 
Chapter XIV: Of the Proportion between Punishments and Offences  

I. We have seen that the general object of all laws is to prevent mischief; that is to say, 
when it is worth while; but that, where there are no other means of doing this than 
punishment, there are four cases in which it is not worth while.  

II. When it is worth while, there are four subordinate designs or objects, which, in the 
course of his endeavours to compass, as far as may be, that one general object, a 
legislator, whose views are governed by the principle of utility, comes naturally to 
propose to himself.  

III. 1. His first, most extensive, and most eligible object, is to prevent, in as far as it is 
possible, and worth while, all sorts of offenses whatsoever: in other words, so to manage, 
that no offense whatsoever may be committed.  

IV. 2. But if a man must needs commit an offense of some kind or other, the next object 
is to induce him to commit an offense less mischievous, rather than one more 
mischievous: in other words, to choose always the least mischievous, of two offenses that 
will either of them suit his purpose.  

V. 3. When a man has resolved upon a particular offense, the next object is to dispose 
him to do no more mischief than is necessary to his purpose: in other words, to do as 
little mischief as is consistent with the benefit he has in view.  

VI. 4. The last object is, whatever the mischief be, which it is proposed to prevent, to 
prevent it at as cheap a rate as possible.  

VII. Subservient to these four objects, or purposes, must be the rules or canons by which 
the proportion of punishments to offenses is to be governed.  
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A Table of the Springs of Action 

No. I. PLEASURES and PAINS, 
—of the Taste—the Palate—the Alimentary Canal—of Intoxication. 

—— 
Corresponding Interest, Interest of the PALATE—Interest of the Bottle. 

—— 
Corresponding MOTIVES—with Names, 

 —I. Neutral: viz. 
1. Hunger. 

—— 
2. Need of food. 
3. Want of food. 
4. Desire of food. 
5. Fear of hunger. 

—— 
6. Thirst. 
7. Drought. 

—— 
8. Need, want, 
desire 
 —of the means of 
quenching, 
relieving, abating, 
&c. thirst. 

—— 
9. Inanition.  

 —II. Eulogistic: viz. 
Proper, none.  

—— 
Improper. 
1. Love of the 
pleasures of the 
social board—of the 
social bowl, or 
glass—of good 
cheer—of good 
living—of the good 
goddess—of the 
jolly god, &c. 

—III. Dyslogistic: viz. 

1. Gluttony. 
2. Gulosity. 
3. Voracity. 
4. Voraciousness. 
5. Greediness. 
6. Ravenousness. 

—— 
7. Liquorishness. 
8. Daintiness. 

—— 
9. Love, appetite, craving, 
hankering, propensity, 
eagerness, passion, rage—
of, for, to, and after 
cramming, stuffing, 
devouring, gormandizing, 
gutting, &c.  

10.Drunkenness 
11. Ebriety. 
12. Intoxication. 
13. Sottishness. 

—— 
Love, &c. (as per Col. 3) of 
&c. drink, liquor—
drinking, tippling, toping, 
boosing, guzzling, swilling, 
soaking, sotting, 
carousing—junketting, 
revelling, &c.  

 

 
No. II. PLEASURES and PAINS, 

—of the Sexual Appetite, or of the Sixth Sense. 
—— 

Corresponding Interest, SEXUAL INTEREST. 
—— 

Corresponding MOTIVES—with Names, 
 —I. Neutral: viz. 

Single-worded, 
none. —— 

Many-worded, 
   Sexual desire. 

 —
II. Eulogistic: 
viz.  

None.  

—III. Dyslogistic: viz. 

1. Venery. 
2. Lust. 
3. Lechery. 
4. Lewdness. 
5. Lustfulness. 

6. Libidinousness. 
7. Lecherousness. 
8. Salacity. 
9. Salaciousness. 

—— 
 
10. Venereal desire.  

 

 


