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Aristotle’s virtue ethics emphasized the cultivation of         
virtuous moral character through habitual action. 
 

•  His general guideline for acting rightly is to aim for                            
the golden mean – the intermediate between two extremes. 

•  He says deciding the right thing to do is not about following rules,  
but rather perceiving and responding to the particulars of a situation. 

John Stuart Mill (1806-1873): English philosopher, economist, 
moral & political theorist 
 

•  He believed that we only need to follow one rule                         
to determine how to act in any situation: 

–  the “Greatest Happiness Principle” is supposed to       
make it super simple to determine which actions are right. 

Ø J. S. Mill’s view is a version of utilitarianism,  
–  which was introduced by Jeremy Bentham                      

& developed by J.S. Mill’s father, James Mill.  
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Utilitiarianism treats utility as “the foundation of morals”, 
•  where utility is understood as what an action is good for,  

–  i.e., the positive consequences it produces. 

»  This makes utilitarianism a type of consequentialism: 

•  an ethical view where an action is judged right or wrong 
on the basis of its consequences. 
•  Often summarized as claiming that                      

“the end justifies the means”: 
•  the action you perform is right                            

if it produces desirable outcomes. 

»  This is contrasted with deontology,  

•  an ethical view where an action is judged right or wrong 
on the basis of the morality of the rule one would be 
following by performing that action. 

•  We will discuss deontology in much more detail 
next class, when we read about Kant’s ethics. 
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Mill’s utilitarianism says that the morality of our actions is determined by            
the Greatest Happiness Principle (GHP): 
 

Ø “actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness,” 
»  where happiness = “pleasure, and the absence of pain”, 

Ø “…wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness,”  
»  i.e. pain, and the privation [lack] of pleasure.” (1) 

•  Mill grounds this moral theory on a conviction that: 
–  “pleasure, and freedom from pain, are the only things desirable as ends, 

•  and that all desirable things are desirable either[:] 
–  for the pleasure inherent in themselves,  
–  or as means to the promotion of pleasure & prevention of pain.” (1)  

 
»  Both Mill & Aristotle say that our actions should aim to      

promote happiness, 
•  but how do their conceptions of happiness differ? 
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Mill clarifies that though all of our actions should promote pleasure,            
not all pleasure is equally valuable; rather,  

Ø  “some kinds of pleasure are more desirable & more valuable than others.” (1)  

•  In judging the consequences of an action,  
–  “quality is considered as well as quantity,”                                            

in the estimation of how much pleasure that action will generate. 

»  It’s possible for one person’s pleasure to be more valuable       
than the pleasure of 2 people, if it is of much higher quality. 

•  He provides the following guideline for comparing pleasures: 

–  “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.” (1) 

»  Only someone who has experienced both pleasures                    
is qualified to compare them with each other. 

•  If many people who have experienced both pleasures     
prefer one over the other, “we are justified in ascribing         
to the preferred enjoyment a superiority in quality” (1) 
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According to Mill,  
Ø  the highest quality pleasures we can have                                                             

are those that make use of our reason. 

–  “…it is an unquestionable fact that those who are                                          
equally acquainted with and equally capable of                                              
appreciating & enjoying both [simple &                                                      
sophisticated pleasures],  
•  do give a most marked preference to                                                            

the manner of existence which                                                             
employs their higher faculties.” (1) 

 

He believes “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 & conscience would be selfish & base,  

Ø 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.” (1) 

–          
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In short, Mill thinks that human pleasures       
are undeniably superior to those which           
animals can enjoy. 
 

Ø  Hence, a person “can never really      
wish to sink into what he feels to be        
a lower grade of existence,”  
–  because he will find it dissatisfying to         

not make use of the pleasures that         
reason enables. (1) 

Ø  Do you agree with Mill? 

–  Is this claim descriptively true?  
•  I.e., does it agree with the facts 

about what people wish, & how 
they behave? 

–  Is this claim normatively true? 
•  …does it capture what we think 

people ought to feel & behave,                          
in accordance with our values? 7	  



Mill insists that “It is better to be                                                                    
a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; 

 
 
 

 …better to be Socrates dissatisfied 
     than a fool satisfied.” (2) 

>

>
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Some important clarifications about the Greatest Happiness Principle: 
 

–  The standard for judging whether or not an action is right  
•  “is not the agent’s own greatest happiness,  

Ø but rather the greatest amount of happiness altogether,”         
for all people who could be affected by one’s action. (2) 

»  So utilitarians aren’t interested in maximizing their             
own personal happiness – they aren’t just hedonists. 

•  They aim to promote as much happiness as possible    
for as many people as possible. 

Ø According to a utilitarian, sometimes the right action can     
actually decrease one’s own personal happiness. 

•  …but it is right as long as it promotes an increase in total 
pleasure (and/or decrease in total pain) for those affected. 

»  What kind of actions do you, not because they make         
you happier personally, but because they make              
people happier as a whole? 
•  Utilitarianism regards these as ethical actions. 9	  



Mill explains why we celebrate heroes & martyrs: 
 

•  They voluntarily renounce some of their own happiness “for the sake of 
something which [they prize] more than his[/her] individual happiness[:] 
Ø …the happiness of others or some of the requisites of happiness…”  

»  “…and if we are told that [the] end [of their sacrifice] 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 [rather] make their lot like his, & place them also      

in the condition of persons who have                
renounced happiness?”(5)  

Ø Mill argues that the sacrifices of heroes & martyrs 
only make sense if you assume they are following 
the GHP & aiming to increase happiness. 
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Mill emphasizes that: 
 

•  “The utilitarian morality does recognize        
in human beings the power of sacrificing    
their own greatest good for the good of others.  

–  [But it] 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.” (5) 

 

Ø  Remember – in utilitarianism, the 
consequences of one’s actions determine 
whether it is right or wrong. 

–  So if one’s self-sacrifice cannot be 
expected to increase total pleasure or 
reduce total pain, it is not worth doing. 

–  No one is under the obligation                 
to make sacrifices for others unless           
it is certain to lead to good outcomes. 
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Mill says that when judging the morality of actions,  
•  we should neither value our own happiness above that of other people, 
•  nor value their happiness above ours. 

–  “As between his own happiness and that of others,  
–  utilitarianism requires [an agent] to be as strictly impartial as a disinterested 

and benevolent spectator.” (5) 

Ø Is it possible for us to be truly objective about what action is best      
when our own pleasures are part of the equation? 

He writes, 
•  “In the golden rule of Jesus of Nazareth,                                                                 

we read the complete spirit of the                                                                            
ethics of utility.  

Ø  To do as you would be done by,                                                                               
and to love your neighbor as yourself,                                                            
constitute the ideal perfection of                                                                                     
utilitarian morality.” (5) 
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One immediate objection to Utilitarianism is that  
Ø  it seems to set an impossibly high standard for right actions. 
 

–  Some people believe that happiness means a permanent                 
”state of exalted pleasure”, or a constant stream of enjoyment. 

•  If that’s what happiness is, then it seems like no action could ever be right,  
»  since nothing guarantees us constant happiness. 

Ø Not even winning the lottery:                    
psychologist Dan Gilbert has shown that 
•  one year after winning the lottery,            

winners rank their happiness on par with  
people who became paraplegic a year earlier.  

•  (TED Talk: bit.ly/1HcOTJH) 

Ø This suggests that we might not be very good at 
predicting what events promote happiness. 

•  Mill replies that this concept of happiness “is misguided & unrealistic:  
Ø “If by happiness be meant a continuity of highly pleasurable 

excitement, it is evident enough that this is impossible.” (3) 13	  



Mill thinks happiness is attainable by anyone & everyone, 
 

•  as long as we understand happiness as: 

–  “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,”  

–  Where one does “not expect more from life                                 
than it is capable of bestowing.” (3)  

•  According to this standard of happiness,  
–  Many people are happy “during some               considerable 

portion of their lives.” (3) 

•  “…wretched education, & wretched social arrangements, 
are the only real hindrance to [happiness]                 
being attainable by almost all.” (3) 
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Mill adds that a happy life has a balance of tranquility & excitement. 

»  “With much tranquility, many find that                                                               
they can be content with very little pleasure:  

»  with much excitement, many can reconcile                                                
themselves to a considerable quantity of pain.” 

»  These two qualities are “in natural alliance,  
»  the prolongation of either being a preparation for,                                        

and exciting a wish for the other.” (3) 

Also conducive to happiness are a concern for other people: 
 

•  “…those who leave after them objects of personal affection,  
•  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 vigor of youth and health.” (3) 

…and a cultivated mind: 
•  “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” (3) 15	  



Mill explains that our individual happiness depends 
to a certain extent on our social/political situation. 
 

•  E.g., enjoying the pleasures of a cultivated mind 
requires that one has access to education. 

–  For this reason, Mill believes that        
everyone should have the right to education. 

•  “there is absolutely no reason in the nature     
of things why an amount of mental culture 
sufficient to give an intelligent interest in    
these objects of contemplation should not be 
the inheritance of every one born in a 
civilized country.  

•  …Genuine private affections and a sincere 
interest in the public good are possible…to 
every rightly brought up human being.” (4) 
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Mill believes that our greatest obstacles to happiness                                     
are not personal troubles, but social ones. 

–  Thus, his utilitarian ethics is not narrowly focused on                                  
determining how we should interact with people one-on-one, 
•  but also how our social & political systems can support ethical actions 

•  “…every one…is capable of an existence which may be called enviable; 

•  …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 suffering 

–  —such as indigence, disease, and the unkindness,                   
worthlessness, or premature loss of objects of affection. 

Ø  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.” (4) 
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He believes that these obstacles to happiness are surmountable          
through collective social effort: 
 
 

•  “most of the great positive evils of the world are in themselves removable,  
–  and will, if human affairs continue to improve, be in the end reduced      

within narrow limits.  

–  Poverty, in any sense implying suffering,  
»  may be completely extinguished by the wisdom of society, 

combined with the good sense and providence of individuals. 

–  …disease may be indefinitely reduced in dimensions by good 
physical & moral education, & proper control of noxious influences…  
»  & the progress of science holds out a promise for the future of 

still more direct conquests over this detestable foe. 

–  …As for vicissitudes of fortune, and other disappointments 
connected with worldly circumstances,  
»  these are principally the effect either of gross imprudence, of ill-

regulated desires, or of bad or imperfect social institutions. 

All the grand sources…of human suffering are in a great degree,           
many of them almost entirely, conquerable by human care & effort.” (4) 18	  



Mill outlines two ways that utilitarians should promote the                
greatest total happiness through social reform: 
 

Ø  “…first, that laws & social arrangements should place the 
happiness…of every individual, as nearly as possible in harmony   
with the interest of the whole“ (5) 

Ø Political systems and other institutions can foster ethical behavior   
by making sure that individual interests do not come too much     
into conflict with those of society. 

•  E.g., by regulating markets to keep prices of    
food & housing reasonable,  
•  we can make sure that no one is            

forced to steal from others out of desperation    
just to stay alive. 

•  By offering paid parental leave,  
•  we can make sure people don’t have to 

choose between having fulfilling careers & 
raising families. 

•  Other examples? 
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Ø  “secondly,…education and opinion, which have    
so vast a power over human character,  

–  should…establish in the mind of every 
individual an indissoluble association between 
his own happiness & the good of the whole, 

•  so that not only he may be unable to        
conceive the possibility of happiness 
[for[ 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” (5) 

Here Mill, like Aristotle, recognizes that  
•  doing the right thing is easier                                  

when we learn to make it a habit.  
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Another common objection to utilitarianism                                 
(or any form of consequentialism, more broadly) is that  
Ø  what makes an action right or wrong isn’t its consequences;  

–  instead, features of the action itself – like whether the agent  
was motivated to act by a sense of obligation to help – 
determine if it is right or wrong. 

–  In reply, Mill insists that: 

»  “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.” (6) 

Ø Do you agree with Mill? 

Ø Or do you think that the                    
motive of the action matters? 
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Another objection is that 
•  it is impossible for anyone           

to know in advance                
exactly what the consequences     
of their actions will be, 

–  so they can’t use knowledge         
of the outcomes of an action        
to determine whether it is          
right or wrong. 

Mill replies that  
•  people can nevertheless act upon 

a general idea of what effects 
their action could have. 

 

–  People are “consciously aware 
[when an] 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.” (6) 22	  


