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Consequentialism

Introduction

Cconsequentialism is the view that the moral value of actions depends only on their con-
sequences. There are many different forms of consequentialism* and each theory has its

own strengths and weaknesses.
It’s worth noting that consequentialist theories are theories of how to assess actions. They are not

necessarily theories about how one ought to decide what to do. This is because the best consequences
are sometimes incompatible with taking the time to think about them — better rush in and save the
child before the fire gets any worse!

The claim that the moral value of actions depends only on their consequences does not yet tell
us anything about what matters about those consequences. In this module, we will focus on forms of
consequentialism which claim that what matters is the amount of happiness which results. This view
is known as utilitarianism*.

Utilitarianism
What matters about the consequences, according to utilitarian theories, is the amount of happiness

or utility. Happiness is understood in terms of pleasure and the absence of pain.

Utility = Happiness
= Pleasure − Pain

Whose happiness counts? The utilitarian’s answer is that everyone’s happiness counts. Moreover,
everyone’s happiness counts equally. In evaluating actions, then, all pleasures and pains matter
morally — those of oneself and one’s family count no more, and no less, than those of other members
of one’s community and strangers in distant countries. Utilitarianism is clearly and completely
impartial.

There are two ways we might think about evaluating actions at this point. First, we might look
at actions on a case-by-case basis. Second, we might consider types of actions. These correspond to
two different forms of utilitarianism.

Act utilitarianism* is the view that the right thing to do is always that action which will
result in the greatest happiness or utility — that is, the action which will maximise pleasure and
minimise pain. Act utilitarians argue that each individual act should be assessed in terms of its
consequences. So, on any occasion, the right act is that act which will result in the most utility. We
will see that Mill’s theory is an example of act utilitarianism.

Rule utilitarianism* is the view that we should adopt moral rules which will result in the
greatest happiness or utility — that is, which will maximise pleasure and minimise pain. Rule
utilitarians argue that each individual act should be assessed in terms of its conformity to these rules.

To see the difference, consider the following scenario. It seems that stealing will generally result
in a loss of utility. So, we are justified in making a rule that nobody must ever steal. Now, suppose
that you desperately need a textbook for class. However, it is extremely expensive — so expensive,
that you just cannot afford it as well as food and rent. (You come from a very poor background
and money from your job and most of your financial aid has been sent home and spent on your
ailing mother’s medical care.) There is no way for you to obtain the money. You’ve been studying
so hard that you know nobody who could lend you the money, your bank will not consider loans to
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impoverished students, and you maxed out your credit cards to help your brother after he lost his
business to fire. You know you’ll fail the course without the book and be forced to leave college.
You’ve almost finished the classes you need to begin practical training as a doctor and, moreover,
you will make an excellent doctor and probably save many people. Plus, you’ll be able to help your
family out more. Should you steal the book, if you can get away with it?

The rule utilitarian must say you should not — because it breaks a rule and that rule is morally
justified. The act utilitarian, who looks at things on a case-by-case basis, will say you should steal
the book.

Our focus in this module will be on act utilitarianism. We will begin with classical hedonism*.
Bentham’s theory is a sophisticated development of this form of utilitarianism (Pojman 2004, 213–6),
which can trace its origins back to Epicurus and beyond. This form of utilitarianism considers only
the quantity of happiness which actions produce.

We will contrast classical hedonism with Mill’s utilitarianism, which tries to accommodate the
special value of such things as the pleasures resulting from great art, intellectual pursuits and
liberty. Mill’s theory recognises qualitative, and not just quantitative, differences between pleasures.
According to Mill, ‘better a Socrates dissatisfied than a pig satisfied’ (1979).

Is some form of act utilitarianism correct?

Glossary
act utilitarianism

Any theory which states that the right action is that which, of one’s available options, will
result in maximal pleasure and minimal pain — i.e. the right act is that act which will result
in the most utility. See classical hedonism*, utilitarianism*.

classical hedonism
The theory that the right action is that which, of one’s available options, will result in maximal
pleasure and minimal pain and where no distinction between kinds of pleasures or pains is
taken into account. See consequentialism*, utilitarianism*, act utilitarianism*.

consequentialism
A theory is ‘consequentialist’ if, and only if, it states that the rightness of actions depends only
on their consequences/their expected consequences. For example, classical hedonism* and
utilitarianism*.

rule utilitarianism
Any theory which states that the right action is that which is in accordance with a set of moral
rules, where these rules are just those which will result in maximal pleasure and minimal pain
— i.e. the rules are justified iff they maximise utility. See utilitarianism*.

utilitarianism
Any theory which states that the rightness of actions depends only on the extent to which they
maximise ‘utility’ or happiness i.e. the extent to which they maximise pleasure and minimise
pain. Some forms appeal to expected utility rather than actual utility. Utilitarianism is a form
of consequentialism* and some authors use the terms ‘utilitarianism’ and ‘consequentialism’
synonymously.See act utilitarianism*, rule utilitarianism*.
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Taking a Utilitarian Perspective
This assignment asks you to assess a person’s actions from the point of view of an act utilitarian.
Read John Wallace’s account of the incident involving Seaman Holmes on the long boat of the

William Brown (1842). Now think about how an act utilitarian might assess Holmes’s actions.

Briefly explain how an act utilitarian might assess Holmes’s actions on the long boat. Would an act
utilitarian think he acted in a morally acceptable way? Why or why not?

Don’t worry about the details of any particular account of ‘utility’, such as Mill’s. We’ll talk
about that in class. Just try to think through the sorts of considerations which might be relevant to
assessing Holmes’s actions according to act utilitarianism broadly conceived.

When responding to weekly prompts, you do not need to include an introduction or conclusion.
You do not have enough words for that!

Draft due: by noon on Monday, 13 October, 2014
Revised due: by noon on Monday, 15 December, 2014
Length: 300–400 words
Submission: via Learning Central (which includes plagiarism detection)

Please bring a printed copy to class
Referencing: in-text citations; bibliography
NOT needed: introduction; conclusion
Layout: double-space; reasonable font; page numbers; word count
Anonymous: do NOT include your name in your uploaded document

do include your student ID number on every page

Before beginning work, you MUST read the sections of the Centre’s Student Handbook
dealing with plagiarism and how to avoid it. Copies of the handbook are available online at
http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/learn/choices/student-information/. I would be happy to answer any
further questions you might have.

The Handbook also explains the basics of formatting citations and references and includes
a pointer to the university’s guides at http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/insrv/educationandtraining/
guides/citingreferences/index.html.

You do not need to seek outside sources when completing this assignment and I recommend
not doing so unless you wish to draw on them for an original example. Any sources you do use
should be properly cited. Whether you use additional sources or not, your list of references
should include full references for all sources, including assigned materials distributed in
class. The introductory section of the course packet includes bibliographical details for all readings.
Citations in the text should include specific page numbers where appropriate.

References
Mill, John Stuart (1979). Utilitarianism. Ed. by George Sher. Indianapolis and Cambridge: Hackett.

Repr. of Utilitarianism. 7th ed. London: Longmans, Green and Company, 1879. Repr.
Pojman, Louis P., ed. (2004). The Moral Life: An Introductory Reader in Ethics and Literature.

2nd ed. New York and London: Oxford University Press.
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Wallace, John William (1842). United States vs. Holmes. Circuit Court, E. D. Pennsylvania. 26
F.Cas. 360. Case no. 15,383. 22nd Apr. 1842. url: http://www.law.stetson.edu/WorkArea/
DownloadAsset.aspx?id=6927.
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Hard copy includes Wallace, United States vs. Holmes (Wallace 1842)
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Hard copy includes Wallace, United States vs. Holmes (Wallace 1842)
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Hard copy includes Wallace, United States vs. Holmes (Wallace 1842)
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Hard copy includes Wallace, United States vs. Holmes (Wallace 1842)
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Hard copy includes Wallace, United States vs. Holmes (Wallace 1842)
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Hard copy includes Wallace, United States vs. Holmes (Wallace 1842)
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Hard copy includes Wallace, United States vs. Holmes (Wallace 1842)
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Hard copy includes Wallace, United States vs. Holmes (Wallace 1842)
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Hard copy includes Wallace, United States vs. Holmes (Wallace 1842)
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Hard copy includes Wallace, United States vs. Holmes (Wallace 1842)
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Utilitarianism

John Stuart Mill

Edition Notes

Mill’s monograph consists of five chapters, of which the second and third are reproduced here. These
excerpts are from Project Gutenberg’s digitised version of Mill’s text1. The full version is available from
http://www.gutenberg.org as ebook number 11224. In typesetting these excerpts for inclusion in this reader, I
have converted hyper-linked chapter notes to regular footnotes. Paragraph numbers have been added as a
convenience and are not present in the original Project Gutenberg edition.

— Clea F. Rees

Chapter 2

What Utilitarianism Is

A passing remark is all that needs be given to the ignorant blunder of supposing that those who stand 1
up for utility as the test of right and wrong, use the term in that restricted and merely colloquial sense in
which utility is opposed to pleasure. An apology is due to the philosophical opponents of utilitarianism, for
even the momentary appearance of confounding them with any one capable of so absurd a misconception;
which is the more extraordinary, inasmuch as the contrary accusation, of referring everything to pleasure,
and that too in its grossest form, is another of the common charges against utilitarianism: and, as has
been pointedly remarked by an able writer, the same sort of persons, and often the very same persons,
denounce the theory ‘as impracticably dry when the word utility precedes the word pleasure, and as too
practicably voluptuous when the word pleasure precedes the word utility.’ Those who know anything about
the matter are aware that every writer, from Epicurus to Bentham, who maintained the theory of utility,
meant by it, not something to be contradistinguished from pleasure, but pleasure itself, together with
exemption from pain; and instead of opposing the useful to the agreeable or the ornamental, have always

1John Stuart Mill. Utilitarianism. Fairbanks, Arkansas and Salt Lake City, Utah: Project Gutenberg, 22nd Feb. 2004. Project
Gutenberg ebook: 11224. url: http://www.gutenberg.net/etext/11224. Repr. of Utilitarianism. 7th ed. London:
Longmans, Green and Company, 1879. Repr.

— 1 —



2 John Stuart Mill

declared that the useful means these, among other things. Yet the common herd, including the herd of
writers, not only in newspapers and periodicals, but in books of weight and pretension, are perpetually
falling into this shallow mistake. Having caught up the word utilitarian, while knowing nothing whatever
about it but its sound, they habitually express by it the rejection, or the neglect, of pleasure in some of
its forms; of beauty, of ornament, or of amusement. Nor is the term thus ignorantly misapplied solely in
disparagement, but occasionally in compliment; as though it implied superiority to frivolity and the mere
pleasures of the moment. And this perverted use is the only one in which the word is popularly known,
and the one from which the new generation are acquiring their sole notion of its meaning. Those who
introduced the word, but who had for many years discontinued it as a distinctive appellation, may well feel
themselves called upon to resume it, if by doing so they can hope to contribute anything towards rescuing
it from this utter degradation.2

The creed which accepts as the foundation of morals, Utility, or the Greatest Happiness Principle, holds2
that actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the
reverse of happiness. By happiness is intended pleasure, and the absence of pain; by 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 particular, what things it includes in the ideas of pain and pleasure; and to what
extent this is left an open question. But these supplementary explanations do not a�ect 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
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 estimable3
in feeling and purpose, inveterate 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 Epicurus were, at a very early
period, contemptuously likened; and modern holders of the doctrine are occasionally made the subject of
equally polite comparisons by its German, French, and English assailants.

When thus attacked, the Epicureans have always answered, that it is not they, but their accusers, who4
represent human nature in a degrading light; since the 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 pleasure were precisely
the same to human beings and to swine, the rule of life 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 happiness. Human
beings have faculties more elevated than the animal appetites, and when once made conscious of them, do
not regard anything as happiness which 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 consequences from
the utilitarian principle. To do this in any su�cient 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 intellect; 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 mental over bodily pleasures chiefly in the greater permanency,
safety, uncostliness, &c., of the former—that is, in their circumstantial advantages rather than in their

2The author of this essay has reason for believing himself to be the first person who brought the word utilitarian into use.
He did not invent it, but adopted it from a passing expression in Mr. Galt’s Annals of the Parish. After using it as a designation
for several years, he and others abandoned it from a growing dislike to anything resembling a badge or watchword of sectarian
distinction. But as a name for one single opinion, not a set of opinions—to denote the recognition of utility as a standard, not
any particular way of applying it—the term supplies a want in the language, and o�ers, in many cases, a convenient mode of
avoiding tiresome circumlocution.
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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 ground, with entire consistency. It is quite compatible with the
principle of utility to recognise 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 di�erence of quality in pleasures, or what makes one pleasure more 5
valuable than another, merely as a pleasure, except its being greater in amount, there is but one possible
answer. Of two pleasures, if there be one to which all or almost all who have experience of both give a
decided preference, irrespective 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 it to be attended with a greater amount of discontent, and
would not resign it for any quantity 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 comparison, of small account.

Now it is an unquestionable fact that those who are equally acquainted with, and equally capable 6
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 satisfied 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 unhappiness 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 su�ering, 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. We may give what explanation we
please of this unwillingness; we may attribute it to pride, a name which is given indiscriminately to some
of the most and to some of the least estimable feelings of which mankind are capable; we may refer it to
the love of liberty and personal independence, an appeal to which was with the Stoics one of the most
e�ective means for the inculcation of it; to the love of power, or to the love of excitement, both of which
do really enter into and contribute to it: but its most appropriate appellation is a sense of dignity, which
all human beings possess in one form or other, and in some, though by no means in exact, proportion
to their higher faculties, and which is so essential a part of the happiness of those in whom it is strong,
that nothing which conflicts with it could be, otherwise than momentarily, an object of desire to them.
Whoever supposes that this preference takes place at a sacrifice of happiness-that the superior being,
in anything like equal circumstances, is not happier than the inferior-confounds the two very di�erent
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 happiness 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 not make him envy the being who is indeed
unconscious of the imperfections, 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 di�erent 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, occasionally, under the influence 7
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 when the choice is between two bodily
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pleasures, than when it is between bodily and mental. They pursue sensual indulgences to the injury of
health, though perfectly aware that health is the greater good. It may be further objected, that many who
begin with youthful enthusiasm for everything noble, as they advance in years sink into indolence and
selfishness. But I do not believe that those who undergo this very common change, voluntarily choose the
lower description 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
sustenance; and in the majority of young persons it speedily dies away if the occupations to which their
position in life has devoted them, and the society into which it has thrown them, are not favourable to
keeping that higher capacity in exercise. Men lose their high aspirations as they lose their intellectual tastes,
because they have not time or opportunity for indulging them; and they addict themselves to inferior
pleasures, not because they deliberately prefer them, but because they 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 who 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 ine�ectual attempt to
combine both.

From this verdict of the only competent judges, I apprehend there can be no appeal. On a question8
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 its moral attributes and from its consequences, the judgment of those who are
qualified by knowledge of both, or, if they di�er, 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 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 su�rage of those who are familiar with both? Neither pains nor pleasures are homogeneous,
and pain is always heterogeneous 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 judgment 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 susceptible, 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 conception of Utility or9
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 noble 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 each 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 refutation superfluous.

According to the Greatest Happiness Principle, as above explained, the ultimate end, with reference to10
and for the sake of which all other things are desirable (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 enjoyments,
both in point of quantity and quality; the test of quality, and the rule for measuring it against quantity,
being the preference felt by those who, in their opportunities of experience, to which must be added their
habits of self-consciousness and self-observation, are best furnished with the means of comparison. This,
being, according to the utilitarian opinion, the end of human action, is necessarily also the standard of
morality; which may accordingly be defined, the rules and precepts for human conduct, by the observance
of which an existence such as has been described might be, to the greatest extent possible, secured to all
mankind; and not to them only, but, so far as the nature of things admits, to the whole sentient creation.

Against this doctrine, however, arises another class of objectors, who say that happiness, in any form,11
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cannot be the rational purpose of human life and action; because, in the first place, it is unattainable: and
they contemptuously ask, What right hast thou to be happy? a question which Mr. Carlyle clenches by the
addition, What right, a short time ago, hadst thou even to be? Next, they say, that men can do without
happiness; that all noble human beings have felt this, and could not have become noble but by learning
the lesson of Entsagen, or renunciation; which lesson, thoroughly learnt and submitted to, they a�rm to be
the beginning and necessary condition of all virtue.

The first of these objections would go to the root of the matter were it well founded; for if no happiness 12
is to be had at all by human beings, the attainment of it cannot be the end of morality, or of any rational
conduct. Though, even in that case, something might still be said for the utilitarian theory; since utility
includes not solely the pursuit of happiness, but the prevention or mitigation of unhappiness; and if the
former aim be chimerical, there will be all the greater scope and more imperative need for the latter,
so long at least as mankind think fit to live, and do not take refuge in the simultaneous act of suicide
recommended under certain conditions by Novalis. When, however, it is thus positively asserted to be
impossible that human life should be happy, the assertion, if not something like a verbal quibble, is at
least an exaggeration. If by happiness be meant a continuity of highly pleasurable excitement, it is evident
enough that this is impossible. A state of exalted pleasure lasts only moments, or in some cases, and with
some intermissions, hours or days, and is the occasional brilliant flash of enjoyment, not its permanent
and steady flame. Of this the philosophers who have taught that happiness is the end of life were as fully
aware as those who taunt them. The happiness which they meant was not a life of rapture, but moments
of such, in an existence made up of few and transitory pains, many and various pleasures, with a decided
predominance of the active over the passive, and having as the foundation of the whole, not to expect
more from life than it is capable of bestowing. A life thus composed, to those who have been fortunate
enough to obtain it, has always appeared worthy of the name of happiness. And such an existence is even
now the lot of many, during some considerable portion of their lives. The present wretched education, and
wretched social arrangements, are the only real hindrance to its being attainable by almost all.

The objectors perhaps may doubt whether human beings, if taught to consider happiness as the end of 13
life, would be satisfied with such a moderate share of it. But great numbers of mankind have been satisfied
with much less. The main constituents of a satisfied life appear to be two, either of which by itself is
often found su�cient for the purpose: tranquillity, and excitement. With much tranquillity, many find that
they can be content with very little pleasure: with much excitement, many can reconcile themselves to a
considerable quantity of pain. There is assuredly no inherent impossibility in enabling even the mass of
mankind to unite both; since the two are so far from being incompatible that they are in natural alliance,
the prolongation of either being a preparation for, and exciting a wish for, the other. It is only those in
whom indolence amounts to a vice, that do not desire excitement after an interval of repose; it is only
those in whom the need of excitement is a disease, that feel the tranquillity which follows excitement
dull and insipid, instead of pleasurable in direct proportion to the excitement which preceded it. When
people who are tolerably fortunate in their outward lot do not find in life su�cient enjoyment to make it
valuable to them, the cause generally is, caring for nobody but themselves. To those who have neither
public nor private a�ections, the excitements of life are much curtailed, and in any case dwindle in value
as the time approaches when all selfish interests must be terminated by death: while those who leave after
them objects of personal a�ection, and especially those who have also cultivated a fellow-feeling with
the collective interests of mankind, retain as lively an interest in life on the eve of death as in the vigour
of youth and health. Next to selfishness, the principal cause which makes life unsatisfactory, is want of
mental cultivation. A cultivated mind—I do not mean that of a philosopher, but any mind to which the
fountains of knowledge have been opened, and which has been taught, in any tolerable degree, to exercise
its faculties—finds sources of inexhaustible interest in all that surrounds it; in the objects of nature, the
achievements of art, the imaginations of poetry, the incidents of history, the ways of mankind past and
present, and their prospects in the future. It is possible, indeed, to become indi�erent to all this, and that
too without having exhausted a thousandth part of it; but only when one has had from the beginning no
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moral or human interest in these things, and has sought in them only the gratification of curiosity.

Now there is absolutely no reason in the nature of things why an amount of mental culture su�cient14
to give an intelligent interest in these objects of contemplation, should not be the inheritance of every
one born in a civilized country. As little is there an inherent necessity that any human being should be a
selfish egotist, devoid of every feeling or care but those which centre in his own miserable individuality.
Something far superior to this is su�ciently common even now, to give ample earnest of what the human
species may be made. Genuine private a�ections, and a sincere interest in the public good, are possible,
though in unequal degrees, to every rightly brought-up human being. In a world in which there is so much
to interest, so much to enjoy, and so much also to correct and improve, every one who has this moderate
amount of moral and intellectual requisites is capable of an existence which may be called enviable; and
unless such a person, through bad laws, or subjection to the will of others, is denied the liberty to use
the sources of happiness within his reach, he will not fail to find this enviable existence, if he escape the
positive evils of life, the great sources of physical and mental su�ering—such as indigence, disease, and
the unkindness, worthlessness, or premature loss of objects of a�ection. The main stress of the problem
lies, therefore, in the contest with these calamities, from which it is a rare good fortune entirely to escape;
which, as things now are, cannot be obviated, and often cannot be in any material degree mitigated. Yet
no one whose opinion deserves a moment’s consideration can doubt that most of the great positive evils
of the world are in themselves removable, and will, if human a�airs continue to improve, be in the end
reduced within narrow limits. Poverty, in any sense implying su�ering, may be completely extinguished
by the wisdom of society, combined with the good sense and providence of individuals. Even that most
intractable of enemies, disease, may be indefinitely reduced in dimensions by good physical and moral
education, and proper control of noxious influences; while the progress of science holds out a promise
for the future of still more direct conquests over this detestable foe. And every advance in that direction
relieves us from some, not only of the chances which cut short our own lives, but, what concerns us still
more, which deprive us of those in whom our happiness is wrapt up. As for vicissitudes of fortune, and
other disappointments connected with worldly circumstances, these are principally the e�ect either of
gross imprudence, of ill-regulated desires, or of bad or imperfect social institutions. All the grand sources,
in short, of human su�ering are in a great degree, many of them almost entirely, conquerable by human
care and e�ort; and though their removal is grievously slow—though a long succession of generations
will perish in the breach before the conquest is completed, and this world becomes all that, if will and
knowledge were not wanting, it might easily be made—yet every mind su�ciently intelligent and generous
to bear a part, however small and unconspicuous, in the endeavour, will draw a noble enjoyment from the
contest itself, which he would not for any bribe in the form of selfish indulgence consent to be without.

And this leads to the true estimation of what is said by the objectors concerning the possibility, and15
the obligation, of learning to do without happiness. Unquestionably it is possible to do without happiness;
it is done involuntarily by nineteen-twentieths of mankind, even in those parts of our present world which
are least deep in barbarism; and it often has to be done voluntarily by the hero or the martyr, for the sake
of something which he prizes more than his individual happiness. But this something, what is it, unless
the happiness of others, or some of the requisites of happiness? It is noble to be capable of resigning
entirely one’s own portion of happiness, or chances of it: but, after all, this self-sacrifice must be for some
end; it is not its own end; and if we are told that its end is not happiness, but virtue, which is better
than happiness, I ask, would the sacrifice be made if the hero or martyr did not believe that it would
earn for others immunity from similar sacrifices? Would it be made, if he thought that his renunciation of
happiness for himself would produce no fruit for any of his fellow creatures, but to make their lot like his,
and place them also in the condition of persons who have renounced happiness? All honour to those who
can abnegate for themselves the personal enjoyment of life, when by such renunciation they contribute
worthily to increase the amount of happiness in the world; but he who does it, or professes to do it, for
any other purpose, is no more deserving of admiration than the ascetic mounted on his pillar. He may be
an inspiriting proof of what men can do, but assuredly not an example of what they should.
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Though it is only in a very imperfect state of the world’s arrangements that any one can best serve the 16
happiness of others by the absolute sacrifice of his own, yet so long as the world is in that imperfect state,
I fully acknowledge that the readiness to make such a sacrifice is the highest virtue which can be found in
man. I will add, that in this condition of the world, paradoxical as the assertion may be, the conscious
ability to do without happiness gives the best prospect of realizing such happiness as is attainable. For
nothing except that consciousness can raise a person above the chances of life, by making him feel that,
let fate and fortune do their worst, they have not power to subdue him: which, once felt, frees him from
excess of anxiety concerning the evils of life, and enables him, like many a Stoic in the worst times of the
Roman Empire, to cultivate in tranquillity the sources of satisfaction accessible to him, without concerning
himself about the uncertainty of their duration, any more than about their inevitable end.

Meanwhile, let utilitarians never cease to claim the morality of self-devotion as a possession which 17
belongs by as good a right to them, as either to the Stoic or to the Transcendentalist. The utilitarian
morality does recognise in human beings the power of sacrificing their own greatest good for the good of
others. It only refuses to admit that the sacrifice is itself a good. A sacrifice which does not increase, or
tend to increase, the sum total of happiness, it considers as wasted. The only self-renunciation which it
applauds, is devotion to the happiness, or to some of the means of happiness, of others; either of mankind
collectively, or of individuals within the limits imposed by the collective interests of mankind.

I must again repeat, what the assailants of utilitarianism seldom have the justice to acknowledge, that 18
the happiness which forms the utilitarian standard of what is right in conduct, is not the agent’s own
happiness, but that of all concerned. As between his own happiness and that of others, utilitarianism
requires him 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 utility. To do as one would be done by, and
to love one’s neighbour as oneself, constitute the ideal perfection of utilitarian morality. As the means of
making the nearest approach to this ideal, utility would enjoin, first, 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 establish in the mind
of every individual an indissoluble 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
regard for the universal happiness prescribes: so that not only he may be unable to conceive the possibility
of happiness to himself, consistently with conduct opposed to the general good, but also that a direct
impulse to promote the general good may be in every individual one of the habitual motives of action, and
the sentiments connected therewith may fill a large and prominent place in every human being’s sentient
existence. If the impugners of the utilitarian morality represented it to their own minds in this its true
character, I know not what recommendation possessed by any other morality they could possibly a�rm to
be wanting to it: what more beautiful or more exalted developments of human nature any other ethical
system can be supposed to foster, or what springs of action, not accessible to the utilitarian, such systems
rely on for giving e�ect to their mandates.

The objectors to utilitarianism cannot always be charged with representing it in a discreditable light. 19
On the contrary, those among them who entertain anything like a just idea of its disinterested character,
sometimes find fault with its standard as being too high for humanity. They say it is exacting too much
to require that people shall always 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 utilitarian moralists have gone
beyond almost all others in a�rming that the motive has nothing to do with the morality of the action,
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though much with the worth of the agent. He who saves a fellow creature from drowning does what is
morally right, whether his motive be duty, or the hope of being paid for his trouble: he who betrays 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.3 But to speak only of actions done from the motive 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 majority 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 benefiting
them he is not violating the rights—that is, the legitimate and authorized expectations—of any one else.
The multiplication of happiness is, according to the utilitarian ethics, the object of virtue: the occasions
on which any person (except one in a thousand) has it in his power to do this on an extended scale, in
other words, to be a public benefactor, are but exceptional; and on these occasions alone is he called on to
consider public utility; in every other case, private utility, the interest or happiness of some few persons, is
all he has to attend to. Those alone the influence of whose actions extends to society in general, need
concern themselves habitually about so large an object. In the case of abstinences 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 consciously aware that the action is
of a class which, if practised generally, would be generally injurious, 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 whatever is
manifestly pernicious to society.

The same considerations dispose of another reproach against the doctrine of utility, founded on a20
still grosser misconception of the purpose of a standard of morality, and of the very meaning of the
words right and wrong. It is often a�rmed that utilitarianism renders men cold and unsympathizing;
that it chills their moral feelings towards individuals; that it makes them regard only the dry and hard
consideration of the consequences of actions, not taking into their moral estimate the qualities from
which those actions emanate. If the assertion means that they do not allow their judgment respecting
the rightness or wrongness of an action to be influenced by their opinion of the qualities of the person
who does it, this is a complaint not against utilitarianism, but against having any standard of morality at
all; for certainly no known ethical standard decides an action to be good or bad because it is done by a
good or a bad man, still less because done by an amiable, a brave, or a benevolent man or the contrary.
These considerations are relevant, not to the estimation of actions, but of persons; and there is nothing in
the utilitarian theory inconsistent with the fact that there are other things which interest us in persons

3An opponent, whose intellectual and moral fairness it is a pleasure to acknowledge (the Rev. J. Llewellyn Davis), has objected
to this passage, saying, ‘Surely the rightness or wrongness of saving a man from drowning does depend very much upon the
motive with which it is done. Suppose that a tyrant, when his enemy jumped into the sea to escape from him, saved him from
drowning simply in order that he might inflict upon him more exquisite tortures, would it tend to clearness to speak of that
rescue as “a morally right action?” Or suppose again, according to one of the stock illustrations of ethical inquiries, that a man
betrayed a trust received from a friend, because the discharge of it would fatally injure that friend himself or some one belonging
to him, would utilitarianism compel one to call the betrayal “a crime” as much as if it had been done from the meanest motive?’

I submit, that he who saves another from drowning in order to kill him by torture afterwards, does not di�er only in motive
from him who does the same thing from duty or benevolence; the act itself is di�erent. The rescue of the man is, in the case
supposed, only the necessary first step of an act far more atrocious than leaving him to drown would have been. Had Mr. Davis
said, ‘The rightness or wrongness of saving a man from drowning does depend very much’—not upon the motive, but— ‘upon
the intention’ no utilitarian would have di�ered from him. Mr. Davis, by an oversight too common not to be quite venial, has
in this case confounded the very di�erent ideas of Motive and Intention. There is no point which utilitarian thinkers (and
Bentham pre-eminently) have taken more pains to illustrate than this. The morality of the action depends entirely upon the
intention—that is, upon what the agent wills to do. But the motive, that is, the feeling which makes him will so to do, when it
makes no di�erence in the act, makes none in the morality: though it makes a great di�erence in our moral estimation of the
agent, especially if it indicates a good or a bad habitual disposition—a bent of character from which useful, or from which
hurtful actions are likely to arise.
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besides the rightness and wrongness of their actions. The Stoics, indeed, with the paradoxical misuse of
language which was part of their system, and by which they strove to raise themselves above all concern
about anything but virtue, were fond of saying that he who has that has everything; that he, and only
he, is rich, is beautiful, is a king. But no claim of this description is made for the virtuous man by the
utilitarian doctrine. Utilitarians are quite aware that there are other desirable possessions and qualities
besides virtue, and are perfectly willing to allow to all of them their full worth. They are also aware that a
right action does not necessarily indicate a virtuous character, and that actions which are blameable often
proceed from qualities entitled to praise. When this is apparent in any particular case, it modifies their
estimation, not certainly of the act, but of the agent. I grant that they are, notwithstanding, of opinion, that
in the long run the best proof of a good character is good actions; and resolutely refuse to consider any
mental disposition as good, of which the predominant tendency is to produce bad conduct. This makes
them unpopular with many people; but it is an unpopularity which they must share with every one who
regards the distinction between right and wrong in a serious light; and the reproach is not one which a
conscientious utilitarian need be anxious to repel.

If no more be meant by the objection than that many utilitarians look on the morality of actions, as 21
measured by the utilitarian standard, with too exclusive a regard, and do not lay su�cient stress upon the
other beauties of character which go towards making a human being loveable or admirable, this may be
admitted. Utilitarians who have cultivated their moral feelings, but not their sympathies nor their artistic
perceptions, do fall into this mistake; and so do all other moralists under the same conditions. What can
be said in excuse for other moralists is equally available for them, namely, that if there is to be any error, it
is better that it should be on that side. As a matter of fact, we may a�rm that among utilitarians as among
adherents of other systems, there is every imaginable degree of rigidity and of laxity in the application
of their standard: some are even puritanically rigorous, while others are as indulgent as can possibly be
desired by sinner or by sentimentalist. But on the whole, a doctrine which brings prominently forward
the interest that mankind have in the repression and prevention of conduct which violates the moral law,
is likely to be inferior to no other in turning the sanctions of opinion against such violations. It is true,
the question, What does violate the moral law? is one on which those who recognise di�erent standards
of morality are likely now and then to di�er. But di�erence of opinion on moral questions was not first
introduced into the world by utilitarianism, while that doctrine does supply, if not always an easy, at all
events a tangible and intelligible mode of deciding such di�erences.

It may not be superfluous to notice a few more of the common misapprehensions of utilitarian ethics, 22
even those which are so obvious and gross that it might appear impossible for any person of candour
and intelligence to fall into them: since persons, even of considerable mental endowments, often give
themselves so little trouble to understand the bearings of any opinion against which they entertain a
prejudice, and men are in general so little conscious of this voluntary ignorance as a defect, that the
vulgarest misunderstandings of ethical doctrines are continually met with in the deliberate writings of
persons of the greatest pretensions both to high principle and to philosophy. We not uncommonly hear the
doctrine of utility inveighed against as a godless doctrine. If it be necessary to say anything at all against
so mere an assumption, we may say that the question depends upon what idea we have formed of the
moral character of the Deity. If it be a true belief that God desires, above all things, the happiness of his
creatures, and that this was his purpose in their creation, utility is not only not a godless doctrine, but
more profoundly religious than any other. If it be meant that utilitarianism does not recognise the revealed
will of God as the supreme law of morals, I answer, that an utilitarian who believes in the perfect goodness
and wisdom of God, necessarily believes that whatever God has thought fit to reveal on the subject of
morals, must fulfil the requirements of utility in a supreme degree. But others besides utilitarians have
been of opinion that the Christian revelation was intended, and is fitted, to inform the hearts and minds of
mankind with a spirit which should enable them to find for themselves what is right, and incline them to
do it when found, rather than to tell them, except in a very general way, what it is: and that we need a
doctrine of ethics, carefully followed out, to interpret to us the will of God. Whether this opinion is correct
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or not, it is superfluous here to discuss; since whatever aid religion, either natural or revealed, can a�ord to
ethical investigation, is as open to the utilitarian moralist as to any other. He can use it as the testimony of
God to the usefulness or hurtfulness of any given course of action, by as good a right as others can use it
for the indication of a transcendental law, having no connexion with usefulness or with happiness.

Again, Utility is often summarily stigmatized as an immoral doctrine by giving it the name of Expediency,23
and taking advantage of the popular use of that term to contrast it with Principle. But the Expedient, in
the sense in which it is opposed to the Right, generally means that which is expedient for the particular
interest of the agent himself: as when a minister sacrifices the interest of his country to keep himself in
place. When it means anything better than this, it means that which is expedient for some immediate
object, some temporary purpose, but which violates a rule whose observance is expedient in a much higher
degree. The Expedient, in this sense, instead of being the same thing with the useful, is a branch of the
hurtful. Thus, it would often be expedient, for the purpose of getting over some momentary embarrassment,
or attaining some object immediately useful to ourselves or others, to tell a lie. But inasmuch as the
cultivation in ourselves of a sensitive feeling on the subject of veracity, is one of the most useful, and the
enfeeblement of that feeling one of the most hurtful, things to which our conduct can be instrumental;
and inasmuch as any, even unintentional, deviation from truth, does that much towards weakening the
trustworthiness of human assertion, which is not only the principal support of all present social well-being,
but the insu�ciency of which does more than any one thing that can be named to keep back civilisation,
virtue, everything on which human happiness on the largest scale depends; we feel that the violation, for
a present advantage, of a rule of such transcendent expediency, is not expedient, and that he who, for
the sake of a convenience to himself or to some other individual, does what depends on him to deprive
mankind of the good, and inflict upon them the evil, involved in the greater or less reliance which they
can place in each other’s word, acts the part of one of their worst enemies. Yet that even this rule, sacred
as it is, admits of possible exceptions, is acknowledged by all moralists; the chief of which is when the
withholding of some fact (as of information from a male-factor, or of bad news from a person dangerously
ill) would preserve some one (especially a person other than oneself) from great and unmerited evil, and
when the withholding can only be e�ected by denial. But in order that the exception may not extend itself
beyond the need, and may have the least possible e�ect in weakening reliance on veracity, it ought to be
recognized, and, if possible, its limits defined; and if the principle of utility is good for anything, it must be
good for weighing these conflicting utilities against one another, and marking out the region within which
one or the other preponderates.

Again, defenders of utility often find themselves called upon to reply to such objections as this—that24
there is not time, previous to action, for calculating and weighing the e�ects of any line of conduct on
the general happiness. This is exactly as if any one were to say that it is impossible to guide our conduct
by Christianity, because there is not time, on every occasion on which anything has to be done, to read
through the Old and New Testaments. The answer to the objection is, that there has been ample time,
namely, the whole past duration of the human species. During all that time mankind have been learning
by experience the tendencies of actions; on which experience all the prudence, as well as all the morality
of life, is dependent. People talk as if the commencement of this course of experience had hitherto been
put o�, and as if, at the moment when some man feels tempted to meddle with the property or life of
another, he had to begin considering for the first time whether murder and theft are injurious to human
happiness. Even then I do not think that he would find the question very puzzling; but, at all events,
the matter is now done to his hand. 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 agreement as to what is 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 di�culty in proving any ethical standard whatever to work ill, if we suppose
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 e�ects of some actions on their happiness; and the beliefs which
have thus come down are the rules of morality for the multitude, and for the philosopher until he has
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succeeded in finding better. That philosophers might easily do this, even now, on many subjects; that the
received code of ethics is by no means of divine right; and that mankind have still much to learn as to the
e�ects of actions 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 generalizations entirely, and
endeavour to test each individual action directly by the first principle, is another. It is a strange notion
that the acknowledgment of a first principle is inconsistent with the admission of secondary ones. To
inform a traveller respecting the place of his ultimate destination, is not to forbid the use of landmarks 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 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 o� talking a kind of nonsense on this subject,
which they would neither talk nor listen to on other matters of practical concernment. Nobody argues that
the art of navigation is not founded on astronomy, because sailors cannot wait to calculate the Nautical
Almanack. Being rational creatures, they go to sea with it ready calculated; and all rational creatures go out
upon the sea of life with their minds made up on the common questions of right and wrong, as well as on
many of the far more di�cult questions of wise and foolish. And this, as long as foresight is a human
quality, it is to be presumed they will continue to do. Whatever we adopt as the fundamental principle of
morality, we require subordinate principles to apply it by: the impossibility of doing without them, being
common to all systems, can a�ord no argument against any one in particular: but gravely to argue as if
no such secondary principles could be had, and as if mankind had remained till now, and always must
remain, without drawing any general conclusions from the experience of human life, is as high a pitch, I
think, as absurdity has ever reached in philosophical controversy.

The remainder of the stock arguments against utilitarianism mostly consist in laying to its charge the 25
common infirmities of human nature, and the general di�culties which embarrass conscientious persons in
shaping their course through life. We are told that an utilitarian will be apt to make his own particular case
an exception to moral rules, and, when under temptation, will see an utility in the breach of a rule, greater
than he will see in its observance. But is utility the only creed which is able to furnish us with excuses for
evil doing, and means of cheating our own conscience? They are a�orded in abundance by all doctrines
which recognise as a fact in morals the existence of conflicting considerations; which all doctrines do, that
have been believed by sane persons. It is not the fault of any creed, but of the complicated nature of
human a�airs, that rules of conduct cannot be so framed as to require no exceptions, and that hardly any
kind of action can safely be laid down as either always obligatory or always condemnable. There is no
ethical creed which does not temper the rigidity of its laws, by giving a certain latitude, under the moral
responsibility of the agent, for accommodation to peculiarities of circumstances; and under every creed,
at the opening thus made, self-deception and dishonest casuistry get in. There exists no moral system
under which there do not arise unequivocal cases of conflicting obligation. These are the real di�culties,
the knotty points both in the theory of ethics, and in the conscientious guidance of personal conduct.
They are overcome practically with greater or with less success according to the intellect and virtue of the
individual; but it can hardly be pretended that any one will be the less qualified for dealing with them,
from possessing an ultimate standard to which conflicting rights and duties can be referred. If utility is the
ultimate source of moral obligations, utility may be invoked to decide between them when their demands
are incompatible. Though the application of the standard may be di�cult, it is better than none at all:
while in other systems, the moral laws all claiming independent authority, there is no common umpire
entitled to interfere between them; their claims to precedence one over another rest on little better than
sophistry, and unless determined, as they generally are, by the unacknowledged influence of considerations
of utility, a�ord a free scope for the action of personal desires and partialities. We must remember that
only in these cases of conflict between secondary principles is it requisite that first principles should be
appealed to. There is no case of moral obligation in which some secondary principle is not involved; and if
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only one, there can seldom be any real doubt which one it is, in the mind of any person by whom the
principle itself is recognized.

Chapter 3

Of the Ultimate Sanction of the Principle of Utility

The question is often asked, and properly so, in regard to any supposed moral standard—What is its1
sanction? what are the motives to obey it? or more specifically, what is the source of its obligation? whence
does it derive its binding force? It is a necessary part of moral philosophy to provide the answer to this
question; which, though frequently assuming the shape of an objection to the utilitarian morality, as if it
had some special applicability to that above others, really arises in regard to all standards. It arises, in fact,
whenever a person is called on to adopt a standard or refer morality to any basis on which he has not been
accustomed to rest it. For the customary morality, that which education and opinion have consecrated, is
the only one which presents itself to the mind with the feeling of being in itself obligatory; and when a
person is asked to believe that this morality derives its obligation from some general principle round which
custom has not thrown the same halo, the assertion is to him a paradox; the supposed corollaries seem to
have a more binding force than the original theorem; the superstructure seems to stand better without,
than with, what is represented as its foundation. He says to himself, I feel that I am bound not to rob or
murder, betray or deceive; but why am I bound to promote the general happiness? If my own happiness
lies in something else, why may I not give that the preference?

If the view adopted by the utilitarian philosophy of the nature of the moral sense be correct, this2
di�culty will always present itself, until the influences which form moral character have taken the same
hold of the principle which they have taken of some of the consequences—until, by the improvement of
education, the feeling of unity with our fellow creatures shall be (what it cannot be doubted that Christ
intended it to be) as deeply rooted in our character, and to our own consciousness as completely a part of
our nature, as the horror of crime is in an ordinarily well-brought-up young person. In the mean time,
however, the di�culty has no peculiar application to the doctrine of utility, but is inherent in every attempt
to analyse morality and reduce it to principles; which, unless the principle is already in men’s minds
invested with as much sacredness as any of its applications, always seems to divest them of a part of their
sanctity.

The principle of utility either has, or there is no reason why it might not have, all the sanctions3
which belong to any other system of morals. Those sanctions are either external or internal. Of the
external sanctions it is not necessary to speak at any length. They are, the hope of favour and the fear of
displeasure from our fellow creatures or from the Ruler of the Universe, along with whatever we may have
of sympathy or a�ection for them or of love and awe of Him, inclining us to do His will independently
of selfish consequences. There is evidently no reason why all these motives for observance should not
attach themselves to the utilitarian morality, as completely and as powerfully as to any other. Indeed, those
of them which refer to our fellow creatures are sure to do so, in proportion to the amount of general
intelligence; for whether there be any other ground of moral obligation than the general happiness or not,
men do desire happiness; and however imperfect may be their own practice, they desire and commend
all conduct in others towards themselves, by which they think their happiness is promoted. With regard
to the religious motive, if men believe, as most profess to do, in the goodness of God, those who think
that conduciveness to the general happiness is the essence, or even only the criterion, of good, must
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necessarily believe that it is also that which God approves. The whole force therefore of external reward
and punishment, whether physical or moral, and whether proceeding from God or from our fellow men,
together with all that the capacities of human nature admit, of disinterested devotion to either, become
available to enforce the utilitarian morality, in proportion as that morality is recognized; and the more
powerfully, the more the appliances of education and general cultivation are bent to the purpose.

So far as to external sanctions. The internal sanction of duty, whatever our standard of duty may be, is 4
one and the same—a feeling in our own mind; a pain, more or less intense, attendant on violation of duty,
which in properly cultivated moral natures rises, in the more serious cases, into shrinking from it as an
impossibility. This feeling, when disinterested, and connecting itself with the pure idea of duty, and not with
some particular form of it, or with any of the merely accessory circumstances, is the essence of Conscience;
though in that complex phenomenon as it actually exists, the simple fact is in general all encrusted over
with collateral associations, derived from sympathy, from love, and still more from fear; from all the forms
of religious feeling; from the recollections of childhood and of all our past life; from self-esteem, desire of
the esteem of others, and occasionally even self-abasement. This extreme complication is, I apprehend, the
origin of the sort of mystical character which, by a tendency of the human mind of which there are many
other examples, is apt to be attributed to the idea of moral obligation, and which leads people to believe
that the idea cannot possibly attach itself to any other objects than those which, by a supposed mysterious
law, are found in our present experience to excite it. Its binding force, however, consists in the existence of
a mass of feeling which must be broken through in order to do what violates our standard of right, and
which, if we do nevertheless violate that standard, will probably have to be encountered afterwards in the
form of remorse. Whatever theory we have of the nature or origin of conscience, this is what essentially
constitutes it.

The ultimate sanction, therefore, of all morality (external motives apart) being a subjective feeling in 5
our own minds, I see nothing embarrassing to those whose standard is utility, in the question, what is
the sanction of that particular standard? We may answer, the same as of all other moral standards—the
conscientious feelings of mankind. Undoubtedly this sanction has no binding e�cacy on those who do
not possess the feelings it appeals to; but neither will these persons be more obedient to any other moral
principle than to the utilitarian one. On them morality of any kind has no hold but through the external
sanctions. Meanwhile the feelings exist, a feet in human nature, the reality of which, and the great power
with which they are capable of acting on those in whom they have been duly cultivated, are proved by
experience. No reason has ever been shown why they may not be cultivated to as great intensity in
connection with the utilitarian, as with any other rule of morals.

There is, I am aware, a disposition to believe that a person who sees in moral obligation a transcendental 6
fact, an objective reality belonging to the province of ‘Things in themselves,’ is likely to be more obedient
to it than one who believes it to be entirely subjective, having its seat in human consciousness only. But
whatever a person’s opinion may be on this point of Ontology, the force he is really urged by is his own
subjective feeling, and is exactly measured by its strength. No one’s belief that Duty is an objective reality
is stronger than the belief that God is so; yet the belief in God, apart from the expectation of actual reward
and punishment, only operates on conduct through, and in proportion to, the subjective religious feeling.
The sanction, so far as it is disinterested, is always in the mind itself; and the notion, therefore, of the
transcendental moralists must be, that this sanction will not exist in the mind unless it is believed to have
its root out of the mind; and that if a person is able to say to himself, That which is restraining me, and
which is called my conscience, is only a feeling in my own mind, he may possibly draw the conclusion
that when the feeling ceases the obligation ceases, and that if he find the feeling inconvenient, he may
disregard it, and endeavour to get rid of it. But is this danger confined to the utilitarian morality? Does the
belief that moral obligation has its seat outside the mind make the feeling of it too strong to be got rid of?
The fact is so far otherwise, that all moralists admit and lament the ease with which, in the generality of
minds, conscience can be silenced or stifled. The question, Need I obey my conscience? is quite as often
put to themselves by persons who never heard of the principle of utility, as by its adherents. Those whose
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conscientious feelings are so weak as to allow of their asking this question, if they answer it a�rmatively,
will not do so because they believe in the transcendental theory, but because of the external sanctions.

It is not necessary, for the present purpose, to decide whether the feeling of duty is innate or implanted.7
Assuming it to be innate, it is an open question to what objects it naturally attaches itself; for the
philosophic supporters of that theory are now agreed that the intuitive perception is of principles of
morality, and not of the details. If there be anything innate in the matter, I see no reason why the feeling
which is innate should not be that of regard to the pleasures and pains of others. If there is any principle of
morals which is intuitively obligatory, I should say it must be that. If so, the intuitive ethics would coincide
with the utilitarian, and there would be no further quarrel between them. Even as it is, the intuitive
moralists, though they believe that there are other intuitive moral obligations, do already believe this to be
one; for they unanimously hold that a large portion of morality turns upon the consideration due to the
interests of our fellow creatures. Therefore, if the belief in the transcendental origin of moral obligation
gives any additional e�cacy to the internal sanction, it appears to me that the utilitarian principle has
already the benefit of it.

On the other hand, if, as is my own belief, the moral feelings are not innate, but acquired, they are not8
for that reason the less natural. It is natural to man to speak, to reason, to build cities, to cultivate the
ground, though these are acquired faculties. The moral feelings are not indeed a part of our nature, in
the sense of being hi any perceptible degree present in all of us; but this, unhappily, is a fact admitted by
those who believe the most strenuously in their transcendental origin. Like the other acquired capacities
above referred to, the moral faculty, if not a part of our nature, is a natural outgrowth from it; capable,
like them, in a certain small degree, of springing up spontaneously; and susceptible of being brought by
cultivation to a high degree of development. Unhappily it is also susceptible, by a su�cient use of the
external sanctions and of the force of early impressions, of being cultivated in almost any direction: so that
there is hardly anything so absurd or so mischievous that it may not, by means of these influences, be
made to act on the human mind with all the authority of conscience. To doubt that the same potency
might be given by the same means to the principle of utility, even if it had no foundation in human nature,
would be flying in the face of all experience.

But moral associations which are wholly of artificial creation, when intellectual culture goes on, yield9
by degrees to the dissolving force of analysis: and if the feeling of duty, when associated with utility,
would appear equally arbitrary; if there were no leading department of our nature, no powerful class of
sentiments, with which that association would harmonize, which would make us feel it congenial, and
incline us not only to foster it in others (for which we have abundant interested motives), but also to cherish
it in ourselves; if there were not, in short, a natural basis of sentiment for utilitarian morality, it might well
happen that this association also, even after it had been implanted by education, might be analysed away.

But there is this basis of powerful natural sentiment; and this it is which, when once the general10
happiness is recognized as the ethical standard, will constitute the strength of the utilitarian morality. This
firm foundation is that of the social feelings of mankind; the desire to be in unity with our fellow creatures,
which is already a powerful principle in human nature, and happily one of those which tend to become
stronger, even without express inculcation, from the influences of advancing civilization. The social state is
at once so natural, so necessary, and so habitual to man, that, except in some unusual circumstances or
by an e�ort of voluntary abstraction, he never conceives himself otherwise than as a member of a body;
and this association is riveted more and more, as mankind are further removed from the state of savage
independence. Any condition, therefore, which is essential to a state of society, becomes more and more an
inseparable part of every person’s conception of the state of things which he is born into, and which is the
destiny of a human being. Now, society between human beings, except in the relation of master and slave,
is manifestly impossible on any other footing than that the interests of all are to be consulted. Society
between equals can only exist on the understanding that the interests of all are to be regarded equally.
And since in all states of civilization, every person, except an absolute monarch, has equals, every one is
obliged to live on these terms with somebody; and in every age some advance is made towards a state in
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which it will be impossible to live permanently on other terms with anybody. In this way people grow up
unable to conceive as possible to them a state of total disregard of other people’s interests. They are under
a necessity of conceiving themselves as at least abstaining from all the grosser injuries, and (if only for
their own protection.) living in a state of constant protest against them. They are also familiar with the fact
of co-operating with others, and proposing to themselves a collective, not an individual, interest, as the aim
(at least for the time being) of their actions. So long as they are co-operating, their ends are identified with
those of others; there is at least a temporary feeling that the interests of others are their own interests.
Not only does all strengthening of social ties, and all healthy growth of society, give to each individual a
stronger personal interest in practically consulting the welfare of others; it also leads him to identify his
feelings more and more with their good, or at least with an ever greater degree of practical consideration
for it. He comes, as though instinctively, to be conscious of himself as a being who of course pays regard to
others. The good of others becomes to him a thing naturally and necessarily to be attended to, like any of
the physical conditions of our existence. Now, whatever amount of this feeling a person has, he is urged by
the strongest motives both of interest and of sympathy to demonstrate it, and to the utmost of his power
encourage it in others; and even if he has none of it himself, he is as greatly interested as any one else that
others should have it. Consequently, the smallest germs of the feeling are laid hold of and nourished by the
contagion of sympathy and the influences of education; and a complete web of corroborative association is
woven round it, by the powerful agency of the external sanctions. This mode of conceiving ourselves and
human life, as civilization goes on, is felt to be more and more natural. Every step in political improvement
renders it more so, by removing the sources of opposition of interest, and levelling those inequalities of
legal privilege between individuals or classes, owing to which there are large portions of mankind whose
happiness it is still practicable to disregard. In an improving state of the human mind, the influences are
constantly on the increase, which tend to generate in each individual a feeling of unity with all the rest;
which feeling, if perfect, would make him never think of, or desire, any beneficial condition for himself,
in the benefits of which they are not included. If we now suppose this feeling of unity to be taught as a
religion, and the whole force of education, of institutions, and of opinion, directed, as it once was in the
case of religion, to make every person grow up from infancy surrounded on all sides both by the profession
and by the practice of it, I think that no one, who can realize this conception, will feel any misgiving about
the su�ciency of the ultimate sanction for the Happiness morality. To any ethical student who finds the
realization di�cult, I recommend, as a means of facilitating it, the second of M. Comte’s two principal
works, the Système de Politique Positive. I entertain the strongest objections to the system of politics and
morals set forth in that treatise; but I think it has superabundantly shown the possibility of giving to the
service of humanity, even without the aid of belief in a Providence, both the physical power and the social
e�cacy of a religion; making it take hold of human life, and colour all thought, feeling, and action, in a
manner of which the greatest ascendency ever exercised by any religion may be but a type and foretaste;
and of which the danger is, not that it should be insu�cient, but that it should be so excessive as to
interfere unduly with human freedom and individuality.

Neither is it necessary to the feeling which constitutes the binding force of the utilitarian morality on 11
those who recognize it, to wait for those social influences which would make its obligation felt by mankind
at large. In the comparatively early state of human advancement in which we now live, a person cannot
indeed feel that entireness of sympathy with all others, which would make any real discordance in the
general direction of their conduct in life impossible; but already a person in whom the social feeling is
at all developed, cannot bring himself to think of the rest of his fellow creatures as struggling rivals with
him for the means of happiness, whom he must desire to see defeated in their object in order that he
may succeed in his. The deeply-rooted conception which every individual even now has of himself as a
social being, tends to make him feel it one of his natural wants that there should be harmony between
his feelings and aims and those of his fellow creatures. If di�erences of opinion and of mental culture
make it impossible for him to share many of their actual feelings-perhaps make him denounce and defy
those feelings-he still needs to be conscious that his real aim and theirs do not conflict; that he is not
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opposing himself to what they really wish for, namely, their own good, but is, on the contrary, promoting it.
This feeling in most individuals is much inferior in strength to their selfish feelings, and is often wanting
altogether. But to those who have it, it possesses all the characters of a natural feeling. It does not present
itself to their minds as a superstition of education, or a law despotically imposed by the power of society,
but as an attribute which it would not be well for them to be without. This conviction is the ultimate
sanction of the greatest-happiness morality. This it is which makes any mind, of well-developed feelings,
work with, and not against, the outward motives to care for others, a�orded by what I have called the
external sanctions; and when those sanctions are wanting, or act in an opposite direction, constitutes
in itself a powerful internal binding force, in proportion to the sensitiveness and thoughtfulness of the
character; since few but those whose mind is a moral blank, could bear to lay out their course of life on
the plan of paying no regard to others except so far as their own private interest compels.



The Greatest Happiness Principle

Bentham, Mill & the Epicureans

Mill’s moral theory is very similar to Bentham’s in its essentials. Like Bentham’s theory, it is a
form of consequentialism*. This means that, when assessing actions, whether an action is

right or wrong depends solely on its consequences. More specifically, both theories are forms of act
utilitarianism*. That is, Bentham and Mill agree that what matters to the moral rightness or
wrongness of a particular action are the consequences of that particular act and that what matters
about those consequences is the utility or happiness (pleasure pain) which that specific action
causes.

Like Bentham (Pojman 2004, 234), Mill does not regard his theory as providing a decision
procedure — that is, he doesn’t think that you should always work out what to do by thinking
about his method. This is because doing so won’t necessarily have the best consequences. This is
why Bentham can’t avoid the Brave New World objection by pointing out that people wouldn’t be
using his method or weighing consequences — the theory isn’t designed to be a decision procedure
at all. It is simply a method of evaluating actions. Mill takes a similar position.

Mill’s theory is probably the best known form of act utilitarianism. Unlike Bentham, Mill is
not arguing for classical hedonism. Mill’s theory is a refinement of Bentham’s and is closer to the
theories held by contemporary utilitarians. In laying out his theory, Mill tried to respond to the
criticisms which had been levelled at Bentham’s theory. Ask yourself this: does he succeed? Are
there other criticisms which one might make of Mill’s theory which he cannot reply to?

This handout picks out some of the main points Mill makes in chapters 2 and 3 of Utilitarianism.
It is intended to give you some help getting clear about the text — it does not cover everything.

‘Principle of Utility’ / ‘Greatest Happiness Principle’
The Principle of Utility or The Greatest Happiness Principle is the standard by which

actions are to be judged (Mill 1979, 7). This states that an action is right iff5 it is the action which
will produce the greatest utility or happiness.

utility = happiness
= pleasure − pain

greatest utility = maximal pleasure + minimal pain

• Nothing matters morally except happiness. That is, happiness is all that is valuable as an
‘end in itself’. Other things are only valuable insofar as they can help obtain happiness.

• This is an objective test. If an action is right, it’s right. It doesn’t matter which ‘point of
view’ you consider it from.

• When considering whether an act is right, you look just at that act, in those circumstances.
So, stealing might be right in some cases and wrong in others. It all depends on the particular case
at hand, as it does for Bentham.

5‘if, and only, if’
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• For both Bentham and Mill, when assessing an action, one takes the happiness of everyone
affected into account and nobody’s happiness counts more than anybody else’s. So, the happiness of
a stranger several thousand miles away counts no more, and no less, than one’s own happiness or
that of one’s child.

• For Mill, as for Bentham, one considers all the options. Not doing something can be just as
wrong as doing something, if the consequences are the same. E.g. not saving a person’s life is just as
bad as murdering that person, other things being equal.

So far, this looks pretty much like classical hedonism, but all pleasures are not equal!!
Bentham distinguished only differences in the quantity of different pleasures. Mill thinks quantitative
differences are important, but qualitative differences also count. This means that some kinds of
pleasure are more valuable than others. That is, there are higher and lower quality pleasures.

In comparing the consequences of 2 actions, then, we must also take into consideration qualitative
(not just quantitative) differences between pleasures and pains. How can we decide which of two
pleasures is higher quality than the other? (Who are you to say that the pleasure I take in drinking
myself into a stupor is ‘lower’ than the pleasure you take in reading Plato?6)

The Competent Judge Test

To decide which of two pleasures is the more valuable, you ask a panel of ‘competent judges’
(Mill 1979, 8–12). Competent judges are those who have experienced both of the pleasures being
compared. These are experts on the pleasures in question and must have experienced both.

The panel’s judgement that A is to be preferred to B then counts iff:

1. they aren’t influenced by the thought that one pleasure is more moral than the other;

2. they would not give up A for any amount of B;

3. they are not influenced by considerations of cost, safety or how long the pleasures will last;

4. they prefer A, even if A is accompanied by more ‘discontent’ than B.

Each competent judge decides, within the constraints specified, which of the two pleasures she prefers.
One then looks to see which pleasure the panel (or a majority of the panel) prefers and concludes
that that pleasure is more valuable.

Mill thinks that, generally, more ‘intellectual’ pleasures are of more value than more ‘physical’
pleasures — ‘better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates
dissatisfied than a fool satisfied’ (1979, 10).

The Epicureans and the ‘Doctrine of swine’
The Epicureans were the hedonists of the ancient world.

Standard objection to the Epicureans and Bentham’s theory They recommend a good
way for swine to live, but not people (Mill 1979, 7). They recommend a life of bodily pleasures —
gluttony, mindless sex, drugs, rolling around in the mud. . .

The standard response Intellectual pleasures are cheaper, safer and can be enjoyed throughout
life; whereas the physical pleasures are more expensive, more dangerous and more transient (Mill
1979, 8).

6Obviously I will not be available for comment.
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Mill’s response Mill doesn’t rest content with this and for good reason. If these are the only
reasons to favour intellectual pleasures, then Brave New World still looks good — because bodily
pleasures, there, are safe, cheap and permanent. Mill responds by distinguishing kinds of pleasures.
(See above: test uses competent judges.)

Two objections
Objection ‘It’s impossible’ (Mill 1979, 12). That is, human beings cannot be happy or, at least, it
isn’t possible for most of them to be happy most of the time.

Response Mill says this rests on a misunderstanding of ‘happiness’ (Mill 1979, 12–13). It’s
not about constant euphoria or joy. ‘Happiness’ need not be construed like that. Even if most
human beings cannot enjoy a preponderance of this sort of happiness, it would at least be possible
to mitigate and minimise the amount of misery in the world and so the Principle of Utility would
still be a good one (Mill 1979, 12).

Further objection ‘People wouldn’t be content with just that kind of happiness!’ (Mill
1979, 13)

Response Mill argues that people seem content with less and, moreover, it’s not that little.
Everyone should be able to experience a mix of ‘tranquillity and excitement’ (Mill 1979, 13).

• Causes of unhappiness: social conditions; selfishness; lack of ‘mental cultivation’ — education,
use of intellect etc. (Mill 1979, 13–15)

Objection Virtue requires sacrifice7 (Mill 1979, 12). Human beings can and should renounce
happiness.

Response see next section.

Is it opposed to Christianity/other religious faith?
Objection One objection is, basically, the divine command theory (Mill 1979, 21). This is the
view that something is morally right/wrong because god commands/forbids it.

Response Mill responds that if his theory is right, then there won’t be a conflict between
faith and his theory. This is because any (good) god will be a utilitarian and won’t command any
actions at variance with it. Essentially, Mill argues that any divine commands/prohibitions will be
consistent with the Principle of Utility. That is, if god commands/forbids something it is because it
is morally right/wrong.

Objection Another is that the theory rules out Christian-endorsed acts of self-sacrifice8.

7See next section.
8See previous section.
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Response Mill denies this (1979, 15–16). An act of self-sacrifice will be right iff it will result
in the most happiness. This is possible because even if it makes you really unhappy, you should still
do it if it will produce enough happiness for others. This means some acts of self-sacrifice are right,
in Mill’s view. But other acts of self-sacrifice are immoral. It’s wrong for you to embrace a life in
which you give up your own happiness without getting happiness for others. So, it’s wrong to vow
poverty, discipline etc. unless it will increase happiness overall. It’s wrong to give something up for
Lent just for the sake of giving something up. Self-sacrifice for the sake of the general happiness is
moral; sacrifice for its own sake is not.

More objections
Objection Too demanding: people aren’t motivated by the general happiness (Mill 1979, 17).

Response Mill responds that people don’t have to be motivated by his principle (Mill 1979, 17–
19). It’s a way of evaluating the rightness of actions. Why people do things is irrelevant to the
assessment of their actions. Mill is distinguishing the ethical evaluation of actions from that of
motives and character. The Principle of Utility is relevant only to the first of these — it is not a
decision procedure9. See also response to next objection.

Objection If you did use it to decide, it would take too long! (Mill 1979, 23) The child would be
dead before you figured out if it was right to rush into the burning building!

Response Mill says that, even if one does use the principle to decide what to do, mostly one
will only have to concern oneself with a few people — because most of us don’t have the chance to
benefit huge numbers of people on a regular basis! (Mill 1979, 18–19) Most people, most of the time
need only consider the effects of their actions on a few people and this will make fewer demands
in terms of both human motivation and deliberation. (Note: leaders etc. would have to consider
everyone.)

Further response Moreover, you don’t have to think about the consequences of most actions
at all (Mill 1979, 23–24). You know already what tends to produce happiness and what not. So,
when you hear the child scream, you just use your general knowledge and experience to figure out
what to do — almost without a moment’s thought.

Sanctions
External sanctions consist of society’s punishments / rewards, religious belief in punish-

ment / reward from a god, peer pressure etc. In contrast, the subjective ‘feeling of humanity’
is an internal sanction consisting of fellow feeling, sympathy, compassion etc.

• External sanctions may motivate us to act rightly, but they are not reasons why those acts
are right. We punish murder because it’s wrong. It’s not wrong because we punish it!

• External sanctions don’t ‘bind’ us because they aren’t why the actions are right. Rather,
the internal sanction is the way we know what’s right. Our feelings of conscience are intimately
connected with why the acts are right/wrong. Clearly, feelings of sympathy, compassion etc. are
closely related to the formal statement of Mill’s principle.

9See page 89.
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Reminders
• Everyone’s happiness counts equally. When considering an action of one’s own, one’s

own happiness counts for neither more nor less than that of anyone else. Everyone means everyone.
So, the impact an act will have on the happiness of a stranger thousands of miles away, in a distant
country, counts just as much as the impact on the happiness of oneself, one’s parent, one’s partner,
one’s child or one’s friend.

• One considers all the options. This means that not taking action to save somebody is
just as right/wrong as taking positive steps to kill them. (E.g. there is no difference between injecting
a lethal drug and just letting the person die unless the consequences are different.)

• The theory is not a decision procedure10.

• Whether somebody does the right thing or not does not dependent on her motives or character.
The Principle of Utility is concerned solely with the rightness/wrongness of actions. Other factors
may be relevant when evaluating a person’s motives or character.
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The Experience Machine

Would you plug in?

In Anarchy, State, and Utopia, Robert Nozick describes a thought experiment involving what
he calls an ‘experience machine’ (Nozick 1974, 42–45; Pojman 2004, 644–647). Nozick thinks you
wouldn’t choose to plug into his machine but don’t take his word for it. This assignment asks you to
think about whether you agree with him or not.

Set aside any worries you might have about neglecting others, be they comparative strangers or
loved-ones. As Nozick makes clear, the experience machine is available to all. If your nearest and
dearest will miss you, they need only programme experiences of you into their schedule with whatever
frequency they desire. If anybody is counting on you for, say, a life-saving heart operation, Nozick’s
result machine will ensure that your patient has many experience-filled years to look forward to.

The only question, then, is whether you want to plug in or not. . .

Would you plug into any version of Nozick’s experience machine? Why or why not?

That is, would you plug into Nozick’s experience machine either alone or in combination with his
transformation and/or result machines? Or into his experience machine along with any combination
of similar machines? Imagine you are being made an offer which is as tempting as it could be. The
question is: would you then plug into the experience machine?
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Please bring a printed copy to class
Referencing: in-text citations; bibliography
NOT needed: introduction; conclusion
Layout: double-space; reasonable font; page numbers; word count
Anonymous: do NOT include your name in your uploaded document

do include your student ID number on every page

Before beginning work, you MUST read the sections of the Centre’s Student Handbook
dealing with plagiarism and how to avoid it. Copies of the handbook are available online at
http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/learn/choices/student-information/. I would be happy to answer any
further questions you might have.

The Handbook also explains the basics of formatting citations and references and includes
a pointer to the university’s guides at http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/insrv/educationandtraining/
guides/citingreferences/index.html.

You do not need to seek outside sources when completing this assignment and I recommend
not doing so unless you wish to draw on them for an original example. Any sources you do use
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should be properly cited. Whether you use additional sources or not, your list of references
should include full references for all sources, including assigned materials distributed in
class. The introductory section of the course packet includes bibliographical details for all readings.
Citations in the text should include specific page numbers where appropriate.

References
Nozick, Robert (1974). Anarchy, State, and Utopia. No address provided. Perseus Books/Basic Books.
Pojman, Louis P., ed. (2004). The Moral Life: An Introductory Reader in Ethics and Literature.

2nd ed. New York and London: Oxford University Press.
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Hard copy includes Nozick, ‘The Experience Machine’ (Nozick 1974)
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Hard copy includes Nozick, ‘The Experience Machine’ (Nozick 1974)
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Hard copy includes Nozick, ‘The Experience Machine’ (Nozick 1974)
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Hard copy includes Le Guin, ‘The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas (Variations on a theme by
William James)’ (Le Guin 1991)
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Hard copy includes Le Guin, ‘The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas (Variations on a theme by
William James)’ (Le Guin 1991)
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Hard copy includes Le Guin, ‘The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas (Variations on a theme by
William James)’ (Le Guin 1991)
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Hard copy includes Le Guin, ‘The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas (Variations on a theme by
William James)’ (Le Guin 1991)
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Hard copy includes Le Guin, ‘The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas (Variations on a theme by
William James)’ (Le Guin 1991)



Case Study

What Would Mill Advise?

This prompt asks you to apply Mill’s theory to a case study.

In the early 1970’s, when Quincy Troupe was an adjunct faculty member at the College of Staten
Island, someone told him that he would never be hired as a tenure-track professor unless he had a
bachelor’s degree. He had attended Grambling, but not graduated. He changed his resume to say
that he had graduated from Grambling. Over the years, high accomplishments and fame increased,
and he held several prestigious teaching positions, including an appointment as a full Professor at
the University of California at San Diego. He became recognized as one of the best poets in the
country as well as a gifted teacher who unstintingly gave back to the community in which he lived.

In 2002, Troupe was nominated as California’s Poet Laureate — the first time this appointment
was made in a non-political way. Prior to his appointment, the Governor’s chief of staff had an
interview with him to make sure that there were no skeletons in the closet.

Shortly after his appointment, the state legislature’s staffers completed their screening and
discovered that Troupe had not graduated from Grambling, despite the fact that this is listed on his
resume. They contact [sic] Troupe to ask him about this discrepancy, and he immediately confirmed
that he had not graduated. Shortly thereafter, he submitted his resignation as California Poet
Laureate. He also immediately informed UCSD of what had happened. (Hinman 2002)

At this point, UCSD had to decide how to respond to their discovery that Troupe had never
graduated from Grambling despite claiming to have done so on his curriculum vitae. In order to
ensure that they have a balanced picture, imagine that the university has called in a number of
consultants to advise the board on various ethical theories. In virtue of your expertise, you have
been called in as a consultant to advise the board on Mill’s utilitarianism.

How would Mill advise the board, and why?

When responding to weekly prompts, you do not need to include an introduction or conclusion.
You do not have enough words for that!

Draft due: by noon on Monday, 27 October, 2014
Revised due: by noon on Monday, 15 December, 2014
Length: 300–400 words
Submission: via Learning Central (which includes plagiarism detection)

Please bring a printed copy to class
Referencing: in-text citations; bibliography
NOT needed: introduction; conclusion
Layout: double-space; reasonable font; page numbers; word count
Anonymous: do NOT include your name in your uploaded document

do include your student ID number on every page

Before beginning work, you MUST read the sections of the Centre’s Student Handbook
dealing with plagiarism and how to avoid it. Copies of the handbook are available online at
http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/learn/choices/student-information/. I would be happy to answer any
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further questions you might have.

The Handbook also explains the basics of formatting citations and references and includes
a pointer to the university’s guides at http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/insrv/educationandtraining/
guides/citingreferences/index.html.

You do not need to seek outside sources when completing this assignment and I recommend
not doing so unless you wish to draw on them for an original example. Any sources you do use
should be properly cited. Whether you use additional sources or not, your list of references
should include full references for all sources, including assigned materials distributed in
class. The introductory section of the course packet includes bibliographical details for all readings.
Citations in the text should include specific page numbers where appropriate.

References
Hinman, Lawrence M. (2002). ‘Case # 90: Telling It Like It Is: Lying on Your Resume’. In Ethics

Updates. Ed. by Lawrence M. Hinman. url: http://ethics.sandiego.edu/resources/cases/
Detail.asp?ID=%0990 (visited on 12/02/2005).

Mill, John Stuart (2004). Utilitarianism. Fairbanks, Arkansas and Salt Lake City, Utah: Project
Gutenberg, 22nd Feb. 2004. Project Gutenberg ebook: 11224. Repr. of Utilitarianism. 7th ed.
London: Longmans, Green and Company, 1879. Repr.



Two Thoughts About Utilitarianism

Consequentialism & Its Critics

The first example on this sheet concerns slavery. The second is a slightly different kind of example,
which we also see in the excerpt(s) from Bernard Williams (1973). Both examples may be able to
ground objections to utilitarian theories — see what you think. Note that the first objection seems
to work only against act utilitarianism, but that the second may work against rule utilitarianism as
well. That said, rule utilitarianism has its own special difficulties. . .

Slavery: is it always wrong?
Suppose that there is a crippling shortage of labour. The population has been hit by a devastating

epidemic of Ethictitus, which invariably leads to death after a protracted period of euphoria, during
which the patient is entirely dependent on others for care. Wales is grinding to a halt because the
government can’t find people to build roads or schools or service such basic facilities as sewage
plants. In fact, the economy is being badly hit by these problems, children are being denied schooling
and, in some cities, sewage problems are posing severe health hazards. One outbreak of cholera
has already hit Swansea hard. The government simply cannot find enough people to do these jobs
for any ‘reasonable’ wages — wages which they can afford to pay without raising taxes to such a
level that the economy would be devastated anyway. Assume further that the First Minister and all
members of the Assembly and all government employees have all contributed what funds they can
and reduced their wages to subsistence level. Everyone else who can possibly be persuaded to give
up some of their income has done so. The fact that inflation has, naturally, shot through the roof is
making things much worse.

Another problem has been a wave of depression which has swept the country. There are huge
numbers of people with untreatable, severe clinical depression. The top level of government is secretly
considering enslaving these people. This could be kept secret as such people have been placed in
special centres. Most of these are extremely isolated. The government will enslave those in such
isolated centres. Any patients with friends or relatives will be moved to the less isolated centres
(where patients will not become slaves). Since the outbreak of Ethictitus, severe restrictions have
been placed on travel — all major cities are in quarantine and nobody else is permitted to travel
beyond their nearest village or town without a special permit.

Essentially, enslaving these people will bring much happiness and prevent much pain. Since these
potential slaves feel so bad already, the loss of happiness and increase in pain will not make any
significant difference to them. Should the government enslave them? Ignore problems of people
finding out and getting scared etc. — imagine it really can be kept secret. Assume, too, that there is
no better way out of the crisis.

The thought is this: act utilitarianism seems to suggest not only that it is permissible for the
government to enslave them, but that it would be wrong for them not to do so. However, one
might well argue that enslaving them is, in fact, just wrong. The wrongness of slavery does not
depend solely on its bad consequences. So, there must be something wrong with the theory of act
utilitarianism.

Even if it would be permissible to enslave these people, one might argue that act utilitarianism is
incorrect to suggest it would be required.
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CDs: is it ever OK, as things are now, to buy a CD?
Imagine you have £10 and are considering buying a CD (or any other luxury you like). Now,

consider the following argument. £10 could do a lot of good in the world. It could, for example,
feed a starving child in the Third World, provide vaccinations for several children who could not
otherwise receive them or, even, buy a new pair of shoes for that kid down the street whose parents
can’t afford to get her any, even though she desperately needs them (or pick your favourite cause).
Now, it’s true that your buying that CD will give you — and, perhaps, others — some pleasure.
Possibly you’ve even wanted it for a long time. Nonetheless, surely such pleasure is considerably less
important than the decrease in suffering/increase in happiness that your £10 could buy? How could
it be otherwise? But, then, utilitarianism must say that it is wrong for you to buy the CD. You are
obligated to give the money to charity instead.

Now, notice something else. Next time you want a CD (or a video, magazine, novel, TV set,
expensive meal, piece of clothing), the same argument will apply. So, it is never morally acceptable
for you to buy any of these things — not, at least, until your money couldn’t do more good elsewhere.

The objector argues that this claim is mistaken and that it is permissible for you to do these
things (at least, in moderation). So, there must be something wrong with utilitarianism. Note
that, although this is written in a way which makes it primarily applicable to act utilitarianism, the
problem may be just as much of a difficulty for rule utilitarianism? To see this, consider the rule
that ‘as things are now, one should always give one’s spare money to help the world’s poor, rather
than spending it on a luxury e.g. a CD’. . .

Further thoughts and questions
Consider the following and then try to think up some different scenarios along similar lines:
• When, if at all, is it permissible to punish somebody?

◦ Imagine you are Home Secretary and are considering whether to reprieve or to extradite
to a country with an appalling record of human rights abuses Bod11 who is accused of
a particularly gruesome series of murders. You are sure Bod is innocent, but you know,
with equal certainty, that if Bod is not extradited according to schedule, there will be
terrible race riots in which numbers of people will be killed, injured and jailed. Persons
who do not even want to be involved, in addition to the emergency workers, will almost
certainly be among the victims. Assuming you are an act utilitarian, what should you do?

◦ Suppose the brain sciences have developed such that we are able to predict, with reasonable
certainty, which persons will commit crimes and which will not. It turns out that only
5% of predicted criminals will not become actual criminals, while only 0.5% of actual
criminals will not be predicted criminals12. It also turns out that if you punish a would-be
criminal before she commits any crimes at all, you can greatly reduce the chances that
she will ever offend and you can do this using much less severe punishments than would
be necessary after the first crime is committed. It is therefore proposed to punish all
predicted criminals before any crimes are committed. This will greatly reduce the crime
rate and the severity of punishments. It will therefore involve less suffering for very many
people. The only people who will be worse off are the 5% of predicted criminals who
would never have gone on to commit a crime in any case but their suffering will be far
outweighed by the reduction in suffering on the part of both the victims of crime and the
actual criminals. Would the proposal be morally acceptable to an act utilitarian?

11Bod is named after the Bod of children’s TV, of whom you may or may not have heard. Let me say, then, that, in
my opinion, you missed nothing. Others would disagree.

12Feel free to adjust this number so that it is as small as you like.
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◦ Can an act utilitarian justify the punishment of an elderly Nazi war criminal who is now
much too frail to look after herself, never mind harm anybody else?

• Would a rule that ‘one must never kill another person’ be justified, according to rule utilitari-
anism?

References
Williams, Bernard Arthur Owen (1973). ‘A Critique of Utilitarianism’. In Utilitarianism: For and

Against. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 77–150.
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Paper Topics

Before beginning work, you MUST read the sections of the Centre’s Student Handbook
dealing with plagiarism and how to avoid it. Copies of the handbook are available online at
http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/learn/choices/student-information/. I would be happy to answer any
further questions you might have.

The Handbook also explains the basics of formatting citations and references and includes
a pointer to the university’s guides at http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/insrv/educationandtraining/
guides/citingreferences/index.html.

You do not need to seek outside sources when completing this assignment and I recommend not
doing so unless you wish to draw on them for an original example. Any sources you do use should
be properly cited.

Whether you use additional sources or not, your list of references should include full refer-
ences for all sources, including assigned materials distributed in class. The introductory
section of the course packet includes bibliographical details for all readings. Citations in the text
should include specific page numbers where appropriate.

Draft due: by noon on Friday, 21 November, 2014
Paper due: by noon on Monday, 15 December, 2014
Length: 1,200–1,500 words
Submission: via Learning Central (which includes plagiarism detection)
Layout: double-space; reasonable font; page numbers; word count
Referencing: in-text citations; bibliography
Anonymous: do NOT include your name in your uploaded document

do include your student ID number on every page

Note that this assignment is extremely structured. This structure is designed to help you
succeed, but it means that you must read the instructions extremely carefully, pay attention
to details, and clarify, clarify, clarify.

Students who have successfully written philosophy papers in the past may opt out of utilising
this structure by prior agreement with me. Please discuss this option with me if you fall into this
category.
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1 Topic selection
Choose one topic:
1. Does the Sioux prayer, ‘Oh, Great Spirit, keep me from ever judging a man until I have walked

a mile in his moccasins’ capture an important moral truth (Peters 1985, 1987)?

2. Is it wrong to walk away from Omelas?

3. Does Kant overestimate the value of a ‘good will’?

4. Is courage a virtue?

5. Does it matter if people are psychological egoists, provided they are suitably enlightened about
their own best interests?

6. In 1944 it became known to the Free French Partisan fighting forces that the Germans
had executed 80 partisans and planned soon to execute more. The Partisans thus decided
they would shoot 80 German prisoners who had recently surrendered to them. At this point
the Red Cross intervened, won a postponement of the executions, and sought an agreement
from the Germans to treat captured partisans as prisoners of war, who may not be shot. The
Partisans waited 6 days and the Germans did not reply. The Partisans then shot 80 German
prisoners. After these shootings the Nazis executed no more Partisans. (Ladenson 1998).

Was the execution of the 80 Germans morally justified?

7. Is servility a moral defect?

8. Is there anything wrong with torturing hedgehogs for fun?

9. Does the end justify the means?

10. What’s wrong with cheating if you can get away with it?

11. Are motives properly subject to moral appraisal?

12. Is there any truth to the claim that you cannot be harmed by what is external to you?
Bear in mind that your paper needs to demonstrate knowledge of relevant module content.
In choosing a question, therefore, you should think about how the topic relates to ideas which you
have read about and discussed in this course.

2 Thesis formulation
Formulate one thesis in response to your chosen question.
Your paper will defend the thesis you choose. If you are not entirely sure what to think even

after reflecting carefully, that is probably wise. Choose a thesis which you think can be defended
most cogently.

3 Think philosophically
Writing a philosophy paper is rather different from writing in other disciplines. Begin by

reading the handout, ‘Writing With Philosophical Attitude’. To help you write philosophically,
a structure is provided. Your paper must follow the structure specified in the ‘Paper
Schema’. Carefully read the handouts, ‘Paper Schema’, ‘Guidelines for Paper Schema’
and ‘Rule One’ before beginning work and refer to them as needed as you write your paper. These
resources are included in the introductory sections of the course packet.
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4 Fill in the schema
Your first task is to carefully and clearly explain the strongest argument you can for the thesis

you are defending. This will be part 1 of your paper. Note that the conclusion of this argument
should be precisely your chosen thesis — you should not restate or alter it.

You should clearly state the premises and show how they support the final conclusion. If the
argument involves sub-arguments, your explanation should reflect this structure and identify the
various sub-conclusions. If necessary, you should then briefly explain and/or briefly defend the
premises. (You don’t need to do this for all the premises — just those that your reader might
otherwise find unclear and/or implausible.) Be sensible. If necessary, it is fine to clarify the premises
which need it, indicate which premises need further defence, and then explain that you are going to
focus on a defence of premise X. In that case, premise X should be the premise your reader is most
likely to question.

You may wish to appeal to one of the ethical approaches discussed in the course. If so, your
explanation should include an explanation of why the ethical approach you appeal to is a good one.
For example, ‘As Singer says. . . This seems plausible because. . . ’ is much better than ‘As Singer
says. . . ’. Giving reasons for a claim always requires more than merely appealing to authority. This is
true no matter how illustrious the authority.

Continue to fill in the paper schema until you have completed parts 1–3 and, optionally, 4–5.
Edit, review and revise until you are happy with what you’ve written. Finally, write part 0 and add
the transition sentences to provide your reader with ‘sign-posting’.

Recall the advice from ‘Writing With Philosophical Attitude’:

Could the bright 14 year old
understand your paper?
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