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Summary of Utilitarianism by
John Stuart Mill

m [t defines utilitarianism as a theory
based on the principle that "actions
are right in proportion as they tend to
promote happiness, wrong as they
tend to produce the reverse of
happiness.”

Mill defines happiness as pleasure
and the absence of pain. He argues
that pleasure can differ in quality and
quantity, and that pleasures that are
rooted in one’s higher faculties
(intellectual, moral and aesthetic
faculties) should be weighted more
heavily than pleasures of lower
qualities (i.e. animal pleasures).

John Stuart Mill utilitarianism theory is one of the most significant
philosophical frameworks in the realm of ethics. Mill, a 19th-century British
philosopher and political economist, expanded upon the utilitarian principles
laid down by Jeremy Bentham, emphasizing not only the quantity but also the
quality of happiness. This article delves into the core principles of Mill's
utilitarianism, its evolution, criticisms, and its relevance in contemporary
ethical discussions.

Understanding Utilitarianism

Utilitarianism is a moral theory that holds that the best action is the one
that maximizes utility, usually defined as that which produces the greatest
well-being of the greatest number of people. This principle is often
summarized in the phrase "the greatest happiness for the greatest number."
Mill's version of utilitarianism takes a more nuanced approach than Bentham's
original formulation.

The Foundations of Mill's Utilitarianism

John Stuart Mill's utilitarianism is built on several key foundations:

1. Consequentialism: Mill believed that the morality of an action is
determined by its outcomes. Unlike deontological ethics, which focus on rules



and duties, consequentialism evaluates actions based on the results they
produce.

2. Hedonism: At the heart of utilitarianism is the idea that pleasure or
happiness is the ultimate good. Mill distinguishes between higher and lower
pleasures, arguing that intellectual and moral pleasures are superior to mere
physical pleasures.

3. Impartiality: Mill's utilitarianism emphasizes the importance of
considering everyone's happiness equally. When making moral decisions, one
must consider the well-being of all affected parties, not just oneself or
one’s immediate circle.

Mill's Qualitative Distinction of Pleasures

One of the most significant contributions of Mill to utilitarian thought 1is
his qualitative distinction between different kinds of pleasures. In his work
"Utilitarianism," Mill argues for the importance of higher pleasures, which
include intellectual and moral satisfaction, over lower pleasures, which are
more physical in nature.

Higher vs. Lower Pleasures

Mill categorizes pleasures into two primary types:

- Higher Pleasures: These are intellectual and moral pleasures, such as the
enjoyment of art, music, literature, and philosophical contemplation. Mill
argues that people who have experienced both types of pleasure tend to prefer
higher pleasures, which ultimately contribute to a more fulfilling life.

- Lower Pleasures: These are more physical and sensory in nature, such as the
enjoyment of food, drink, and bodily comforts. While these pleasures are
important, Mill believes they do not contribute as significantly to overall
happiness.

This distinction is crucial because it allows for a more nuanced
understanding of happiness, supporting the argument that not all pleasures
are equal and that some contribute more profoundly to human flourishing.

Mill's Greatest Happiness Principle

The "Greatest Happiness Principle" is the cornerstone of Mill's
utilitarianism. It posits that actions are right insofar as they promote
happiness and wrong if they produce the opposite of happiness. This principle
can be summarized as follows:



1. Promotion of Happiness: Actions should aim to produce the greatest amount
of happiness for the greatest number of people.

2. Consideration of Consequences: The outcomes of actions are paramount.
Individuals must consider the potential effects their actions will have on
the overall happiness of society.

3. Long-Term vs. Short-Term Happiness: Mill emphasizes the importance of
considering long-term happiness over short-term gains. An action that may
provide immediate pleasure could lead to negative consequences in the future.

Critiques of Mill's Utilitarianism

While Mill's utilitarianism has been influential, it has also faced several
critiques:

1. The "Swine" Objection

Critics argue that Mill's focus on happiness reduces human beings to the
level of swine by equating all pleasures, thus undermining the dignity of
human experience. This objection posits that utilitarianism fails to account
for the complexities of human desires and aspirations.

2. The Problem of Justice

Another common critique is that utilitarianism can lead to unjust outcomes.
For instance, if sacrificing the rights of a few individuals leads to a
greater overall happiness for the majority, utilitarianism might justify such
actions, which many find morally unacceptable.

3. Difficulty in Measuring Happiness

Critics also point out the challenges in measuring happiness and predicting
the consequences of actions. The subjective nature of happiness makes it
difficult to apply utilitarian principles consistently.

The Relevance of Mill's Utilitarianism Today

Despite the criticisms, Mill's utilitarianism remains a crucial framework in
contemporary ethical discussions. Its principles are used in various fields,
including:



- Public Policy: Policymakers often employ utilitarian principles to evaluate
the consequences of legislation and public programs, aiming to maximize
societal welfare.

- Business Ethics: Companies increasingly consider the impact of their
decisions on all stakeholders, not just shareholders, aligning with
utilitarian ideals.

- Bioethics: In medical ethics, utilitarianism provides a foundation for
making difficult decisions, such as resource allocation and prioritizing
patients.

Modern Adaptations of Utilitarianism

Contemporary philosophers have built upon Mill's ideas, incorporating
advancements in psychology and economics to refine utilitarian thought. Some
adaptations include:

- Preference Utilitarianism: This form evaluates actions based on the
preferences and desires of individuals, rather than solely on pleasure and
pain.

- Rule Utilitarianism: This variation focuses on adhering to rules that
generally promote the greatest happiness, rather than evaluating the
consequences of individual acts.

Conclusion

John Stuart Mill's utilitarianism theory has profoundly influenced ethical
thought and continues to be relevant in various domains today. By emphasizing
the quality of pleasures and the importance of considering the happiness of
all individuals, Mill provided a more sophisticated approach to
utilitarianism than his predecessor Bentham. Despite facing critiques, the
foundational principles of Mill's utilitarianism remain essential in
navigating the complexities of moral decision-making in our ever-evolving
society. As we confront modern ethical dilemmas, Mill's insights into
happiness, justice, and the implications of our actions continue to guide us
toward more compassionate and equitable solutions.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main principle of John Stuart Mill's



utilitarianism?

The main principle of Mill's utilitarianism is the 'greatest happiness
principle,' which asserts that actions are right if they promote happiness
and wrong if they produce the opposite of happiness.

How does Mill differentiate between higher and lower
pleasures?

Mill distinguishes between higher pleasures, which are intellectual and moral
in nature, and lower pleasures, which are more physical and sensual. He
argues that higher pleasures are more valuable and contribute more
significantly to overall happiness.

What role do consequences play in Mill's
utilitarianism?

In Mill's utilitarianism, the consequences of actions are paramount. An
action is judged morally right based on the overall happiness it produces,
emphasizing the importance of assessing the outcomes of our actions.

How does Mill's utilitarianism address the issue of
justice?

Mill addresses justice within his utilitarian framework by arguing that
justice is a crucial component of social utility. He believes that respecting
individual rights and fairness contributes to the overall happiness of
society.

What is the significance of Mill's 'On Liberty' in
relation to utilitarianism?

In 'On Liberty,' Mill emphasizes the importance of individual freedom and
autonomy, arguing that liberty is essential for personal development and
happiness, which aligns with his utilitarian ideals of promoting the greatest
happiness.

How does Mill respond to criticisms of
utilitarianism?

Mill responds to criticisms by clarifying that utilitarianism is not about
mere pleasure-seeking but rather about achieving a qualitative form of
happiness that includes intellectual and moral dimensions, thus addressing
concerns of morality and justice.

What is the difference between act utilitarianism
and rule utilitarianism?

Act utilitarianism evaluates the consequences of individual actions to



determine their morality, while rule utilitarianism assesses the consequences
of following general rules that promote happiness, focusing on broader social
implications.

How does Mill's utilitarianism apply to modern
ethical dilemmas?

Mill's utilitarianism can be applied to modern ethical dilemmas by using the
greatest happiness principle to evaluate the potential outcomes of actions,
helping to inform decisions in areas like bioethics, environmental policy,
and social justice.

What are some criticisms of Mill's utilitarianism?

Critics of Mill's utilitarianism argue that it can lead to justifying harmful
actions if they result in greater overall happiness, overlook individual
rights, and struggle to quantify happiness, raising concerns about its
practical application in moral decision-making.
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