
Excerpts from chapter 2 of Utilitarianism, by John Stuart Mill (1863) 
 
 
The creed which accepts as the foundation of morals, Utility, or the Greatest 
Happiness Principle, holds that actions are right in proportion as they tend to 
promote happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness. By 
happiness is intended pleasure, and the absence of pain; by unhappiness, pain, and 
the privation of pleasure. To give a clear view of the moral standard set up by the 
theory, much more requires to be said; in particular, what things it includes in the 
ideas of pain and pleasure; and to what extent this is left an open question. But 
these supplementary explanations do not affect the theory of life on which this 
theory of morality is grounded- namely, that pleasure, and freedom from pain, are 
the only things desirable as ends; and that all desirable things (which are as 
numerous in the utilitarian as in any other scheme) are desirable either for the 
pleasure inherent in themselves, or as means to the promotion of pleasure and the 
prevention of pain. 
 
 
….[concerning] the utilitarian standard; for that standard is not the agent's own 
greatest happiness, but the greatest amount of happiness altogether… 
 
According to the Greatest Happiness Principle, as above explained, the ultimate 
end, with reference to and for the sake of which all other things are desirable 
(whether we are considering our own good or that of other people), is an existence 
exempt as far as possible from pain, and as rich as possible in enjoyments, both in 
point of quantity and quality; the test of quality, and the rule for measuring it 
against quantity, being the preference felt by those who in their opportunities of 
experience, to which must be added their habits of self-consciousness and 
self-observation, are best furnished with the means of comparison. This, being, 
according to the utilitarian opinion, the end [i.e. purpose or goal] of human action, 
is necessarily also the standard of morality; which may accordingly be defined, the 
rules and precepts for human conduct, by the observance of which an existence 
such as has 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. 
 


