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ETHICAL THEORIES AND UTILITARIANISM 

Moral philosophy is trying to reflect on our everyday moral thinking and actions and 
to come up with an ethical theory which will be able to tell us which actions are right 
and why. 

Consequentialism (morality in the consequences) and deontology (duty and rights) 



CLASSICAL UTILITARIANISM 

The founder of utilitarianism is the English philosopher Jeremy 
Bentham (1748-1832)  

’’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.’’ (An 
Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation) 

Principle of maximazing utility – morality should be based on 
maximizing the overall level of happiness: ’’The greatest good for the 
greatest number’’. 

 



BENTHAM AND SENTIENT BEINGS 

’’Other animals, which, on account of their interests having been neglected by the 
insensibility of the ancient jurists, stand degraded into the class of things. ... The day 
may come, when the rest of the animal creation may acquire those rights which never 
could have been withholden from them but by the hand of tyranny. The French have 
already discovered that the blackness of skin is no reason why a human being should 
be abandoned without redress to the caprice of a tormentor. It may come one day to 
be recognized, that the number of legs, the villosity of the skin, or the termination of 
the os sacrum, are reasons equally insufficient for abandoning a sensitive being to the 
same fate. ...the question is not, Can they reason? nor, Can they talk? but, Can they 
suffer? Why should the law refuse its protection to any sensitive being?... The time will 
come when humanity will extend its mantle over everything which breathes...’’ (ITPML) 



CONTEMPORARY UTILITARIANISM 

Peter Singer (1946) is one of the most important contemporary 
utilitarian philosophers and animal ethicists – Animal Libertation 
(1975), Practical Ethics (1980), How Are We To Live (1993), The Most 
Good You Can Do (2015) 

The principle of equal consideration of interests – we have to give 
equal weight in our moral deliberations to the like (similar) interests of 
all those affected by our actions. 

Interest is interest whoever’s it might be. 

Only sentient beings have a moral status, i.e. only sentient beings 
count and have interests. 



DO NON-HUMAN ANIMALS COUNT AS WELL? 

’’Plants exist for the sake of animals, and brute beasts for the sake of man.’’ 
(Aristotle, Politics) 

’’It matters not how man behaves to animals, because God has subjected all things 
to man’s power.’’ (Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica) 

Singer: We have to include non-human sentient animals into equal consideration of 
interest because they are capable of feeling pain and suffering and therefore they 
have interests to avoid it.  



SPECIESISM 

’’Speciesism is a prejudice or attitude of bias towards the interests of members of 
one’s own species and against those of members of other species.’’ (Singer, Animal 
Liberation)  

Examples of speciesism: animals as food, experiments, zoos, circuses.  
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