




MILL SUMMARY
     John Stuart Mill is the most famous utilitarian.  In Utilitarianism, his most famous work, he held acts "are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness; wrong as they tend to produce the reverse."  "By happiness is intended pleasure and the absence of pain; by unhappiness, pain and the privation of pleasure."  "Pleasure and the freedom from pain are the only things desirable as ends."  "All desirable things are desirable either for pleasure inherent in themselves, or as means to the promotion of pleasure and the prevention of pain."  He seems to believe that what he means by "pleasure" and "pain" is obvious.PRIVATE 

     He says critics say that pursuit of pleasure is worthy only of pigs and that utilitarians hold that it is better to be a pig satisfied than Socrates dissatisfied.  But Epicureans, an ancient source of utilitarianism, reply that the critics seem to notice only pig pleasures.  Mud slinging finished, he claims the higher faculties of people are capable of higher pleasures, indicated by advantages of greater permanence, safety and uncostliness.

     "If I am asked what I mean by difference in quality of 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 decided preference, irrespective of any feeling of moral obligation to prefer it, that is the more desirable pleasure."  The one preferred by those "competently acquainted with both" more than any quantity of the other, even if "knowing it to be attended with a greater amount of discontent," has quality outweighing the quantity.  "...;the test of quality and the rule for measuring it against quantity being the preference felt by those who...are best furnished with the means of comparison."  

     Since pleasures and pains often differ in kind and pleasure differs in kind from pain, the only way to determine their quantity and quality is by the majority view of competent judges who have experienced and compared them.

     No intelligent person consents to be mindless, ignorant or immoral out of preference rather than misfortune.  People prefer their dissatisfied states to the satisfied states of pigs due to a sense of dignity roughly proportionate to their higher faculties.  If the faculties people share with animals are filled with pleasure, the animals are satisfied but the people are not since the people have more capacity due to higher faculties. People often prefer lower pleasures and admit higher pleasures are better due to temptation through weak character.  That is due to life in conditions which do not exercise the higher faculties.

     The goal is not the agent's greatest happiness but the greatest happiness altogether.  Since noble character makes others happily, even if not those who have it, the goal is reached by its development.  By "happiness" is not meant a life of intense pleasure but one of more pleasure than pain.  It comes from tranquility which gives few pleasures and fewer pains alternated with excitement giving more pain and even more pleasure.  Unhappiness is first due to selfishness, then lack of mental cultivation.  Both are due to bad education and social structures. Happiness distribution should be impartial, as a disinterested and benevolent spectator would require.  That is, the golden rule of Jesus requires laws and social ties to harmonize your happiness with that of all.  Education and opinion should cause each one to associate his happiness with that of all. 

     "It is the business of ethics to tell us what are our duties, or by what tests we may know them."  Thus, general happiness, not motive, is the test of duty.  The value of the agent, but not the act, is tied to motive.  Granting God desires, above all, the happiness of creatures, God is a utilitarian.

     For some acts, say lying, "...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 a ground of the obligation to abstain from it."  But there are exceptions, such as lying to prevent a great evil, which are to be fixed by the principle of utility.          It is no objection that one does not have time to calculate the effects of every act for the experience of people through the ages has given rise to moral rules, such as murder is wrong, which are corollaries or secondary principles to the principle of utility, so we can follow it better.  Some secondary principle is involved in judging any act.  Only when secondary principles clash should one use the primary one.






DISCUSSION OF MILL

     Tradition on Mill and quantity and quality of pleasure says that Bentham, the founder of utilitarianism, was a quantitative hedonist, only quantity of pleasure determines value.  He held "quantity of pleasure being equal, pushpin is as good a poetry."  But Mill's qualitative hedonism, quality of pleasure determines value, seems better.  Mill says that what is meant or what makes a pleasure qualitatively better or higher is that of two pleasures of equal quantity, those who have experienced both prefer it. 

     The usual criticism is that Mill gave only a test for higher pleasures that does not work.  The majority of pigs and people seem to prefer lower pleasures.  They are not incompetent judges if they experience both pleasures, unless competence is defined as choosing the higher pleasure, which begs the question.  

     Second, he ignored the question of what is meant by saying some pleasures are higher or what makes them so because the answer available contradicts his ethical hedonism that pleasure and only pleasure is good.  What makes a higher pleasure higher is that it has more value.  His ethical hedonism requires that to be more pleasure, which is impossible since they are of equal quantity.  So, the greater value of the higher pleasure is due to something other than pleasure.  That requires him to reject ethical hedonism.

     His reply to the first would be that the test works.  Higher pleasures require higher faculties.  So, higher pleasures do not attract pigs.  He explained why people choose lower pleasures.  Not exercising the higher faculties results in weak character, preferring lower pleasures while admitting higher pleasures are better.  For example, music professors raised in rock and roll culture prefer Beatles to Bach, but admit Bach is better due to understanding what is involved in compositional skill.

     His reply to the second would be that he offers a test but says what he means by a higher pleasure and what makes a higher pleasure higher.  First, he says what he means by a "higher" pleasure is one preferred by people who have competent experience with both.  So, using his theory of language reported in his Logic, "a higher pleasure" denotes (refers to) a higher pleasure but connotes (is associated with what picks out the denotation) being preferred by competent judges.  Only those with higher faculties are competent judges since having higher pleasures requires higher faculties.  So, he calls higher pleasures higher because they not appeal to and require, and therefore, are associated with, the higher faculties, intelligence.  People have it.  Animals do not.  That is all he means by "higher" when applied to pleasure and what makes them properly called "higher" and different in kind from lower pleasures, pleasures that appeal to lower faculties of people and animals.

     Second, he says that what causes higher pleasures to be more valuable is that they appeal to the higher faculties.  His explanation would be that the higher faculties cause the higher pleasures and, therefore, their effects which are their greater value.  That is because higher pleasures cause more pleasure than an equal quantity of lower pleasure by being more permanent, safer and less costly than lower pleasures.  Further, by appealing to higher faculties, higher pleasures cause the higher faculties to cause those qualities of higher pleasures to increase and cause greater development of higher faculties, yielding more pleasure.  Finally, higher pleasures are more valuable since they can add pleasure to the pleasure caused by lower faculties alone.  But lower pleasures cannot add pleasure to the pleasure caused by higher faculties alone since higher faculties cannot exist without lower faculties.

DISCUSSION OF MILL’S PROOF OF THE PRINCIPLE OF UTILITY

     Mill's principle of utility adds a hedonistic theory of value to a utilitarian theory of obligation.  So his proof of the principle of utility must prove a combination of both.  The theory of value is ethical hedonism:  1. If it is pleasure, it is intrinsically good, and 2. If it is intrinsically good, it is pleasure.  

     His strategy for proving ethical hedonism depends on proving psychological hedonism:  A. If it is pleasure, it psychologically can be desired as an end (taking it to be intrinsically good), and B. if it psychologically can be desired as an end (taking it to be intrinsically good), it is pleasure.  The strategy uses A. as evidence for 1.  That is acceptable since being taken to be intrinsically good is evidence that it is intrinsically good.  The second part of the strategy uses B. as evidence for 2.  That is acceptable if B. is used with a version of the "ought" implies "can" principle:  If it is intrinsically good, it can be desired as an end.  That is because B. is a way of saying it can not be desired if it is not pleasure, which with the principle, yields it is not intrinsically good, using a Modus Tollens argument:

     If it is intrinsically good, it can be desired as an end.

     It can not be desired if it is not pleasure.

_________________________________________________________________

 So, it is not intrinsically good if it is not pleasure.

     Mill proves A., if is pleasure, it psychologically can be desired as an end, by using an analogy to prove a premise for a Modus Ponens argument:

      Vision is a faculty and if x is the object of that faculty              (is seen), the only proof that x can in fact be the                object of that faculty (is visible) has been given.

      Hearing is a faculty and if x is the object of that faculty             (is heard), the only proof that x can in fact be the               object of that faculty (is audible) has been given.

      The same is true of the other experience yielding                       faculties.

      Desire is a faculty.

__________________________________________________________________

  So, if x is the object of that faculty (is desired taking it to        be intrinsically good), the only proof that x can in fact          be the object of that faculty (is desirable in the sense of        psychologically can be desired as an end, taking it to be          intrinsically good) has been given.

      Pleasure is an object of that faculty, desired as an end.

_________________________________________________________________

  So, the only proof that pleasure can in fact be the object of          that faculty has been given. 

     Here is G. E. Moore's widely accepted misunderstanding of that proof and his criticism of it.

    1. If x is desirable, x is intrinsically good.   truism

    2. If x is pleasure, x is desirable.  

          Evidence for 2.:  The only way to show that x is visible is to point out that x has been seen.  By analogy the only way to show x is desirable is to point out that people desire it and people do desire pleasure.

  So, 3.f x is pleasure, x is intrinsically good.

    Moore's criticism is that Mill equivocates on "desirable" since in 2. it means "can be desired" but if 1. is a truism, in 1. it means "worthy of desire," due to being intrinsically good.  So, that deductive argument is invalid due to a four term fallacy.  Moore ignores the rest of Mill's proof, the part that designed to show B., if it can be desired as an end, it is pleasure.  

    Mill held Hume's doctrine that an "ought" cannot be deduced from an "is"; that no moral claim can be deduced from only a non moral claim.  So, Mill held that his proof of A., if it is pleasure, people can desire it as an end, is not a deductive proof of 1., if it is pleasure, it is intrinsically good.  Instead, he took the conclusion, that the only proof that pleasure can in fact be desired as an end (taking it to be intrinsically good) has been given, as evidence that it is intrinsically good.  That is prevailing evidence if no equal or stronger evidence is presented that pleasure is not intrinsically good, such as, pleasure is avoided as an end (taking it to be intrinsically bad).  Mill's proof that only pleasure can be desired was discussed in the hedonism section of the chapter on normative ethical theories.

     So far, Mill has offered a proof of psychological hedonism and used it to prove ethical hedonism.  But he does not discuss how his proof of ethical hedonism is linked to a proof of his utilitarian theory of obligation, nor does he discuss a proof that the way he links them is correct.  What he says on those topics in the section on the proof of the principle of utility amounts to a claim that since each person desires his own happiness, therefore, the general happiness is desirable.  Defense of such a claim is needed for his theory of obligation to be utilitarian rather than egoistic.  Perhaps part of the unstated support for it is that pleasure is proportionate to the use of faculties and more faculties are required to be used, and used more, in pursuit of general pleasure than personal pleasure.  So pursuit of the general pleasure would yield more pleasure.  That would explain why utilitarianism is the best theory of obligation according to ethical egoism and cause more intrinsic good than other versions of ethical egoism.

     The remaining question is what justifies that acts are right "in proportion as they tend to promote" intrinsic good for all?

That is, what does he say that can be used to justify a utilitarian theory of obligation that right acts tend to promote the general happiness?

     Here is a theory.  He believes obligation is not only the source of rights but also limited to not violating rights and violating rights lowers the happiness of the violated.  Morality is about obligation.  He claims, and needs to show, that acts which are right but not obligatory promote happiness.  They meet the standard for being moral since there is no obligation to not do them, they do not lower happiness.  But there is still the question of what justifies that they are praiseworthy rather than only morally permissible?      

     The key is that he believes right acts are also noble because they lead to happiness.  He claims noble character makes others happy, even if not those who have it.  The point seems to be that noble acts at least add to the happiness of everyone else, that is what a noble act is.  Further, since some acts do that more than others, they have comparative degrees of nobility.  So, according to his principle of associationist psychology, that if it causes pleasure, it is a pleasure, noble acts are the acts which, when compared only to other kinds of acts, are the greatest pleasures, that is, intrinsically good.  So, the degree to which they are right (which we now see means here "praiseworthy due to intrinsic goodness"), depends on their intrinsic goodness, which depends on how much of a pleasure they are, which depends on how noble they are which depends on the amount of general happiness they produce compared to other acts which can be done instead.  The result is that rightness is proportional to intrinsic goodness which is proportional to the comparative intrinsic good the act causes.

     Praiseworthyness of humans depends on praiseworthyness of their acts and by association with them is a pleasure.  Since that pleasure is desired, people desire to do praiseworthy acts to get that intrinsic good.  
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