
 

Preference Utilitarianism 

This form of Utilitarianism is most commonly associated with Australian philosopher, Peter Singer. 

His modern take on the greatest happiness principle focuses on the impact an action will have on 

the preferences of those directly affected. In achieving the greatest happiness, Singer argues that 

we should act in a way that satisfies people´s preferences—in other words, what people prefer or 

would most like to happen. 

 Like Utilitarians before him, Singer emphasises that peoples’ preferences count equally—my 

preference for something is no more important simply because it is my preference. This requires an 

impartial perspective is taken when considering the correct moral action. In identifying the right 

thing to do, we must consider all those affected by an action and aim to act in accordance with 

the majority´s preferences. 

This is different from the hedonism of Jeremy Benthem since Singer is considering a more 

sophisticated view of what maximises happiness. Where for Benthem, actions are considered in 

terms of pleasure and pain, Singer recognises that different people have different preferences and 

it is best to act in the best interests of those concerned. Take the story of the Blacksmith & the 

Baker—Bentham would argue that the execution of the innocent baker maximises the happiness of 

the community, despite his protestations. However, Singer would not allow this as the action goes 

directly against the preferences of the person most affected, ie the Baker´s preference for 

continued existence. 

Singer’s preference utilitarianism is important in considering the practical ethical issues which arise 

with Voluntary Euthanasia and Vivisection.  If doing the right thing is acting in accordance with 

the individual´s preference then keeping someone alive when they would prefer to die is clearly 

wrong. In considering the treatment of animals, according to Singer, it is speciesist to assume 

humans are valuable simply because they are human. Singer proposes that the moral status of 

“personhood” should be extended to some non-human animals given their levels of intelligence and 

that consequently it can safely be assumed that they have a preference to not be harmed. 

Conversely, those humans who do not possess sufficient levels of self awareness or intelligence 

should not automatically qualify for equal moral status. These ideas are considered in more detail 

in the Practical Ethics unit of the course. 

Preference Utilitarianism, like other forms of Utilitarianism is still consequentialist and relative. It 

looks to achieve an outcome that satisfies the preferences of those directly affected and therefore 

the right action will depend on the circumstances and the preferences of those involved. 

 

 


