CLASSICAL UTILITARIANISM

(excerpt from A Theory of Justice)
John Rawls

There are many forms of utilitarianism, and the development of the theory has continued in recent years. | shall not
survey these forms here, nor take account of the numerous refinements found in contemporary discussions. My aim is
to work out a theory of justice that represents an alternative to utilitarian thought generally and so to all of these
different versions of it. | believe that the contrast between the contract view and utilitarianism remains essentially the
same in all these cases. Therefore | shall compare justice as fairness with familiar variants of intuitionism,
perfectionism, and utilitarianism in order to bring out the underlying differences in the simplest way. With this end in
mind, the kind of utilitarianism | shall describe here is the strict classical doctrine which receives perhaps its clearest
and most accessible formulation in Sidgwick. The main idea is that society is rightly ordered, and therefore just, when
its major institutions are arranged so as to achieve the greatest net balance of satisfaction summed over all the
individuals belonging to it.9

We may note first that there is, indeed, a way of thinking of society which makes it easy to suppose that the most
rational conception of justice is utilitarian. For consider: each man in realizing his own interests is certainly free to
balance his own losses against his own gains. We may impose a sacrifice on ourselves now for the sake of a greater
advantage later. A person quite properly acts, at least when others are not affected, to achieve his own greatest good,
to advance his rational ends as far as possible. Now why should not a society act on precisely the same principle
applied to the group and therefore regard that which is rational for one man as right for an association of men? Just as
the well-being of a person is constructed from the series of satisfactions that are experienced at different moments in
the course of his life, so in very much the same way the well-being of society is to be constructed from the fulfillment of
the systems of desires of the many individuals who belong to it. Since the principle for an individual is to advance as
far as possible his own welfare, his own system of desires, the principle for society is to advance as far as possible the
welfare of the group, to realize to the greatest extent the comprehensive system of desire arrived at from the desires
of its members. Just as an individual balances present and future gains against present and future losses, so a society
may balance satisfactions and dissatisfactions between different individuals. And so by these reflections one reaches
the principle of utility in a natural way: a society is properly arranged when its institutions maximize the net balance of
satisfaction. The principle of choice for an association of men is interpreted as an extension of the principle of choice
for one man. Social justice is the principle of rational prudence applied to an aggregative conception of the welfare of
the group.10

This idea is made all the more attractive by a further consideration. The two main concepts of ethics are those of the
right and the good; the concept of a morally worthy person is, | believe, derived from them. The structure of an ethical
theory is, then, largely determined by how it defines and connects these two basic notions. Now it seems that the
simplest way of relating them is taken by teleological theories: the good is defined independently from the right, and
then the right is defined as that which maximizes the good.11 More precisely, those institutions and acts are right
which of the available alternatives produce the most good, or at least as much good as any of the other institutions
and acts open as real possibilities (a rider needed when the maximal class is not a singleton). Teleological theories
have a deep intuitive appeal since they seem to embody the idea of rationality. It is natural to think that rationality is
maximizing something and that in morals it must be maximizing the good. Indeed, it is tempting to suppose that it is
self-evident that things should be arranged so as to lead to the most good.

It is essential to keep in mind that in a teleological theory the good is defined independently from the right. This means
two things. First, the theory accounts for our considered judgments as to which things are good (our judgments of
value) as a separate class of judgments intuitively distinguishable by common sense, and then proposes the
hypothesis that the right is maximizing the good as already specified. Second, the theory enables one to judge the
goodness of things without referring to what is right. For example, if pleasure is said to be the sole good, then



presumably pleasures can be recognized and ranked in value by criteria that do not presuppose any standards of
right, or what we would normally think of as such. Whereas if the distribution of goods is also counted as a good,
perhaps a higher order one, and the theory directs us to produce the most good (including the good of distribution
among others), we no longer have a teleological view in the classical sense. The problem of distribution falls under the
concept of right as one intuitively understands it, and so the theory lacks an independent definition of the good. The
clarity and simplicity of classical teleological theories derives largely from the fact that they factor our moral judgments
into two classes, the one being characterized separately while the other is then connected with it by a maximizing
principle.

Teleological doctrines differ, pretty clearly, according to how the conception of the good is specified. If it is taken as
the realization of human excellence in the various forms of culture, we have what may be called perfectionism. This
notion is found in Aristotle and Nietzsche, among others. If the good is defined as pleasure, we have hedonism; if as
happiness, eudaimonism, and so on. | shall understand the principle of utility in its classical form as defining the good
as the satisfaction of desire, or perhaps better, as the satisfaction of rational desire. This accords with the view in all
essentials and provides, | believe, a fair interpretation of it. The appropriate terms of social cooperation are settled by
whatever in the circumstances will achieve the greatest sum of satisfaction of the rational desires of individuals. It is
impossible to deny the initial plausibility and attractiveness of this conception.

The striking feature of the utilitarian view of justice is that it does not matter, except indirectly, how this sum of
satisfactions is distributed among individuals any more than it matters, except indirectly, how one man distributes his
satisfactions over time. The correct distribution in either case is that which yields the maximum fulfillment. Society
must allocate its means of satisfaction whatever these are, rights and duties, opportunities and privileges, and various
forms of wealth, so as to achieve this maximum if it can. But in itself no distribution of satisfaction is better than
another except that the more equal distribution is to be preferred to break ties.12 It is true that certain common sense
precepts of justice, particularly those which concern the protection of liberties and rights, or which express the claims
of desert, seem to contradict this contention. But from a utilitarian standpoint the explanation of these precepts and of
their seemingly stringent character is that they are those precepts which experience shows should be strictly
respected and departed from only under exceptional circumstances if the sum of advantages is to be maximized.13
Yet, as with all other precepts, those of justice are derivative from the one end of attaining the greatest balance of
satisfaction. Thus there is no reason in principle why the greater gains of some should not compensate for the lesser
losses of others; or more importantly, why the violation of the liberty of a few might not be made right by the greater
good shared by many. It simply happens that under most conditions, at least in a reasonably advanced stage of
civilization, the greatest sum of advantages is not attained in this way. No doubt the strictness of common sense
precepts of justice has a certain usefulness in limiting men's propensities to injustice and to socially injurious actions,
but the utilitarian believes that to affirm this strictness as a first principle of morals is a mistake. For just as it is rational
for one man to maximize the fulfillment of his system of desires, it is right for a society to maximize the net balance of
satisfaction taken over all of its members.

The most natural way, then, of arriving at utilitarianism (although not, of course, the only way of doing so) is to adopt
for society as a whole the principle of rational choice for one man. Once this is recognized, the place of the impartial
spectator and the emphasis on sympathy in the history of utilitarian thought is readily understood. For it is by the
conception of the impartial spectator and the use of sympathetic identification in guiding our imagination that the
principle for one man is applied to society. It is this spectator who is conceived as carrying out the required
organization of the desires of all persons into one coherent system of desire; it is by this construction that many
persons are fused into one. Endowed with ideal powers of sympathy and imagination. the impartial spectator is the
perfectly rational individual who identifies with and experiences the desires of others as if these desires were his own.
In this way he ascertains the intensity of these desires and assigns them their appropriate weight in the one system of
desire the satisfaction of which the ideal legislator then tries to maximize by adjusting the rules of the social system.
On this conception of society separate individuals are thought of as so many different lines along which rights and
duties are to be assigned and scarce means of satisfaction allocated in accordance with rules so as to give the
greatest fulfilment of wants. The nature of the decision made by the ideal legislator is not, therefore, materia]ly



different from that of an entrepreneur deciding how to maximize his profit by producing this or that conmmaodity, or that
of a consumer deciding how to maximize his satisfaction by the purchase of this or that collection of goods. In each
case there is a single person whose system of desires determines the best allocation of limited means. The correct
decision is essentially a question of efficient administration. This view of social cooperation is the consequence of
extending to society the principle of choice for one man, and then, to make this extension work, conflating all persons
into one through the imaginative acts of the impartial sympathetic spectator. Utilitarianism does not take seriously the
distinction between persons.

Notes. {The notes from this excerpt of the text start with #9.}
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and Restricted Utilitarianism," Philosophical Quarterly, vol. 6 (1956), and his An Outline of a System of Utilitarian
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