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Democracy in the Eyes of John Stuart Mills

A primary theme of John Stuart Mills’ essay, “On Representative Government,” is the theory of utilitarianism. This comes as no surprise since Mills’ father raised him as a strict believer in Bentham’s utilitarian ideology. In his essay, Mills relates utilitarianism to representative democracy, displaying how majority rule does not always serve the public interest in the best way. This paper will analyze the utilitarian theory from the viewpoint of Mills, relate the theory to practice by translating it into current public administration, and then provide my personal opinion on its practicality, cost efficiency, etc. 
As a follower of Jeremy Bentham, Mills was very familiar with the basic utilitarian theory stating that humans seek a maximum amount of pleasure with a minimum amount of pain. However, this cut and dry assumption leaves much to be postulated. While reforming the utilitarian theory of Bentham, Mills acknowledged that the basic utilitarian concept could be utilized at both an individual and societal level. For instance, he believed that individuals are driven by spiritual, emotional, and physical pleasure. Mills also made note of the fact that society as a whole must optimize its total pleasure and minimize its total pain. A simple way of defining Mills’ utilitarianism is an underlying ethical value that calls for the greatest good for the greatest number. While the utilitarian theory is meant to be positive, Mills believed that in practice, the democracies of the time (and of the present) were often unequal and favored the majority.
Our country is too large for a pure democracy (a democracy of the whole people in which everyone is equally represented and votes on everything themselves), and must have a representative democracy. In theory, a representative democracy is when the people vote on an official who represents their voice while passing legislation for the country. The utilitarian theory applies to the representative democracy because in the R.D; the minority yields to the majority and that is assumed to be the greatest good for the greatest number of people, which makes the greatest number of people happy.  Mills outlines two dangers present in a representative democracy. The first is the possibility of “low grade intelligence in the representative body and the popular opinion which controls it (110).” The second danger is the possibility that the numerical majority would pass class legislation (legislation that represents only an elite portion of the population). Both of these situations would lead to legislation being passed that is not in the best interest of the people.
Mills believed that one major issue with the minority yielding to the majority, is that it does not require anyone to think any further about the root of the issues at hand and no one considers that there could be a middle ground when solving the problem. Instead of compromising, the majority simply muffles the voice of the minority. Mills points out that in a true democracy even the minority would have a proportional, minority of representation but in our democracy they lose the chance for that because, their representatives are never elected. He explains this as being a result of either habit or old association. Either way it does not provide an outlet for the minority to be heard.
Mills also alleged that everyone suffers in this kind of democracy because it is often the case that not even the numerical majority is given the power. Instead, it is the majority of the majority, which is often the minority of the whole. This occurs when the representatives win by a small margin and then when the parliament votes on a law and it also passes by a very small margin. In this case, there is no guarantee that the law passed truly represents the majority of the citizens. 
A second major issue with the representative democracy/greatest good for the greatest number is that it often happens that those voting with vote solely on the basis of party, not the actual candidate. Voters often feel compelled to vote for the candidate with the most supporters in his or her party, leaving themselves misrepresented. They do this as a result of a fear that the minority candidate will win. Mills thought that this situation is even worse than if the minority were not allowed to vote at all. At least then the majority group would elect someone who truly represents their beliefs; instead of the first candidate or the candidate supported by local leaders.
I found Mills’ next statement to be eye-opening, he said that this issue is demonstrated in the Presidential elections of the United States in which no party puts forth its strongest candidate for fear that he/she will be too radical for a percentage of their party. Therefore, these delegates only represent a small proportion of their own party. I could clearly relate this to present-day. I do not think that Kerry or Bush was the strongest available candidate for either party during the last election, but they were seen as the people who were most relatable to their party members. Consequently, the silencing of the minority in representation serves only to decrease the quality of delegates for all parties. Again, this it is clear that this does not promote the greatest good for the greatest number. 
Another issue is that when one group retains all the power, stifles all opposition, and uses only its own ideals and methods, the improvement in that country begins to decline. This is because it is important to have a dissenting opinion with which to critically assess current methods. Therefore, the representative democracy as we know it, is not only dissonant with certain moral beliefs; it also has negative effects on the representation of the numerical majority and the health of the nation.
Utilitarianism easily correlates to current public administration. In recent years there has been a decrease in government funding for public services. Public agencies must use the limited funds to provide the greatest good for the greatest number. There are both positive and negative aspects to this situation, much like there is in a representative democracy. 
I believe that a very positive aspect of utilitarianism in government is the fact that it is a time and cost efficient process. If we spent all our time trying to please every individual and every group, we would be wasting time and money on a futile endeavor. In recent years, there have been budget constrictions for many public agencies; it is in times like these that we must use the most cost-efficient methods possible to help the most people possible.
One example of this used in class is the concept of E-government; the ability to fill out forms, speak to representatives, etc, over the internet. The DMV has recently been undergoing an overhaul of its image; a major component of this is the addition of the internet to serve many of its clients away from their office. People can now renew licenses, vehicle registrations, replace a title certificates, and schedule an appointment online. I can say from personal experience that this is a great benefit for those people with internet access; I have used it to renew my registration and replace a lost license. This is a very cost and time efficient decision for the DMV. The internet does not require a salary and allows those customers who do go to their local DMV office, to cycle through more quickly. I also see this as a practical choice since it is important that all government offices remain up-to-date with current technology so that they can properly serve the public.
On the other hand, we must recognize that there are people who do not have internet access; these new programs do not improve their quality of life. While they may be a minority, they are often financially disadvantaged and could benefit the most from having easy, 24-hour access to the DMV (they would not have to take a day off of work to stand in line). While there is a secondary benefit of shorter lines at the DMV because of internet options; it must be acknowledged that this is still not an equitable policy. Another argument proposed in class is that there are public libraries where anyone can access the internet. Unfortunately, it is often the case that the lower-class, minority also has less access to information and may not be aware of the availability of computers or may be computer illiterate. 

Another issue that aptly demonstrates the utilitarian theory in public administration is the Family Medical and Leave Act. This law allows new parents to take up to twelve weeks off from work after the birth or adoption of a child. On one side, it can be assumed that a benefit such as leave time that benefits some employees is good for all employees. An example of this would be an increase in employee morale, a reduction in employee turnover, and it could also cause a reduction in stress for employees having a child or those who must care for a sick relative. It also has a secondary benefit of reducing gender discrimination in the workplace. If one views this from a business perspective it may not appear to be a cost-effective method. However, we must remember that an increase in employee satisfaction and a reduction in stress and turnover provides for cost-reductions in other areas.
While there are undeniable benefits, it must also be recognized that there are some (the minority) employees who choose not to have children. The FMLA would largely be unused by this population. However, while some employees take time off of work, it is often the case that others must pick up their slack and each do a portion of the extra work. In this case, what is a benefit to the majority can be a disadvantage to others. One option to appease these employees could be providing a sabbatical or tuition reimbursement for those who do not use their FMLA benefits. 
While I think that the first to be helped ought to be those in the greatest need, it seems that their voices are often stifled by those with enough money to be heard. In the end, I think that the most practical measure is for cost-effectiveness to take precedence in decisions made by the public sector. It is an unfortunate situation, but with limitations on funding, it does seem that the best option is to serve as many people as possible. Of course, we must also recognize the minority population and serve their needs as much as possible. Regrettably, there is only so much that can be done with financial and human resource limitations.
Utilitarianism is a very salient issue in the United States. It can be seen from the representative democracy that passes new legislation, to the ways that agencies deal with employees and clientele. As John Stuart Mills described in his essay, this situation may be the most practical and cost-effective, but it can have negative effects on the minority as well as on society as a whole. Unfortunately, the with the financial constraints being put on public service, it does seem that the greatest good for the greatest number may be the best we can do at this point in time.
