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When exploring the rich landscape of ethical philosophy, two towering figures—Jeremy Bentham and
Immanuel Kant—stand out for their profound yet contrasting approaches to morality and human
values. Despite their differences, certain philosophical questions have brought them into intriguing
alignment or divergence. Among these, a common point of discussion involves what is considered
the highest good or fundamental ethical value. Specifically, the question arises: Do Bentham and
Kant agree on whether "pleasure is the only thing that is good without qualification" or whether they
find "the individual" to be the ultimate moral focus? In this article, we will analyze their perspectives
to uncover whether they converge or diverge on these fundamental issues, with a focus on their
views about pleasure, morality, and the individual.

Understanding the Philosophical Foundations of
Bentham and Kant

Before delving into the specific question, it is essential to understand the foundational principles
underpinning Bentham’s utilitarianism and Kant’s deontological ethics.

Jeremy Bentham and Utilitarianism

- Bentham'’s philosophy is centered around utilitarianism, which posits that the moral worth of an
action is determined by its contribution to overall happiness or pleasure.

- Key principle: "The greatest happiness for the greatest number."

- Bentham believed that pleasure and pain are the only intrinsic goods and evils, respectively.

- His ethical framework is consequentialist, meaning that the morality of an act depends solely on its
outcomes.

Immanuel Kant and Deontological Ethics

- Kant’s moral philosophy is rooted in deontology, emphasizing duty and adherence to moral laws.

- Key principle: Morality is grounded in rationality and autonomy, with actions judged by their
adherence to universal maxims.

- Kant argued that the moral worth of an action depends on whether it is performed out of duty, not
merely to produce happiness.

- He emphasized the importance of the individual as a rational agent, capable of autonomous moral
decision-making.



Does Bentham and Kant Agree That Pleasure Is the
Only Thing That Is Good Without Qualification?

This question probes whether both philosophers regard pleasure as the ultimate, unqualified good,
or if they see other values—such as duty or rationality—as equally or more important.

Jeremy Bentham’s View on Pleasure

- Bentham is famously associated with the hedonistic calculus, which seeks to quantify pleasure and
pain.

- He explicitly claims that pleasure is the only thing that is good without qualification.

- For Bentham, moral evaluation hinges on the balance of pleasure over pain; anything else is
secondary.

- Implication: In Bentham'’s view, pleasure is intrinsically valuable, and other considerations (like
justice or individual rights) are instrumental or derived from the pursuit of happiness.

Immanuel Kant’s Standpoint on Pleasure

- Kant challenges the idea that pleasure is the highest good.

- According to Kant, moral actions are motivated by duty, not by pursuit of pleasure.

- He distinguishes between moral worth and happiness; an action can be morally right even if it does
not produce pleasure.

- Kant’s categorical imperative emphasizes acting according to maxims that can be universally
applied, independent of personal feelings or pleasures.

Conclusion on Their Agreement

- Given these perspectives, it is clear that Bentham and Kant do not agree that pleasure is the only
thing that is good without qualification.

- While Bentham views pleasure as intrinsically good, Kant regards moral duty and rationality as
paramount, often independent of pleasure.

Do Bentham and Kant Agree That "The Individual" Is
the Highest Good?

Now, we examine whether both philosophers agree on the importance of the individual as the
ultimate bearer of moral value or the highest good.



Jeremy Bentham'’s Perspective on the Individual

- Bentham'’s utilitarianism is individual-centric in its calculation of happiness.

- The happiness of each person is considered equally important in the overall moral calculus.

- He advocates for individual rights, but within the framework of maximizing overall happiness.

- Conclusion: For Bentham, the individual’s well-being is crucial, but subordinate to the collective
goal of maximizing happiness.

Immanuel Kant’s View on the Individual

- Kant places a strong emphasis on the rational autonomy of the individual.

- He argues that every person should be treated as an end in themselves, not merely as a means to
an end.

- Kant’s concept of respect for persons underscores the intrinsic worth of each individual.

- Conclusion: The individual is central in Kantian ethics, as moral agents capable of autonomous
decision-making and deserving of moral respect.

Comparison and Contrast

- Both philosophers recognize the importance of the individual.

- Bentham: The individual’s happiness contributes to the collective good; individual rights are
important but instrumental.

- Kant: The individual’s rationality and autonomy are inherent and inalienable, deserving of respect
regardless of consequences.

Summary of Their Positions

| Aspect | Jeremy Bentham | Immanuel Kant |

| | | |

| View on Pleasure | Pleasure is the only intrinsic good; morally paramount | Pleasure is not the
highest good; morality is rooted in duty |

| View on the Individual | The individual’s happiness is vital for overall utility | The individual as a
rational moral agent has inherent worth |

| Agreement on Pleasure? | Yes, as the ultimate good without qualification | No, pleasure is
secondary to duty and rationality |

| Agreement on the Individual? | Partially; individual happiness matters, but within utilitarian
calculus | Yes; the individual is an end in themselves, with intrinsic moral worth |

Conclusion: Do Bentham and Kant Agree on the Given



Options?

Based on the analysis, Bentham and Kant do not agree that "pleasure is the only thing that is good
without qualification". Bentham explicitly endorses this statement, whereas Kant considers moral
duty, rationality, and respect for persons to be more fundamental than pleasure.

Regarding the option "individual", they do share a recognition of the importance of the
individual—Bentham in terms of happiness and utility, Kant in terms of moral agency and intrinsic
worth. However, their emphasis and conceptualization differ significantly.

In summary:

- They do not agree on option a) (pleasure as the only unqualified good).

- They do agree that the "individual" is morally significant, albeit from different philosophical
foundations.

Final Thoughts

The philosophical divergence between Bentham and Kant highlights a fundamental debate in ethics:
Should morality prioritize the pursuit of pleasure and happiness, or the adherence to duty and
respect for rational agents? Their perspectives offer complementary insights and serve as
foundational pillars for modern ethical theories. Understanding their positions helps clarify broader
discussions on human value, moral reasoning, and the nature of the good.
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Frequently Asked Questions

Do Bentham and Kant agree that pleasure is the only thing
that is good without qualification?

No, Bentham and Kant do not agree on this. Bentham considers pleasure to be the only intrinsic
good, whereas Kant believes that moral duty and the good will are the highest principles, not
pleasure.

Is the statement 'Pleasure is the only thing that is good
without qualification' true for both Bentham and Kant?

No, only Bentham agrees with this statement; Kant rejects it, emphasizing duty and moral law over
pleasure.

How do Bentham and Kant differ in their views on what is
intrinsically good?

Bentham sees pleasure as intrinsically good, while Kant argues that moral duty and good will are the
only things good without qualification.

Do Bentham and Kant both emphasize individual moral
agency?

While Kant emphasizes individual moral duty and autonomy, Bentham focuses more on the collective
pursuit of happiness, so their views on individual agency differ.

According to Bentham and Kant, is the pursuit of pleasure or
duty more fundamental?

Bentham prioritizes the pursuit of pleasure, whereas Kant considers duty and moral law to be more
fundamental.

Are Bentham and Kant aligned on the importance of
individual rights?

Kant strongly emphasizes individual rights based on moral law, whereas Bentham's utilitarianism
focuses on overall happiness, which can sometimes conflict with individual rights.

Which philosopher believes that pleasure is the only good
without qualification?

Jeremy Bentham believes that pleasure is the only thing that is good without qualification.



Is the view that 'Pleasure is the only thing that is good without
qualification' shared by Kant?

No, Kant disagrees with this view; he considers moral duty and good will to be the highest moral
goods.

Additional Resources
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Introduction

The philosophical landscapes of Jeremy Bentham and Immanuel Kant are foundational to Western
moral thought, yet they often seem to stand at opposite ends of the spectrum. Bentham, a utilitarian,
emphasizes the maximization of pleasure and the minimization of pain as the core of moral
valuation. Kant, on the other hand, champions duty, rationality, and the intrinsic worth of moral
actions, grounded in the concept of the categorical imperative.

Despite their differences, it's intriguing to explore whether they concur on any fundamental ethical
propositions. The question posed—"Bentham and Kant agree on which of the following: a) Pleasure
is the only thing that is good without qualification; b) Individual"—serves as a fascinating entry point
into their ethical frameworks. This piece will analyze both options carefully, examining their
philosophical positions in depth, to determine whether and where their views intersect.

Understanding the Options

a) Pleasure Is The Only Thing That Is Good Without Qualification

This statement aligns closely with classical utilitarianism, especially as articulated by Bentham. It
asserts that pleasure (or happiness) is the only intrinsic good, and everything else—virtue, justice,
knowledge—is instrumentally valuable or dependent on its contribution to pleasure.

b) Individual

The focus on the individual touches upon notions of moral worth, rights, autonomy, and dignity. Both

philosophers have significant, but different, perspectives on the role and importance of the
individual in ethical theory.

Analyzing Bentham'’s Viewpoint

Bentham'’s Utilitarianism and the Good



Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) is renowned for founding classical utilitarianism. His ethical approach
is consequentialist, emphasizing that the morality of an action depends on its outcomes.

- Core Principle: The principle of utility, or the greatest happiness principle, states that actions are
right insofar as they tend to promote happiness and wrong insofar as they tend to produce the

opposite.

- Pleasure as the Sole Good: Bentham explicitly advocates that pleasure and absence of pain are the
only intrinsic goods. According to him:

- All other qualities—virtue, justice, knowledge—are valuable only insofar as they promote
happiness.

- Moral evaluation reduces to a calculation of pleasure versus pain, often referred to as hedonic
calculus.

- Implications:

- Moral decisions are made based on aggregating pleasure and pain across all affected individuals.
- The individual’s experience of pleasure or pain is central; thus, individual welfare is paramount
within the utilitarian framework.

The Role of the Individual in Bentham’s Ethics

- While Bentham emphasizes aggregate happiness, he does not dismiss individual rights outright.
However, individual interests are considered in the context of the overall utility.

- The pleasure of a single individual is valuable, but only insofar as it contributes to the greater sum
of happiness.

- Critique: Bentham'’s approach sometimes faces criticism for potentially sacrificing individual rights
for the sake of collective happiness, leading to debates on justice and individual sovereignty.

Analyzing Kant's Perspective
Kantian Ethics and the Moral Worth of the Individual

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) develops an entirely different ethical framework, centered on duty,
rationality, and the inherent dignity of persons.

- Moral Law and the Categorical Imperative:

- Kant argues that moral actions are guided by universal principles that can be consistently willed.
- The categorical imperative commands that one should act only according to maxims that can be
universally applied.

- Intrinsic Worth of the Individual:

- For Kant, individual persons are ends in themselves, possessing intrinsic moral worth.
- This stems from the capacity for rational autonomy, moral reasoning, and the ability to legislate



moral law.

- Key Principles:

- Respect for Persons: Never treat individuals merely as means but always as ends.

- Autonomy and Dignity: The individual’s capacity for rational self-governance grants moral
significance.

The Role of the Individual in Kantian Ethics

- Kant emphasizes individual autonomy and moral dignity over aggregate welfare.

- Each person has moral worth and is the bearer of rights that must be respected regardless of
consequences.

- Implication: The moral universe is rooted in respect for the individual as a rational agent, not solely
in the pursuit of pleasure or happiness.

Comparing the Two Perspectives on the Options
Do Bentham and Kant Agree That Pleasure Is The Only Thing That Is Good Without Qualification?
- Bentham’s Position:

- Explicitly affirmative. Bentham champions pleasure as the sole intrinsic good, asserting that all
moral evaluation reduces to considerations of pleasure and pain.

- Unqualified: For Bentham, there are no other things that are good in themselves; virtues, justice,
or knowledge derive their moral significance from their contribution to happiness.

- Kant’s Position:

- Explicitly rejects this notion. Kant argues that moral worth is rooted in duty and the rational will,
not in the pursuit of pleasure.

- Moral actions are performed out of respect for moral law, not for the sake of pleasure. For Kant,
pleasure may accompany moral actions but is not an intrinsic good.

- Intrinsic goods: Respect for persons, autonomy, moral duty.

Conclusion:

Kant and Bentham do not agree that pleasure is the only thing that is good without qualification.
Bentham explicitly advocates this view, while Kant specifically refutes it.

Do Bentham and Kant Agree On The Importance Of The Individual?
- Bentham’s View:

- The individual’s pleasure is significant because it contributes to overall happiness.
- Individual rights and dignity are subordinate to the greater good—the sum of happiness for all.



- Kant’s View:

- The individual is of inherent moral worth.
- Each person is an end in themselves—not a means to an end.
- Respecting individual autonomy is fundamental to Kantian ethics.

Comparison:

| Aspect | Bentham | Kant |
I | | |

| Central focus | Aggregate happiness through pleasure | Moral duty respecting individual autonomy
|

| View on individual rights | Important insofar as they promote utility | Inherent moral worth;
inviolable rights |

| Ethical priority | Collective good over individual rights | Individual rights over collective utility |

Conclusion:

While both philosophers recognize the significance of the individual, they conceptualize it
differently. Bentham considers the individual as a node in the utilitarian calculus, whereas Kant
regards the individual as an end in themselves, deserving respect regardless of utility
considerations.

Broader Philosophical Implications
Does Their Disagreement Extend to These Statements?

- On Pleasure as the Only Good:
The clear answer is no—they do not agree. Bentham explicitly makes pleasure the only intrinsic
good, while Kant dismisses this idea entirely.

- On The Importance of the Individual:
They acknowledge the importance of the individual, but from different vantage points: Bentham's
concern is utilitarian welfare, and Kant’s is moral dignity and autonomy.

Final Reflection
So, which of the options do Bentham and Kant agree on?

- The answer is neither:

- They do not agree that pleasure is the only thing that is good without qualification. Bentham
affirms this, Kant refutes it.

- They do both acknowledge the importance of the individual, but their conceptual frameworks differ
significantly in how they interpret this importance.

In essence, the statement that both philosophers agree on either of these points is false. Their core
moral philosophies are rooted in fundamentally different assumptions about what constitutes moral
value and the role of the individual.



Conclusion

While Bentham and Kant are often portrayed as polar opposites—utilitarian versus
deontologist—they each contribute uniquely to moral philosophy. Their divergence on what is
intrinsically good and how to regard the individual offers rich insights into the nature of morality.

- Bentham'’s utilitarianism elevates pleasure as the ultimate good, emphasizing collective happiness.
- Kant’s moral philosophy elevates dignity, autonomy, and duty, emphasizing the moral worth of
individual rational agents.

Understanding their similarities and differences deepens our appreciation of ethical complexity and
reminds us that moral theories often embody contrasting visions of what makes life and actions
morally valuable.
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In summary:

- Bentham and Kant do not agree that pleasure is the only intrinsically good.

- They do agree that the individual is morally significant, but their reasoning and implications differ
greatly.
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