


Jtilitarianism

) Stuart Mill

John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) was one of the greatest philosophers of the
nineteenth century. Though he wrote in many different areas in philosophy,
he is best known for his defense of utilitarianism. Mill was an active political
reformer; while a member of Parliament, he introduced a bill to give the vote
to women. His best known works are On Liberty (1859), Utilitarianism (1863),
and The Subjection of Women (1869).

Mill defines happiness as pleasure and the absence of pain and asserts the gen-
eral principle (clsewhere called the “principle of utility™) that “actions are
right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong as they tend to
produce the reverse of happiness,”

Some opponents of utilitarianism charge that the pursuit of pleasure is an
unworthy ideal (“a doctrine worthy only of swine™). Mill defends his principle
by distinguishing higher and lower pleasures. One pleasure is higher than
another if people who have experienced both usually prefer the former. In fact,
most human beings prefer the higher pleasures, choosing an existence that em-
ploys their higher faculties (their ability to enjoy good music) over an existence
that employs the lower faculties they share with swine. “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.” The actions enjoined by the prin-
ciple of utility tend to produce the greatest happiness altogether; the principle
- Is not restricted to an agent’s own happiness. In considering their own happi-
- ness and that of others, good utilitarians are strictly impartial. This is Mill’s
. version of the Golden Rule: “To do as you would be done by, and to love your
neighbour as vourself.”

G1SM From Utilitarianism by John Stuart Mill (1863).




hey tend to promote happiness, wrong as they tend to produce ‘the re—

verse of happiness. By happiness is intended pleasure, and the absence of ps
unhappiness, pain, and the privation of pleasure. To give a clear view of the
moral standard set up by the theory, much more requires to be said; in partic
ular, what things it includes in the ideas of pain and pleasure; and to what ex—
tent this is left an open question. But these supplementary explanations do not
affect the theory of life on which this theory of morality is grounded—namely;
that pleasure, and freedom from pain, are the only things desirable as ends; and
that all desirable things (which are as numerous in the utilitarian as in any o
scheme) are desirable either for the pleasure inherent in themselves, or as means
to the pmmotion of plca‘;ure and the prevention of pain.

of the HlOst estimable in feeling and purpose, 1nveterate dislike. To suppose that
life has (as they express it) no higher end than pleasure—no better and nobler
object of desire and pursuit—they designate as utterly mean and grovelling; as
a doctrine worthy only of swine, to whom the followers of Epicums were, at &

are ocmsmn.ﬂly l‘IlEldL the subject of equally polite compar:mom by its Ger
French, and English assailants,
When thus attacked, the Epicureans have always answered, that it is not they,

accusation supposes human beings to be capable of no pleasures except those of
which swine are capable. If this supposition were true, the charge could not be
gainsaid, but would then be no longer an imputation; for if the sources of plea-
sure were precisely the same to human beings and to swine, the rule of Iife
which is good enough for the one would be good enough for the other. 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 happt
ness. Human beings have faculties more elevated than the animal appetites, and
when once made conscious of them, do not regard anything as happiness whi h
does not include their gratification. I do not, indeed, consider the Epicureans
to have been by any means faultless in drawing out their scheme of conse-
quences from the utilitarian principle. To do this in any sufficient manner, many
Stoic, as well as Christian elements require to be included. But there is no
known Epicurean theory of life which does not assign to the pleasures of the in-
tellect, of the feelings and imagination, and of the moral sentiments, a much
higher value as pleasures than to those of mere sensation. It must be admitted.
however, that utilitarian writers in general have placed the superiority of men-
tal over bodily pleasures chiefly in the greater permanency, safety, uncostliness,
etc., of the former—that is, in their circumstantial advantages rather than in
their intrinsic nature. And on all these points utilitarians have fully proved their
case; but they might have taken the other, and, as it may be called, higher
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ground, with entire consistency. It is quite compatible with the principle of
atility to recognise the fact, that some kinds of pleasure are more desirable and
more valuable than others. Tt 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 | am asked, what I mean by difference of guality in pleasures, or what
~makes one pleasure more valuable than another, merely as a pleasure, exc,ept
s bemg greater in amount, there is but one possible answer. Of two pleasures,
#f there be one to ‘which all or almost all who hgra?pénence of both give a
ided preference, 1rrupectwe of any feeling of moral obligation to prefer =
that 1s the more desirable pleasure. If one of the two is, by those who are
mpetently acquainted with both, placed so far above the other that they pre-
it, even though knowing it to be attended with a greater amount of discon-
nt, and would not resign it for any quantity of the other pleasure which their
mature 1s capable of, we are justified in ascribing to the preferred enjoyment a
superiority in quality, so far outweighing quantity as to render it, in compari-
son, of small account. -
Now it is an unquestionable fact that those who are equally acquainted with,
ind equally capable of appreciating and enjoying, both, do give a most marked
preference to the manner of existence which employs;their higher facilities.
Few human creatures would consent to be changed into any of the lower ani-
aals, for a promise of the fullest allowance of a beast’s pleasures; no intelligent
an being would consent to be a fool, no instructed person would be an ig-
goramus, no person of feeling and conscience would be selfish and base, even
hough they should be persuaded that the fool, the dunce, or the rascal is better
tisfied 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
ey have in common with him. If they ever fancy they would, it is only in cases
happiness so extreme, that to escape from it they would exchange their lot
almost any other, however undesirable in their own eyes. A being of higher
aculties requires more to make him happy, is capable probably of more acute
fering, and certainly accessible to it at more points, than one of an inferior
; but in spite of these labilities, he can never really wish to sink into what
'fecls to be a lower grade of existence. We may give what explanation we
e of this unwi]lingness; we may attribute it to pride, a name which is given
adiscriminately to some of the most and to some of the least estimable feelings
‘which mankind are capable: we may refer it to the love of liberty and per-
independence, an appeal to which was with the Stoics one of the most ef-
ve means for the inculcation ofit; to the love of power, or to the love of ex-
nent, both of which do really enter into and contribute to it: but its most
ppropriate appellation is a sense of dignity, which all human beings possess in
me form or other, and in some, though by no means in exact, proportion to
higher faculties, and which is so essential a part of the happiness of those
t whom it is strong, that nothing which conflicts with it could be, otherwise
n momentarily, an object of desire to them. Whoever supposes that this
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preference takes place at a sacrifice of happiness—that the superior being, m
anything like equal circumstances, is not happier than the inferior— 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 always feel that any hap—
piness which he can look for, as the world is constituted, is imperfect. But he
can learn to bear its imperfections, if they are at all bearable; and they will nog
make him envy the being who is indeed unconscious of the imperfections, buf
only because he feels not at all the good which those imperfections qualify. Tt
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, are 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. .

It may be objected, that many who are capable of the higher pleasures, occa—
sionally, under the influence of temptation, postpone them to the lower. But
this is quite compatible with a full appreciation of the intrinsic superiority of
the higher. Men often, from infirmity of character, make their election for the
nearer good, though they know it to be the less valuable; and this no less whem

fectly aware that health is the greater good. It may be further objected, that
many who begin with youthful enthusiasm for everything noble, as they ad=
vance in years sink into indolence and selfishness. But I do not believe that those
who undergo this very common change, voluntarily choose the lower descrip-
tion of pleasures in preference to the higher. I believe that before they devote
themselves exclusively to the one, they have already become incapable of the
other. Capacity for the nobler feelings is in most natures a very tender plant
easily killed, not only by hostile influences, but by mere want of substance; and
in the majority of young persons it speedily dies away if the occupations te
which their position in life has devoted them, and the society into which it has

are either the only ones to which they have access, or the only ones which they
are any longer capable of enjoying. It may be questioned whether any one whe
- has remained equally susceptible to both classes of pleasures, ever knowingly
and calmly preferred the lower; though many, in all ages, have broken down in
an ineffectual attempt to combine both.

From this verdict of the only competent judges, I apprehend there can be ne
appeal. On a question which is the best worth having of two pleasures, or which
of two modes of existence is the most grateful to the feelings, apart from 15
moral attributes and from its consequences, the judgment of those who are
qualified by knowledge of both, or, if they differ, that of the majority among
them, must be admitted as final. And there needs be the less hesitation to
accept this judgment respecting the quality of pleasures, since there is no other



John Stuart Mill: Utilitarianism 97

tribunal to be referred 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 suffrage of those who are familiar with
both? Neither pains nor pleasures are homogeneous, and pain is always hetero-
geneous with pleasure. What is there to decide whether a particular pleasure is
worth purchasing at the cost of a particular pain, except the feelings and judg-
ment of the experienced? 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 animal nature, disjoined
from the higher faculties, is suspectible, they are entitled on this subject to the
same regard. ;

I have dwelt on this point, as being a necessary part of a perfectly just con-
ception of Utility or Happiness, considered as the directive rule of human
conduct. But it is by no means an indispensable condition to the acceptance
of the utilitarian standard; for that standard is not the agent’s own greatest
happiness, but the greatest amount of happiness altogether; and if it may
possibly be doubted whether a nobel character is always the happier for its
nobleness, there can be no doubt that it makes other people happier, and
that the world in general is immensely a gainer by it. Utilitarianism, therefore,
could only attain its end by the general cultivation of nobleness of character,
even if cach individual were only benefited by the nobleness of others, and
his own, so far as happiness is concerned, were a sheer deduction from the
benefit. But the bare enunciation of such an absurdity as this last, renders refi-
fation superfluous.

According to the Greatest Happiness Principle, as above explained, the ulti-
mate end, with reference to and for the sake of which all other things are desir-
e (whether we are considering our own good or that of other people), is an
existence exempt as far as possible from pain, and as rich as possible in enjoy-
ments, both in point of quantity and quality; the test of quality, and the rule for
leasuring it against quantity, being the preference felt by those who in their
dpportunities of experience, to which must be added their habits of self
onsciousness and self-observation, are best furnished with the means of com-
1son. This, being, according to the utilitarian opinion, the end of human
on, is necessarily also the standard of morality; which may accordingly be
ed, the rules and precepts for human condu ct, by the observance of which
B existence such as has been described might be, to the greatest extent possible,
ecured to all mankind; and not to them only, but, so far as the nature of things
dmits, to the whole sentient creation. . . .
- . . [ must again repeat, what the assailants of utilitarianism seldom have the
Bstice to acknowledge, that the happiness which forms the utilitarian standard
Ewhat is right in conduct, is not the agent’s own happiness, but that of all con-
fmed. As between his own happiness and that of others, utilitarianism requires
i to be as strictly impartial as a disinterested and benevolent spectator. In the
golden rule of Jesus of Nazareth, we read the complete spirit of the ethics of util-
. To do as you would be done by, and to love your neighbour as yourself, con-

] : = : e
e the ideal perfection of utilitarian morality. - -t
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STUDY QUESTIONS

1. Mill defines happiness in terms of pleasure. Can you think of an alternative
defimition? What is it?

2. What charge is made against the Epicureans, and how does Mill defend
them?

3.  What does Mill mean by the quality of a pleasure? Presumably the quality
of pleasure mn listening to Mozart is higher than the quality of pleasure in
listening to a television-commercial jingle. How would Mill show that this
15 507

4. Examine Mill's remarks about the capacity for nobler feelings. Do you
agree with him? Why? Do his views suggest that the primary function of
cducation must be the development of a sensibility for the nobler pleasures?
How could this be implemented?

5. Do you agree with critics who say that utilitarianism demands too much of
people? Explain.



