Utilitarianism

JOHN STUART MILL

John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) was a leading exponent of utilitarian moral philosophy
and probably the most important British philosopher of the nineteenth century. He
was educated at home by his father, learning Greek at the age of three and Latin at
cight. He was something of a prodigy and as a young man was an active crusader for
_the utilitarian cause. His autobiography describes very movingly his education and
youthful activities and the mental breakdown he suffered when he was twenty years
old. Around the time of his recovery, he began a friendship with Harriet Taylor, who
became his lifelong companion and intellectual collaborator. Their relationship was
viewed as unorthodox, if not scandalous, because Taylor was married. In fact, she
continued to live with her husband until his death twenty years later, at which time
she and Mill married. Mill spent much of his life working for the East India Com-
pany, where he began as a clerk at the age of seventeen and eventually became a com-
pany director. He was elected to Parliament in 1865.
Urtilitarianism is the moral theory that right and wrong are a function of the con-
sequences of our actions. It holds that we should act so as to produce the greatest

From Jobn Stnart Mill, Utlitarianism (1869).
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possible balance of good over bad for everyone affected by our actions. By “good,”
utilitarians like Mill understand happiness or pleasure. Mill, however, modified the
carlier utilitarian theory of Bentham by arguing that the “higher” pleasures of the in-
tellect are of greater value than other pleasures. This excerpt from Mill’s classic work
Utilitarianism explains the utilitarian principle, defends it against various objections,
and argues that happiness is the only thing of intrinsic value. The final section pre-
sents a slightly more complicated view of right and wrong and discusses the relation-

ship between utility, on the one hand, and rights and justice, on the other.

Study QOuestions

1. What is Mill’s initial statement of the utilitarian principle?

2. What is Mill’s test for distinguishing higher pleasures from lower pleasures?

3. How did Mill answer the objection that utilitarianism is too demanding because it
requires us always to act in a way that promotes the general interests of society?

4. What is Mill’s proof of the principle of utility? How did he try to establish that the only

thing people desire is happiness?

5 What is Mill’s final definition of right and wrong, and how does it differ from his initial

statement of the utilitarian doctrine?

6. What is the relationship between utility and justice?

Chapter I: General Remarks

THERE ARE FEW CIRCUMSTANCES among those
which make up the present condition of human
knowledge, more unlike what might have been
expected, or more significant of the backward
state in which speculation on the most impor-
tant subjects still lingers, than the little progress
which has been made in the decision of the con-
troversy respecting the criterion of right and
wrong. . . .

On the present occasion, I shall . . . attempt
to contribute something towards the under-
standing and appreciation of the Utilitarian or
Happiness theory, and towards such proof as it
is susceptible of. It is evident that this cannot be
proof in the ordinary and popular meaning of
the term. Questions of ultimate ends are not

amenable to direct proof. . . . We are not, how- -

ever, to infer that its acceptance or rejection
must depend on blind impulse, or arbitrary
choice. There is a larger meaning of the word

proof. . . . Considerations may be presented ca-
pable of determining the intellect either to give
or withhold its assent to the doctrine; and this is
equivalent to proof. . . .

Chapter II: What Utilitarianism Is

... The creed which accepts as the foundation
of morals, Utility, or the Greatest Happiness
Principle, holds that actions are right in propor-
tion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong
as they tend to produce the reverse of happi-
ness. By happiness is intended pleasure, and the

absence of pain; by unfiappincss, pain, and the

privation of pleasure. . . . Pleasure, and fréedom.

“from pain, are the only things desirable as ends;..

and . . . all desirable things (which are as numer-
ous in the utilitarian as in any other scheme) are
desirable either for the pleasure inherent in
themselves, or as means to the promotion of
pleasure and the prevention of pain.



Now, such a theory of life excites in many
minds, and among them in some of the most es-
timable in feeling and purpose, inveterate dis-
like. To suppose that life has (as they express it)
no higher end than pleasure—no better and no-
bler object of desire and pursuit—they designate
as utterly mean and grovelling; as a doctrine
worthy only of swine, to whom the followers of
Epicurus were, at a very early period, contemp-
tuously likened. . . .

When thus attacked, the Epicureans have al-
ways answered, that it is not they, but their ac-
cusers, who represent human nature in a de-
grading light; since the accusation supposes
human beings to be capable of no pleasures ex-
cept those of which swine are capable. . . . The
comparison of the Epicurean life to that of
beasts is felt as degrading, precisely because a
beast’s pleasures do not satisfy a human being’s
conceptions of happiness. Human beings have
faculties more elevated than the animal appe-
tites, and when once made conscious of them,
do not regard anything as happiness which does
not include their gratification. . . . It is quite
compatible with the principle of utility to recog-
nize the fact, that some kinds of pleasure are
more desirable and more valuable than others.
It would be absurd that while, in estimating all
other things, quality is considered as well as
quantity, the estimation of pleasures should be
supposed to depend on quantity alone.

If I am asked, what I mean by difference of

quality in pleasures, or what makes one pleasure I
z
H

more valuable than another, merely as a plea- |

sure, except its being greater in amount, there is |

but one possible answer. Of two pleasures, if! A
there be one to which all or almost all who have |
experience of both give a decided preference, ir-
respective of any feeling of moral obligation to’
prefer it, that is the more desirable pleasure. If'
one of the two is, by those who are competently |
acquainted with both, placed so far above the
other that they prefer it, even though knowing i

it to be attended with a greater amount of dis- = |
content, and would not resign it for any quan- |

3
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tity of the other pleasure which their nature is
capable of, we are justified in ascribing to the
preferred enjoyment a superiority in quality, so
far outweighing quantity as to render it, in com-
parison, of small account.

Now it is an unquestionable fact that those
who are equally acquainted with and equally ca-
pable of appreciating and enjoying, both, do
give a most marked preference to the manner of
existence which employs their higher faculties.
Few human creatures would consent to be
changed into any of the lower animals, for a
promise of the-fullest allowance of a beast’s
pleasures; no intelligent human being would
consent to be a fool, no instructed person
would be an ignoramus, no person of feeling
and conscience would be selfish and base, even
though they should be persuaded that the fool,
the dunce, or the rascal is better satisfled with
his lot than they are with theirs. They would not
resign what they possess more than he, for the
most complete satisfaction of all the desires
which they have in common with him. If they
ever fancy they would, it is only in cases of un-
happiness so extreme, that to escape from it
they would exchange their lot for almost any
other, however undesirable in their own eyes. A
being of higher faculties requires more to make
him happy, is capable probably of more acute
suffering, and is certainly accessible to it at more
points, than one of an inferior type; but in spite
of these liabilities, he can never really wish to
sink into what he feels to be a lower grade of
existence. . . . Whoever supposes that this pref-
erence takes place at a sacrifice of happiness—
that the superior being, in anything like the
equal circumstances, is not happier than the in-
ferior—confounds the two very different ideas,
of happiness, and content. It is indisputable that
the being whose capacities of enjoyment are
low, has the greatest chance of having them fully
satisfied; and a highly-endowed being will al-
ways feel that any happiness which he can look
for, as the world is constituted, is imperfect. But
he can learn to bear its imperfections, if they are
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at all bearable; and they will not make him envy
the being who is indeed unconscious of the im-
perfections, but only because he feels not at all
the good which those imperfections qualify. It is
better to be a human being dissatisfied than a
pig satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied
than a fool satisfied. And if the fool, or the pig,
is of a different opinion, it is because they only
know their own side of the question. The other
party to the comparison knows both sides. . . .

From this verdict of the only competent
judges, I apprehend there can be no appeal. On
a question which is the best worth having of
two pleasures, or which of two modes of exis-
tence is the most grateful to the feelings, apart
from its moral attributes and from its conse-
quences, the judgment of those who are quali-
fied by knowledge of both, or, if they differ, that
of the majority among them, must be admitted
as final. . . . There is no other tribunal to be re-
ferred to even on the question of quantity. What
means are there of determining which is the
acutest of two pains, or the intensest of two
pleasurable sensations, except the general suf-
frage of those who are familiar with both? . . .
When, therefore, those feelings and judgment
declare the pleasures derived from the higher
faculties to be preferable in kind, apart from the
question of intensity, to those of which the ani-
mal nature, disjoined from the higher faculties,
is susceptible, they are entitled on this subject to
the same regard. . . .

The assailants of utilitarianism seldom have
the justice to acknowledge, that the happiness
which forms the utilitarian standard of what is
right in conduct, is not the agent’s own happi-
ness, but that of all concerned. As between his
own happiness and that of others, utilitarianism
requires him to be as strictly impartial as a disin-
terested and benevolent spectator. In the golden
rule of Jesus of Nazareth, we read the complete
spirit of the ethics of utility. To do as one would
be done by, and to love one’s neighbour as one-
self, constitute the ideal perfection of utilitarian
morality. As the means of making the nearest ap-
proach to this ideal, utility would enjoin, first,
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that laws and social arrangements should place
the happiness, or (as speaking practically it may
be called) the interest, of every individual, as
nearly as possible in harmony with the interest of
the whole; and secondly, that education and
opinion, which have so vast a power over human
character, should so use that power as to estab-
lish in the mind of every individual an indis-
soluble association between his own happiness
and the good of the whole; especially between
his own happiness and the practice of such
modes of conduct, negative and positive, as re-
gard for the universal happiness prescribes. . . .
The objectors to utilitarianism . . . say it is ex-
acting too much to require that people shall al-
ways act from the inducement of promoting the
general interests of society. But this is to mistake
the very meaning of a standard of morals, and to
confound the rule of action with the motive of
it. It is the business of ethics to tell us what are
our duties, or by what test we may know them;
but no system of ethics requires that the sole
motive of all we do shall be a feeling of duty; on
the contrary, ninety-nine hundredths of all our
actions are done from other motives, and rightly

_so done, if the rule of duty does not condemn
¢ them. It is the more unjust to utilitarianism that
« this particular misapprehension should be made
- a ground of objection to it, inasmuch as utilitar-

jan moralists have gone beyond almost all others
in affirming that the motive has nothing to do
* with the morality of the action, though much
/ with the worth of the agent. He who saves a fel-
low creature from drowning does what is mor-
ally right, whether his motive be duty, or the

i hope of being paid for his trouble: he who be-

trays the friend that trusts him, is guilty of a
crime, even if his object be to serve another

 friend to whom he is under greater obligations.

But to speak only of actions done from the mo-
tive of duty, and in direct obedience to principle:
it is a misapprehension of the utilitarian mode of
thought, to conceive it as implying that people
should fix their minds upon so wide a generality
as the world, or society at large. The great ma-
jority of good actions are intended, not for the’



benefit of the world, but for that of individuals,
of which the good of the world is made up; and
the thoughts of the most virtuous man need not
on these occasions travel beyond the particular
persons concerned, except so far as is necessary
to assure himself that in benefitting them he
is not violating the rights—that is, the legiti-
imate and authorized ex cctauons——of any one
else. . .. In the c;;“\c)f‘%t’lﬁenccs indeed—of
things which people forbear to do, from moral |
considerations, though the consequences in the
particular case might be beneficial—it would be *
unworthy of an intelligent agent not to be con-
sciously aware that the action is of a class which,
if practised generally, would be generally injuri-
ous, and that this is the ground of the obligation
to abstain from it. The amount of regard for the
public interest implied in this recognition, is no
greater than is demanded by every system of
morals; for they all enjoin to abstain from what- |
ever is manifestly pernicious to society. . . .
Defenders of utility often find themselves
called upon to reply to such objections as this— «
that there is not time, previous to action, for
calculating and weighing the effects of any line
of conduct on the general happiness.

i
|
i
|
|
|

ample time, namely, the whole past duration of | |
the human species. During all that time man- ||
kind have been learning by expcmence the ten-|
dencies of actions; on which experience all thc2
prudence, as well as all the morality of life, is de-|
pendent. People talk as if the commencement of

this course of experience had hitherto been put
off, and as if, at the moment when some man
feels tempted to meddle with the property Ofg'
life of another, he had to begin considering for
the first time whether murder and theft are inju-

rious to human happiness. . . . It is truly a
whimsical supposition that if mankind were
agreed in considering utility to be the test of
morality, they would remain without any agree-
ment as to what s useful, and would take no
measures for having their notions on the subject
taught to the young, and enforced by law and
opinion. There is no difficulty in proving any

@ Y
. The i
answer to the objection is, that there has beenf | §

5
|
|
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ethical standard whatever to work ill, if we sup-
pose universal idiocy to be conjoined with it,
but on any hypothesis short of that, mankind
must by this time have acquired positive beliefs
as to the effects of some actions on their happi-
ness. . . . That the received code of ethics is by
no means of divine right; and that mankind
have still much to learn as to the effects of ac-
tions on the general happiness, I admit, or
rather, earnestly maintain. The corollaries from
the principle of utility, like the precepts of every
practical art, admit of indefinite improvement,
and, in a progressive state of the human mind,
their improvement is perpetually going on. But
to consider the rules of morality as improvable,
is one thing; to pass over the intermediate gen-
eralizations entirely, and endeavour to test each
individual action directly by the first principle, is
another. It is a strange notion that the acknowl-
edgment of a first principle is inconsistent with
the admission of secondary ones. To inform a
traveller respecting the place of his ultimate des-
. tination, is not to forbid the use of landmarks

down to that goal, or that persons going thither
should not be advised to take one direction
rather than another. Men really ought to leave
off talking a kind of nonsense on this sub-
ject. . . . Whatever we adopt as the fundamental
principle of morality, we require subordinate
principles to apply it by. . . .

. Chapter IV: Of What Sort of Proof
the Principle of Utility Is Susceptible

It has already been remarked, that questions of
ultimate ends do not admit of proof, in the or-
dinary acceptation of the term. To be incapable
of proof by reasoning is common to all first
principles; to the first premises of our knowl-
edge, as well as to those of our conduct. But
the former, being matters of fact, may be the
subject of a direct appeal to the faculties which
judge of fact—namely, our senses, and our

S

}.;;and direction-posts on the way. The proposition |
that happiness is the end and aim of morality, |
- does not mean that no road ought to be laid
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internal consciousness. Can an appeal be made
to the same faculties on questions of practical
ends? Or by what other faculty is cognizance
taken of them?

Questions about ends are, in other words,
questions [about] what things are desirable. The
utilitarian doctrine is, that happiness is desirable,
and the only thing desirable, as an end; all other
things being only desirable as means to that
end. What ought to be required of this doc-
trine—what conditions is it requisite that the
doctrine should fulfil—to make good its claim
to be believed?

The only proof capable of being given that
an object is visible, is that people actually see it.
The only proof that a sound is audible, is that
people hear it: and so of the other sources of

our experience. In like manner, I apprehend, the
sole evidence it is possible to produce that any-
thing is desirable, is that people do actually de-
sire it. If the end which the utilitarian doctrine
proposes to itself were not, in theory, and in
practice, acknowledged to be an end, nothing
could ever convince any person that it was so.
No reason can be given why the general happi-
ness is desirable, except that each person, so far
as he believes it to be attainable, desires his own
happiness. This, however, being a fact, we have
not only all the proof which the case admits of,
but all which it is possible to require, that happi-
ness is a good: that each person’s happiness is a
good to that person, and the general happiness,
}thcrefore, a good to the aggregate of all per-
isons. Happiness has made out its title as one of
ithe ends of conduct, and consequently one of
Ithe criteria of morality. :

But it has not, by this alone, proved itself to
be the sole criterion. To do that, it would seem,
by the same rule, necessary to show, not only
that people desire happiness, but that they never
desire anything else. Now it is palpable that they
do desire things which, in common language,
are decidedly distinguished from happiness.
They desire, for example, virtue, and the ab-
sence of vice, no less really than pleasure and the
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absence of pain. The desire of virtue is not as
universal, but it is as authentic a fact, as the de-
sire of happiness. . . .

The ingredients of happiness are very various,
and each of them is desirable in itself, and not
merely when considered as swelling an aggre-
gate. The principle of utility does not mean that
any given pleasure, as music, for instance, or any
given exemption from pain, as for example
health, are to be looked upon as a means to a
collective something termed happiness, and to
be desired on that account. They are desired
and desirable in and for themselves; besides be-

| ing means, they are a part of the end. Virtue,

according to the utilitarian doctrine, is not natu-
rally and originally part of the end, but it is ca-
pable of becoming so; and in those who love it
disinterestedly it has become so, and is desired
and cherished, not as a means to happiness, but

| as a part of their happiness.

To illustrate this farther, we may remember
that virtue is not the only thing, originally a
means, and which if it were not a means to any-
thing else, would be and remain indifferent, but
which by association with what it is a means to,
comes to be desired for itself, and that too with
the utmost intensity. What, for example, shall we
say of the love of money? There is nothing origi-
nally more desirable about money than about
any heap of glittering pebbles. Its worth is solely
that of the things which it will buy; the desires
for other things than itself, which it is a means of
gratifying. Yet the love of money is not only one
of the strongest moving forces of human life, but
money is, in many cases, desired in and for itself;
the desire to possess it is often stronger than the
desire to use it, and goes on increasing when all
the desires which point to ends beyond it, to be
encompassed by it, are falling off. It may be then
said truly, that money is desired not for the sake
of an end, but as part of the end. From being a
means to happiness, it has come to be itself a
principal ingredient of the individual’s concep-
tion of happiness. The same may be said of the
majority of the great objects of human life—




power, for example, or fame; except that to each
of these there is a certain amount of immediate
pleasure annexed, which has at least the sem-
blance of being naturally inherent in them; a
thing which cannot be said of money. Still, how-
ever, the strongest natural attraction, both of
power and of fame, is the immense aid they give
to the attainment of our other wishes; and it is
the strong association thus generated between
them and all our objects of desire, which gives to
the direct desire of them the intensity it often as-
sumes, so as in some characters to surpass in

strength all other desires. In these cases the?

means have become a part of the end, and a
more important part of it than any of the things
which they are means to. What was once desired
as an instrument for the attainment of happiness,
has come to be desired for its own sake. In being
desired for its own sake it is, however, desired as
part of happiness. The person is made, or thinks
he would be made, happy by its mere possession;
and is made unhappy by failure to obtain it. The
desire of it is not a different thing from the de-
sire of happiness, any more than the love of mu-
sic, or the desire of health. They are included in
happiness. They are some of the elements of
which the desire of happiness is made up. Happi-
ness is not an abstract idea, but a concrete
whole; and these are some of its parts. . . .

It results from the preceding considerations,
that there is in reality nothing desired except
happiness. Whatever is desired otherwise than as
a means to some end beyond itself, and ulti-
mately to happiness, is desired as itself a part of
happiness, and is not desired for itself until it
has become so. . . .

We have now, then, an answer to the ques-
tion, of what sort of proof the principle of utility
is susceptible. If the opinion which I have now
stated is psychologically true—if human nature
is so constituted as to desire nothing which is
not either a part of happiness or a means of hap-
piness, we can have no other proof, and we re-
quire no other, that these are the only things

desirable. If so, happiness is the sole end of hu- }
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man action, and the promotion of it the test by
which to judge of all human conduct; from
whence it necessarily follows that it must be the
criterion of morality, since a part is included in
the whole. . ..

Chapter V: On the Connexion
Between Justice and Utility

. . . We do not call anything wrong, unless we
mean to imply that a person ought to be pun-
ished in some way or other for doing it; if not
by law, by the opinion of his fellow creatures; if
not by opinion, by the reproaches of his own
conscience. This seems the real turning point of
the distinction between morality and simple ex-
pediency. It is a part of the notion of Duty in
every one of its forms, that a person may right-

fully be compelled to fulfil it. Duty is a thing |

which may be exacted from a person, as one ex-
acts a debt. Unless we think that it might be
exacted from him, we do not call it his duty.
Reasons of prudence, or the interest of other
people, may militate against actually exacting it;
but the person himself, it is clearly understood,
would not be entitled to complain. There are
other things, on the contrary, which we wish
that people should do, which we like or admire
them for doing, perhaps dislike or despise them
for not doing, but yet admit that they are not
bound to do; it is not a case of moral obligation;
we do not blame them, that is, we do not think
that they are proper objects of punishment. . . .
1 think there is no doubt that this distinction
lies at the bottom of the notions of right and
{ wrong; that we call any conduct wrong, or em-
ploy instead, some other term of dislike or dis-
paragement, according as we think that the per-
son ought, or ought not, to be punished for it;
and we say that it would be right to do so and
so, or merely that it would be desirable or laud-
able, according as we would wish to see the per-
son whom it concerns, compelled or only per-
i suaded and exhorted, to act in that manner. . . .
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g The term [ justice] appear(s] generally to in-
Ivolve the idea of a personal right—a claim on
Ithc part of one or more individuals, like that
which the law gives when it confers a propri-
etary or other legal right. Whether the injustice
consists in depriving a person of a possession, or
in breaking faith with him, or in treating him
worse than he deserves, or worse than other
people who have no greater claims, in each case
the supposition implies two things—a wrong
done, and some assignable person who is
wronged. Injustice may also be done by treating
a person better than others; but the wrong in
this case is to his competitors, who are also as-
signable persons. It seems to me that this fea-
ture in the case—a right in some person, cor-
relative to the moral obligation—constitutes the
specific difference between justice, and generos-
ity or beneficence. Justice implies something
which it is not only right to do, and wrong not
to do, but which some individual person can
claim from us as his moral right. No one has a
moral right to our generosity or beneficence,
because we are not morally bound to practise
_those virtues towards any given individual. . . .
When we call anything a person’s right, we
mean that he has a valid claim on society to pro-
tect him in the possession of it, either by the
! force of law, or by that of education and opin-

- |ion. If he has what we consider a sufficient
Lo

Review and Discussion Questions
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[ ! claim, on whatever account, to have something

| guaranteed to him by society, we say that he has
% a right to it. If we desire to prove that anything
. does not belong to him by right, we think this
i done as soon as it is admitted that society ought
| not to take measures for securing it to him, but
%should leave it to chance, or to his own
\cxcrtions. ce

To have a right, then, is, I conceive, to have
something which society ought to defend me in
the possession of. If the objector goes on to ask
why it ought, I can give him no other reason
than general utility. . . .

Justice is a name for certain classes of moral
rules, which concern the essentials of human
well-being more nearly, and are therefore of
more absolute obligation, than any other rules
for the guidance of life; and the notion which
we have found to be of the essence of the idea
of justice, that of a right residing in an indi-
vidual, implies and testifies to this more binding
obligation.

The moral rules which forbid mankind to
hurt one another (in which we must never for-
get to include wrongful interference with each
other’s freedom) are more vital to human well-
being than any maxims, however important,
which only point out the best mode of manag-
ing some department of human affairs.

1. Are you persuaded by Mill that some pleasures are higher than others in terms of
quality rather than quantity? Do you agree that it is “better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a

fool satisfied”? If so, why?

2. How convincing do you find Mill’s “proof™ of the principle of utility? Are things other
than happiness intrinsically desirable? What sort of proof can one expect in ethics? :
3. What is significant about Mill’s treatment of right and wrong in the final chapter? Do

you agree with his theory of justice?

4. Contrast Mill’s approach to ethics with those of Kant and Aristotle.




