
Critical Paper - Utilitarianism Book IV  
In this chapter Mill produces what he calls his proof of the principle of utility. More 

specifically, he says that the only proof of utilitarianism is that you can see that people desire it. 

Mill’s argument seems to be as follows: 

 

1. What is the proof that an object is in front of you? You see it. 

2. What is the proof something is audible? You hear it. 

3. Therefore, something is simply desirable if someone desires it (from 1 and 2).  

4. Every person desires their own happiness  

5. so happiness is desirable.  

There seems to be several holes in Mill’s argument. The first issue is contained in 

premise 1. Mill states that it is necessary to see something to believe it is visible. This seems 

untrue because it is possible that even if I do see an object in front of me, for all I know it may 

not really be there. For example, take a mirage in a desert. A mirage appears and you may go 

towards it, but even if you are convinced you saw it, it is not actually there. You may see 

something, but still not believe in it. This shows that seeing something is not proof that it is 

there.   

Another major issue that was contained in Mill’s argument was his reliance on the proof 

that happiness is desired, just because it is. There seems to be something very unsatisfying about 

the evidence of this argument. Mill states that people desire their own happiness which makes 

happiness desired. The question then becomes, why? Mill does not seem to have an answer for 

this and states that it just is. This to me falls short of convincing people of what is supposed to be 

the “greatest principle”. The greatest principle, as Mill describes it, should strike you as being 

complete and needing no other explanation or leave you with any additional questions. Mill does 

not satisfy this requirement in his proof of utilitarianism.  

 

100. A+. What I’m looking for is evidence that you’ve read, understood, and thought 

critically about the reading. This is evidenced by a clear and accurate reconstruction of the 

argument, and critiques that are clearly articulated and such that it’s obvious to tell what 

premises they’re critiques of. You’ve done all this in spades. Excellent work! 
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