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In this section, one of the things Mill argues for (p2) is methodism about ethical theory. That is,
he argues that our knowledge of moral principles precedes our knowledge of verdicts of right and
wrong in particular cases. The argument seems to be something like the following:

1. For every action, there is some end for the sake of which one performs the action. (Assumption)

2. If (1), then every action derives its character from the end for which one performs it.
(Assumption)

3. Therefore, every action derives its character from the end for which one performs it. (from 1,
2)

4. If (3), then one must understand the end for which one performs an action before performing
it. (Assumption)

5. Therefore, one must understand the end for which one performs an action before performing
it. (from 3,4)

6. If (5), then one must know whether the end for the sake of which one performs an action is
good or bad before performing it. (Assumption)

7. Therefore, one must know whether the end for the sake of which one performs an action is
good or bad before performing it. (from 5,6)

8. If (7), then one must know how to ascertain whether an end is good or bad before performing
any action. (Assumption)

9. Therefore, one must know how to ascertain whether an end is good or bad before performing
any action.

I think there are a number of problems with this argument. First, I think premise (4) is false. It
seems entirely possible that every action derives its character from the ends for which one performs
it, and yet someone who performs it be totally in the dark about why one is performing it, or at least
have an incomplete understanding of the end. Think about moves in a chess game. Whether a move
is good or bad depends on the situation it puts one in with respect to one’s likelihood of winning the
game afterward. And yet one may make a move without truly understanding how good or how bad
it is, because one hasn’t fully thought through the consequences of it. Even a very good chess player
may miss a crucial potential next move of her opponent that actually makes the move much worse
than it originally seems.

I also see no reason to accept (8). I think I can ascertain whether something is good or bad
without knowing how, in general, to ascertain whether something is good or bad. I think an 8
year-old can ascertain whether she ought to steal a friend’s piece of candy without knowing how, in
general, to ascertain whether an action is right or wrong. In fact I think that we are much better at
discerning whether particular actions are right or wrong—and whether the ends they aim at are good
or bad—than we are at discerning how, in principle, to determine whether actions are good or bad.

So, I do not find this argument to be persuasive.


