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Pre-arrival pack for British Moral Philosophy 
 

Introduction to moral philosophy (ethics): 

Before learning about 18th and 19th Century British Moral Philosophy, it will be good to have 

an understanding of what moral philosophy (ethics) is all about, so please watch the 

following video Introduction to Ethics created by Academy of Ideas, and read the following 

information mostly taken from the entry on Ethics in the Internet Encyclopaedia of 

Philosophy.  

The field of ethics (or moral philosophy) involves systematizing, defending, and 

recommending concepts of right and wrong behaviour. Philosophers today usually divide 

ethical theories into three general subject areas: metaethics, normative ethics, and applied 

ethics.  

Meta-ethics investigates where our ethical principles come from, and what they mean. Are 

they merely social inventions? Do they involve more than expressions of our individual 

emotions? Meta-ethical answers to these questions focus on the issues of universal truths, the 

will of God, the role of reason in ethical judgments, and the meaning of ethical terms 

themselves.  

Normative ethics takes on a more practical task, which is to arrive at moral standards that 

regulate right and wrong conduct. This may involve articulating the good habits that we should 

acquire, the duties that we should follow, or the consequences of our behaviour on others. The 

Golden Rule is a classic example of a normative principle: We should do to others what we 

would want others to do to us. Since I do not want my neighbour to steal my car, then it is 

wrong for me to steal her car. Since I would want people to feed me if I was starving, then I 

should help feed starving people. Using this same reasoning, I can theoretically determine 

whether any possible action is right or wrong. So, based on the Golden Rule, it would also be 

wrong for me to lie to, harass, victimize, assault, or kill others. The Golden Rule is an example 

of a normative theory that establishes a single principle against which we judge all actions. 

Other normative theories focus on a set of foundational principles, or a set of good character 

traits. The key assumption in normative ethics is that there is only one ultimate criterion of 

moral conduct, whether it is a single rule or a set of principles. In the course, we will be looking 

at the contribution of some British moral philosophers to normative ethics, in particular the 

theory of utilitarianism.  

 

Finally, applied ethics involves examining specific controversial issues, such as abortion, 

infanticide, animal rights, environmental concerns, homosexuality, capital punishment, or 

nuclear war. 

Optional - If you would like to read more about moral philosophy (ethics) in general before, 

during, or after the course, please see the entry on Ethics in the Internet Encyclopaedia of 

Philosophy.  

 

The Life of John Stuart Mill - optional: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3_t4obUc51A&t=520s
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCiRiQGCHGjDLT9FQXFW0I3A
http://www.iep.utm.edu/ethics/#H1
http://www.iep.utm.edu/ethics/#H1
http://www.iep.utm.edu/ethics/#H1
http://www.iep.utm.edu/ethics/#H1
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[This section of the pre-arrival pack is optional. In the first session, you will be learning 

some important details about the interesting and extraordinary life of John Stuart Mill. Later 

in the course, you will be visiting Westminster (where Mill was a Member of Parliament) and 

the Houses of Parliament. You will enjoy both these parts of the course more if you know 

some information about the life of Mill before you arrive. The following is an extract from 

the entry on John Stuart Mill in Internet Encyclopaedia of Philosophy] 

Writing of John Stuart Mill a few days after Mill’s death, Henry Sidgwick claimed, “I should 

say that from about 1860-65 or thereabouts he ruled England in the region of thought as very 

few men ever did: I do not expect to see anything like it again.” (Collini 1991, 178). Mill 

established this rule over English thought through his writings in logic, epistemology, 

economics, social and political philosophy, ethics, metaphysics, religion, and current affairs. 

One can say with relative security, looking at the breadth and complexity of his work, that Mill 

was the greatest nineteenth century British philosopher. 

This rule did not come about accidentally. It had been planned by his father James Mill from 

the younger Mill’s birth on May 20, 1806. The elder Mill was a towering figure for his eldest 

child, and Mill’s story must be told through his father’s. James Mill was born in Scotland in 

1773 to a family of modest means. Through the patronage of Sir John and Lady Jane Stuart, he 

was able to attend the University of Edinburgh, which at the time was one of the finest 

universities in Europe. He trained for the Presbyterian ministry under the auspices of admired 

teachers like Dugald Stewart, who was an effective popularizer of Thomas Reid’s philosophy. 

After a brief and generally unsuccessful stint as a minister, James Mill moved to London, where 

he began his career in letters. This was a difficult path for a man of very modest resources to 

take; he and his wife Harriet (married 1805) lived without financial security for well over a 

decade. It was only with the publication of his The History of British India in 1818—a work 

that took twelve years to write—that Mill was able to land a stable, well paying job at the East 

India Company that enabled him to support his large family (ultimately consisting of his wife 

and nine children). 

 

Throughout the years of relative poverty, James Mill received assistance from friends including 

the great legal theorist and utilitarian reformer Jeremy Bentham, whom he met in 1808. The 

two men helped lead the movement of “Philosophic Radicals” that gave intellectual heft to the 

British Radical party of the early to mid-nineteenth century. Among their colleagues were 

David Ricardo, George Grote, Sir William Molesworth, John Austin, and Francis Place.This 

philosophically inspired radicalism of the early nineteenth century positioned itself against the 

Whigs and Tories [the two main political parties at the time]. The Radicals advocated for legal 

and political reform, universal male suffrage, the use of economic theory (especially Ricardo’s) 

in political decision-making, and a politics oriented by human happiness rather than by 

conservatism or by natural rights (which Bentham famously derided as “nonsense upon stilts”). 

Moreover, one aspect of their political temperament that distinguished them from Whigs and 

Tories was their rationalism—their willingness to recommend re-structuring social and 

political institutions under the explicit guidance of principles of reason (e.g. the principle of 

utility). 

With Bentham’s financial support, the Radicals founded the Westminster Review (1824) to 

counter the Whig Edinburgh Review (1802) and the Tory Quarterly Review (1809). While 

Whig intellectuals and Radicals tended to align with each other on economic issues, both 

http://www.iep.utm.edu/milljs/#H1
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tending towards pro-urban, pro-industrial, laissez-faire policies, Tory intellectuals focused on 

defending traditional British social structures and ways of life associated with aristocratic 

agrarianism. These alliances can be seen in disputes over the Tory-supported Corn Laws, 

legislation meant to protect domestic agriculture by taxing imported grains. 

 

Though Whigs and Radicals were often allied (eventually forming the Liberal party in the 

1840s), some of the most acrimonious political and intellectual rows of the period were over 

their differences (for example, Macaulay’s famous public disputes with James Mill over 

political theorizing). James Mill saw the Whigs as too imbued with aristocratic interests to be 

a true organ of democratic reform. Only the Radicals could properly advocate for the middle 

and working classes. Moreover, unlike the Radicals, who possessed a systematic politics 

guided by the principle of utility (the principle that set the promotion of aggregate happiness 

as the standard for legislation and action), the Whigs lacked a systematic politics. The Whigs 

depended instead on a loose empiricism, which the senior Mill took as an invitation to 

complacency. Whigs, alternatively, took exception to the rationalistic tenor of the Radicals’ 

politics, seeing in it a dangerous psychological and historical naiveté. They also reacted to the 

extremity of the Radicals’ reformist temperaments, which revealed hostility to the Anglican 

church and to religion more generally. 

The younger Mill was seen as the crown prince of the Philosophic Radical movement and his 

famous education reflected the hopes of his father and Bentham. Under the dominating gaze of 

his father, he was taught Greek beginning at age three and Latin at eight. He read histories, 

many of the Greek and Roman classics, and Newton by eleven. He studied logic and math, 

moving to political economy and legal philosophy in his early teens, and then went on to 

metaphysics. His training facilitated active command of the material through the requirement 

that he teach his younger siblings and through evening walks with his father when the 

precocious pupil would have to tell his father what he had learned that day. His year in France 

in 1820 led to a fluency in French and initiated his life-long interest in French thought and 

politics. As he matured, his father and Bentham both employed him as an editor. In addition, 

he founded a number of intellectual societies and study groups and began to contribute to 

periodicals, including the Westminster Review. 

 

The stress of his education and of his youthful activity combined with other factors to lead to 

what he later termed, in his Autobiography, his “mental crisis” of 1826. There have been a wide 

variety of attempts to explain what led to this crisis—most of which center around his relation 

to his demanding father—but what matters most about the crisis is that it represents the 

beginning of Mill’s struggle to revise his father’s and Bentham’s thought, which he grew to 

think of as limited in a number of ways. Mill claims that he began to come out of his depression 

with the help of poetry (specifically Wordsworth). This contributed to his sense that while his 

education had fostered his analytic abilities, it had left his capacity for feeling underdeveloped. 

This realization made him re-think the attachment to the radical, rationalistic strands of 

Enlightenment thought that his education was meant to promote. 

 

In response to this crisis, Mill began exploring Romanticism and a variety of other European 

intellectual movements that rejected secular, naturalistic, worldly conceptions of human nature. 

He also became interested in criticisms of urbanization and industrialization. These 

explorations were furthered by the writings of (and frequent correspondence with) thinkers 

from a wide sampling of intellectual traditions, including Thomas Carlyle, Auguste Comte, 

Alexis de Tocqueville, John Ruskin, M. Gustave d’Eichtal (and other St. Simonians), Herbert 

Spencer, Frederick Maurice, and John Sterling. 
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The attempt to rectify the perceived deficiencies of the Philosophic Radicals through 

engagement with other styles of thought began with Mill’s editing of a new journal, the London 

Review, founded by the two Mills and Charles Molesworth. Molesworth quickly bought out 

the old Westminster Review in 1834, to leave the new London and Westminster Review as the 

unopposed voice of the radicals. With James Mill’s death in 1836 and Bentham’s 1832 demise, 

Mill had more intellectual freedom. He used that freedom to forge a new “philosophic 

radicalism” that incorporated the insights of thinkers like Coleridge and Thomas Carlyle. 

(Collected Works [CW], I.209). One of his principal goals was “to shew that there was a Radical 

philosophy, better and more complete than Bentham’s, while recognizing and incorporating all 

of Bentham’s which is permanently valuable.” (CW, I.221). 

 

This project is perhaps best indicated by Mill’s well-known essays of 1838 and 1840 on 

Bentham and Coleridge, which were published in the London and Westminster Review. Mill 

suggested that Bentham and Coleridge were “the two great seminal minds of England in their 

age” and used each essay to show their strengths and weaknesses, implying that a more 

complete philosophical position remained open for articulation. Mill would spend his career 

attempting to carry that out. 

 

Harriet Taylor, friend, advisor, and eventual wife, helped him with this project. He met Taylor 

in 1830 and she was to join James Mill as one of the two most important people in Mill’s life. 

Unfortunately for Mill, Taylor was married. After two decades of an intense and somewhat 

scandalous platonic relationship, they were married in 1851 after her husband’s death. Her 

death in 1858 left him inconsolable. 

There has been substantial debate about the nature and extent of Harriet Taylor’s influence on 

Mill. Beyond question is that Mill found in her a partner, friend, critic, and someone who 

encouraged him. Mill was probably most swayed by her in the realms of political, ethical, and 

social thought, but less so in the areas of logic and political economy (with the possible 

exception of his views on socialism). 

Mill’s day-to-day existence was dominated by his work at the East India Company, though his 

job required little time, paid him well, and left him ample opportunity for writing. He began 

there in 1826, working under his father, and by his retirement in 1857, he held the same position 

as his father, chief examiner, which put him in charge of the memoranda guiding the company’s 

policies in India. 

On his retirement and after the death of his wife, Mill was recruited to stand for a Parliamentary 

seat. Though he was not particularly effective during his one term as an MP, he participated in 

three dramatic events. (Capaldi 2004, 326-7). First, Mill attempted to amend the 1867 Reform 

Bill to substitute “person” for “man” so that the franchise would be extended to women. 

Though the effort failed, it generated momentum for women’s suffrage. Second, he headed the 

Jamaica Committee, which pushed (unsuccessfully) for the prosecution of Governor Eyre of 

Jamaica, who had imposed brutal martial law after an uprising by blacks. Third, Mill used his 

influence with the leaders of the laboring classes to defuse a potentially dangerous 

confrontation between government troops and workers who were protesting the defeat of the 

1866 Reform Bill. 

After his term in Parliament ended and he was not re-elected, Mill began spending more time 

in France, writing, walking, and living with his wife’s daughter, Helen Taylor. It was to her 
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that he uttered his last words in 1873, “You know that I have done my work.” He was buried 

next to his wife, Harriet. 

Though Mill’s influence has waxed and waned since his death, his writings in ethics and social 

and political philosophy continue to be read most often. Many of his texts—particularly On 

Liberty, Utilitarianism, The Subjection of Women, and his Autobiography—continue to be 

reprinted and taught in universities throughout the world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction to Utilitarianism: 

To help get started understanding Utilitarianism, please watch the following videos on 

YouTube. The first three are created by Wireless Philosophy and Julia Markovits (Cornell 

University), the fourth is created by MACAT, and the fifth by Crash Course.  

1. PHILOSOPHY – Ethics: Utilitarianism, Part 1 [HD] 

2. PHILOSOPHY – Ethics: Utilitarianism, Part 2 [HD] 

3. Optional: PHILOSOPHY – Ethics: Utilitarianism, Part 3 [HD] 

4. An Introduction to John Stuart Mill’s Utilitarianism – A MACAT Politics Analysis 

5. Utilitarianism: Crash Course Philosophy #36 (There is a lot of good information in 

this video, but unfortunately the presenter speaks very fast.) 

(If the links do not work, please find these videos on YouTube by using the titles above). 

 

Philosophy Bites episode: Roger Crisp on Utilitarianism 

Philosophy Bites is a podcast series featuring philosophers being interviewed for 15-20 

minutes on a specific topic in philosophy. The episodes are created for listeners that have no 

previous knowledge of the topic. Please listen to the following episode: Roger Crisp on 

Utilitarianism. If the link does not work, you can go to the website www.philosophybites.com 

and find it there.  

Optional: If you enjoyed this episode of Philosophy Bites and would like to hear others, you 

can find a list of all the episodes arranged by theme by clicking here. In particular, you may 

wish to listen to other episodes about John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism, moral philosophy, and 

ethics.  

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCpvhlSLzg2LT89FNUuN-Sig
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCIdMuFFD42OKezEDsxzYqcA
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCX6b17PVsYBQ0ip5gyeme-Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uvmz5E75ZIA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uGDk23Q0S9E&t=316s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MoCuVa9UeR4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6LD5-2oj7DA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-a739VjqdSI&t=171s
http://hwcdn.libsyn.com/p/0/a/b/0ab06c792dbf5a64/Crisput.MP3?c_id=1779029&expiration=1497613525&hwt=91afb717992f3b14e1a34af67e383bb4
http://hwcdn.libsyn.com/p/0/a/b/0ab06c792dbf5a64/Crisput.MP3?c_id=1779029&expiration=1497613525&hwt=91afb717992f3b14e1a34af67e383bb4
http://www.philosophybites.com/
http://philosophybites.com/340-bites-interviews-arranged-by-theme.html
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Extract from John Stuart Mill’s Utilitarianism (1863): 

[Finally, now that you have read and heard a bit about Mill’s version of Utilitarianism, it 

would be good to read about it in his own words. The following extract is from Chapter 2: 

What Utilitarianism Is. Do not worry if you cannot understand every part of the extract. You 

may wish to look up certain terms in a dictionary (if they are not in the glossary below), read 

the passage slowly, think about some of the points he makes, and perhaps read it through 

again.] 

“…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 suppose that life has 

(as they express it) no higher end than pleasure- no better and nobler object of desire and 

pursuit- they designate as utterly mean and grovelling; as a doctrine worthy only of swine, to 

whom the followers of Epicurus were, at a very early period, contemptuously likened; and 

modern holders of the doctrine are occasionally made the subject of equally polite 

comparisons by its German, French, and English assailants…It is quite compatible with the 

principle of utility to recognise the fact, that some kinds of pleasure are more desirable and 

more valuable than others. It would be absurd that while, in estimating all other things, 

quality is considered as well as quantity, the estimation of pleasures should be supposed to 

depend on quantity alone…Now it is an unquestionable fact that those who are equally 

acquainted with, and equally capable of appreciating and enjoying, both, do give a most 

marked preference to the manner of existence which employs their higher 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 pleasures; no intelligent human being would consent to be a 

fool, no instructed person would be an ignoramus, no person of feeling and conscience would 

be selfish and base, even though they should be persuaded that the fool, the dunce, or the 

rascal is better satisfied with his lot than they are with theirs. They would not resign what 

they possess more than he for the most complete satisfaction of all the desires which they 

have in common with him. If they ever fancy they would, it is only in cases of unhappiness so 

extreme, that to escape from it they would exchange their lot for almost any other, however 

undesirable in their own eyes. A being of higher faculties requires more to make him happy, 

is capable 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…It is indisputable that the being whose 

capacities of enjoyment are low, has the greatest chance of having them fully satisfied; and a 

highly endowed being will always feel that any happiness which he can look for, as the world 

is constituted, is imperfect. But he can learn to bear its imperfections, if they are at all 

bearable; and they will not make him envy the being who is indeed unconscious of the 

imperfections, but only because he feels not at all the good which those imperfections 

qualify. It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates 

dissatisfied than a fool satisfied. And if the fool, or the pig, are a different opinion, it is 

because they only know their own side of the question. The other party to the comparison 

knows both sides.” 
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Glossary: 

Act-utilitarianism: the view that when we are deciding what to do, we should perform the 

action that will create the greatest net utility. The principle of utility—do whatever will 

produce the best overall results—should be applied on a case by case basis. The right action 

in any situation is the one that yields more utility (i.e. creates more well-being) than other 

available actions. 

Applied ethics: focuses on debates about specific ethical issues (e.g. euthanasia, abortion, 

vegetarianism). 

Deontological ethical theories: assert that the morality of an action can be judged by a set of 

moral rules or duties rather than by looking at the consequences of that action  

Descriptive ethics: looks at how different people and societies have answered moral 

questions 

Ethical theory: philosophical systems or methods for making moral decisions or analysing 

moral statements 

Faculty: an inherent mental or physical power. 

Hedonism: in this context, the belief that pleasure is the chief ‘good’ 

Higher pleasures: in Mill’s view, the higher, more valuable pleasures are those that employ 

“higher faculties” (CW 10, 211), ones which humans have but animals do not. They can also 

be considered the pleasures of the mind. The list of such better enjoyments includes “the 

pleasures of intellect, of the feelings and imagination, and of the moral sentiments” (CW 10, 

211). These enjoyments make use of highly developed capacities, like judgment and 

empathy. In one of his most famous sentences, Mill affirms that it “is better to be a human 
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being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied” 

(CW 10, 212).  

Impartial: in the context of ethics (and this course), being impartial means treating all parties 

equally.  

Inherent: existing in something as a permanent, essential, or characteristic attribute. 

Instrumental: serving as a means of pursuing an aim.  

Intrinsic: belonging naturally; essential. 

Lower pleasures: These can be thought of as pleasures of the body. They are pleasures that 

other animals also pursue. These include food, drink, drugs, and sex.  

Moral objectivism: the belief that moral judgements can be true or false 

Moral subjectivism: the belief that moral judgements reflect personal 

preferences/opinions/attitudes 

Normative ethics: describes how people ought to act, how moral choices should be made, 

and how the rules apply 

Partial: in the context of ethics (and this course), being partial refers to favouring an 

individual or group over others (e.g. your friends and family). For example, many believe that 

it is morally permissible to favour the interests of your own friends and family over the 

interests of those you do not know when making ethical decisions.  

Qualitative: concerned with the value and nature 

Quantitative: concerned with the amount 

Romanticism: a movement in the arts and literature which originated in the late 18th 

century, emphasizing inspiration, subjectivity, and the primacy of the individual.  

Rule-utilitarianism: a two part view that stresses the importance of moral rules. According 

to rule utilitarians, a) a specific action is morally justified if it conforms to a justified moral 

rule; and b) a moral rule is justified if its inclusion into our moral code would create more 

utility than other possible rules (or no rule at all). According to this perspective, we should 

judge the morality of individual actions by reference to general moral rules, and we should 

judge particular moral rules by seeing whether their acceptance into our moral code would 

produce more well-being than other possible rules. 

Swine: a pig 

Systematize: arrange according to an organized system; make systematic. 

Consequentialist ethical theories: the rightness or wrongness of an action depends on the 

(expected) consequences of that action. Utilitarianism, for example, is a consequentialist 

ethical theory.  

Utility: use, usefulness 

Utilitarianism: an ethical theory which, roughly described, says that we ought to maximize 

utility (i.e. happiness or well-being).    
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Utility principle: the rightness or wrongness of an action is determined by its ‘utility’ or 

usefulness 

 


