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Disgrifiad y Cwrs/Course Description:

Beth mae Modrwy Gyges yn dweud wrthym am ein rhesymau i fod yn foesol? Allem ddysgu rhywbeth
am ddoethineb o The Little Prince? Ydy dameg y Samariad Trugarog yn dangos y ddyletswydd
gofal a gawsem ar ddieithriaid? Beth all anturiau Bilbo Baggins ddygsu i ni am natur daioni a
gwreiddiau drygioni?

P’un a gawson nhw eu creu fel cyfrwng i roi addysg foesol, i herio’r moesoldeb sefydledig neu dim
ond fel straeon llawn cyffro, mae storïau yn ganolbwynt pwysig ar gyfer myfyrdodau moesegol a’r
dychymyg moesol. Bydd y modiwl hwn yn defnyddio storïau fel man cychwyn i edrych ar gwestiynau
allweddol mewn athroniaeth foesol.

What does Gyges’ Ring tell us about our reasons for being moral? Can we learn something about
wisdom from The Little Prince? Does the parable of the Good Samaritan illustrate the care we owe
to strangers? What can the adventures of Bilbo Baggins teach us about the nature of goodness and
the roots of evil?

Whether created as tools of moral education, challenges to established morality or simply ripping
good yarns, stories are an important focus for ethical reflection and moral imagination. This module
will use stories as starting points for explorations of key questions in moral philosophy. No previous
knowledge of philosophy will be assumed.

The following list of sample topics indicates the kind of subject matter which may be discussed but
the specific issues selected will vary:

• metaethical questions:
◦ the status of moral claims
◦ the relation between ethical judgement and moral motivation
◦ the grounds of morality

• moral character and right action
• moral psychology
• major ethical theories:

◦ consequentialism/utilitarianism
◦ deontological/Kantian ethics
◦ virtue ethics

• ethical relativism
• feminist ethics
• the nature of evil
• social justice



The course will draw on stories from fiction and non-fiction to illustrate the theoretical positions
discussed and students are encouraged to draw further examples from their own experience.

Amcanion/Goals:

By the end of this course, you should be able to:

• demonstrate an understanding of core elements of the course material;
• identify values, ethical perspectives and moral commitments in stories;
• appreciate the ways in which our narratives both reflect and shape moral understanding;
• evaluate claims in the context of historical and contemporary debates about morality;
• bring the insights of moral philosophy to bear on ethical questions raised by individual and

collective experiences, and public policy;
• formulate useful questions in the context of ethical theory, human experience and public policy;
• critically read and analyse a philosophical text;
• use philosophical vocabulary appropriate to the subject matter of the specific course;
• formulate and defend a philosophical thesis;
• constructively discuss philosophical ideas with others;
• recognise, analyse and critically evaluate arguments through reading, writing and discussion;
• compare and contrast different positions on an issue by identifying theses and reconstructing

the arguments advanced in their support;
• adjudicate disputes by giving reasons in support of a particular position;
• explain and defend a view clearly and concisely whether orally or in writing;
• respond constructively to disagreement;
• discuss ethical theories in a critical, reflective manner;
• explore and discuss some of the key questions and issues related to the study of moral philosophy.

Amgylchedd/Environment:

If something occurs which you feel negatively affected your ability to learn, please do not hesitate to
discuss the matter with me. If you have any disability which may affect your ability to succeed in
the class, please discuss any accommodations you may require with me as soon as possible.

Cymraeg/Welsh:

Croeso i chi anfon ebost ataf yn Gymraeg neu Saesneg.

Ymhellach, mae gennych hawl i gael eich asesu trwy gyfrwng y Gymraeg neu’r Saesneg. Os hoffech
gael eich asesu yn Gymraeg, rhowch wybod imi cyn gynted â phosib.

You are welcome to send email to me in Welsh or English.

Furthermore, you have a right to be assessed through the medium of Welsh or English. If you would
like to be assessed in Welsh, please let me know as soon as possible.
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Achrediad a Chyllid/Accreditation and Funding:

This is an accredited course. The guidelines anticipate that students will study for 80–100 hours for
a 10 credit module such as this one, including class contact time and activities outside the classroom.

I strongly encourage all students to attempt assessment. Even if you are not concerned with credits,
there are at least two reasons to participate. The first and most important is that assessment is
designed as an integral part of the course and will form the basis for class discussion and collaboration.
Participation should enhance your understanding of the reading and enable you to get the most out
of the class. I hope that completing the assignments will prove both enjoyable and stimulating.

Unfortunately, the second reason is less pedagogically inspiring. The viability of the Centre in general,
and the humanities programme in particular, depends on students attempting assessment. This is a
consequence of national educational funding policy. The Centre relies on two primary sources of
income to fund its programmes: student fees and hefcw funding. We receive no hefcw funds for
students who do not attempt assessment.

Asesiad/Assessment:

Assessment for this module consists of (i) a contribution to a class glossary, and (ii) a final paper.

Glossary entry 300–400 words (20%)
• Each student will be responsible for writing one entry. There will be opportunities to

draft, discuss and revise these entries in class, although students are welcome to work on
them further outside class time if they wish to and will need to type and submit finalised
entries electronically as described below.

• I will collate the entries into a glossary of key terms as a resource for all members of the
class. Obviously, I will only include entries whose authors do not object to my doing so.
If you would prefer that I not include your entry in the collection, just let me know.

• We will discuss the format and content of entries in class but the basic idea is that your
entry should explain the relevant term to the ‘bright 14 year old’ with no knowledge of
philosophy described in my handout on writing philosophy.

Paper 1,200–1,500 words (80%)
• A list of topics and other details will be provided.

General The following points apply to all work submitted for assessment.
• Deadlines are marked on the class schedule.

• All work should include appropriate references, be double-spaced in a reason-
able font and submitted electronically through Learning Central, which includes
plagiarism detection.

• Do not include your name on your work itself. Use your student identification
number instead. This enables me to grade ‘blind’ (or at least attempt to).

• ‘Asesiad/Assessment’ and ‘Adnoddau/Resources’, included in this course packet, provide
detailed instructions and guidance, and additional support will be provided in class.

Please keep copies of all work submitted.
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Cyfeirnodi/Referencing:

The Centre’s Student Handbook explains the basics of formatting citations and references and is
available online at http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/learn/choices/student-information/.

The handbook also explains what plagiarism is and strategies for avoiding it. You should read
this if you are in any doubt whatsoever about these matters. I would be happy to answer
any further questions you might have.

Cyfrifon Llyfrgell a Chyfrifiadur/Library and Computer Accounts:

You will be provided with details of your computer account during the first class provided that you
registered in advance and do not already have one. Your computer account will enable you to submit
work for feedback and assessment, to make use of institutional subscriptions to electronic resources
and to use the university’s computing facilities.

All students are entitled to use the university libraries. Lifelong Learning students can obtain a card
from the library in the Centre for Lifelong Learning on Senghennydd Road.

As the course proceeds, we will draw on a number of resources, including the paper and electronic
resources available through the university, publicly accessible internet sources and photocopies.

Llyfrau/Books:

You will need your library/computer account in order to access certain readings.
Readings listed in the class schedule are key. In general, it will be difficult to follow the class without
doing the assigned readings for that week. When possible, key readings will be included in the course
packet.

Access to a copy of the following text (available from the library) is recommended:

Louis P. Pojman, ed. (2004). The Moral Life: An Introductory Reader in Ethics and Literature.
2nd ed. New York and London: Oxford University Press

Note that this specifies the second edition. If you use a different edition, please let me know as
the contents will differ. If you plan to buy the text, do not buy the current edition as it will be
ridiculously expensive. Used copies of the second edition are perfect for our purposes.
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Amserlen y Cwrs/Course Schedule

This schedule is tentative and will almost certainly require modification depending on the pace at
which we cover the material. Full references for all readings are included in the list of references
which follows the course schedule.

Further readings are included in the topic introductions later in the course packet. This reflects
their secondary importance. Reading these will deepen your understanding, and you should pick one
or two relevant readings when writing your paper. But do not make the mistake of turning to the
further readings at the expense of reading and rereading the core material.

The key to success when beginning philosophy is to read the core material carefully,
and to actively seek to understand and evaluate it. Some readings are short, but you will
often need to read them two or three times in order to prepare well for class.

§1 Offer yr Athronydd/The Philosopher’s Toolbox

Week 1: 14 Apr What is moral philosophy?
What is an Argument? What Makes an Argument Good?
Validity Workshop

§2 Y Fodrwy Gyges/The Ring of Gyges

Week 2: 21 Apr Why Be Moral?
Plato, The Republic (1998, selections from Books 2,9)

§3 Problem yr Euthyphro/The Euthyphro Problem

Week 3: 28 Apr Are Things Good Because God Commands Them or Does God Command
Them Because They Are Good?
Plato, Euthyphro (2012, excerpt)
Continued. . .

§4 Iwtilitariaeth/Utilitarianism

Classical Hedonism
‘Seaman Holmes and the Longboat of the William Brown, Reported by
John William Wallace’ (Pojman 2004, 229–230)

or United States vs. Holmes, Reported by John William Wallace
(Wallace 1842)

Week 4: 5 May The Greatest Happiness Principle/Principle of Utility
Mill, ‘What Utilitarianism Is’ (2004, ch. 2)
—, ‘Of the Ultimate Sanction of the Principle of Utility’ (2004, ch. 3)
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Week 5: 12 May Should You Walk Away?
Le Guin, ‘The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas (Variations on a theme
by William James)’ (1991)
Glossary Workshop

§5 Dyletswyddeg/Deontology

Week 6: 19 May The Value of a Good Will
Kant, Groundwork1 (2011, AK 4:389, 4:393–401)
The Formula of Universal Law (FUL)
Bierce, ‘A Horseman in the Sky’ (2004)
Kant, Groundwork (2011, AK 4:402–403, 4:408–409, 4:411–412, 4:419–424)

22 May Glossary entries due by noon.

Week 7: 26 May The Formula of Humanity as an End in Itself (FHEI)
Kant, Groundwork (2011, AK 4:428–429, 4:432–433)

§6 Cymeriad/Character

Week 8: 2 Jun Good Choices
Klein, ‘Harry Potter and Humanity: Choices, Love, and Death’ (2012)

Week 9: 9 Jun Virtue, Habit & the Mean
Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics2 (2002, I–II (1094a1–1109b27))

— Diwedd y dosbarthiadau/Classes end —

15 Jun Papers due by noon.

1The abbreviation AK refers to the Berlin Academy Edition of Kant’s complete works. Better quality translations
include these references in the margins. If you have such a translation, you can use these references to locate the
relevant passages even if the translation or pagination differs from the particular one cited here.

2Citations refer to book, perhaps chapter, and standard ‘bekker’ page/line numbering of the original Greek. These
bekker references are approximate due to differences between Greek and English syntax. Better quality translations
include these references in the margins. If you have such a translation, you can use them to locate the relevant
passages even if the translation or pagination differs from the particular one cited here.
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Writing with Philosophical Attitude

First things first: You need, first of all, to make sure you understand the assignment. One thing
you will need to decide is whether the assignment requires you to give your own view or simply
to present some view which you may or may not share.

The pondering stage: Once you understand the assignment, you will need to think the issues
through carefully. Mull them over, discuss them with each other or with me. Even after this, you
may not be sure what you think — that’s wise, as the issues are tricky. If you need to present
your own view, you may feel stuck. Simply pick the side you are inclined most towards and then
defend it to the death. This is useful for developing your budding philosophical wings, even if
you’re not sure you’ve picked the correct side!

A word about scholarship1: When you are presenting or using the ideas of another, you must
do so fairly and accurately. You must, of course, acknowledge the source of the idea, giving a
citation and full reference. Except in a very few cases, quotations are unacceptable but, of course,
if you do use the words of somebody else, you must use quotation marks and give a page reference
as part of your citation.
You are not encouraged to do extra reading to complete assignments. They are not, or not mainly,
research papers. I want to see you working out your own thoughts, as clearly and as rigorously
as you can. If you do use a source from outside class, be sure to credit the author, giving a full
citation in a footnote, including page references.
Failure to give full citations, acknowledge the source of others’ ideas or to use quotation marks
when using the words of another counts as plagiarism, a particularly awful violation of academic
integrity. You must acknowledge the source of ideas and words you use whatever the source —
e.g. book, web site, journal, relative, friend, classmate etc. etc.

Philosophy is hard: If you don’t find it hard, then either you were born with philosophy in your
very bone marrow or you do not understand the assignment. Although the degree of difficulty is
high, my expectations are modest. I expect only that you say something reasonable — not that
you discover a 422 step deductively valid argument from indisputable premises! (Though that
would be great, should you stumble across one!)

Writing style: A simple, clear and concise style is recommended. Oratory and rhetorical flourishes
will not particularly help, nor will bare assertion in any style; it is the content of your arguments
and the substantive force of your reasoning that I will be assessing. Imagine your audience as a
bright 14 year-old, who is intelligent but has no special philosophical knowledge. She needs to be
able to understand your paper. Note that it is fine to use ‘I’ in philosophy papers.

Is there a right answer? When you are asked for your own opinion, there is no preferred answer.
You make take any position, provided you can give reasons for it. Remember: any claim is
admissible in philosophy, provided one can give reasons for it. I don’t care what position you end
up taking, but only how clearly and cogently you defend it.

1Further discussion can be found in the Centre’s Student Handbook, available from Reception or at http:
//www.cardiff.ac.uk/learn/student_information/index.php.

2I hope that everyone fully understands the great significance of this figure for the universe.
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Relevance: Be sure that your paper answers the question. If you are asked to defend a particular
view, that’s what your paper should do. If you are asked to write about a particular topic, that
is the topic you need to write about. You will lose credit for including irrelevant material.

Language: Clarity and conciseness are very important. It should be crystal clear to your reader
exactly what you are saying and what your reasons are for saying it. Philosophy requires
very precise use of language, because many of the issues involve somewhat subtle distinctions.
Remember, I will evaluate the written work you hand in and not the thoughts you had while
writing. So, you need to say what you mean and mean what you say, as precisely as possible.
You may remember Lewis Carroll on this topic3:

‘Come, we shall have some fun now!’ thought Alice. ‘I’m glad they’ve begun asking riddles —
I believe I can guess that,’ she added aloud.

‘Do you mean that you think you can find out the answer to it?’ said the March Hare.
‘Exactly so,’ said Alice.
‘Then you should say what you mean,’ the March Hare went on.
‘I do,’ Alice hastily replied; ‘at least — at least I mean what I say — that’s the same thing,

you know.’
‘Not the same thing a bit!’ said the Hatter. ‘Why, you might just as well say that “I see

what I eat” is the same thing as “I eat what I see”!’
‘You might just as well say,’ added the March Hare, ‘that “I like what I get” is the same

thing as “I get what I like”!’
‘You might just as well say,’ added the Dormouse, which seemed to be talking in its sleep,

‘that “I breathe when I sleep” is the same thing as “I sleep when I breathe”!’

Structure: If you are asked to use a particular structure, be sure to follow it exactly.

Editing: It is usually best to write quite a lot and then later pare down your draft, eliminating
redundancies, repetition and irrelevancies. You can then organise the remainder as systematically
as possible. Be sure to proofread and edit, edit, edit! Here are some suggestions which you may
find useful:

• When you’ve written your first draft, put it aside for a time. Then look at it again. Imagine
you are your own worst enemy and have been paid by the CIA to humiliate and destroy the
paper. Write down the criticisms and objections which occur to you.

• Now, stop imagining you’re somebody else and try to answer the criticisms. Some of this
adversarial thought process might go into your paper; philosophers often try to anticipate
objections.

• Get a friend or classmate to read your (new) draft. Read it aloud to yourself.
• Make sure you have answered the question / done the assignment and not something else.
• If the assignment has several parts, make sure you have done all of them.
• Remember that spell-checkers are fallible. In particular, be careful that you have the correct

word spelt correctly and not merely a correctly spelt word. Triple-check authors’ names!
• If the assignment allows you to turn in a draft for feedback, make full use of the opportunity

by turning in a draft which is as complete and as good as you can possibly make it.
• Keep repeating the process until you feel your paper is as good as possible.

Good Luck. I’m looking forward to seeing what you have to say.
3Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland in The Complete Works of Lewis Carroll, The Modern Library:

Random House. Pp. 75–76. (Note: no copyright year is included as none is given.)



Rule One

This is how Jay F. Rosenberg explains the point:

Any opinion for which one can give reasons is admissible
in philosophy, but once a claim has been supported by an
argument, subsequent criticism must then engage the

argument.

Rule One
In fact, the point is so important that there is no Rule Two. (Original

emphasis. Rosenberg 1996, 19)

References
Rosenberg, Jay (1996). The Practice of Philosophy: A Handbook for Beginners. Englewood Cliffs,

New Jersey: Prentice Hall.



Paper Schema

Each paper requires you to do some or all of the following schema. Throughout your paper, you
must use your own words. This is emphasised, especially, for part 1, where it is easiest to forget the
importance of using your own language. It applies, however, to all parts of the paper.

Except in a very few, unusual cases, quotations are not acceptable and you should not use them.

Part 0: Introduction Thesis = main conclusion. 1 sentence.
2–3 supplementary sentences.

Transitional sentence
Part 1: Initial argument Present and explain the argument fully, fairly and accurately in

your own words.
Transitional sentence

Part 2: Objection An argument (1 reason) that raises an objection to the argument
in part 1.
** Remember ‘Rule 1’

Transitional sentence
Part 3: Response An argument (1 reason) that attacks the argument in part 2.

** Remember ‘Rule 1’
No conclusion



Guidelines for Paper Schema

Throughout your paper: use your own words; follow the advice in ‘Writing with Philosophical
Attitude’ and any mechanics guidelines; and edit! Proofread! Edit!

Part 0: Introduction [3–4 sentences total]
Write this part ** last **.

Include a 1 sentence thesis statement. Make it as clear and concise as possible.

Note: your thesis is the same as the conclusion of your argument. In some papers, your thesis may
be stated for you — in this case, use the exact wording given in the assignment.

Write 1 other sentence to introduce the thesis.

Write 1 or 2 other sentences explaining what you will do in your paper.

Avoid ‘yawners’ i.e. unnecessary sentences which immediately bore. Examples include ‘Religious
belief is a very controversial topic’, ‘Since the dawn of time. . . ’, ‘Collins English Dictionary says
that. . . ’ etc.

This part of your paper is of least importance.

Part 1: Argument to be defended [1 paragraph]
Present and explain the argument fully, fairly and accurately.

• in some papers, you will need to reconstruct the author’s argument. In this case, you are
simply explaining her argument — whether you agree or not is irrelevant.

• in others, you may be presenting an argument of your own.

Be sure to focus on one specific argument. You are to present only one of the many arguments
the author gave in her paper. If you are presenting your own argument, you may have several,
present only one — the strongest one.

It’s a good idea to work out the conclusion and then work backwards to get the premises.

Remember to use your own words — especially if you are reconstructing the argument of somebody
else.

Your premises should be basic. They shouldn’t obviously beg a central question.

Every time you write down a premise, ask ‘why?’ This will help push you back to the most basic
claims the argument rests on. (Obviously, at some point, you’ll have to stop! But only stop when
you have to.)
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Sometimes, an author does not state all the claims she relies on explicitly. Rather, some of the
premises may be implicit. If you are reconstructing an argument, you need to make all such
implicit premises explicit — that is, you need to state them, explaining that the author doesn’t
state them explicitly but that her argument relies on them. You need to explain how the argument
relies on them, too.

If it’s your argument, all your premises should be explicit!

The argument should be valid.

Part 2: Objection [1 paragraph]
Present one single objection to the argument in part 1 — i.e. one reason to reject it.

Pick the strongest objection.

You need to offer an argument challenging the truth of one of the premises in part 1.
Do not be tempted to weaken this section in order to write a super-duper part 3!

Part 3: Response [1 paragraph]
Present one single response — i.e. one reason to reject the argument in part 2.

Pick the strongest response.

If you find this part hard, you may be on the right track — you probably did a good job in part 2; if
you find this part easy, you are almost certainly on the wrong track — you probably did a poor
job in part 2.

You are defending the argument in part 1 and your thesis by doing this. Make sure that you do
not say things inconsistent with what you said in parts 0 and 1!



Philosophical Target Practise

This handout is designed to offer some guidance on developing effective objections. The most
important point is covered by ‘Rule One’ (included in ‘Resources’ in part 1 of the course packet).
Recall Rosenberg’s ‘Rule One’:

Any opinion for which one can give reasons is admissible in philosophy, but once a claim has been
supported by an argument, subsequent criticism must then engage the argument. (Original emphasis.
Rosenberg 1996, 19)

Indeed, Rosenberg continues:

In fact, the point is so important that there is no Rule Two. (Original emphasis. Rosenberg 1996, 19)

What does it mean to say that ‘subsequent criticism must. . . engage the argument’? It means
that an objection should not typically consist of an independent argument for a thesis contrary to
the thesis defended in the original argument. That is, to object in philosophy is not typically to
give reasons against a particular thesis or conclusion. Rather, it is to explain why the particular
reasons given in the original argument fail to establish that thesis. Crucially, this is
entirely consistent with the truth of the thesis. Of course, objections will often cast doubt on the
original thesis but this should be a side-effect rather than the focus of the objection.

Of course, there are exceptions to this. Occasionally, you might have excellent reasons for thinking
a thesis false even though you cannot pinpoint exactly where an argument for that thesis goes wrong.
However, this move should be the option of last resort since it leaves your reader in something of a
quandary.

To see this, suppose that on Monday you read a really convincing argument for Socrates’ claim
that ‘the unexamined life is not worth living’. The author of the argument has provided what seems
to be a series of valid inferences from premises to conclusion. The terms of the argument are clearly
explained and you have a strong grasp of what it means to live an ‘(un)examined life’ and of what it
means for a life to be ‘(not) worth living’. Moreover, the argument provides compelling reasons to
think the premises are true. That is, you have good reason to think that the argument is sound and
the conclusion true. On Tuesday, therefore, you set about leading a more examined life.

But there’s a problem. On Wednesday, you try to persuade a classmate of the thesis by explaining
the argument. Your classmate agrees that the argument appears to be sound but insists that it
cannot be so because there are good reasons to think the thesis is, in fact, false. In support of this,
the classmate produces an argument for the claim that ‘the unexamined life is the only one worth
living’. This argument also appears to be valid, explains its terms clearly, and includes compelling
reasons to think its premises are true. Moreover, it is clear that both arguments are using their
terms in the same ways. So the inconsistency cannot be explained away by arguing that the two
theses are using ‘(un)examined’ or ‘(not) worth living’ in different senses.

Now you (and your classmate) are stuck. You have two apparently sound arguments for
incompatible conclusions. At least one of them is unsound but you’ve no idea which.

Now suppose that rather than producing an argument for an incompatible claim, your classmate
had pointed out a subtle flaw in the original argument. Perhaps the classmate has specialist expertise
which casts doubt on one of the premises. Or perhaps the appearance of validity is merely that —
an appearance — and your classmate points out an invalid inference. Since this objection points
out the specific mistake in the reasoning, you now know the original argument is unsound and this
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casts doubt on the thesis. This does not show the thesis is false, of course. However, it does tell you
something important about the issues involved. It puts you in a good position to decide whether to
suspend judgement concerning the truth of the thesis, to attempt to develop a new argument for
that thesis, or to try to repair the existing argument for that thesis.

So an objection which points out the mistake in a particular argument for a thesis is a much
more constructive and helpful contribution to debate than one which merely provides an independent
argument for an incompatible thesis.

What does this mean? It means that the conclusion of part 2 should not typically be
that the paper’s thesis is false. Part 2 should typically develop an objection to the particular
argument given for that thesis in part 1. The same considerations apply to part 3. Part 3 should
typically respond to the specific objection developed in part 2. It should not simply reiterate the
argument of part 1 or provide a different argument for the paper’s thesis. It should instead explain
why the criticism of the original argument is mistaken or how that argument can be defended against
that criticism.

Consider the following (daft) example:

Part 1:

1. All apples are red.
2. All post boxes are bright yellow.
3. Red and bright yellow are not the same colour.

4. No apple is the same colour as any post box. (1–3)

Part 2:

1. Post boxes in the UK are red.
2. Red and bright yellow are not the same colour.

3. Some post boxes are not bright yellow. (1–2)
Image credit: OpenClips, Darts, 2013

This does not commit the objector to the falsity of (4) because the objection is not a defence of
the claim that some apple is the same colour as some post box. Instead, the objection points out a
specific mistake in the particular argument advanced in part 1 for the paper’s thesis.
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The Practice of Writing with Philosophical Attitude

Useful Phrases

This handout is designed to offer some concrete guidance on expressing your philosophical
thoughts in writing.

The first column of table 2 lists phrases which people tend to use when beginning to write
philosophy and which detract from the quality of their work. The second column gives suggested
substitutes.

• Note that the suggested substitutions are not synonyms — the point is not that the phrases
on the left are insufficiently formal or academic-sounding. The point is that you (usually)
should not mean them. The phrases on the right reflect what you should mean. The
point concerns what to say rather than merely how to say it.

• The point is not that the phrases on the left are never appropriate: sometimes they may be
just what you need. The point is rather that you should think before using them.

• Phrases which are struck through (like this) should NEVER be used. Please ask if
you are unsure why a phrase is struck through.

Table 2: Things People Write vs. Things People Should Write

If you are tempted to use. . . you probably need. . .
I believe that P . I (will) argue that P .
I feel that P . Since R, P .
In my (personal) opinion P . P because R.
I think that P . P .
Friedman says that P . I (will) defend Friedman’s claim that P .
Descartes thinks that P . Descartes’ claim that P is plausible because

R.
Plato claims that P . Plato is correct to claim that P because R.
I disagree with Q. I (will) object that P .
People no longer believe that Q. I (will) reject the claim that Q because R.
I do not believe that Q. The claim that Q is implausible because R.
Is Q really right? However, Q is a mistake because R.
The argument is a good one but
the conclusion is not true.

The argument is valid but unsound because
R.
This argument is invalid because R.

Express
a view

Express
agree-
ment

Express
disagree-
ment

Criticise
an argu-
ment

The mere fact that you believe P does not establish that P . It is not itself a reason for P . The
mere fact that everyone at all times, in all places believes P does not establish that P . It does not
itself count in favour of P . The question is whether P is true. The question is whether P .

Table 3 includes a selection of useful phrases. The list is intended as a starting point for the
development of your own philosophical voice. These phrases apply primarily to assignments which
require you to complete all parts of the ‘Paper Schema’, especially those which ask you to defend a
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view of your own. Note that only assignments which include Part 0 require an introduction. Papers
which start with Part 1 should not include any such thing.

Table 3: Useful Phrases

Introduction
I (will) argue that. . . I (will) consider the objection that. . .
I (will) defend B’s argument that. . . Although I agree that. . . , my argument

for this conclusion will differ.
In response, I (will) argue that. . . I (will) begin by. . .
Motivating a Position
One disadvantage of B’s view is that. . . One advantage of my account is that. . .
One problem with B’s argument is that. . . My argument avoids this difficulty by. . .
B’s argument is open to the objection
that. . .

This objection does not apply to my ar-
gument because. . .

An alternative is needed because. . . I overcome this problem by. . .
Clarification
In this paper, I use the term ‘T ’ to refer
to. . .

My argument will assume that. . .

This claim should be understood as. . . By ‘T ’, I mean. . .
I do not mean that. . . By ‘T ’, I do not mean. . .
Sign-Posting: Transitions
I (will) consider two objections. First. . . . Second. . .
I (will) return to this point later. Returning to my earlier claim that. . .
I claimed above that. . . Recall my earlier claim that. . .
One objection to my argument is that. . . However, somebody might object that. . .
Sign-Posting: Reasoning
Therefore. . . For example,. . .
. . . because . . . Consider the following analogy. . .
Since. . . , . . . This analogy shows that. . .
Hence. . . This point is illustrated by. . .
This move is justified because. . . This move is not justified because. . .
It follows that. . . It does not follow that. . .
This implies that. . . This does not imply that. . .
This entails that. . . This does not entail that. . .
This shows that. . . This does not show that. . .
This proves that. . . This does not prove that. . .
This suggests that. . . Although this suggests that, it does not. . .
This further supports. . . This undermines. . .
This establishes the claim that. . . This argument is invalid because. . .

This argument is valid but. . .
This argument is unsound because. . .

Provide
a map

Cri-
ticise
reason-
ing

Ex-
amples
& Ana-
logies

Ex-
plain
your
view’s
appeal

Clarify
your
posi-
tion

Ex-
plain
what
you are
doing

Ex-
plain
why
your
view is
needed

Ex-
plain
reason-
ing

Reason:
Draw
logical
infer-
ences



Glossary of General Philosophical Terms

argument
A set (or group) of sentences. One of the sentences is the conclusion* of the argument and
the other sentences are premises*. The premises are supposed to support the conclusion.

conclusion
The claim which an argument* is trying to convince you of.

invalid
An argument is deductively invalid iff it is not deductively valid. See valid*.

premise
Any sentence in an argument* which is not its conclusion*.

sound
An argument is deductively sound iff it is deductively valid and all its premises are true. See
valid*.

unsound
An argument is unsound iff it’s not sound: either it is deductively invalid or one (or more) of
the premises is false. See sound*.

valid
An argument* is deductively valid iff if the premises* are all true, then the conclusion*
must be true as well — i.e. the conclusion follows from the premises; it is not possible for the
premises to all be true and the conclusion false.





Raphael, The School of Athens, 1511

§1 Offer yr Athronydd/The Philosopher’s Toolbox
What is an argument? What makes an argument good?
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Validity Workshop

‘Deductively valid’ and ‘deductively invalid’ are technical philosophical terms and it is important
that you come to understand them. They are used to describe arguments, so first we need an answer
to the question, ‘What is an argument?’.

An argument is a set (or group) of sentences. One of the sentences is the conclusion of
the argument and the other sentences are premises. The premises are supposed to support the
conclusion. The conclusion is the claim the argument is trying to convince you of.

An argument is deductively valid if, and only if, if the premises are all true then the
conclusion must be true as well. In other words, an argument is deductively valid if, and only
if, the conclusion follows from the premises and it is not possible for the premises to all be true and
the conclusion false. An argument is deductively invalid if, and only if, it is not deductively valid.

Two methods for showing an argument is deductively invalid:

1. Describe a possible situation in which the premises of the argument are true, but
the conclusion is false. If you can do this, the argument is deductively invalid.

2. Find another argument with the same form where the premises are true, in the
actual world, and the conclusion is false, in the actual world. If you can do this, the
argument is deductively invalid.

Although this worksheet is about deductive validity, it helps to introduce a contrasting term.
An argument is deductively sound if, and only if, it is deductively valid and all its
premises are true. A deductively valid argument, as we’ll see, can still be rubbish. This is because
it may start from false, even ridiculous assumptions. To be good a (deductive) argument must be
deductively sound.

It follows that there are two ways in which an argument can be deductively unsound (ie bad).
That is, deductive argument can go wrong in two different ways and it’s important, when you raise
an objection to an argument, to be clear which kind of problem you are raising. Here are the two
ways:

1. The argument is deductively unsound because it is deductively invalid. That is,
there’s something wrong with the logic — the conclusion doesn’t ‘follow’.

2. The argument is deductively unsound because one (or more) of the premises is
false.

If you can show either that a (deductive) argument is deductively invalid or that one of its
premises are false, you’ve shown it’s bad — you’ve shown this argument gives you no reason, by
itself, to accept its conclusion.
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Exercise 1

Decide whether each of the following arguments is deductively valid or deductively invalid:

(1) 1. Some Republicans are conservative.
2. Some conservatives dislike Bill Clinton.

3. Some Republicans dislike Bill Clinton.

(Be careful. Don’t conclude that the argument is deductively valid just because the premises and the
conclusion all happen to be true in the actual world. Use the definition and procedures above.)

(2) 1. Some dogs are animals.
2. Some animals have hooves.

3. Some dogs have hooves.

(Note that this argument has the same form as (1). What does this mean?)

(3) 1. If you’re in Chapel Hill, then you’re in North Carolina.
2. You’re in Chapel Hill.

3. You’re in North Carolina.

(For the purposes of these exercises, assume that ‘Chapel Hill’ refers to exactly one place and that
that place is in North Carolina.)

(4) 1. If you’re in Chapel Hill, then you’re in North Carolina.
2. You’re in North Carolina.

3. You’re in Chapel Hill.

(Question: what is the difference in structure between (3) and (4). Why does it matter?)

(5) 1. Pornography causes sexual violence.
2. This material caused sexual violence.

3. This material is pornography.
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(6) 1. Gunshots to the brain cause death.
2. This event caused death.

3. This event was a gunshot to the brain.

Exercise 2

Go back and, for each argument considered in the previous exercise, decide whether it is deductively
sound or deductively unsound.

Exercise 3

Supply a premise or premises to make the following arguments deductively valid. Don’t worry about
whether the premises you add are true, or even plausible. Just make each argument deductively
valid.

(1) 1. Abortion is the killing of a human being.
2. ????

3. Abortion is murder.

(2) 1. A woman has a right to control her own body.
2. ????

3. A woman has the right to an abortion.

(3) 1. Abortion is immoral.
2. ????

3. Abortion should be illegal.

(4) 1. People have a right to disagree about the morality of abortion.
2. ????

3. There should be no laws prohibiting abortion.
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Exercise 4

Go back and, for each argument completed in the previous exercise, decide whether it is deductively
sound or deductively unsound.

Exercise 5

Give an example of an argument of each of the following types:

(1) Deductively invalid, all true premises, true conclusion.

1.

(2) Deductively invalid, one or more false premises, true conclusion.

1.

(3) Deductively valid, all false premises, false conclusion.

1.

Exercise 6

Go back and, for each argument constructed in the previous exercise, decide whether it is deductively
sound or deductively unsound.
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Like Gyges’ ring, this one makes its bearer invisible.
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Y Fodrwy Gyges/The Ring of Gyges

Why Be Moral?

The Ring of Gyges is a story which raises serious questions in metaethics. Moral philosophy
or ethics is often understood as consisting of three branches. ‘Should I have an abortion?’ is

a question in applied ethics. ‘How can I decide whether abortion is morally permissible?’ is a
question in normative ethics. ‘Why should I care?’ is a question in metaethics.

Typical questions in normative ethics include ‘what distinguishes right actions from wrong ones?’,
‘what is the nature of virtue and vice?’ and ‘is right action or virtuous character more fundamental?’.
In contrast, typical questions in metaethics include ‘what do moral claims mean?’, ‘what, if anything,
makes some moral claims true and others false?’ and ‘how can we tell which are which?’.

The metaethical question at the heart of this week’s discussion concerns moral motivation: why
be moral? Plato uses the story of Gyges’ Ring to dramatise this question by asking us to consider
whether we would have any reason to behave well if we could behave badly with impunity. If you
had a ring which allowed you to steal, murder, rape and pillage without ever getting caught, what
would you do? Or, if pillage and murder are not your cup of tea, try some different questions. If you
knew that you could cheat without being caught, would you be tempted to submit plagiarised work
for assessment? If a cashier gives you too much change when you checkout of a shop, do you keep it?
If you find a tenner near the door as you leave the shop, do you pocket it?

The key reading for this week is an extract from Plato’s The Republic (1998, Books 2,9).
Recall that we are concerned with the arguments which authors give for their theses and that in

order to evaluate a piece of philosophical writing, we need to clarify both the claims the author is
making and the reasons she gives in support of those claims.

In preparing for class, focus on questions 1–3.

Thesis

1. What is Plato’s main thesis or conclusion in the extract?

Terminology

Understanding a philosophical text often involves identifying specialist terminology and ensuring
that you understand how the author is using that terminology.

2. Identify and explain in your own words the most important terms for understanding the passages
from The Republic. Your explanations should reflect Plato’s use of the terms.

Argumentation

3. Explain Plato’s argument for the conclusion you identified in question 1. (i) Begin by clarifying
the conclusion of the argument. (ii) Then try to identify the premises Plato relies on.
(iii) How are those premises supposed to support the conclusion? (iv) Are there any implicit
premises? Implicit premises are claims an author relies on but does not explicitly state.
Explaining an argument often requires making implicit premises explicit.

Evaluation

4. Is the argument you explained in question 3 (i) valid and (ii) sound? Why or why not?
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Reflection

5. Do you have reason to be moral?
6. Why do you think Plato wrote the The Republic in the form of a dialogue?
7. What would Socrates said about the ‘One Ring’ in Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings (1995)?

Would Tolkien’s story of the ‘One Ring’ have served Glaucon’s purposes better or worse than
the story of Gyges’ ring?

Further Reading
Plato’s The Republic explores his conception of justice in detail (1998).

References
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Selections from The Republic

Plato

Edition Notes

These excerpts are from Project Gutenberg’s edition of Plato’s The Republic1.
— Clea F. Rees

In Book I, Socrates has convinced Thrasymachus that ‘injustice can never be more profitable than justice’ because
the just person will be happy, whereas the unjust person will su�er misery.

Chapter II

With these words I was thinking that I had made an end of the discussion; but the end, in truth, proved to
be only a beginning. For Glaucon, who is always the most pugnacious of men, was dissatisfied at Thrasymachus’
retirement; he wanted to have the battle out. So he said to me: Socrates, do you wish really to persuade us, or only
to seem to have persuaded us, that to be just is always better than to be unjust?

I should wish really to persuade you, I replied, if I could.
Then you certainly have not succeeded. Let me ask you now:–How would you arrange goods–are there not

some which we welcome for their own sakes, and independently of their consequences, as, for example, harmless
pleasures and enjoyments, which delight us at the time, although nothing follows from them?

I agree in thinking that there is such a class, I replied.
Is there not also a second class of goods, such as knowledge, sight, health, which are desirable not only in

themselves, but also for their results?
Certainly, I said.
And would you not recognize a third class, such as gymnastic, and the care of the sick, and the physician’s art;

also the various ways of money-making–these do us good but we regard them as disagreeable; and no one would
choose them for their own sakes, but only for the sake of some reward or result which flows from them?

There is, I said, this third class also. But why do you ask?

1Plato. The Republic. Trans. by Benjamin Jowett. Project Gutenberg, 1st Oct. 1998. Project Gutenberg ebook: 1497.
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Because I want to know in which of the three classes you would place justice?
In the highest class, I replied,–among those goods which he who would be happy desires both for their own

sake and for the sake of their results.
Then the many are of another mind; they think that justice is to be reckoned in the troublesome class, among

goods which are to be pursued for the sake of rewards and of reputation, but in themselves are disagreeable and
rather to be avoided.

I know, I said, that this is their manner of thinking, and that this was the thesis which Thrasymachus was
maintaining just now, when he censured justice and praised injustice. But I am too stupid to be convinced by him.

I wish, he said, that you would hear me as well as him, and then I shall see whether you and I agree. For
Thrasymachus seems to me, like a snake, to have been charmed by your voice sooner than he ought to have been;
but to my mind the nature of justice and injustice have not yet been made clear. Setting aside their rewards and
results, I want to know what they are in themselves, and how they inwardly work in the soul. If you, please, then, I
will revive the argument of Thrasymachus. And first I will speak of the nature and origin of justice according to the
common view of them. Secondly, I will show that all men who practise justice do so against their will, of necessity,
but not as a good. And thirdly, I will argue that there is reason in this view, for the life of the unjust is after all
better far than the life of the just–if what they say is true, Socrates, since I myself am not of their opinion. But still
I acknowledge that I am perplexed when I hear the voices of Thrasymachus and myriads of others dinning in my
ears; and, on the other hand, I have never yet heard the superiority of justice to injustice maintained by any one in
a satisfactory way. I want to hear justice praised in respect of itself; then I shall be satisfied, and you are the person
from whom I think that I am most likely to hear this; and therefore I will praise the unjust life to the utmost of my
power, and my manner of speaking will indicate the manner in which I desire to hear you too praising justice and
censuring injustice. Will you say whether you approve of my proposal?

Indeed I do; nor can I imagine any theme about which a man of sense would oftener wish to converse.
I am delighted, he replied, to hear you say so, and shall begin by speaking, as I proposed, of the nature and

origin of justice.
They say that to do injustice is, by nature, good; to suffer injustice, evil; but that the evil is greater than the

good. And so when men have both done and suffered injustice and have had experience of both, not being able to
avoid the one and obtain the other, they think that they had better agree among themselves to have neither; hence
there arise laws and mutual covenants; and that which is ordained by law is termed by them lawful and just. This
they affirm to be the origin and nature of justice;–it is a mean or compromise, between the best of all, which is to
do injustice and not be punished, and the worst of all, which is to suffer injustice without the power of retaliation;
and justice, being at a middle point between the two, is tolerated not as a good, but as the lesser evil, and honoured
by reason of the inability of men to do injustice. For no man who is worthy to be called a man would ever submit
to such an agreement if he were able to resist; he would be mad if he did. Such is the received account, Socrates, of
the nature and origin of justice.

Now that those who practise justice do so involuntarily and because they have not the power to be unjust will
best appear if we imagine something of this kind: having given both to the just and the unjust power to do what
they will, let us watch and see whither desire will lead them; then we shall discover in the very act the just and
unjust man to be proceeding along the same road, following their interest, which all natures deem to be their good,
and are only diverted into the path of justice by the force of law. The liberty which we are supposing may be most
completely given to them in the form of such a power as is said to have been possessed by Gyges, the ancestor of
Croesus the Lydian. According to the tradition, Gyges was a shepherd in the service of the king of Lydia; there was
a great storm, and an earthquake made an opening in the earth at the place where he was feeding his flock. Amazed
at the sight, he descended into the opening, where, among other marvels, he beheld a hollow brazen horse, having
doors, at which he stooping and looking in saw a dead body of stature, as appeared to him, more than human, and
having nothing on but a gold ring; this he took from the finger of the dead and reascended. Now the shepherds
met together, according to custom, that they might send their monthly report about the flocks to the king; into
their assembly he came having the ring on his finger, and as he was sitting among them he chanced to turn the
collet of the ring inside his hand, when instantly he became invisible to the rest of the company and they began to
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speak of him as if he were no longer present. He was astonished at this, and again touching the ring he turned the
collet outwards and reappeared; he made several trials of the ring, and always with the same result–when he turned
the collet inwards he became invisible, when outwards he reappeared. Whereupon he contrived to be chosen one
of the messengers who were sent to the court; whereas soon as he arrived he seduced the queen, and with her help
conspired against the king and slew him, and took the kingdom. Suppose now that there were two such magic
rings, and the just put on one of them and the unjust the other; no man can be imagined to be of such an iron
nature that he would stand fast in justice. No man would keep his hands off what was not his own when he could
safely take what he liked out of the market, or go into houses and lie with any one at his pleasure, or kill or release
from prison whom he would, and in all respects be like a God among men. Then the actions of the just would
be as the actions of the unjust; they would both come at last to the same point. And this we may truly affirm to
be a great proof that a man is just, not willingly or because he thinks that justice is any good to him individually,
but of necessity, for wherever any one thinks that he can safely be unjust, there he is unjust. For all men believe in
their hearts that injustice is far more profitable to the individual than justice, and he who argues as I have been
supposing, will say that they are right. If you could imagine any one obtaining this power of becoming invisible,
and never doing any wrong or touching what was another’s, he would be thought by the lookers-on to be a most
wretched idiot, although they would praise him to one another’s faces, and keep up appearances with one another
from a fear that they too might suffer injustice. Enough of this.

Now, if we are to form a real judgment of the life of the just and unjust, we must isolate them; there is no other
way; and how is the isolation to be effected? I answer: Let the unjust man be entirely unjust, and the just man
entirely just; nothing is to be taken away from either of them, and both are to be perfectly furnished for the work
of their respective lives. First, let the unjust be like other distinguished masters of craft; like the skilful pilot or
physician, who knows intuitively his own powers and keeps within their limits, and who, if he fails at any point, is
able to recover himself. So let the unjust make his unjust attempts in the right way, and lie hidden if he means to
be great in his injustice: (he who is found out is nobody:) for the highest reach of injustice is, to be deemed just
when you are not. Therefore I say that in the perfectly unjust man we must assume the most perfect injustice;
there is to be no deduction, but we must allow him, while doing the most unjust acts, to have acquired the greatest
reputation for justice. If he have taken a false step he must be able to recover himself; he must be one who can
speak with effect, if any of his deeds come to light, and who can force his way where force is required by his courage
and strength, and command of money and friends. And at his side let us place the just man in his nobleness and
simplicity, wishing, as Aeschylus says, to be and not to seem good. There must be no seeming, for if he seem to
be just he will be honoured and rewarded, and then we shall not know whether he is just for the sake of justice
or for the sake of honours and rewards; therefore, let him be clothed in justice only, and have no other covering;
and he must be imagined in a state of life the opposite of the former. Let him be the best of men, and let him be
thought the worst; then he will have been put to the proof; and we shall see whether he will be affected by the fear
of infamy and its consequences. And let him continue thus to the hour of death; being just and seeming to be
unjust. When both have reached the uttermost extreme, the one of justice and the other of injustice, let judgment
be given which of them is the happier of the two.

Heavens! my dear Glaucon, I said, how energetically you polish them up for the decision, first one and then
the other, as if they were two statues.

I do my best, he said. And now that we know what they are like there is no difficulty in tracing out the sort of
life which awaits either of them. This I will proceed to describe; but as you may think the description a little too
coarse, I ask you to suppose, Socrates, that the words which follow are not mine.–Let me put them into themouths
of the eulogists of injustice: They will tell you that the just man who is thought unjust will be scourged, racked,
bound–will have his eyes burnt out; and, at last, after suffering every kind of evil, he will be impaled: Then he will
understand that he ought to seem only, and not to be, just; the words of Aeschylus may be more truly spoken of
the unjust than of the just. For the unjust is pursuing a reality; he does not live with a view to appearances–he
wants to be really unjust and not to seem only:–

‘His mind has a soil deep and fertile, Out of which spring his prudent counsels.’
In the first place, he is thought just, and therefore bears rule in the city; he can marry whom he will, and give in
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marriage to whom he will; also he can trade and deal where he likes, and always to his own advantage, because
he has no misgivings about injustice; and at every contest, whether in public or private, he gets the better of his
antagonists, and gains at their expense, and is rich, and out of his gains he can benefit his friends, and harm his
enemies; moreover, he can offer sacrifices, and dedicate gifts to the gods abundantly and magnificently, and can
honour the gods or any man whom he wants to honour in a far better style than the just, and therefore he is likely
to be dearer than they are to the gods. And thus, Socrates, gods and men are said to unite in making the life of the
unjust better than the life of the just.

. . .

At this point, Adeimantus, Glaucon’s brother takes up the argument.

Plato points out that, in order to determine whether justice is good for its own sake, it is necessary to determine its
nature. He then notes that justice can be attributed to cities (states) as well as individuals. Much of The Republic
develops an account of justice as it applies to the city. Plato then argues that the nature of justice as it applies to
individuals is analogous to the nature of justice as it applies to the city. In both cases, justice consists in a certain kind
of unified harmony. With this established, Plato returns to the question with which The Republic began: do we
have reason to be just even if we can get away with being unjust?

Chapter IX

. . .
Well, I said, and now having arrived at this stage of the argument, we may revert to the words which brought

us hither: Was not some one saying that injustice was a gain to the perfectly unjust who was reputed to be just?
Yes, that was said.
Now then, having determined the power and quality of justice and injustice, let us have a little conversation

with him.
What shall we say to him?
Let us make an image of the soul, that he may have his own words presented before his eyes.
Of what sort?
An ideal image of the soul, like the composite creations of ancient mythology, such as the Chimera or Scylla or

Cerberus, and there are many others in which two or more different natures are said to grow into one.
There are said of have been such unions.
Then do you nowmodel the form of a multitudinous, many-headed monster, having a ring of heads of all

manner of beasts, tame and wild, which he is able to generate and metamorphose at will.
You suppose marvellous powers in the artist; but, as language is more pliable than wax or any similar substance,

let there be such a model as you propose.
Suppose now that you make a second form as of a lion, and a third of a man, the second smaller than the first,

and the third smaller than the second.
That, he said, is an easier task; and I have made them as you say.
And now join them, and let the three grow into one.
That has been accomplished.
Next fashion the outside of them into a single image, as of a man, so that he who is not able to look within,

and sees only the outer hull, may believe the beast to be a single human creature.
I have done so, he said.



Selections from The Republic 5

And now, to him who maintains that it is profitable for the human creature to be unjust, and unprofitable
to be just, let us reply that, if he be right, it is profitable for this creature to feast the multitudinous monster and
strengthen the lion and the lion-like qualities, but to starve and weaken the man, who is consequently liable to be
dragged about at the mercy of either of the other two; and he is not to attempt to familiarize or harmonize them
with one another–he ought rather to suffer them to fight and bite and devour one another.

Certainly, he said; that is what the approver of injustice says.
To him the supporter of justice makes answer that he should ever so speak and act as to give the man within

him in some way or other the most complete mastery over the entire human creature. He should watch over the
many-headed monster like a good husbandman, fostering and cultivating the gentle qualities, and preventing the
wild ones from growing; he should be making the lion-heart his ally, and in common care of them all should be
uniting the several parts with one another and with himself.

Yes, he said, that is quite what the maintainer of justice say.
And so from every point of view, whether of pleasure, honour, or advantage, the approver of justice is right

and speaks the truth, and the disapprover is wrong and false and ignorant?
Yes, from every point of view.
Come, now, and let us gently reason with the unjust, who is not intentionally in error. ‘Sweet Sir,’ we will say

to him, ‘what think you of things esteemed noble and ignoble? Is not the noble that which subjects the beast to
the man, or rather to the god in man; and the ignoble that which subjects the man to the beast?’ He can hardly
avoid saying Yes–can he now?

Not if he has any regard for my opinion.
But, if he agree so far, wemay ask him to answer another question: ‘Then howwould aman profit if he received

gold and silver on the condition that he was to enslave the noblest part of him to the worst? Who can imagine that
a man who sold his son or daughter into slavery for money, especially if he sold them into the hands of fierce and
evil men, would be the gainer, however large might be the sum which he received? And will any one say that he is
not a miserable caitiff who remorselessly sells his own divine being to that which is most godless and detestable?
Eriphyle took the necklace as the price of her husband’s life, but he is taking a bribe in order to compass a worse
ruin.’

Yes, said Glaucon, far worse–I will answer for him.
Has not the intemperate been censured of old, because in him the huge multiformmonster is allowed to be

too much at large?
Clearly.
And men are blamed for pride and bad temper when the lion and serpent element in them disproportionately

grows and gains strength?
Yes.
And luxury and softness are blamed, because they relax and weaken this same creature, and make a coward of

him?
Very true.
And is not a man reproached for flattery and meanness who subordinates the spirited animal to the unruly

monster, and, for the sake of money, of which he can never have enough, habituates him in the days of his youth to
be trampled in the mire, and from being a lion to become a monkey?

True, he said.
And why are mean employments and manual arts a reproach? Only because they imply a natural weakness of

the higher principle; the individual is unable to control the creatures within him, but has to court them, and his
great study is how to flatter them.

Such appears to be the reason.
And therefore, being desirous of placing him under a rule like that of the best, we say that he ought to be the

servant of the best, in whom the Divine rules; not, as Thrasymachus supposed, to the injury of the servant, but
because every one had better be ruled by divine wisdom dwelling within him; or, if this be impossible, then by an
external authority, in order that we may be all, as far as possible, under the same government, friends and equals.
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True, he said.
And this is clearly seen to be the intention of the law, which is the ally of the whole city; and is seen also in the

authority which we exercise over children, and the refusal to let them be free until we have established in them a
principle analogous to the constitution of a state, and by cultivation of this higher element have set up in their
hearts a guardian and ruler like our own, and when this is done they may go their ways.

Yes, he said, the purpose of the law is manifest.
From what point of view, then, and on what ground can we say that a man is profited by injustice or intem-

perance or other baseness, which will make him a worse man, even though he acquire money or power by his
wickedness?

From no point of view at all.
What shall he profit, if his injustice be undetected and unpunished? He who is undetected only gets worse,

whereas he who is detected and punished has the brutal part of his nature silenced and humanized; the gentler
element in him is liberated, and his whole soul is perfected and ennobled by the acquirement of justice and
temperance and wisdom, more than the body ever is by receiving gifts of beauty, strength and health, in proportion
as the soul is more honourable than the body.

Certainly, he said.
To this nobler purpose the man of understanding will devote the energies of his life. And in the first place, he

will honour studies which impress these qualities on his soul and will disregard others?
Clearly, he said.
In the next place, he will regulate his bodily habit and training, and so far will he be from yielding to brutal and

irrational pleasures, that he will regard even health as quite a secondary matter; his first object will be not that he
may be fair or strong or well, unless he is likely thereby to gain temperance, but he will always desire so to attemper
the body as to preserve the harmony of the soul?

Certainly he will, if he has true music in him.
And in the acquisition of wealth there is a principle of order and harmony which he will also observe; he will

not allow himself to be dazzled by the foolish applause of the world, and heap up riches to his own infinite harm?
Certainly not, he said.
He will look at the city which is within him, and take heed that no disorder occur in it, such as might arise

either from superfluity or from want; and upon this principle he will regulate his property and gain or spend
according to his means.

Very true.
And, for the same reason, he will gladly accept and enjoy such honours as he deems likely to make him a better

man; but those, whether private or public, which are likely to disorder his life, he will avoid?
Then, if that is his motive, he will not be a statesman.
By the dog of Egypt, he will! in the city which is his own he certainly will, though in the land of his birth

perhaps not, unless he have a divine call.
I understand; you mean that he will be a ruler in the city of which we are the founders, and which exists in idea

only; for I do not believe that there is such an one anywhere on earth?
In heaven, I replied, there is laid up a pattern of it, methinks, which he who desires may behold, and beholding,

may set his own house in order. But whether such an one exists, or ever will exist in fact, is no matter; for he will
live after the manner of that city, having nothing to do with any other.

I think so, he said.
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Is Good What God Commands or Does God Command What’s Good?

Plato’s Euthyphro concerns a dilemma. A dilemma describes a decision we must make
between two horns. We might be trying to decide which of two claims is true. Or we might be

able to choose between two options. The two horns (claims or options) are mutually exclusive and
exhaustive options. That is, exactly one of the claims must be true or we must choose exactly one of
the options. The problem is that neither horn is entirely satisfactory. It is rather like being forced to
choose between an ice-cream cone and the ice-cream: the cone on its own is not very appealing, but
the ice-cream on its own is difficult to eat!

The dilemma which concerns Plato in Euthyphro is this:

Do the gods love things because they are good?
Or are things good because the gods love them?

Translated into the terms of Abrahamic monotheism (Judaism, Christianity, Islam):

Does God command things because they are right?
Or are things right because God commands them?

The second horn of this dilemma — the view that things are good or right because god commands
them — is known as divine command theory. According to this position, theft is wrong just
because it is divinely prohibited. If there is no god, or if any god there is failed to prohibit theft,
then there is absolutely nothing wrong with stealing. Indeed, god could have commanded us to steal
— in that case, stealing would be morally required!

So, if we say that things are good or right because god commands them, then god’s commands
seem entirely arbitrary. God could have required us to practise slavery, kidnap and torture our friends’
children, and throw sewage over passing mathematicians. Wearing purple sweaters on Wednesdays
could have been a moral wrong even more serious than failing to lie to our parents or forgetting to
cheat on our taxes.

Moreover, if things are right because god commands them, then we might worry about the claim
that god is good. If god decides what counts as ‘good’, then it seems true, but entirely trivial, to say
that god is good.

So perhaps we should reject divine command theory and opt instead for the first horn of the
dilemma. Perhaps god commands things because they are good or right. In this case, god could not
have made wearing purple sweaters on Wednesdays morally wrong because there is nothing wrong
with wearing purple sweaters on Wednesdays. And god could not have made it morally obligatory
to practise slavery or to kidnap and torture our friends’ children or to throw sewage over passing
mathematicians because these things are wrong. Of course, god could have commanded that we do
these things but god could not have made it right that we do them. Even if god had commanded us
to do them, doing them would remain morally wrong.

So god’s commands are no longer arbitrary and the claim that god is good is no longer trivial.
To say that god is good is (presumably) to say, among other things, that god’s commands are good.
At the very least, this would mean that god does not require people to do what is morally wrong,
and does not prohibit what is morally required. (This is a relatively weak version: how might you
strengthen it?)
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On this view, however, morality is independent of god. There must be standards of moral right
and wrong which hold regardless of what god chooses or decides. In that case, god’s commanding
something might be good evidence for the claim that it is morally good but god’s command cannot
be what makes it good. We can always ask, why is it good? Moreover, morality binds god just as it
binds human beings: god cannot change what is right or wrong. God cannot make it morally OK for
god to return a library book late, any more than we can make it morally OK to do so. On this view,
then, god is subject to the moral law just as we are.

The key reading on this topic is an extract from Plato’s Euthyphro (2012).
Recall that we are concerned with the arguments which authors give for their theses and that in

order to evaluate a piece of philosophical writing, we need to clarify both the claims the author is
making and the reasons she gives in support of those claims.

In preparing for class, focus on questions 1–3.

Thesis

1. What is Plato’s main thesis or conclusion in the extract?

Terminology

Understanding a philosophical text often involves identifying specialist terminology and ensuring
that you understand how the author is using that terminology.

2. Identify and explain in your own words the most important terms for understanding the passages
from Euthyphro. Your explanations should reflect Plato’s use of the terms.

Argumentation

3. Explain Plato’s argument for the conclusion you identified in question 1. (i) Begin by clarifying
the conclusion of the argument. (ii) Then try to identify the premises Plato relies on.
(iii) How are those premises supposed to support the conclusion? (iv) Are there any implicit
premises? Implicit premises are claims an author relies on but does not explicitly state.
Explaining an argument often requires making implicit premises explicit.

Evaluation

4. Is the argument you explained in question 3 (i) valid and (ii) sound? Why or why not?

Reflection

5. Could god have made it morally permissible to torture thirteen year old Norwegians on the
second Thursday of each month?

6. Goodness is frequently attributed to god. Does this mean anything if god decides the rules?
7. Why do you think Plato wrote so much of his philosophy in the form of dialogues? Is this a

fruitful way to communicate philosophical ideas?

Further Reading
Adams’s ‘Moral Arguments for Theistic Belief’ (n.d.) is available online. Craig and Sinnott-

Armstrong’s ‘God and Objective Morality: A Debate’ is a dialogue between two philosophers, one
of whom thinks morality depends on God and one of whom thinks it does not (2013). Wielenberg
discusses this topic in Value and Virtue in a Godless Universe (2005, ch. 2).
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Excerpt from Euthyphro

Plato

Edition Notes

This excerpt is from Benjamin Jowett’s translation of Plato’s Euthyphro1.
— Clea F. Rees

Socrates But I will amend the definition so far as to say that what all the gods hate is impious, and what they
love pious or holy; and what some of them love and others hate is both or neither. Shall this be our definition of
piety and impiety?

Euthyphro Why not, Socrates?
Socrates Why not! certainly, as far as I am concerned, Euthyphro, there is no reason why not. But whether this
admission will greatly assist you in the task of instructing me as you promised, is a matter for you to consider.

Euthyphro Yes, I should say that what all the gods love is pious and holy, and the opposite which they all hate,
impious.

Socrates Ought we to enquire into the truth of this, Euthyphro, or simply to accept the mere statement on our
own authority and that of others? What do you say?

Euthyphro We should enquire; and I believe that the statement will stand the test of enquiry.
Socrates Weshall knowbetter,mygood friend, in a littlewhile. Thepointwhich I should firstwish tounderstand
is whether the pious or holy is beloved by the gods because it is holy, or holy because it is beloved of the gods.

Euthyphro I do not understand your meaning, Socrates.
Socrates I will endeavour to explain: we, speak of carrying and we speak of being carried, of leading and being
led, seeing and being seen. You know that in all such cases there is a difference, and you know also in what the
difference lies?

Euthyphro I think that I understand.
Socrates And is not that which is beloved distinct from that which loves?
Euthyphro Certainly.
Socrates Well; and now tell me, is that which is carried in this state of carrying because it is carried, or for some
other reason?

Euthyphro No; that is the reason.
Socrates And the same is true of what is led and of what is seen?
Euthyphro True.

1Plato. Euthyphro. In The Dialogues of Plato. Trans., with an introd., by Benjamin Jowett. 3rd ed. eBooks@Adelaide. Adelaide:
The University of Adelaide Library, 20th Nov. 2012. url: http://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/p/plato/p71eup/index.html.
Repr.
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Socrates And a thing is not seen because it is visible, but conversely, visible because it is seen; nor is a thing led
because it is in the state of being led, or carried because it is in the state of being carried, but the converse of this.
And now I think, Euthyphro, that my meaning will be intelligible; and my meaning is, that any state of action
or passion implies previous action or passion. It does not become because it is becoming, but it is in a state of
becoming because it becomes; neither does it suffer because it is in a state of suffering, but it is in a state of suffering
because it suffers. Do you not agree?

Euthyphro Yes.
Socrates Is not that which is loved in some state either of becoming or suffering?
Euthyphro Yes.
Socrates And the same holds as in the previous instances; the state of being loved follows the act of being loved,
and not the act the state.

Euthyphro Certainly.
Socrates And what do you say of piety, Euthyphro: is not piety, according to your definition, loved by all the
gods?

Euthyphro Yes.
Socrates Because it is pious or holy, or for some other reason?
Euthyphro No, that is the reason.
Socrates It is loved because it is holy, not holy because it is loved?
Euthyphro Yes.
Socrates And that which is dear to the gods is loved by them, and is in a state to be loved of them because it is
loved of them?

Euthyphro Certainly.
Socrates Then that which is dear to the gods, Euthyphro, is not holy, nor is that which is holy loved of God, as
you affirm; but they are two different things.

Euthyphro How do you mean, Socrates?
Socrates I mean to say that the holy has been acknowledged by us to be loved of God because it is holy, not to
be holy because it is loved.

Euthyphro Yes.
Socrates But that which is dear to the gods is dear to them because it is loved by them, not loved by them because
it is dear to them.

Euthyphro True.
Socrates But, friend Euthyphro, if that which is holy is the same with that which is dear to God, and is loved
because it is holy, then that which is dear to God would have been loved as being dear to God; but if that which is
dear to God is dear to him because loved by him, then that which is holy would have been holy because loved
by him. But now you see that the reverse is the case, and that they are quite different from one another. For one
(theophiles) is of a kind to be loved because it is loved, and the other (osion) is loved because it is of a kind to be
loved. Thus you appear to me, Euthyphro, when I ask you what is the essence of holiness, to offer an attribute only,
and not the essence — the attribute of being loved by all the gods. But you still refuse to explain to me the nature
of holiness. And therefore, if you please, I will ask you not to hide your treasure, but to tell me once more what
holiness or piety really is, whether dear to the gods or not (for that is a matter about which we will not quarrel);
and what is impiety?
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Iwtilitariaeth/Utilitarianism

Consequentialism

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*.

We begin with a court case concerning the actions of Holmes in the aftermath of a shipwreck
(1842).

Reflection

1. Did Holmes do the right thing? Why or why not?
2. How would an (act) utilitarian evaluate Holmes’ actions?

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.
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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
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’ (2004).

Is some form of act utilitarianism correct?

Further Reading
The remainder of Mill’s Utilitarianism provides further details and defence of his theory (2004).

Huxley’s Brave New World develops an objection to classical hedonism (1960). Key passages are
excerpted in Pojman (2004, 272–293). Nozick develops a different worry about utilitarian conceptions
of value in Anarchy, State, and Utopia (1974, 42–45). The key argument is included in Pojman
(2004, 644–647). Smart and Williams debate the correctness of utilitarianism in Utilitarianism: For
and Against (1973). Parts of the critique are excerpted in Pojman (2004, 252–264).
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The Greatest Happiness Principle/Principle of Utility

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.

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.

The key reading for this week consists of two chapter from Mill’s Utilitarianism (2004, chs. 2,3).
Recall that we are concerned with the arguments which authors give for their theses and that in

order to evaluate a piece of philosophical writing, we need to clarify both the claims the author is
making and the reasons she gives in support of those claims.

In preparing for class, focus on questions 1–3.

Thesis

1. What is Mill’s main thesis or conclusion in the two chapters?

Terminology

Understanding a philosophical text often involves identifying specialist terminology and ensuring
that you understand how the author is using that terminology.

2. Identify and explain in your own words the most important terms for understanding the passages
from Utilitarianism. Your explanations should reflect Mill’s use of the terms.

Argumentation

3. Explain Mill’s argument for the conclusion you identified in question 1. (i) Begin by clarifying
the conclusion of the argument. (ii) Then try to identify the premisesMill relies on. (iii) How
are those premises supposed to support the conclusion? (iv) Are there any implicit premises?
Implicit premises are claims an author relies on but does not explicitly state. Explaining an
argument often requires making implicit premises explicit.
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Evaluation

4. Is the argument you explained in question 3 (i) valid and (ii) sound? Why or why not?

Reflection

5. Does Mill respond satisfactorily to the objections he considers?

6. Are there other objections to Mill’s theory to which he cannot satisfactorily reply?

‘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 iff4 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.

• 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?5)

4‘if, and only, if’
5Obviously I will not be available for comment.
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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).

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).
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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 sacrifice6 (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-sacrifice7.

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 procedure8. See also response to next objection.

6See next section.
7See previous section.
8See page 69.
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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.

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 procedure9.

• 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.

9See page 69.
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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.
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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.
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Consequentialism & Its Critics

Consequentialism, like other ethical theories, is unsurprisingly not without its critics. Some
of these criticisms have been dramatised in stories, novels and films. Philosophers have also

crafted their own ‘stories’ in the form of alleged counterexamples. Although we will not look at
them in detail here, it is important to note that consequentialism is also strongly defended. Various
philosophers have developed more sophisticated forms of the theory, just as Mill attempted to do
in the light of criticisms of Bentham’s classical hedonism. Others have simply rejected certain
objections, arguing that our ethical intuitions lead us to mistaken conclusions and that we should,
rather, accept certain counter-intuitive implications of the theory.

The key reading for this week is Le Guin’s short story ‘The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas
(Variations on a theme by William James)’ (1991).

Reflection

1. Is it morally permissible (but not required), morally required or morally impermissible to walk
away from Omelas?

2. Does Le Guin’s story show that act utilitarianism is mistaken? Why or why not?

Two further examples may be worth considering. The first concerns slavery. The second is a
slightly different kind of example, which is developed in detail by 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
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(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.

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 Bod10 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

10Bod 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.
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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 criminals11. 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?

◦ 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?
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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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Glossary

act utilitarianism
Any form of utilitarianism* 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. One example of such a theory is classical hedonism*.

classical hedonism
A form of act utilitarianism* according to which 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.

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

rule utilitarianism
Any form of utilitarianism* 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.

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*.




