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Bentham the democrat 
Bentham did not begin his career as a democrat. It was only 
when he came to realize that rulers had no interest in promoting 
the greatest happiness, but rather a sinister interest in promoting 

their own happiness –
whatever the 
consequences for the 
greatest happiness – that 
he became a democrat.

The turning-point appears 
to have been the treatment
he received at the hands 
of the British government
in relation to the
panopticon prison.

Even though he proposed 
what he regarded as an
immensely beneficial 
project, and even received
Parliamentary approval 
for it, the ministry 

hindered him at every stage, and by 1803 had effectively
quashed the scheme.

Bitterly upset and disappointed, Bentham concluded that the 
ministry had been motivated by sinister interest. Between 1803 
and 1809 Bentham extended his analysis of sinister interest, first 
to the legal system, and then to the political system.

In 1809 he began to write the work eventually published as Plan 
of Parliamentary Reform (1817), in which he called for 
‘democratic ascendancy’ in the British Constitution. The House 
of Commons should be elected by all literate males over the age 
of 21, voting should be secret, elections should be annual,
and there should be equal electoral districts.

‘The right and proper end of government in every political community is the greatest happiness of all the individuals of which it is composed.’ 
First Principles preparatory to Constitutional Code, written 1822

‘The actual end of government is in every political community the greatest happiness of those, whether one or many,
by whom the powers of government are exercised.’ First Principles preparatory to Constitutional Code, written 1822

© COPYRIGHT UCL Library Services

Bentham the republican 
Within a few months of the publication of Plan
of Parliamentary Reform, Bentham had gone a step
further, and committed himself to republicanism,

by which he meant
representative
democracy without
a monarch and
aristocracy.
He developed his
ideas in the massive
Constitutional Code,
on which he worked
from 1822 until his
death in 1832.
Bentham had come
to understand that
representative
democracy was
the solution – the
only solution – to the 
problem of sinister 
interest. 

Under representative democracy, it was possible to create an 
‘identificationof interests’ between rulers
and subjects. In other words,
rulers would be able to
make themselves happier
if, at the same time,
they increased the
happiness of the
community.
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Bentham a key figure in modern liberalism
The electorate consisted of literate adult males
(and eventually females as well, when public opinion
had become sufficiently enlightened). Their delegates,

elected annually, sat
in a single-chamber
legislature, which itself
controlled the
administrative and
judicial departments.
The whole structure
would be characterized
by openness and
publicity. Hence, the
public, through what
Bentham termed
the Public Opinion
Tribunal, were to
be given every
opportunity to watch
their officials, both
elected and appointed.

Bentham’s importance to democratic politics is
immense. He regarded himself as the founder of
the ‘Radical Party’, in opposition to both Whigs and
Tories, and in 1824 established the Westminster Review
as the mouthpiece of the party, with the aim of promoting
democracy. Contributors included James and
John Stuart Mill, Thomas Southwood Smith, Charles
Austin, and Bentham himself. After Bentham’s death
in 1832 the Westminster Review merged with other
journals, and continued publication until 1914.
Bentham was the first, and most influential, thinker
to provide a utilitarian justification for democracy.
He was, therefore, a key figure in the foundation of
modern liberalism, and we still have much to learn
from him.
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