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Introduction: John Stuart Mill was born in London in 1806. He was
educated personally by his father, the Scottish economist and philos-
opher James Mill, who put him through a rigorous program of study
from his earliest years. Mill was reading Greek at age three and Latin
at age eight. As a boy he read works of many classical authors in the
original language, including works by Plato and Aristotle. When he
was thirteen, he began studying the economic theories of Adam
Smith and David Ricardo. The following year he traveled to France
and spent a year with the family of Samuel Bentham (brother of the
English jurist and philosopher Jeremy Bentham). After returning to
England, he began to study Roman law, with a view to possibly be-
coming a lawyer. But in 1823, when he was seventeen, he took a job
at the British East India Company, where he was employed for the
next thirty-five years. Mill was elected to Parliament in 1865, but
failed to gain reelection in 1868. After his defeat he retired to Avi-
gnon, France, where he died in 1873.

Mill’s major writings include A System of Logic (1843),
Principles of Political Economy (1848), On Liberty (1859),
Utilitarianism (published serially in Fraser’s Magazine in
1861, separately in 1863), and The Subjection of Women
(written in 1861, published in 1869).

Our reading is from Utilitarianism, the work that has become
the most popular and influential treatment of utilitarianism.
Utilitarianism is the moral theory that was first set forth by
Jeremy Bentham. It claims that the morality of an action is de-
termined by how well it promotes “utility,” which is defined as
the greatest good for the greatest number. Utilitarians differ,
however, on how to define “good” and whom to include in the
“greatest number.”

According to Mill, “good” means happiness, and happiness
means pleasure and the absence of pain; the “greatest number”
includes not only human beings but all creatures capable of
feeling pleasure and pain. Mill’s version of utilitarianism, there-
fore, claims that the moral thing to do in any situation is the ac-
tion that causes the greatest sum total of pleasure for all the
sentient beings involved. Mill typically says that utility is to be
determined wholly on the basis of the individual action, but at
times he seems to endorse the view that one should always
follow the rule (for example, “Don’t kill innocent people”) that,
when universally followed, would promote the greatest

utility—even if, in a particular situation, following the rule
would not do so. Philosophers have come to call these two ver-
sions of utilitarianism, respectively, act utilitarianism and rule
utilitarianism.

In our selection from Chapter II, “What Utilitarianism Is,”
Mill briefly describes his theory and then defends it against sev-
eral objections. In the selection from Chapter IV, “Of What Sort
of Proof the Principle of Utility Is Susceptible,” he explains in
what sense one can prove that the happiness (pleasure) of the in-
dividual and the group are desirable and are the only things de-
sirable.

—Donald Abel

Chapter II: What Utilitarianism Is
…The creed which accepts as the foundation of morals, utility,
or the greatest happiness principle, holds that actions are right
in proportion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong as they
tend to produce the reverse of happiness. By happiness is in-
tended 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 plea-
sure; 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 plea-
sure 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, in-
veterate 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
Epicurus1 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.
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When thus attacked, the Epicureans have always answered
that it is not they, but their accusers, who represent human na-
ture 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 imputa-
tion; 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 de-
grading, 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 happi-
ness 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,2 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 util-
itarian 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.3 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 ab-
surd that while, in estimating all other things, quality is consid-
ered 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 plea-
sures, 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 de-
cided 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 en-
joying, 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 an-
imals, for a promise of the fullest allowance of a beast’s plea-
sures; 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 unhap-
piness so extreme that to escape from it they would exchange
their lot for almost any other, however undesirable in their own
eyes. A being of higher faculties requires more to make him
happy, is capable probably of more acute suffering, and is cer-
tainly 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 lib-
erty 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 ap-
propriate appellation is a sense of dignity, which all human be-
ings 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 sup-
poses that this preference takes place at a sacrifice of happi-
ness—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 indisput-
able 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 uncon-
scious 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 So-
crates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied. And if the fool or the pig
is of a different opinion, it is because they only know their own
side of the question. The other party to the comparison knows
both sides.…

I have dwelt on this point, as being a necessary part of a per-
fectly just conception of utility or happiness, considered as the
directive rule of human conduct. But it is by no means an indis-
pensable 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 pos-
sibly 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 deduc-
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tion from the benefit. But the bare enunciation of such an absur-
dity as this last, renders refutation superfluous.

According to the greatest happiness principle, as above ex-
plained, 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-obser-
vation, are best furnished with the means of comparison. This,
being according to the utilitarian opinion the end of human ac-
tion, is necessarily also the standard of morality; which may ac-
cordingly be defined [as] 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.…

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 re-
quires him to be as strictly impartial as a disinterested and be-
nevolent 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,4 and to love one’s neighbour as oneself,5

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 har-
mony with the interest of the whole; and secondly, that educa-
tion 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, neg-
ative and positive, as regard for the universal happiness pre-
scribes: 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 there-
with 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 char-
acter, I know not what recommendation possessed by any other
morality they could possibly affirm 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 effect to their mandates.

The objectors to utilitarianism cannot always be charged
with representing it in a discreditable light. 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 hun-
dredths 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 misappre-
hension should be made a ground of objection to it, inasmuch as
utilitarian moralists have gone beyond almost all others in af-
firming that the motive has nothing to do with the morality of
the action, though much with the worth of the agent. He who
saves a 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. 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 con-
ceive it as implying that people should fix their minds upon so
wide a generality as the world, or society at large. The great ma-
jority of good actions are intended, not for the benefit of the
world, but for that of individuals, of which the good of the world
is made up; and the thoughts of the most virtuous man need not
on these occasions travel beyond the particular persons con-
cerned, except so far as is necessary to assure himself that in
benefiting them he is not violating the rights—that is, the legit-
imate and authorized expectations—of anyone else. The multi-
plication 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 happi-
ness 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 ac-
tion is of a class which, if practised generally, would be gener-
ally injurious, and that this is the ground of the obligation to
abstain from it. The amount of regard for the public interest im-
plied 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.…

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 ques-
tion depends upon what idea we have formed of the moral char-
acter 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
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purpose in their creation, utility is not only not a godless doc-
trine, 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 a utilitarian
who believes in the perfect goodness and wisdom of God nec-
essarily believes that whatever God has thought fit to reveal on
the subject of morals, must fulfil the requirements of utility in a
supreme degree.…

Again, defenders of utility often find themselves called upon
to reply to such objections as this—that there is not time, pre-
vious to action, for calculating and weighing the effects of any
line of conduct on the general happiness. This is exactly as if
anyone 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 spe-
cies. During all that time mankind have been learning by expe-
rience 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 off, 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 sup-
position that if mankind were agreed to 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, man-
kind 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.…

Chapter IV: Of What Sort of Proof the 
Principle of Utility Is Susceptible
…Questions of ultimate ends do not admit of proof, in the ordi-
nary acceptation of the term. To be incapable of proof by rea-
soning 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 ap-
peal 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 fulfil—to make good its claim to be be-
lieved? 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, acknowl-
edged 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 crite-
rion. To do that, it would seem, by the same rule, necessary to
show not only that people desire happiness, but that they never
desire anything else. Now it is palpable that they do desire
things which, in common language, are decidedly distinguished
from happiness. They desire, for example, virtue and the ab-
sence of vice, no less really than pleasure and the 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 disapproba-
tion.

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 con-
ditions by which virtue is made virtue; however they may be-
lieve (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 recognise as a psychological fact the possi-
bility 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 al-
though, 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 ex-
emption from pain, as for example health, are to be looked upon
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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 disinterestedly it has become so, and is de-
sired and cherished, not as a means to happiness, but as a part of
their happiness.…

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 na-
ture 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 de-
sirable. 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 man-
kind do desire nothing for itself but that which is a pleasure to
them, or of which the absence is a pain; we have evidently ar-
rived at a question of fact and experience, dependent, like all
similar questions, upon evidence. It can only be determined by
practised 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.

NOTES
1. Epicurus (341–270 B.C.E.) was a Greek philosopher.

[D.C.A., ed.]

2. Stoicism is the school of philosophy founded by the Greek
philosopher Zeno of Citium (about 335–263 B.C.E).
[D.C.A.]

3. Mill refers here primarily to Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832),
the English jurist and philosopher who first proposed the
theory of utilitarianism. [D.C.A.]

4. Matthew 7:21; Luke 6:31 [D.C.A.]

5. Matthew 22:39 [D.C.A.]

Reproduced from Utilitarianism, 4th Ed., Longmans, Green, Reader & Dyer, 1871.
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