


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.
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