
Bentham on 

"Push-Pin versus Poetry" 

(from The Ratio11ale of Reward) 

The utility of all these arts and sciences,-! speak both of those of amuse
ment and curiosity,-the value which they possess, is exactly in propor
tion to the pleasure they yield. Every other species of preeminence which 
may be attempted to be established among them is altogether fanciful. 
Prejudice apart, the game of push-pin is of equal value with the arts and 
sciences of music and poetry. If the game of push-pin furnish more plea
sure, it is more valuable than either. Everybody can play at push-pin: po
etry and music are relished only by a few. The game of push-pin is always 
innocent: it were well could the same be always asserted of poetry. Indeed, 
between poetry and truth there is natural opposition: false morals and fic
titious nature. The poet always stands in need of something false. When 
he pretends to lay his foundations in truth, the ornaments of his super
structure are fictions; his business consist in stimulating our passions, and 
exciting our prejudices. Truth, exactitude of every kind is fatal to poetry. 
The poet must see everything through coloured media, and strive to make 
every one else do the same. It is true, there have been noble spirits, to 
whom poetry and philosophy have been equally indebted; but these ex
ceptions do not counteract the mischiefs which have resulted from this 
magic art. If poetry and music deserve to he preferred before a game of 
push-pin, it must be because they are calculated to gratify those individu
als who are most difficult to be pleased. 
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Mill's 

Utilitarianism 

CHAPTER 1 
General Remarks 

Tbere are few circumst~nces among tho~e wnich make up the present • 
condition of human knowledge more unlike what might have been ex-:. : • 
pected, or more significant of the backward state in which speculation on · • 
the most important subjects still lingers, than the little progress which has 
2een made in the decision of the controversy respecting the criterion of. 

r.· w\- right and wrong. From the dawn of philosophy, the question concemin·g 
VI\'~~.::., th5411mmw11 bommz., or, what is the same thing, concerning the foundation . • •• • • : 
~ of morality, has ~een accounted the main problem in speculative thought, ~; · .. , . _·:"· 

has occupied the most gifted intellects and divided them into sects and 
/ schools carrying on a vigorous warfare against one another. And after 

,,/p ·more. than two thousand years the same_ discussions _contin~e, pryiloso- ,, 
;Jd- '. pher~ ~re still ranged under the same contending banners, and neither •• . 
\, ~thinkers nor mankind at large seem nearer to being unanimous on the . 

eJ<o~·_>subject than when the youth Socrates listened to the old Protagoras and 
t~ asserted (if Plato's dialogue be grounded on a real conversation) the the-

'JM,l, ...,,..~ or of utilitarianism against the popular morality of the so-called sophist;, 
~u< ~ It is true that similar confusion and uncertainty and, in some cases, . . 

'o~ similar discordance exist respecting the first principles of all the sciences, 
not excepting that which is deemed the most certain of them-mathemat
ics, without much impairing, generally indeed without impairing at all, 
the trustworthiness of the conclusions of those sciences. An apparent 
anomaly, the explanation of which is that the detailed doctrines of a sci
ence are not usually deduced from, nor depend for their evidence YJl!m., 
what are called its first principles. Were it not so, there would be no sci- • 
ence more precarious, or whose conclusions were more insufficiently ... ... 
made out, than algebra, which derives none of its certainty from what are • •• • •• 
commonly taught to learners as its elements, since these, as laid down by' 
some of its most cm°in~nt. teachers, are as .full of fictions as English law, 
and of mysteries as theology. The truths which are ultimatelv accepted as 
the first principles of a science are really the last results of metaphysical , 
analysis practiced on the elementary notions with which the science is 
conversant; and their. relation to ~e science is not that of foundations to 
an cdific<;°but of roots to a tree, which may p~rform their off_i<;e equally 
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~ well though they be never dug down to and exposed to light. But though 
,~Mj in science the particular truths precede the general theory, the contrary 
~""q~i ht be expected to be the case with a practical art, such as 'mo;ais or 
)l"'Ovc. le islation. All action is for the sake of some encl anc(iy}es of action) it 
~-S S-0 seci:ns nat ral to suppose, must take their whole character anft:COlor from 
_ \ ~- L ~ c0? which th:y arc subservient. When_ we engage.~ .a.clwu:, 
:.. ,1,,1\ and rec1se conce t1on oflwhat we arc ursum voul s to irst 
hr rcSv\ ing WC neeg,. instead of the last WC ·are to look forward to. A tc~t'lof right 

and wrong must be the means, one would think, of ascertaining what is 
)"I right or wrong, an not a cons-e'quencc f havin al read • ncd it. 

·vie .,.,: c-:HThe difficulty is not avo1 e y aving recourse to the popular theory 
;l\1vfl\ \ of a natural faculty, a sense of instinct, informing us of right and wrong. 
~~If;' For-besi~es that the existence of such a moral instinct is itself ~~-~f the 

matters in dispute those believers in it who have any pretensions to phi-
f.;lt fosophy have been obliged to abandon the idea that it_ discerns what is 
~11.Torf right or wrong in the particular case in hand, as our other senses dj~c~ 

;:;:t'"•;;)', the sight or sound actually present. Our moral faculty, according to all 
' those of its interpreters who arc entitled to the name of thinkers, supplies 

us on! ' with the general principles of moral judgments; it is,ibranch oD 
---- ·-u-r-re ... a'--s-..,on not of our sensitive faculty, and must be looked to for the ab.:) • 

s _ actRloctrines mora 1 ot or perce_et10 of iEjo the concrete. The ' •• 
<ffii\m~no less than what ma5• be termecftt{fnduc~ school of ethics· .. _' • 

,e insists on the necessity of general laws. They both agree that the morality , ·: • 
L'~- of an individual action is not a question of direct perception, but of the 
~plication of a law to an individual case. They recognize also, to a great 
::> extent, the same moral laws, but differ as to their evidence and the source .. 

from which they derive their authority. According to the one opinion, the 
principles of morals are evident a priori, requiring nothing to command 
1Sscnt except that the meaning of the terms be understood. According to 
he other doctrine, right and wrong, as well as truth and falsehood, are 
1ucstions of observation and experience. But both hold equally that 

_morality must be deduced from principles; and the intuitive school affirm 
,~ as strongly as the inductive that there is a science of mor~ Yet they sci

-~ t<>dom attempt to make out a list of the a priori principles which arc to serve 
~~~s the premises ~f the s~ic~cc; still more rare!~ d~ they make any effort to 
~.s't\,,(, reduce th?sc various. rmc1p est one first rmc1plc r common ground 
=- of o ligation. They either ass me the or mary precepts of morals as of ..E_ 

~ l-r '(_priori authority, or th_ey l<;1y down as t~c common ~ro~ndwork of those 
~ maxims some genera)•~ mu~h less obv1ously au~hon_ta~tvc than the max

ims themselves, and which has never suc~ceded m gammg popular acccp: 
tance. Yet to support their pretensions ther<> aught cjther to be some one 
_fundamental principle or law at the root of all morality1 or, if there be sev-

l 11tv1 ~0V\ , ro.h1tch\"-,,·ll pn-or-, 

iVtJ;Je,\.u,"' e r;p,riti:S"M ,·" f'')~\e,r, ;d 
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era!, there shou)d be aicleterminareorder of prcccdcnCM\ffiOng thc"wlnd 
the one principle, or the rule for dccidin between the various rinciples 
,. cv conflict, ou ht to b_ self-evident ,fc4 .- 1- cJ.., ,..ii)tct. 

Tojnquirc how far the bad effects of this deficiency have been miti
gated in practice, or to wha\ e,?Ctent the mor~IJ?eliefs of mankind_have been_ 
vitiated or made uncertain by the absence of any distinct recognition of an 
ultimate standard, would imply a complete survey and criticism of past 
and present ethical doctrine. It would, however, be easy to show that wha -J_ 
ever steadiness or consistenc these mora e iefs have attained has been J ac , t 
main! due to th tacit influence fa standard not reco izcd. Althoug in~'l.,ev,cc 
the nonexistence o an ac now edged_ first principle has made ethics not so 
much a guide a~_~onsccration of m~n's actual sentiments, still, as men's 
sentiments, both of favor and of aversion, arc greatly influenced by what 
they s~_ose to be the effects of things upon their happiness._rhe princi- P'-"<·{1\<Z
ple ofl'..utili~ or, as Bentham latterlv called jt the \!featest happiness prin-,.::f- v'!..;.,:.1 ..cjp)c, has had a large share in forming the moral doctrines even of those 
who most scornfully reject its authority. Nor is there any school of 
thought which refuses to admit that the influence of actions on happiness 
is a most material and even predominant consideration in many of the de
tails of morals, however unwilling to acknowledge it as the fundamental 
principl~of morality and the source of moral obligation. I might go much 
further and say that to all those a priori moralists who deem it necessary to 
argue at all, utilitarian arguments are indispensable. It is not my present 
purpose to criticize these thinkers; but I cannot help referring, for i11us
tration, to a systematic treatise by one of the most i11ustrious of them, the 

.fi_etaplzysics of Ethics by Kan1. This remarkable man, whose system of 
thought will long remain one of the landmarks in the history of philo-
sophical speculation, does, in the treatise in question, lay down a universal,. + . _ 1 

fi • • I h • • d d f 1 bl' • • • th' "S ,._(l C QOr t.. <l , irst prmc1p east e ongm an groun o mora o 1gat1on; 1t 1s 1s: ~ .,v:Frn~.;;, 
,act that the rule on which thou actcst would admit of being adopted as a 
Jmy_ by all rational beings." But when he begins to deduce from this pre-
cept any of_thc actual duties of morality, he fails, almost grotesquely, to . . 
show that there would be any contrndiction, any logical (not to say physi:\ ~•,o { 1 

cal) impossibility, in the adoption by all rational beings of the most outra-
r#,. "" , ~, ' • 

geously immoral rules of conduct.All he shows is that the co11seq11e11ces oL • • 1 

Jheir universal adoption would be such as no one would choose to incur. 
On the present occasion, I shall, without further discussion of ~er 

theories, attempt to contribute something toward the understanding and 
appreciation of the "utilitarian" or "happiness" theory, and toward such 
pro?f as it is susceptible of: It is evident that thi~ cannot be proof in thevU .,,. ,./, 
ordmary and popular mean mg of the term. Questions of ultimate ends are _ . _·,- ·« 
not amenable to direct proof. Whatever can be proved to be good must be t i,.l . 
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so by b_eing shown to be a means to som,etl:iing .~9~i_~e~-~~ ~~ _ _g9<?,ct ~".ith-
Vl eo.\H, _!Wt proof. The i_nedical art is proved to be go9d_by its conducing to ti~ 

~':1~ h<?~--~.:it p~ssibls.to.p~o~e that health is good? The. art_!)f music i~ 
good, for the reason, among others, that it produce&::pl~ 

p\et6vr-C. J2mof is it possible to ~ve that pleasure is go.29? If, then~t 1s asserted that 
there is a comprehensive formula, including all things which are in them
selves good, and that whatever else is good is not so as an end but as a 
means, the formula may be accepted or rejected, but is not a subject of 
~s commonly understood by proof. We are not, however, to infer that 
its acceptance or ~ejection m~st de.pend ·on blind imp~lse. or arbitra~y 
choice. Th~re is a larger me.aning of th~ wo~d "proof," in which this ques
tion is as amenable to it as any other of the disputed questions of philoso
phy. The subject is within the cognizance of the ration_al facultyj and 

. . . 
1 

,.neither does that faculty deal with it solely in the wav of intuiti<:>.!!- Con-
·i1:~c. \'. Cr.t•_;~ siderations may be presented capable of determininJI the intellec~ either to 

I\.S:5e Y1 give or withhold its assent to the doctrine; and this is equivalent to proof . . 
I\ S° F of We shall examine presently of what nature are these considerations; in 

what manner they apply to the case, and what rational ground~. therefore, 
can be given for acceptin1Lor rejecting the utilitarian formula. But it is a 
preliminary condi.tiIDl.of rational acceptance or rejection that the formula 
should be correctly understood. I believe that the very imperfect notion 
ordinarily formed of its meaning is the chief obstacle which impedes its 
reception, and that, could it be cleared even from only the grosser mis
conceptions. the question would be greatly simplified and a large propor
tion of its difficulties removed. Before, therefore, I attempt to enter into 
the phjlosoP.hical grounds which can be giyen for assenting to the utilitar
ian standard, I shall offer somejjlustrations of the doctrine itself, with the 
view of showing more clcarlv what it is, distinguishing it from what it is 
not, and disposing of such of the practical objections to it as either origi
qate in, or are closely connected with, mistaken interpretations of its 
meaning. Having thus )2!S:Jl3red the ground, I shall afterwards en_deavor .to 
throw such light as I can upon the question conside.red as one of philo
sophical theory. 

. CHAPTERII 

What Utilitarianism Is 
A passing remark is all that needs be given to the ignorant blunder of sup-

1 
posing that those who stand up for utility as the test of right and wrong 

--;t, h• nS' use the term in that restricted and merely colloquial sense in which utility 
p=>slJ_ is opposed to pleasure. An apology is due to the philosophical opponents 
f)ai~•Jre 0 f utilitarianism for even the momentary appearance of confounding 
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them with anyone capable of so absurd a misconception; which is the 
more extraordinary, inasmuch as the contrary accusation. of referring • :· •• =. 
~er)'.!_hing__tQ. p~_a_Sl!.!_f:, and that, too, in its grossest form, is another of the • • ·: 
common char~e~ against utilitarianism: and, as has been pointedly re-
marked by an able writer, the same sort of persons, and often the very _· ., 
same persons, denounce the theory "as impracticablY dry when the word ·- ~ • : . 
'utilitv' precedes the word 'p1casure,.: and as too practicably yo!uptuou( .: . . ~-. 
when the word 'pleasure' precedes the word 'utilitv."' Those who know· :a.· 
anything about the matter are aware that every write

0

r, from Epicurus to' ~ . 
Bentham who maintained the theory of utilitv meant bv it, not somethin ~ 

. to b _ __ _ uished from leasure bu lcasure itse to ether with :-i,;· 
exem tion from a!E)lnd instead of opposing•t_ e usefu t the agrecab 
or~ or~amental) have always aeclared that the useful means these, ·. 
among other things. Yet the common herd, including the herd of writers, ., · 

.• not only in newspapers and periodicals, but in books of weight and pre-· .. 
tension, are perpetually falling into this shallow mistake. Having caugh! 
up the word "utilitarian:' while knowing nothing whatever about it but its 
sound, they habitually express by it the rejection or the neglect of pleasure 
in some of its forms: _of be~uty, of ornament, or of amusement. Nor is th, 
term thus ignorantly misapplied solely in disparagement, but occasionall 
in compliment, as though it implied superiority to frivolity and the mere 
pleasures of! ~~ _moment. And this perverted use is the only one in which t;; the word is pop_l!larlv_~nown, and the one from which the new generation ~ 
are acquiring their sole notion of its meaning. Those who introduced the :; 
word, but who had for many years discontinued it as a distinctive appella-• ~ 
tion, may well feel themselves called upon to ·resume it if by doing so they ~ 
can hope to contribute anythi~g _tm".ard re~cuing it from this utter degra- i 1 
dation. 1 ~ 

The creed which accepts as the foundation of morals "utility" or the J .l 
"greatest h;!pP.iness principle" holds that ~jogs w: rj~ht jp prnpacrioo ~ -~ 
·as thev iend)o promote happiness,: wrong as the\·~o pcodnce the re--~--
Yers~ of.happiness. By happineS!j. is intended pleasure and the absence of -~ 
~ by unhappiness, _pain and the privation of pJeasucr. To give a clear Hr-it 

. view of the moral standard set up by the theory, much more requires to be~~.r 
said; in particular, what_~hings it includes in the ideas of pain and plea- ~ 

• sure, and to what exte~t this is left an open question·. But these supple
----mcntary explanations do not affect the theorY of life ·on which this· theory , • • 
! ~ 19 '\. of morality is ~roundc~___:nam~~at ure and . f ·ecfo~ - ram ain 
,,~~ are the only thm?s des1ra_b~c a~ and that all des1ra et m s (which 
- are as num~rou~ .u~ t~e utthtanan as many other scheme) are desirable ei- h , 

'ther for pleasure inherent in themselves or as means to the promotion of (c, c-, ., • 

pleasure and the prevention of pain.,. • • • -
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~ 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 

Sc. tt~._9 suppose that life has (as they express it) no higher end than pleasure-no 
:' ~ better an~objcct of desire and pursuit-they designate as utterly 
~~ mean and groveling, as a doctrine worthy only of swine, to whom the fol
~ lowers of Epicurus were, at a very early period, contemptuously likened; 
or~ ~and modern holders of the doctrine arc occasionally made the subject of 

)equally polite comparisons by its German, French, and English assailants. t ~
1
:~ When thµs attacked, the Epicureans have always answered that it is not 

f 
.4 Jhcy, but their accusers, who represent human nature in a degrading light, l 'J since the accusation supposes human bcingstoFcapablc of no-pl~asureo 

[ ~ ,. ~~n those of wbicb swine are capable. !f tbis supposition were true, .the. 
-i tot'~ J char c could not be insaid but would then n an i utation-
~ .jl ~ for if thd.so lcasure v • ' • sand 
a 'f ~ to swjnc, ~le of life which is good enough for the one would be goad 
~ ~ f £._nough 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 sat
- isfy a human being's conceptions of happiness. Human beings have facul

" I J cl tics more elevated than the animal appetites and, when once made ~J';° e conscious of them, do not regard anything as happiness which does not 
IJ'· /\Sv f'£ s • I d h • • fi • I d • d d .d h E • me u c t cir gr:ltt cation. o not, m ee , cons1 er t e p1cureans to 

have been by any means faultless in drawing out their scheme of conse
quences from the utilitarian principle. To do this in any sufficient manner, 

' · many Stoic, as well as Christian, clements require to be included. But 
~ there is no known E icurean theorv of life which does not assi 

easurcs f the feel in sand ima • nation and of the moral 
sentiments a much higher value as pleasures than to those of mere sensa
·!!Ul,.It must be admitted, however, that utilitarian writers in general have 
,laced the superiority of mental over bodily pleasures chiefly in the 
; rcatcr permanencv, safctv. uncostliness,. etc., of the former-that is, J.!l 
their circumstantial.a van ta tha • • r 1 • 1 n re. And 
on all these points utilitarians have fully ,proved. their qs~; .ut they might 

. •:. · ' have taken the other and, as it may be called, higher ground with entire 
. ~ :.~ .~;:consistency. It is quite compatible with the pdncjplc of utjljty to recog-1" 1 

• 7 • nizc the fact that some kinds of pleasure arc more desirable and more 
~, y_aluablc than others. It would be absurd that, while in estimating all other 
• ·y things ,auality is considered as well as guantit¼_ the estimation of pleasure• 

-

should be supposed to depend on guanti,ty alone. 
If I a,n asked what I mean by difference of quality in pleasures, or what ·. 

makes one pleasure more valuable than another, merclv as a lcasurc, ex-· 
~tits being greater in amount, there is but one possible an~,yer. ____ _ 
eleasures, if there be one to which all or almost all who have e_xpericncc o.[_ 
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/1., both give a decided prcfcrcncc1 irrespective of any feeling of moral oblig-
..C-" ation to 12rcfer it. that is the more desirable pleasure. If one of the two is, Qoc.~n..c 
°i a by. those who are compctcntlv acquainted with both_, placed so far abov~•~ ~ 

4:. 1 the other that they prefer it, even though knowing it to be attended with a~~ 
t ~ greater amount of discontent, an~ would not resign it for any quantity of JI! 
'1 3 the other pkasure which their nature is qpable of, we arc justified in as- • , ~ o-;i in t the referred en ·o ment a superiority in quality so far out-
~ weighing quantity as to render it, in comparison, of sma account. . 

. Now iLl,s an unquestionable fact that those who a(c 5 u~~l\'l)acquainted l:-" Hrl/ S 
wit d e . ca ahlcof a • • and cn·oyin both do ·ve ost .r,....,, 
marked reference to the manner of existence which cm lovs thc

0

tr hi ~ o .. • 
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 plea-_ u"-vi#:s
sures; no intelligent human bcjne; would caoscor ro be a foal no in-
structed person would be an ignoramus, no person of feeling and. ·f 
~onscience would be selfish and base, even though they should ~e per-. ~ ;.:i ... ~ c-

suadcd that tbc fool , the dunce, or the rascal is better satisfied with his lot . tJ/ : 
th;m they arc with theirs. They would not resign what they possess more 
than he for the most complete satisfaction of all the desires. which they, . . 
have i!1 common w·ith him. If they ever fancy they would, it is only in • • • 
cases of unhappiness so extreme that to escape frqm it t~ey would ex- . -
change their lot for almost any. other, however undesirable in their owi._ 
eyes. A being of higher faculties requires more to make him happy,~ T , , .. .. 

. pable 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 exp!an~tion_ we please of this u11willingness; 
W!! may. attribute it to pride, a name which is given indiscriminat~ly to 

. some of th~ .. !!!P~! and to some qf th~ least estimable feelings of which 
mankind are capable; we may refer it to,!he love oflibert,· and personal in
dependence, an appeal to which was with the Stoics one of the most effec-
tive 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_:_i sense oeaf~ which all human beings ~ 
possess in one form or other, and in some, though by. no means in exact, • 
P!QP_<?!:!.!.QI!__~o_ tl_!.<;i r 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 othe_rwise than momentarily an object of desire to them. Who- • 
ever 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 -:£9.P founds the two YC[)' di ffeccor ideas of ba11-
piness and caotc.cJ. It is indisputable that the being whose capacities of 

~ (\ p p 11,<S.-:-

( <-..I \ \ l \ 1 \ ,, l < ' \ 

.......... 
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en·ovment are low hasWi atest chance fhavin them(full:tisfied· 
and a highly endowed being will always feel that any happiness whteh he·• .. :. 

' can look for, as the ,vorld is constituted, is imperfect. B~t he can )earn to .~ • , 
• . • , b.,ear its imperfecrjgns, if they are at all bearable,,> and they will "i,~t--~ lre) . ·_· 

.:__:: hirnenvy}he being who is indeed unconscious of the imperfections, but . ••· 

e,c,J.,,.Ji-_only because he~~~ al~-~ : good_~ ~ic_h thos.=._i~p_:_r~cctions q~alify .. • 
" ~ It is better to b~ a human oemg cfissat1sfied than a pig sat1sficcl;>better to : 

co l ... be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satispecl) And if the fool, or the pig, are 
,• ·. :--t, nf a different opinion, it is because thev only know their own side of the 

·question. The other party to the comparjson knows both side~ 
It may be objected that many who are capable of the higher pleasures 

occasionally, under the influence or'temp.tation, postpone ·them to the 
lower. But this is quite compatible with a full appreciation of the i ntrinsic 
superiority of the higher. Men often, from infirmity of character, make 
their election for the nearer good, though they know it i.-o be the less valu-

___:able; and this no less when the choice is bet\veen· two bodily pleasures Jhan 
~f◄ ~ when it is between bodily and mental. They p~r~ue_s~nsualj!!_d_ulgences ..!2 
~ ,90oJ... the injury of health, though perfectly aware t}1at health is_ the greater 
~ ~~good. It mav be further objected that many who· begin with youthful en
.rue,4. '" thusiasm for everything nob)~ as thev advance in years, sink into indo
____ Jenee and selfishness. But I do not believe that those who undergo this 
Mill .. very common change G'oluntarfu:)choose the lower description of plea
~tw~~ ~ure~ in preference to the higher. I 1:;_lieve that, before they d_e~ te them
S''!"f$ eJ.,i. ·selves exclusively to the one, th~y(nave ~)ready 1:>ecome incapabk)~f the, 
~ p«~~ Capacity for other nobler feelings is in most natures a very 'te~ 
\.w-c,r la easily killed, not only by hostile influences, but by mere!,vanvof 
T'~ sustenance· nd in the majori of 'oung ersons it speedil dies away if 
~ !h,e occupations to w 1ch their position in life has devoted them .. and the 
~\,1 society into which it has thrown them are not favorable to keeping that 
c ~J hi her ca acity irt exercis Men lose their high aspirations as they lose 
~ ~ their_i_ntellectual tastes, because.,rhev have no~orcop.port.un1m for in
rlcosu't(J' dulging them; and they addict themselves to inferior pleasures, not be
~~ cause they deliberately prefer them, but because they arc either the onh: 
~ ()(('t, ones t whic the hav~r the onl ones which the are an Ion er 
~ ~apah!c f enioying. It may be questioned whether anyone who has re
c.~ mained equally susceptible to both classes of pleasures_ ever knowingly 
J~~ l'1 and calmly preferred the lower, though many, in all ages, have broken 

down in.an ineffectual attempt to combine both. 
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 plea
sures, or which of two moc!es of exis~ence. is the most grateful to the feel-

It 
/PC.. 

' . 
C:>':''-(Y ' -1 ~ \ l '~.9('5 



Utilitarianism 103 

ings, apart from its moral attributes and from its consequences, the judg
ment of those who are qualified by knowledge of both, or, if they differ, 
that of the majority among them, must he 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 qu~ntity. What means are there of determining which is the 
acutest of two pains,. or the intensest of two Qleasmablc sensations, excep; 
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 pl~as~re is worth .s< --,.s
purchasing at the cost of a particular pain, except the feelings and judg~c.1b-5 ~ 
ment of the experienced? When, therefore, those feelings and judgment 
declare the pleasures derived from the higher faculties to be preferable ;,, 
kind, apart from the guestion of intensity, to those of which the animal na-
ture, 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 jus 
conception of utility or happiness considered as the directive rule o 
human conduct. But it is by no means an indispensable condition to th,l;, 
acceptance of the utilitarian standard; for that standard is not the agent's 
~ _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 nob c i1c.' •• 
hapnier, and that the world in general is immensely a gainer by it. Utili~ ..... - ~-- ----.:.- ~--~- - o~ ct, ,.::s-
tarianism, therefore, could only attain jts end bv the general cultivation of-\,.> I(.,.(, 

nobleness of character, even if each individual were only benefited by the o!,·c&h.,; 
nobleness of others, and his own, so far as happiness is concerned, were a ~ ' 

(sheer dediictionfrom the benefit. But the bare enunciation of sue~ 
surdity as this las~ renders refutation superfluous. p,, soi.-c, ';:. cJ 1-:: r~ i-- l1 

According to the greatest happiness principle, as above explained, the 
ultimate end, with r~ference to and for the sake of which all other things 
arc desirable--whether we are considering our own good or that of other • -
~op!~-~ an existence exempt as far as possible from pain, and as rich as : , . \ 

• possible in enjoymcnts1 both in point of quantity and quality; the gs.Lo.f • •• • · ,'"'• .. 
quality and the rule of measuring it against quantity bemg the preference 
felt by those who, in their opportunities of experience, to which must be 
added their habits of self-consciousness and self-observation, arc best fur-
nished with the means of comparison. This, being according to the utili-
tarian opinion the end of human action, is necessarily also the standard of 
"morality, which may accordingly be defined "the mies and precepts for_ 
human conducr.'' by the observance of which an existence such as has 

- t:'11fll!, J.c:T~~-
- ~ "'--r-6\\t')' ' . 
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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. 

Against this doctrine, however, arises another class of objectors who say 
that happiness, in any form, cannot be the rational _p__urpose of human life 

.and action; because, in the first place, iLis •unattain; ble} and they con
temptuoµsly ask, Whafrighb hast thou to be happy?- a question which 
Mr. Carlyle clinches by the addition, Wha( righ}l a short time ago, hadst 
thou eventob"?? Next they say that men can do without happi~e~~ that all 

. Cnoble>human beings have felt this, and could not have become noble but 
• : •· c .. ,',. :~·,;by learning the lesson of E11tsarren, or renunciation; which lesson, thor-< ,.,. ,, . 0 <-<--'-----'----'--'· 

·' oughly learned and submitted to, they affirm to QC the b~ginning af!4.!1££-
essary condition of all virtue. 

The first of these objections \Vould go to the root of the matter were it 
well founded; for if no happiness is to be had at all by human beings, the 
attainment of it cannot be the end of morality or of any rational conduct. 
Though, even in that case, something might still be said for the utilitarian 
·heory, since utili includ s not solcl the ursuit of ha 
revent!Qil)o~ a • unha iness· and if the former aim be 
:iimcrical, there w1 call the gr~ater scope and more imperative need 
or the latter, so long at least as mankind think fit to live and do not take 

refuge in the simultaneous act of suicide recommended under certain 
conditions by Novalis. When, however, it is thus positively asserted to be 

. , . "impossible that human life should be happy, the assertion, if not some-
• ." . • thing like a verbal quibble, is at least an exaggeration. If.by happiness be 

.. -~- .. _; ,meant (£gnti~rtv'pfhighly pleasurable c;xcicerncot, it is evidl!nt enough 
·co;1¼;r,1J/½ '/ that tbis is impossible. A state of exalted pleasure lasts only momen~~ or i~ 

some cases, and with some_intermission.s, hours or days., _an9 is the occa-
rnr urc. sional brilliant flash of enjoyment, not its permanent and steady flame. Of 

this the philosophers who have taught that happiness is the end of life 
were as fully aware as those who taunt th he ha iness which the , 

M; H~ ~t was not a life o , . ure bu 
-"'> made u o e, , an t o 

~ 1'1'<.d decided redominance o t e ss1ve an avin as t 
foundation "of .the who I n rom tfe than it i able 

_____ _...b..,es,,_,t.,.o""'w~inc.:.,G;t.;· A life thus compose , to those who have been fortunate 
enough to obtain it, has always appeared worthy of the name of happiness. 
And such an existence is even now the lot of man during some consider
able portion of their lives. e resen wretched education nd wretched 

C 
.social arrangements are the only real hindrance to its being attainable by 
almost all. 

~ 0 ~ • ;he objectors perhaps may doubt whether hurn~n _9e\n_g~, i_( ~a~ght to 
.... ..\-6.-A,C' ~ r .,.-ri-..,. . . . ., ~ , ~vn . ~ 1v r ~17 •. • .. 
(>f"'M;<() ~ ~ • 
~ .,, .st,(.\o,\ \..\,ef'a,\UI"'\ 
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consider happiness as the end of life, would be satisfied with such a mod- e,lM•f 
erate share of it. But great numbers of mankind have been satisfied wit,h_~ ~..V 
much less. The main constituents of a satisfied life appear to be two, either ~"' 
of which by itself is often found sufficient for the purpose: tranquillitv 

- I and excjtement. With much tranguillinr, many find that they can be con-
tent with very little pleasure; with much excitement, many can reconcile 
themselves to a considerable quantity of pain. There is assuredly no in-
herent impossibility of enabling even the mass of mankind to unite both, 
since the two arc ~o_far from being incompatible that they are in natural 
alliance, the prolongation of either being a preparation for, and exciting a 
wish for, !he othe~. It is only those in whom indolence amounts to a vice 
that do no_t_desirc excitement after an interval of repose; it is only those in 
whom the need of excitement is a disease that feel the tranquillity which 
follows c~ci_te(!!~~t _9_l!ll_~n9_ jn5.i£.Ld, instead of pleasurable in direct pro
portion to _!~_c excitement which preceded it. When people who arc toler-
ably fortunate in their outward lot do not find in life sufficient enjO\ment 
to make it valuabl~ to them, the cause generally is caring for nobody bu 
thep~clvcs. To those who have neither public nor private affections, th< 
excitements of ltfc arc much curtailed, and in any case dwindle in value as 
the time ~ppr_o~_coo when all selfish interests must be terminated by 
death;_ while those who leave after them objects of personal affection, and , 
especially those who have also cultivated a fellow-feeling with the collec- soc.~~ 
tive inter_c_s_ts_ qf_m;t1Jki11d, retain as lively an interest in life on the eve of { e:Jd 1 . ~ 
death as in the vigor of youth and health. Next to selfishness, the principal ,, .,,.. 
cause which makes life -~!lsatisfactory is want of mental cultivation. A cul-
tivated mind-I do not mean that of a philosopher, but 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 inex-
haustible interest in all that surrounds it: in the objects of nature, the 
achievements of ar!, the imaginations of poetry, the incidents of historv, 
the ways of mankind, past and present, and their prospects in the future. 
It is possible, indeed, to become indifferent to all this, and that too with-...,.,c:-.\ e r

out having exhausted a thousandth part of it, but only when one has had " "'°""' 
from the beginning no moral or human interest in these things and has ; ..,l_ct(" C'~ 

sought in them only the_irr_aJi.ficatism of curiosity. 
Now 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 ever\"Onc horn 
in a civilized country. As little is there an inherent necessity that any 
human being should be a selfish egotist, devoid of every feeling or care but 
those which center in his own miserable individuality. Something far su-

~ perior to this is sufficiently common even now, to give ample earnest of 

T.-,~'{"i~, •~ ,)(.Ci~c.¥1CN\X s~ Mort. ~\,\. \.. .... "i""'l~• "'--

\lo-p~..; W1111\J. \,~ y>~CA. ~ J.to(fn\US 
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what the human species may be made. Genuine private affections and a 
•. • .. • • , . sincere interest in the public good arc possible, though in unequal de-

• grecs, to evcry_rightly brought.up human being. In a world in w_~ich there 
is so much to interest, so much to enjoy, and so much also to _correct and 
'improve, everyone who has this moderate amount of moral and intellec
tual requisites is capable of an existence which may be called enviable; and 
unless such a person, through bad laws or subjection to the .~ i!l~f oth~ 
is denied the liberty to use the sources of happiness within his reach, he 
will not fail to find this enviable existence, if he escapes the positive evils 
of life, the great sources of physical and mental suffering-such as indi
gence, disease, and the unkindness, worthlessness, or _p_r.em~e_l~s~ 
objects of affection. The main stress of the problem lies, therefore, in the 

co.J.r<~ ,.,.!', contest with these calamities from which it is a rare good fortune entirely 
Cl\~c.,,,\;r •• to escape; which, as things now are, cannot be obviated, and often cannot 

bejn.any material degree mitigated. Yet no one whose o_pinion deserves a 
moment's consideration can doubt that most of the great ..Q_ositive evils of 
the world are in themselves removable, and will, if human affairs continue 
to improve, be in the end reduced..w.ithhi narrow limits. Poverty, in any 
sense _!!!!P~ing suffering. may be completely extinguished by the wisdom 
of society combined with the good sense and providence of individuals. 
Even that most intractable of enemies, disease, may be indefinitely re
duced in dimensions by _good physical and moral education and proper 

.£Q!!ltol..2f noxious influences, while the progress of science holds out a 
promise for the future of still more direct conquests over this detestable 
foe. And every advance in that direction relieves us from some, not only of 
the chances which cut short our own lives, but, what concerns us still 
more, which deprive us of those in whom our happiness is wrapt up. As 
for vicissitudes of fortune and other disappointments connected with 
worldly circumstances, these arc principally the effect either of gross im
prudence, of .i!]::.Leg_ulated desires, or of bad or imperfect social institu
tions. All the grand sources, in short, of human suffering are in a great 
degree, many of them almost entirely,,£9..~ql!_<;r~~lc_!ry J:!!ll!!al'!_ <:_are ar_1i1_~f
fort; and though their removal is grievously slow-though a long succes
sion of generations will perish in the breach before the conquest is 
completed, and.,!his world becomes all that, if will and knowledge were 
not wanting, it might easily be made-yet every mind sufficiently intelli
gent and generous to bear a part, however small and inconspicuous, in the 
endeavor will draw a noble enjoyment from the contest itself, which he 
would not for any bribe in the form of selfish indulgence consent to be 

without. 
And this leads to the true estimation of what is said by the objectors 

concerning the possibility and the obligation of learning to do without 

I ' • • : · . 
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happiness. Unquestionably it is possible to do without happine~ it is 

done invo!u_!!tarily by _!lin~en-twentieths of mankind, even in those parts 

of our present world which are least deep i~nd 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~nj;) 

what is it, _!!IJk~s_t}ie_h_aJ!plness of others or some of the requisites of hap-

piness? It i~~ to be capable of resigning entirely one's own portion ofs c (f
happiness, or chances of it; but, after all, this self-sacrifice must be for sr.c\-."'-.,.:. 

some end; it is not its own end; and if we are told that its end is not .hfilmi- M -h ~ 

ness but virtue, which is better than happiness, I ask, would the --;acrifice ~:r 1- ... • • • 

be made) · th~_hero or martyr did not believe that it would earn for others' 1 
e',.,, ' ' 

j~munity from similar s~rifice~? 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 ha iness? All honor to 
---- ---- --==-;::=.-=~~=~:..::;::=-::==-=-;=~ ---

those who can abnegate or t selves 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 

_fQr_a_!l_y__p~h~r _purpose is no more deserving of admiration than the ascetic 

mounteq_gn_hi_sJ?.U~r, He may be an inspiring proof of what men can do, 

but assuredly _n_~t an examEle of ~vhat they should. 

Though it is only in a very imperfect state of the world's arrangements 

that anyone 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 ac

knowledge that ~diness to make such a sacrifice is the highest virtue 

which can be found in man. I will add that in this condition of the world 

paradoxical as the assertion may be, the conscious ability to do withou 

happiness gives the .!>est prospect of realizing such happiness as is attain 

able. 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 ex

cess 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 tranquillity 

the sources of satisfaction accessible to him, without concerning himself 

about the uncertainty of their duration any more than about their in

evitable end. 
Meanwhile, let utilitarians never cease to claim..!_he morality of self

devotion as a possession which belongs by as good a right to them as either 

to the Stoic or to the Transcendentalist. The utilitarian morality does rec

ognize 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 

~ -A sacrifice which docs not increase or tend to increase the sum total 

'--.:;-d ·f - &,<' v o\\o't'\ 
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of happiness, it considers as wasted. The only self-renunciation which it 
applauds is _g_cvotion to the happiness, or to some of the means of happi
ness, 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 Qy,'' 
and ''.!o love rnur neighbor as yourselP,' 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) t_h~inl£!:: 
est of every individual as nearly as possible in harmony with the interest of 
the whole; and, secondly, that education and opinion, which have so.vase"; 
power over human character, should so use that power as to establish in 
the mind of every individual an indissoluble association between hi~ 
~pjncss and the good of the whole, especially between his own happi
ness and the practice of such modes of conduct, negative and positive, as 
regard for the universal happiness prescribes; so th;it 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 imp_ulse 
o romote the cncral ood may be in every individual one of the habit-
al motives of action, and the sentiments connected thercwith~-ay ·filla 

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 character, I know not what recommendation pos
sessed 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 acti<m, 
not accessible to the utilitarian, such systems rely on for giving effect to 
their mandates. 

The objectors to utilitarianism cannot always be charged with repre
senting 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 induce
ment of promoting the general interests of society. But this is to mistake 
the very meaning of a standard of morals and confound the rule of action 
with the motive of it. It is the business of ethics to tell us what arc our du-
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ti~~. or by 1vhauest we may know them; but no system of ethics requires 
that the sole motive of all we do shall be a feeling of dutyj on the contrary, 
ninety-nine hundredths of all our actions arc 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 misapprehension should 
be made a ground of objection to it, inasmuch as utilitarian moralists have 
gone beyond almost all others in affirming that the motive has nothing to 
do with the mor;i!Lty qf the action, though much with the worth of the - - ----·--
age!!!.. He who saves a fellow creature from drowning docs what is morally 
right, whether his motive be duty or the hope of being paid for his trou
ble; 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 obliga
tions. 2 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 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 mad, 
up; and the thoughts of the most virtuous man need not on these occa 
sions travel beyond the particular persons concerned, except so far as i 
necessary.J._o__;iJsure himself that in benefiting them he is not violating the 
~ that is, 1..h.e_kgitimate and authorized expectations, of anyone else. 

The multiplication_of happiness is, according to the utilitarian ethics, the 
object of vir!ue_: the occasions on which any person (except one in a thou
sand) has it in his power to do this on an extended scale- in other words, 
to be..J!_ID!blic benefactor-arc but exceptional; and on these occasions pvbl ; c. 

alone is he called on to consider public utilitv; in every other case, private J\.1<11 
utility, the interest or happiness of some few nersons, is all he has to at-
tend 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 unworthv of an intelligent agent not to 
be consciously aware that the action is of a class which, if practiced gener-
ally, would be generally injurious, and that this is the ground of the oblig-
ation 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 Jill.~nj9jl) to abstain from whatever is manifestly perni-
cious to society. 

The sa~~ ~onsidcrations dispose of another reproach against the doc
trine of utility, founded on a still grosser misconception of the purpose of 
a standard of morality and of the very meaning of the words "right" and 
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"wrong." It is often affirmed that utilitarianism renders men cold and un
sympathizing; that it chills their moral feelings toward individuals; that it 
makes them regard only the dry and hard consideration of the conse
quences of actions, not taking into their moral estimate the qualities from 
which those actions emanate. If the assertion means that they do not allow 
their judgment respecting the rightness or wrongness of an action to be 
influenced by their opinion of the qualities of the person who does it, this 
is a complaint not against utilitarianism, but against any standard or 
morality at all; for certainly no known ethical standard decides an action to 
be good or bad because it is done by a good or bad man, s~ s-beca~ 
done by an amiable, a brave, or a benevolent man, or the contrary. These 
considerations are relevant, not to the estimation of a.CJions,J>Jg of per
sons; and there is nothing in the utilitarian theory inconsistent with th~ 
fact that there are,other things which interest us in persons besides the 
rightness-and wrongness of their actions. The Stoics, indeed, with the 
paradoxical misuse of language which was part of their system, and by 
which they strove to raise themselves above all concern about anything but 
virtue, were fond of saying that he who has that has everytl:ti~g; that_b.~ 
and onlv he, is rich, is beautiful1 is a king. But no claim of th~~~escr~p_tion 
is made for the virtuous man by the utilitarian doctr!~- Utilitarians are 
quite aware that there are other desirable possessions and qualities besides 
virtue, and are perfectly willing to allow to all of them the~~ ful!.JvQr.t)]. 

o..e,iio\l\ They are also aware that a rjght action does not necessaril.)'.jndicate..a-.riI::: 
t" · f tuous character, and that actions which are blamable often proceed from 

'1,. ~ ~~ .... gualities entitled to praise. When this is apparent in any particular case, it 
(,!lCI Cl • d"fi th • • • • 1 f h b f h I ,mo I es cir esttmatJon, not certam yo t e act1 ut o t e agent. grant 

that they are, notwithstanding, of opinion that in the lo!!!U".!ill the best 
proof of a good character is good action_s and resolutely refuse to consider 
any mental disposition as good of which the predominant tendency is to 
produce bad conduct. This makes them unpopular with many people, but 
it is an unpopularity which they must share with everyone who regards 
the distinction between right and wrong in a serious light; and the re
proach is not one which a conscientious utilitarian need be anxious to 
repel. 

If no more be meant by the objection than that many utilitarians look 
on the morality of actions, as measured by the utilitarian standards, with 
too exclusive a regard, and do not lay sufficient stress upon the other 
beauties of chara;ter which go toward making a human beingJovable or 
admirable, this may be admitted. Utilitarians who have cultivated their 
moral feelings, but not their sympathies, n~r their artistic perceptions, do 
fall into this mistake; and so do all other moralists under the same condi
tions. What can be said in excuse for other moralists is equally available for 



Utilitarianism 111 

them, namely, that, if there is to be any error, it is better that it should be 
on that side. As a matter of fact, we may affirm that among utilitarians, as 
among adherents of other systems, there is every imaginable degree of 

_rigidity and ?£htxJ!y_ in the application of their standard; some are even 
puritanically rigoro~, while others are~ulgent as can possibly be de
~y..J>jnner .or by_ ~<:;ntimcntalist. But on the whole, a doctrine which 
brings prominently forward the interest that mankind have in the repres
sion and prevention of conduct which violates the moral law is likely to be 
inferior to no other in turning the sanctions of opinion against such viola
tions. It is true, the question "What does violate the moral law?" is one on 
which those who recognize different standards of morality arc likely now 
and then to differ. But difference of opinion on moral questions was not 
first introduce<;l__into _!he world by utilitarianism, while that doctrine does 
supply, if not always an easy, at all events a tangible and intelligible, mode 
of decidi~g_J_uch ~ifferences. 

It may not be superfluous to notice a few more of the common misap
prehensions _of utilitarian ethics, even those which are so obvious and 
gross that it might appear impossible for any person of candor and intelli
gence to fall into them; since persons, even of considerable mental endow
ment, often give themselves so little· trouble to understand the bearings of 
any opinion __!!gainst which they entertain a prejudice, and men are in gen
eral so little conscious of this voluntary ignorance as a defect that the vul
garest misunderstandings of ethical doctrines arc continually met with in 
the deliberate writings of persons of the greatest pretensions both to high 
principle and to philosophy. We not uncommonly hear the doctrine of 
utility inveighed against a godless doctrine. If it be necessary to say any
thing at all against so mere an assumption, we may say that the question 
depends upon what idea we have formed of the moral character 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 purpose in their creation, utility is 
not only nota godless doctrine, but more profoundly religious than any 
othg. If it be meant that utilitarianism does not recognize the revealed 
will of God as the supreme law of morals, I answer that a utilitarian wh<' 
believes in the perfect goodness and wisdom of God necessarily believe 
that Yihat~ r God has thought fiuo reveal on the subject of morals mm 
fµlfill the requirements of utility in a supreme degree. But others beside. 
utilitarians have been of opinion that the Christian revelation was in
tended, and is fitted, to inform the hearts and minds of mankind with a 
~irit which should enable them to find for themselves what is right, and 
incline them to do it when found, rather than to tell them, except in a very 
general way, what it is; and that we need a doctrine of ethics, carefully fol
lowed out, to i11terpret to us the will of God. Whether this opinion is cor-
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rect or not, it is superfluous here to discuss; since whatever aid religion, 
either natural or revealed, can afford to ethical investigation is as open to 
the utilitarian moralist as to any other. He can use it as the testimony of 
God to the usefulness or hurtfulness of any given course of action by as 
good a right as others can use it for the indication of a transcendental law 
having no connection with usefulness or with h~P.pfa_e~~-

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 ex
pedient 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 immedi
ately useful to ourselves or others, to tell a lie. But inasmuch as the culti
vation 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 docs that much toward 
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 civi
'ization, virtue, everything on which human happiness on the largest scale 
lepends-wc 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 convenience to himself or to some other individual, docs what de
pends 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 dangerousl_r 
J!!l would save an individual {especially an individual other than oneself) 
from great and unmerited evil, and when the withholding can only be ef
fected by denial. But in order that the exception may not extend itself be
yond the need, and may have the least possible effect in weakening 
reliance on veracity, it ought to be recognized and, if possible, its limits 
defined; and, if the principle of utility is good for anything, it must be 
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good for weighing these conflicting utilities against one another an~ 
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 timebprevious to action, for cal
culating 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 oc
casion 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 ac
tions; on which experience all_!h,s:_PIJ.Uknf..e 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 tempteq ! O meddle with the property or life of another, he had 
to begin considering for the first time whether murder and theft are inju
rious 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 ~cement 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 posi
tive beliefs as to the effects of some actions on their happiness; and the be· 
liefs which have thus come down are the rules of morality for the 
multitude, and for the philosopher until he has succeeded in finding bet
ter. 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,,L'\dmit or rather earnestly maintain. The corollaries from the 
principle of utility, like the precepts of every practical art, admit of indef
inite improvement, and, in a progressive state of the human mind, their 
improvement is perpetually going on. But to consider the rules of moral
ity as improvable is one thing; to pass over the intermediate generalization 
entirely and endeavor to test each individual action dir.tctly~ 
£rinciplc is ano_tru:r. It is a strange notion that the acknowledgment of a I 
fu:.s.tl!IID.cj pl!! i~nconsi_stcnt with the ad~issio~ of sccon~ary ones. To in- 1 (l\ II!; ec-
form::ftra~ cs the place of_b1s ultimate destination is not to 1 
forbid the use of andmark nd ~~ the way. The proposi- I 

tion that happiness is the end and aim of morality does not mean that no \ 
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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 conccmmcnt. 
Nobody argues that the art of navigation is not founded on astronomy be
cause sailors cannot wait to calculate the Nautical Almanac. Being rational 
creatures, they go to sea with it ready calculated; and all rational creatures 
go out upon the sea oflife with their minds made up on the common ques
tions of right and wrong, as well as on many of the far more difficult ques
tions 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 ha"d, and as if mankind 
had remained till now, and always must remain, without drawin~y_gim_
eral conclusions from the experience of human life is as high a pitch, I 
think, as absurdity has ever reached in philosophical controvcr~ 

The remainder of the stock arguments against utilitarianism mostly 
consist in laying to its charge the common infirmities of human nature, 
and the general difficulties which embarrass conscientious persons in 
shaping their course through life. We are told that a utilitarian will be-@! 
to make his own particular case an~to moral rules, and, when 
under temptation, wiH see a utility in the breach of a rule, greater than he 
will see in its Qoservanc~ But is utility the only creed which is able to fur
nish us with excuses for evil-doing and means of cheating our own· con
science? They are afforded in abundance by all doctrines which recognize 
as a fact in morals the existence of conflicting considerations, which all 
doctrines do that have been believed b{sane)persons. It is not the fault of 
any creed, but of the complicated nature of human affairs, that rules of 
conduct cannot be so framed as to require no exceptions, and that hardly 
any kind of action can safely be laid down as either always obligator~ 
ways condemnable. There is no ethical creed which does not _temper the 
rigidity of its laws by giving a certain latitude, under the moral responsi-

2ility of the agent, for accommodation to peculiarities of circumstances; 
and under every creed, at the opening thus made, self-deception and dis
honest casuistry get in. 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 con
scientious guidance of personal conduct. They arc overcome practically, 
with greater or with less success, according to the intellect and virtue of 
the individual; but it can hardly be pretended that anyone will be the less 
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qualified for dealing with them, from...nossessiog an u)rjmarc srao.dard to 
which conflicting rights and duties can be referred. If utility is the ulti
mate source of moral obligations, utility may be invoked to decide be
tween them when their demands are incompatible. Though the 
application of the standard may be difficult, it is better rhau none at all; 
while in other systems, the _moral laws all claiming independent authoricy. 
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 in
fluence of consideration of utili..!.Y, afford a free scope for the action of per
sonal desires and partialities. We must remember that only in these cases 
of s _onflict_ bet)!e_en secondary principles is it requisite that first principles 
should be appealed to .. There is no case of moral obligation in which some 
secondary principl~ 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. 

CHAPTER III 
Of the Ultimate Sanction of the Principle of Utility 

The question is often asked, and properly so, in regard to any supposed 
moral standard-What is its sanction? what are the motives to obey? or, 
more specifically, what is the source of its obligation? whence does it de
rive its binding force? It is a necessary part of moral philosophy to provide 
the answer to this question, which, though frequently assuming the shape 
of an objection to the utilitarian morality, as if it had some special applic
ability to that above others, really arises in regard to all standards. It arises, 
in fact, whenever a person is called on to adopt a standard, or refer moral
ity to any basis on which he has not been accustomed to rest it .. For the 
customary morality, that which education and opinion have consecrated, 
is the only one which presents itself to the mind with the feeling of being 
in itself obligatory; and when a person is asked to believe that this morality 
derives its obligation from some general principle round which custom has 
not thrown the same halo, the assertion is to him a paradox; the supposed 
corollaries seem to have a more binding force than the original theorem; 
the superstructure seems to stand better without than with what is repre
sented as its foundation. He says to himself, I feel that I am bound not to 
rob or murder, betray or deceive; but why am I bound to promote the gen
eral happiness? If my own happiness lies in something else, why may I not 
give that the preference? 

If the view adopted by the utilitarian philosophy of the nature of the 
moral sense be correct, this difficulty will always present itself until the 


