SELECTIONS FROM UTILITARIANISM
J OHN S TUART M ILL
CHAPTER 2: WHAT UTILITARIANISM IS
The creed which accepts as the foundation of morals, Utility, or the Greatest Happiness Principle, holds
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 affect the theory of life
on which this theory of morality is grounded—namely, that pleasure, and freedom from pain, are the only
things desirable as ends; and that all desirable things (which are as numerous in the utilitarian as in any
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 estimable 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
groveling; 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, who
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 sufficient manner, many Stoic, as well as Christian elements require to be
included. But there is no known Epicurean theory of life which does not assign to the pleasures of the
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, etc., of the former—that is, in their circumstantial advantages rather than in their intrinsic
nature. And on all these points utilitarians have fully proved their case; but they might have taken the
other, and, as it may be called, higher ground, with entire consistency. It is quite compatible with the
principle of utility to recognize the fact, that some kinds of pleasure are more desirable and more valuable
than others. It would be absurd that while, in estimating all other things, quality is considered as well as
quantity, the estimation of pleasures should be supposed to depend on quantity alone.
If I am asked, what I mean by difference of quality in pleasures, or what makes one pleasure more
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
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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 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 suffering, and 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
effective 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 different
ideas, of happiness, and content. It is indisputable that the being whose capacities of enjoyment are low,
has the greatest chance of having them fully satisfied; and a highly endowed being will always feel that
any 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, are a different opinion, it is because they only know their
own side of the question. The other party to the comparison knows both sides.
It may be objected, that many who are capable of the higher pleasures, occasionally, under the
influence of temptation, postpone them to the lower. But this is quite compatible with a full appreciation
of the intrinsic superiority of the higher. Men often, from infirmity of character, make their election for
the nearer good, though they know it to be the less valuable; and this no less when the choice is between
two bodily 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.
From this verdict of the only competent judges, I apprehend there can be no appeal. On a question which
is the best worth having of two pleasures, or which of two modes of 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 differ, that of the majority among them, must be admitted as
final. And there needs be the less hesitation to accept this judgment respecting the quality of pleasures,
since there is no other 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 most intense of two pleasurable sensations, except
2

the general suffrage 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 or
Happiness, considered as the directive rule of human conduct. But it is by no means an indispensable
condition to the acceptance of the utilitarian standard; for that standard is not the agent's own greatest
happiness, but the greatest amount of happiness altogether; and if it may possibly be doubted whether a
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 to
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.
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CRITICISMS OF MILL‘S HEDONISM
A CRITICISM OF MILL‘S DISTINCTION BETWEEN QUALITIES OF PLEASURE

1

W.D. ROSS
Mill argued that pleasures have a ‗quality‘ as well [as intensity and duration] and that this affects their
hedonistic value. The first of these contentions is true, and the second false. It is obviously true that a
pleasure, i.e. a pleasant state of mind, always has a quality over and above its intensity or duration. If we
were to compare, for instance, the pleasure of reading good literature and that of a country walk (even
supposing that in some case their intensity and duration were the same), we do not find a pleasant feeling
identical in the two plus cognitive and conotational elements different in the two. Pleasant feeling is
colored through and through by what we are taking pleasure in. But Mill should have gone on to say that
however interesting a fact this may be, it is from the point of view of the hedonistic calculus quite
irrelevant. For a hedonist holds that pleasantness is the only characteristic of states of mind that makes
them good, and one state of mind can only have more pleasantness than another only by being more
intensely pleasant or by being pleasant for a longer time. Mill's introduction of quality of pleasures into
the hedonistic calculus is, as has been widely recognized, an unconscious departure from hedonism and a
half-hearted admission that there are other qualities than pleasantness in virtue of which states of mind are
good.

THE EXPERIENCE MACHINE2
ROBERT NOZICK
Suppose there were an experience machine that would give you any experience you desired. Superduper
neuropsychologists could stimulate your brain so that you would think and feel you were writing a great
novel, or making a friend, or reading an interesting book. All the time you would be floating in a tank,
with electrodes attached to your brain. Should you plug into this machine for life, preprogramming your
life‘s experiences? If you are worried about missing out on desirable experiences, we can suppose that
business enterprises have researched thoroughly the lives of many others. You can pick and choose from
their large library or smorgasbord of such experiences, selecting your life‘s experiences for, say, the next
two years. After two years have passed, you will have ten minutes, or ten hours, out of the tank, to select
the experiences of you next two years. Of course, while in the tank you won‘t know that you‘re there;
you‘ll think it‘s all actually happening. Others can also plug in to have the experiences they want, so
there‘s no need to stay unplugged to serve them. (Ignore problems such as who will service the machines
if everyone plugs in.) Would you plug in? What else can matter to us, other than how our lives feel from
the inside? Nor should you refrain because of the few moments of distress between the moment you‘ve
decided and the moment you‘re plugged. What‘s a few moments of distress compared to a lifetime of
bliss (if that‘s what you choose), and why feel any distress at all if your decision is the best one?
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The Right and the Good, p.145
Anarchy, State, and Utopia. p. 42-3
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SELECTIONS FROM UTILITARIANISM
CHAPTER 2 (CONTINUED)

...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 honor 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.
Though it is only in a very imperfect state of the world's arrangements that any one can best serve the
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 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 tranquility the sources of satisfaction accessible to him, without concerning
himself about the uncertainty of their duration, any more than about their inevitable end.
...The utilitarian morality does recognize 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 selfrenunciation 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
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 you would be done by, and
to love your neighbor as yourself, constitute the ideal perfection of utilitarian morality ...
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
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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 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 practiced 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.
Again, Utility is often summarily stigmatized as an immoral doctrine by giving it the name of
Expediency, 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 interests 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 insufficiency of which does more than any one thing that can be named to keep
back civilization, 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 malefactor, or of bad news from a person
dangerously ill) would save an individual (especially an individual other than oneself) from great and
unmerited evil, and when the withholding can only be effected by denial. But in order that the exception
may not extend itself beyond the need, and may have the least possible effect in weakening reliance on
veracity, it ought to be recognised, 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—that
there is not time, previous to action, for calculating and weighing the effects 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, are dependent. People talk as if the commencement of this course of experience had hitherto been
put off, and as if, at the moment when some man feels tempted to meddle with the property or life of
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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
difficulty 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 effects 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 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 effects 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
generalisations 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 off
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 difficult 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 afford 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.
There exists no moral system under which there do not arise unequivocal cases of conflicting obligation.
These are the real difficulties, 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 difficult, 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, afford 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 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.
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CHAPTER 4: OF WHAT SORT OF PROOF THE PRINCIPLE OF UTILITY IS SUSCEPTIBLE
It has already been remarked, that questions of ultimate ends do not admit of proof, in the ordinary
acceptation of the term. To be incapable of proof by reasoning is common to all first principles; to the
first premises of our knowledge, as well as to those of our conduct. But the former, being matters of fact,
may be the subject of a direct appeal to the faculties which judge of fact- namely, our senses, and our
internal consciousness. Can an appeal be made to the same faculties on questions of practical ends? Or by
what other faculty is cognizance taken of them?
Questions about ends are, in other words, questions what things are desirable. The utilitarian doctrine
is, that happiness is desirable, and the only thing desirable, as an end; all other things being only desirable
as means to that end. What ought to be required of this doctrine- what conditions is it requisite that the
doctrine should fulfill—to make good its claim to be believed?
The only proof capable of being given that an object is visible, is that people actually see it. The only
proof that a sound is audible, is that people hear it: and so of the other sources of our experience. In like
manner, I apprehend, the sole evidence it is possible to produce that anything is desirable, is that people
do actually desire it. If the end which the utilitarian doctrine proposes to itself were not, in theory and in
practice, acknowledged to be an end, nothing could ever convince any person that it was so. No reason
can be given why the general happiness is desirable, except that each person, so far as he believes it to be
attainable, desires his own happiness. This, however, being a fact, we have not only all the proof which
the case admits of, but all which it is possible to require, that happiness is a good: that each person's
happiness is a good to that person, and the general happiness, therefore, a good to the aggregate of all
persons. Happiness has made out its title as one of the ends of conduct, and consequently one of the
criteria of morality.
But it has not, by this alone, proved itself to be the sole criterion. To do that, it would seem, by the
same rule, necessary to show, not only that people desire happiness, but that they never desire anything
else. Now it is palpable that they do desire things which, in common language, are decidedly
distinguished from happiness. They desire, for example, virtue, and the absence of vice, no less really
than pleasure and the absence of pain. The desire of virtue is not as universal, but it is as authentic a fact,
as the desire of happiness. And hence the opponents of the utilitarian standard deem that they have a right
to infer that there are other ends of human action besides happiness, and that happiness is not the standard
of approbation and disapprobation.
But does the utilitarian doctrine deny that people desire virtue, or maintain that virtue is not a thing to
be desired? The very reverse. It maintains not only that virtue is to be desired, but that it is to be desired
disinterestedly, for itself. Whatever may be the opinion of utilitarian moralists as to the original
conditions by which virtue is made virtue; however they may believe (as they do) that actions and
dispositions are only virtuous because they promote another end than virtue; yet this being granted, and it
having been decided, from considerations of this description, what is virtuous, they not only place virtue
at the very head of the things which are good as means to the ultimate end, but they also recognize as a
psychological fact the possibility of its being, to the individual, a good in itself, without looking to any
end beyond it; and hold, that the mind is not in a right state, not in a state conformable to Utility, not in
the state most conducive to the general happiness, unless it does love virtue in this manner—as a thing
desirable in itself, even although, in the individual instance, it should not produce those other desirable
consequences which it tends to produce, and on account of which it is held to be virtue. This opinion is
not, in the smallest degree, a departure from the Happiness principle. The ingredients of happiness are
very various, and each of them is desirable in itself, and not merely when considered as swelling an
aggregate. The principle of utility does not mean that any given pleasure, as music, for instance, or any
given exemption from pain, as for example health, is to be looked upon as means to a collective
something termed happiness, and to be desired on that account. They are desired and desirable in and for
themselves; besides being means, they are a part of the end. Virtue, according to the utilitarian doctrine, is
not naturally and originally part of the end, but it is capable of becoming so; and in those who love it
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disinterestedly it has become so, and is desired and cherished, not as a means to happiness, but as a part of
their happiness.
To illustrate this farther, we may remember that virtue is not the only thing, originally a means, and
which if it were not a means to anything else, would be and remain indifferent, but which by association
with what it is a means to, comes to be desired for itself, and that too with the utmost intensity. What, for
example, shall we say of the love of money? There is nothing originally more desirable about money than
about any heap of glittering pebbles. Its worth is solely that of the things which it will buy; the desires for
other things than itself, which it is a means of gratifying. Yet the love of money is not only one of the
strongest moving forces of human life, but money is, in many cases, desired in and for itself; the desire to
possess it is often stronger than the desire to use it, and goes on increasing when all the desires which
point to ends beyond it, to be compassed by it, are falling off. It may, then, be said truly, that money is
desired not for the sake of an end, but as part of the end. From being a means to happiness, it has come to
be itself a principal ingredient of the individual's conception of happiness. The same may be said of the
majority of the great objects of human life—power, for example, or fame; except that to each of these
there is a certain amount of immediate pleasure annexed, which has at least the semblance of being
naturally inherent in them; a thing which cannot be said of money. Still, however, the strongest natural
attraction, both of power and of fame, is the immense aid they give to the attainment of our other wishes;
and it is the strong association thus generated between them and all our objects of desire, which gives to
the direct desire of them the intensity it often assumes, so as in some characters to surpass in strength all
other desires. In these cases the means have become a part of the end, and a more important part of it than
any of the things which they are means to. What was once desired as an instrument for the attainment of
happiness, has come to be desired for its own sake. In being desired for its own sake it is, however,
desired as part of happiness. The person is made, or thinks he would be made, happy by its mere
possession; and is made unhappy by failure to obtain it. The desire of it is not a different thing from the
desire of happiness, any more than the love of music, or the desire of health. They are included in
happiness. They are some of the elements of which the desire of happiness is made up. Happiness is not
an abstract idea, but a concrete whole; and these are some of its parts. And the utilitarian standard
sanctions and approves their being so. Life would be a poor thing, very ill provided with sources of
happiness, if there were not this provision of nature, by which things originally indifferent, but conducive
to, or otherwise associated with, the satisfaction of our primitive desires, become in themselves sources of
pleasure more valuable than the primitive pleasures, both in permanency, in the space of human existence
that they are capable of covering, and even in intensity.
Virtue, according to the utilitarian conception, is a good of this description. There was no original
desire of it, or motive to it, save its conduciveness to pleasure, and especially to protection from pain. But
through the association thus formed, it may be felt a good in itself, and desired as such with as great
intensity as any other good; and with this difference between it and the love of money, of power, or of
fame, that all of these may, and often do, render the individual noxious to the other members of the
society to which he belongs, whereas there is nothing which makes him so much a blessing to them as the
cultivation of the disinterested love of virtue. And consequently, the utilitarian standard, while it tolerates
and approves those other acquired desires, up to the point beyond which they would be more injurious to
the general happiness than promotive of it, enjoins and requires the cultivation of the love of virtue up to
the greatest strength possible, as being above all things important to the general happiness.
It results from the preceding considerations, that there is in reality nothing desired except happiness.
Whatever is desired otherwise than as a means to some end beyond itself, and ultimately to happiness, is
desired as itself a part of happiness, and is not desired for itself until it has become so. Those who desire
virtue for its own sake, desire it either because the consciousness of it is a pleasure, or because the
consciousness of being without it is a pain, or for both reasons united; as in truth the pleasure and pain
seldom exist separately, but almost always together, the same person feeling pleasure in the degree of
virtue attained, and pain in not having attained more. If one of these gave him no pleasure, and the other
no pain, he would not love or desire virtue, or would desire it only for the other benefits which it might
produce to himself or to persons whom he cared for.
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We have now, then, an answer to the question, of what sort of proof the principle of utility is
susceptible. If the opinion which I have now stated is psychologically true—if human nature is so
constituted as to desire nothing which is not either a part of happiness or a means of happiness, we can
have no other proof, and we require no other, that these are the only things desirable. If so, happiness is
the sole end of human action, and the promotion of it the test by which to judge of all human conduct;
from whence it necessarily follows that it must be the criterion of morality, since a part is included in the
whole.
And now to decide whether this is really so; whether mankind do desire nothing for itself but that
which is a pleasure to them, or of which the absence is a pain; we have evidently arrived at a question of
fact and experience, dependent, like all similar questions, upon evidence. It can only be determined by
practiced self-consciousness and self-observation, assisted by observation of others. I believe that these
sources of evidence, impartially consulted, will declare that desiring a thing and finding it pleasant,
aversion to it and thinking of it as painful, are phenomena entirely inseparable, or rather two parts of the
same phenomenon; in strictness of language, two different modes of naming the same psychological fact:
that to think of an object as desirable (unless for the sake of its consequences), and to think of it as
pleasant, are one and the same thing; and that to desire anything, except in proportion as the idea of it is
pleasant, is a physical and metaphysical impossibility.
So obvious does this appear to me, that I expect it will hardly be disputed: and the objection made
will be, not that desire can possibly be directed to anything ultimately except pleasure and exemption
from pain, but that the will is a different thing from desire; that a person of confirmed virtue, or any other
person whose purposes are fixed, carries out his purposes without any thought of the pleasure he has in
contemplating them, or expects to derive from their fulfilment; and persists in acting on them, even
though these pleasures are much diminished, by changes in his character or decay of his passive
sensibilities, or are outweighed by the pains which the pursuit of the purposes may bring upon him. All
this I fully admit, and have stated it elsewhere, as positively and emphatically as any one. Will, the active
phenomenon, is a different thing from desire, the state of passive sensibility, and though originally an
offshoot from it, may in time take root and detach itself from the parent stock; so much so, that in the case
of an habitual purpose, instead of willing the thing because we desire it, we often desire it only because
we will it. This, however, is but an instance of that familiar fact, the power of habit, and is nowise
confined to the case of virtuous actions. Many indifferent things, which men originally did from a motive
of some sort, they continue to do from habit. Sometimes this is done unconsciously, the consciousness
coming only after the action: at other times with conscious volition, but volition which has become
habitual, and is put in operation by the force of habit, in opposition perhaps to the deliberate preference,
as often happens with those who have contracted habits of vicious or hurtful indulgence.
Third and last comes the case in which the habitual act of will in the individual instance is not in
contradiction to the general intention prevailing at other times, but in fulfillment of it; as in the case of the
person of confirmed virtue, and of all who pursue deliberately and consistently any determinate end. The
distinction between will and desire thus understood is an authentic and highly important psychological
fact; but the fact consists solely in this—that will, like all other parts of our constitution, is amenable to
habit, and that we may will from habit what we no longer desire for itself or desire only because we will
it. It is not the less true that will, in the beginning, is entirely produced by desire; including in that term
the repelling influence of pain as well as the attractive one of pleasure. Let us take into consideration, no
longer the person who has a confirmed will to do right, but him in whom that virtuous will is still feeble,
conquerable by temptation, and not to be fully relied on; by what means can it be strengthened? How can
the will to be virtuous, where it does not exist in sufficient force, be implanted or awakened? Only by
making the person desire virtue—by making him think of it in a pleasurable light, or of its absence in a
painful one. It is by associating the doing right with pleasure, or the doing wrong with pain, or by eliciting
and impressing and bringing home to the person's experience the pleasure naturally involved in the one or
the pain in the other, that it is possible to call forth that will to be virtuous, which, when confirmed, acts
without any thought of either pleasure or pain. Will is the child of desire, and passes out of the dominion
of its parent only to come under that of habit. That which is the result of habit affords no presumption of
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being intrinsically good; and there would be no reason for wishing that the purpose of virtue should
become independent of pleasure and pain, were it not that the influence of the pleasurable and painful
associations which prompt to virtue is not sufficiently to be depended on for unerring constancy of action
until it has acquired the support of habit. Both in feeling and in conduct, habit is the only thing which
imparts certainty; and it is because of the importance to others of being able to rely absolutely on one's
feelings and conduct, and to oneself of being able to rely on one's own, that the will to do right ought to
be cultivated into this habitual independence. In other words, this state of the will is a means to good, not
intrinsically a good; and does not contradict the doctrine that nothing is a good to human beings but in so
far as it is either itself pleasurable, or a means of attaining pleasure or averting pain.
But if this doctrine be true, the principle of utility is proved. Whether it is so or not, must now be left
to the consideration of the thoughtful reader.
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CRITICISMS OF MILL‘S PROOF
A CRITIQUE OF MILL‘S PROOF OF HEDONISM1
G.E. MOORE
‗Good,‘ [Mill] tells us, means ‗desirable,‘ and you can only find out what is desirable by seeing to find out what is
actually desired. This is, of course, only one step towards the proof of Hedonism; for it may well be, as Mill goes on to
say, that other things besides pleasure are desired. Whether or not pleasure is the only thing desired is, as Mill himself
admits, a psychological question, to which we shall presently proceed. The important step for Ethics is the one just taken,
the step which pretends to prove that ‗good‘ means ‗desired‘
Well, the fallacy in this step is so obvious, that it is quite wonderful how Mill failed to see it. the fact is that
‗desirable‘ does not mean ‗able to be desired‘ as ‗visible‘ means ‗able to be see.‘ The desirable means simply what ought
to be desired or deserves to be desired; just as detestable means not what can be but what ought to be detested and the
damnable what deserves to be damned. Mill has, then, smuggled in, under cover of the word ‗desirable,‘ the very notion
about which he ought to be quite clear. ‗Desirable‘ does indeed mean ‗what it is good to desire‘; but when this is
understood, it is no longer plausible to say that out only test of that, is what is actually desired. Is it merely a tautology
when the Prayer Book talks of good desires? Are not bad desires also possible?...
Moreover, if the desired is ipso facto the good; then the good is ipso facto the motive of our actions, and there can be no
question of finding motives for doing it, as Mill is at such pains to do. If Mill‘s explanation of ‗desirable‘ be true, then his
statement that the rule of action may be confounded with the motive of it is untrue; for the motive of action will then be
according to him ipso facto its rule; there can be no distinction between the two, and therefore no confusion, and thus he
has contradicted himself flatly...
Well, then, the first step by which Mill has attempted to establish his Hedonism is simply fallacious. He has attempted to
establish the identity of the good with the desired, by confusing the proper sense of ‗desirable,‘ in which it denotes that
which it is good to desire, with he sense which it would bear if it were analogous to worlds as ‗visible.‘ If ‗desirable‘ is to
be identical with ‗good,‘ then it must bear one sense; and if it is to be identical with ‗desired,‘ then it must bear quite
another sense. And yet to Mill‘s contention that the desired is necessarily good, it is quite essential that these two senses
of ‗desirable‘ should be the same. If he holds that they are the same, then he has contradicted himself elsewhere; if he
holds that they are not the same, then the first step in his proof of Hedonism is absolutely worthless.

A FALLACY IN THE THIRD STEP OF MILL‘S PROOF OF THE PRINCIPLE OF UTILITY2
R. NORMAN
[If Mill offers any argument at all that everyone ought to aim at the general happiness], that argument would presumably
have to be:
(a) Each person desires his or her own happiness.
(b) Therefore each person ought to aim at his or her own happiness.
(c) Therefore everyone ought to aim at the happiness of everyone.

The move from (b) to (c) is, however, entirely fallacious. It is no more valid than would be the argument that, if each
husband ought to love his own wife, every husband ought to love everyone else‘s wife.
1
2

Principia Ethica 40-41
The Moral Philosophers, 106.
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ON THE UNSUCCESSFUL THIRD STEP OF MILL‘S ARGUMENT FOR UTILITARIANISM3
JOHN LACHS
The third and final part of [Mill‘s] argument [for the Principle of Utility] is the least successful. It is compressed into a
single sentence which reads: ‗Each person‘s happiness is a good to that person, and the general happiness, therefore, a
good to the aggregate of all persons.‘ This takes Mill from individual well-being to the happiness of the community,
closing the gap that usually exists between narrowly conceived private and broadly inclusive public benefits. The problem
is that, by Mill‘s own admission, the evidence for the goodness of anything consists in its broad-based pursuit. Now even
if each person fervently desires his or her own happiness, we have no reason to conclude that anyone cares about the
general good. On the contrary, we tend to seek our happiness independently, and sometimes at the expense, of the wellbeing of others. Moreover, the general happiness is not simply the sum of the well-being of each member of the
community. In the current imperfect state of the world, goods are often incompatible and we must sacrifice the interests of
some in order to ensure the happiness of the greatest possible number. Who could desire this abstract maximization, given
that no individual can be sure that his or her happiness will always be part of the public good? Evidently only the public
itself, of ‗the aggregate of all persons‘. Unfortunately, however, the sum total of persons is not an additional individual
endowed with consciousness; it can, for this reason, neither desire nor pursue anything.

Egoism is Self Contradictory4
G.E. MOORE
What is meant by ―my own good‖? In what sense can a thing be food for me? It is obvious, if we reflect, that the only
thing which can belong to me, which can be mine, is something which is good, and not the fact that it is good.
When, therefore, I talk of anything I get as ―my own good,‖ I must mean either that the thing I get is good or that my
possessing it is good. In both cases it is only the thing or the possession of it which is mine, and not the goodness of the
that thing or that possession. There is no longer any meaning in attaching the ―my‖ to our predicate, and saying: The
possession of this by me is my good; and, if I think wrongly, it is not good at all.
In short, when I talk of a thing as ―my own good‖ all that I can mean is that something which will be exclusively
mine, as my own pleasure is mine (whatever be the various senses of this relation denoted by ―possession‖), is also good
absolutely; or rather that my possession of it is good absolutely. The good of it can in no possible sense be ―private‖ or
belong to me; any more than a thing can exist privately or for one person only.
The only reason I can have for aiming at ―my own good‖, is that it is good absolutely that what I so call should belong
to me—good absolutely that I should have something, which, if I have it, then everyone else has as much reason for
aiming at my having it, as I have myself.
If, therefore, it is true of any single man‘s ―interest‖ or ―happiness‖ that it ought to be his sole ultimate end, this can
only mean that that man‘s ―interest‖ or ―happiness‖ is the sole good, the Universal Good, and the only thing that anybody
ought to aim at. What Egoism holds, therefore, is that each man‘s happiness is the sole good—that a number of different
things are each of them the only good thing there is—an absolute contradiction! No more compete and thorough
refutation of any theory could be desired.

3
4

from ―Mill‖ in Ethics in the History of Western Philosophy, ed. Cavalier, Gouinlock, and Sterba. p. 259
Excerpted from Principia Ethica, Cambridge University Press, 1903, section 59.
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DIFFICULT CASES FOR UTILITARIANISM
AN ORGAN DONOR'S GENEROSITY RAISES THE QUESTION OF HOW MUCH IS TOO MUCH7
STEPHANIE STROM
Philadelphia, Aug. 12 – Having already given one kidney to a total stranger, Zell Kravinsky was sipping
an orange-mango Snapple and, unprompted, making a case for giving away his other one.
―What if someone needed it who could produce more good than me?‖ Mr. Kravinsky said today in an
interview. ―What if I was a perfect match for a dying scientist who was the intellectual driving force
behind a breakthrough cure for cancer or AIDS or on the brink of unlocking the secrets of cell
regeneration?‖
The consequences of Mr. Kravinsky giving away his other kidney are apparent—he would die. The
ethical questions such a gift would raise for transplant surgeons would also make it highly unlikely.
But Mr. Kravinsky sees the choice as a fairly clear one. ―I‘d be a schnook not to give it to him,‖ he
said. ―He could save millions of lives, and I can‘t.‖
Talking to Mr. Kravinsky, 48, is unsettling. His brand of altruism borders on obsession, perhaps even
a sort of benign madness, although he was subjected to a battery of psychiatric tests before the hospital
would accept him as a kidney donor.
―I think it makes people feel guilty,‖ said Barry Katz, a longtime friend of Mr. Kravinsky‘s. ―I don‘t
think I‘m a bad person. I give money to charity, and I think I‘m fairly generous, but on the other hand,
when I look at what he‘s done, I can‘t help but notice a little voice in the back of my head saying, what
have you done lately, why haven‘t you saved someone‘s life?‖
Mr. Kravinsky‘s latest charitable gesture, donating his kidney to a stranger, is still relatively rare, with
134 such donations in the United States since 1998, according to the United Network for Organ Sharing,
and it stirred controversy among his friends and relatives.
His wife, Emily, a psychiatrist, has threatened to divorce him, Mr. Kravinsky said, worried that his
altruism is coming at the expense of their four children. The Kravinskys have given away $15 million,
with Mr. Kravinsky promising to give away virtually everything the family has.
Mr. Kravinsky lost two friends over the kidney donation, and even his parents are struggling to
repress their anger.
―You can give money, you can give service,‖ said Reeda Kravinsky, his mother, 77. ―Body parts are
quite another thing.
―You give them to family members, and even that‘s a great sacrifice, but it‘s understandable. But in
Zell‘s circumstance, I don‘t understand it and I don‘t agree with it.‖
Mr. Kravinsky says he is only applying the principle of ―maximum human utility,‖ explaining, ―My
life is not worth more than anyone else‘s.‖
Mr. Kravinsky said the only argument against altruistic kidney donation—those given to strangers—
that has any validity for him is the one pressed by his wife and parents, who asked what he would do if
one of his children needed a kidney and he had none to give.
But, he said, he considered the probability of that happening, the probability of him being alive and
having a healthy enough kidney, the probability that a sibling would not be a better donor, the probability
that organ donation will still be a necessity.

7

New York Times, August 17, 2003, Sunday
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―I thought about all that and decided that the probabilities simply didn‘t outweigh the life of my
recipient,‖ he said. ―I love my children, I really do. But I just can‘t say their lives are more valuable than
any other life.‖
He is not sure how much his children know about his kidney donation. He said his wife had tried to
keep the news about it from them.
In a telephone interview, Dr. Kravinsky declined to discuss the impact of her husband‘s kidney
donation on their marriage and family. She said she had responded to a reporter‘s call because Mr.
Kravinsky‘s actions would increase altruistic kidney donations and she wanted others like him to fully
understand the system.
Dr. Kravinsky cited a study in the latest New England Journal of Medicine, for instance, that found
fewer than one-half of the people who could donate their organs did so when they died.
―The system is not well run,‖ she said, ―and although I‘m not opposed to altruistic donations across
the board, you have to wonder why it is, if we‘re not getting the donations we could from cadavers, we
are looking at living donors.‖
Dr. Kravinsky also said transplant programs working with altruistic donors needed to include their
families more.
Mr. Kravinsky said he had put aside money for his children‘s college education, but the Kravinskys
live very modestly in a slightly dilapidated-looking house they bought for $141,600 in 1996 in
Jenkintown, a Philadelphia suburb. He said they lived on $50,000 generated by rental income on property
he owns.
He made his fortune in property, buying up housing units around the University of Pennsylvania
campus when he was a lecturer teaching Renaissance literature and then moving into commercial real
estate.
His $15 million in donations in cash and property included a $6.2 million gift to the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, as well as gifts to a school for disturbed children and to the Ohio State
University School of Public Health.
[On Friday the Ohio State University School of Public Health announced an additional $30 million
gift from the Kravinskys.]
―He didn‘t have to do any more,‖ said Irving Kravinsky, his 88-year-old father.
His parents knew he was considering donating a kidney. They had expressed their objections,
heatedly, and thought he had dropped the notion—until their phone rang early on the morning of July 22.
It was Emily Kravinsky, wondering if her husband was there.
In fact, Mr. Kravinsky was in the hospital, donating his kidney to Donnell Reid, a young woman
whom he had never met.
―We were shocked,‖ Irving Kravinsky said. ―We thought we still had time to discuss it.‖
Somewhat sheepishly, Mr. Kravinsky said: ―I snuck out. I was afraid they would do something to
stop me, threaten the hospital with a lawsuit or something.‖
His mother said she believed the hospital that handled the transplant, the Albert Einstein Medical
Center in Philadelphia, used her son.
―They wanted a poster boy, and they exploited him terribly,‖ she said. ―But he doesn‘t see it.‖
Dr. Radi Zaki, the surgeon who performed the transplant, said he had tried to talk Mr. Kravinsky out
of the donation many times.
―We did not seek him out or look for him in any way,‖ Dr. Zaki said. ―He came to us and was very
persistent.‖
Mr. Kravinsky concedes that the attention his act has attracted is gratifying.
―I didn‘t expect to get publicity, but I won‘t deny that it feeds my vanity,‖ he said.
But Mr. Kravinsky said his main goal was to increase kidney donations, particularly among AfricanAmericans, where there are cultural barriers to organ donation. He is white and the recipient of his kidney
is African-American.
He said he was even considering breaking federal law and offering to pay someone to give their
kidney away to a stranger.
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―No one should have a vacation home until everyone has a place to live,‖ he said. ―No one should
have a second car until everyone has one. And no one should have two kidneys until everyone has one.‖

DAVID‘S DILEMMA8
JUDITH JARVIS THOMPSON
David is a great transplant surgeon. Five of his patients need new parts—one needs a heart, the others
need, respectively, a liver, stomach, spleen, and spinal chord—but all are of the same, relatively rare,
blood type. By chance, David learns of a healthy specimen with that very blood-type. David can take the
healthy specimen‘s parts, killing him, and install them in his patients, saving them. Or he can refrain
from taking the healthy specimen‘s parts, letting his patients die.

8

From Thompson, Judith Jarvis, ―Killing, Letting Die, and the Trolley Problem.‖
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