Mill – “Utilitarianism”

· The principle of utility: “actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness (pleasure), wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness (pain).”  
· Or roughly equivalently: “The good actions are the ones that satisfy the most desires”
· Utilitarians typically recommend a broad reading of “pleasure” and “pain”
· Not just sensory pleasures and pains, but also “higher” pleasures and pains. 
· Often called “utility” and “disutility”
· IntentionActionConsequences
· All that matters in evaluating an action are the consequences of the action. Intentions are irrelevant. 
· Often called “consequentialism”
· Utilitarianism is indifferent to the distribution of happiness. It only seeks to maximize the amount of happiness that there is.
· Objection: it would be too difficult (impossible?) to calculate the utility of various actions. 
· Mill’s response:
· We can come up with heuristics and teach people general guidelines that typically maximize utility. (In most circumstances we don’t have to do a calculation to figure out that it’s wrong to kill people. So we can teach people that it’s wrong to kill people, and that’s usually going to be for the best.)
· Justifying the Principle of Utility
· Distinction between an underlying ethical theory and its particular mandates:
· The underlying ethical theory is the guiding principle(s); in this case, it’s the principle of utility. 
· The particular mandates are what the underlying theory tells us to do in particular situations
· Two lines of justification:
· The general subjective feelings of humankind
· The ultimate sanction for any judgment about right and wrong is “a subjective feeling in our own minds.”  
· Mill’s “proof” of the principle of utility
· What proof is there that something is visible?
· That people see it
· What proof is there that something is audible?
· That people hear it
· What proof is there that something is desirable?
· That people desire it
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Do people desire to maximize the satisfaction of desires? 
· Trivially, yes. Thus, the principle of utility is correct.
· Mill’s proof is flawed. How?
