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  Abstract
  It is the purpose of this article to offer an account of Mill's metaethics. Expanding upon clues given recently by Dale Miller, and previously by John Skorupski, I suggest that when it comes to the foundations of his philosophy, Mill might share more with the intuitionists than we are accustomed to think. Common wisdom holds that Mill had no time for the normativity of intuitions. I wish to dispute, or at least temper, this dogma, by claiming that Mill's attitude towards intuitions is far more complex and ambivalent than is generally thought. I argue that, according to Mill, our belief in the reliability of inductive moves and apparent memories, as well as the desirability of pleasure, is vindicated by something akin to intuition. Although his endorsement of the normativity of these intuitions might seem to be in tension with the arguments he offers against the ‘intuitionist school’, this tension is only apparent.


 


   
    
	
Type

	Research Article


 	
Information

	Utilitas
  
,
Volume 25
  
,
Issue 1
  , March 2013  , pp. 46 - 65 
 DOI: https://doi.org/10.1017/S095382081200026X
 [Opens in a new window]
 
  


   	
Copyright

	
Copyright © Cambridge University Press 2013




 Access options
 Get access to the full version of this content by using one of the access options below. (Log in options will check for institutional or personal access. Content may require purchase if you do not have access.)  


    
 References
  
 
1

 1 See Ryan, A., The Philosophy of John Stuart Mill, 2nd edn. (Basingstoke, 1987), p. 189CrossRefGoogle Scholar. The first edition of this work was published in 1970.



 
 
2

 2 C. Macleod, ‘Was Mill a Non-Cognitivist?’, Southern Journal of Philosophy (forthcoming).



 
 
3

 3 See Miller, D. E., J. S. Mill (Cambridge, 2010), pp. 17–20, 44Google Scholar; Miller, D. E., ‘John Stuart Mill's Moral, Social, and Political Philosophy’, Oxford Handbook of British Philosophy in the Nineteenth Century, ed. Mander, W. (Oxford, forthcoming)Google Scholar; Skorupski, J., John Stuart Mill (London, 1989), pp. 194, 228–9, 286Google Scholar; and Skorupski, J., ‘Introduction: The Fortunes of Liberal Naturalism’, The Cambridge Companion to Mill, ed. Skorupski, J. (Cambridge, 1998), pp. 1–34, at 6–8CrossRefGoogle Scholar.



 
 
4

 4 Stafford, W., John Stuart Mill (London, 1998), p. 57Google Scholar, for instance, is not untypical: ‘Mill believes that intuitivism is at once irrational, and a bastion of conservatism in moral and politics. It makes opinions their own proof, and feelings their own justification.’



 
 
5

 5 Taking Mill's theory of practical and theoretical reason to be parallel does not involve any special innovation. See Ryan, The Philosophy of John Stuart Mill, p. 187.



 
 
6

 6 See, for instances of the contrast, Mill, Autobiography, ch. 7, Collected Works [hereafter CW] I: 233, 269; Mill, System, VI.iv.4, CW VIII: 859; Mill, Coleridge, CW X: 120, 125; Mill, Whewell on Moral Philosophy, CW X: 193; Mill, Auguste Comte and Positivism, ch. 1, CW X: 307–8; Mill, Grote's Aristotle, CW XI: 487. Quotes from Mill will be taken from The Collected Works of John Stuart Mill, ed. J. M. Robson (Toronto, 1963).



 
 
7

 7 Mill, Letter to Theodor Gomperz, 19 August 1854 (183), CW XIV: 239.



 
 
8

 8 Mill, Autobiography, ch. 7, CW I: 233.



 
 
9

 9 Mill, Examination, ch. 6, CW IX: 82.



 
 
10

 10 Mill, Examination, ch. 6, CW IX: 82.



 
 
11

 11 Mill, Examination, ch. 11, CW IX: 177.



 
 
12

 12 Mill, Examination, ch. 11, CW IX: 177.



 
 
13

 13 Mill, Examination, ch. 11, CW IX: 180.



 
 
14

 14 Mill, Examination, ch. 11, CW IX: 180.



 
 
15

 15 Mill, Examination, ch. 21, CW IX: 380.



 
 
16

 16 See Mill, Theism, CW X: 442; cf. Mill, Examination, ch. 4, CW IX: 36.



 
 
17

 17 Mill, System, II.v.6, CW VII: 238.



 
 
18

 18 Mill, Examination, ch. 6, CW IX: 68.



 
 
19

 19 Mill, Examination, ch. 6, CW IX: 68.



 
 
20

 20 Mill, System, II.vii.4, CW VII: 276.



 
 
21

 21 Mill, Coleridge, CW X: 125.



 
 
22

 22 Ward, W. G., On Nature and Grace: A Theological Treatise (London, 1860), p. 26Google Scholar.



 
 
23

 23 Mill, Examination, ch. 10, CW IX: 164n.



 
 
24

 24 Mill, Examination, ch. 10, CW IX: 165n. More precisely, Mill claims that Ward would be considered an effective champion of the school, were his work not addressed specifically to Catholics.



 
 
25

 25 Mill, Examination, ch. 10, CW IX: 165n.



 
 
26

 26 We should distinguish between the abstract intuition, conceptually prior to presentation of apparent memories that apparent memories are generally trustworthy and a concrete intuition that this apparent memory is trustworthy. It is not clear whether Ward and Mill are referring to the concrete or the abstract intuition, or indeed if they even adequately make this distinction. The abstract intuition can be inductively established from instances of the concrete, and it seems to me unnecessary to suppose that anything beyond the concrete intuition is vindicated as such, and so I will not consider this issue further in this article. A fuller account of Mill's views on intuition would need to take a position on this issue, however, for the same distinction can be made with respect to intuitions regarding induction and pleasure.



 
 
27

 27 Mill, Examination, ch. 10, CW IX: 166n.



 
 
28

 28 Mill, Examination, ch. 10, CW IX: 165n.



 
 
29

 29 It would clearly be naïve to suppose that philosophical usage of the term ‘intuition’ has remained stable between the nineteenth century and our time. Most obviously, the dominance of philosophy of language in the twentieth century has connected ‘intuition’ with the manifestation of conceptual or linguistic competence. (We possess an intuition about whether some Gettier case is knowledge in virtue of basic competence with the term ‘knowledge’ that is, in some sense, being made explicit by these judgments in fringe cases.) Nevertheless, I assume that enough connects intuitions new and old – that they are at their base not entirely different concepts which merely happen to be expressed by the same word – to draw on the recent debate without being overly anachronistic.



 
 
30

 30 Bealer, G., ‘A Theory of the A Priori’, Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 81 (2000), pp. 1–30, at 3CrossRefGoogle Scholar.



 
 
31

 31 Weinberg, J. W., ‘How to Challenge Intuitions Empirically Without Risking Skepticism’, Midwest Studies in Philosophy 31 (2007), pp. 318–43, at 321CrossRefGoogle Scholar.



 
 
32

 32 Bealer, ‘A Theory of the A Priori’, p. 3.



 
 
33

 33 Bealer, ‘A Theory of the A Priori’, p. 3.



 
 
34

 34 It is perhaps worth highlighting one departure from orthodoxy, however. It is often said that intuition connects us with necessary truths. If we gain knowledge of the trustworthiness of memory by intuition, however, it is not knowledge that memory is necessarily trustworthy. There seems, however, doubt about this condition. So, for instance, Bealer notes: ‘I am unsure how exactly to analyze what is meant by saying that a rational intuition presents itself as necessary’ (Bealer, G., ‘Intuition and the Autonomy of Philosophy’, Rethinking Intuition: The Psychology of Intuition and Its Role in Philosophical Inquiry, ed. DePaul, M. R. and Ramsey, W. (Oxford, 1998), pp. 201–39, at 207Google Scholar), and Sosa writes: ‘One might quite properly wonder why we should restrict ourselves to modal propositions. And there is no very deep reason. It's just that this seems the proper domain for philosophical uses of intuition’ (Sosa, E., ‘Experimental Philosophy and Philosophical Intuition’, Philosophical Studies 132 (2007), p. 101CrossRefGoogle Scholar).



 
 
35

 35 Mill, System, VI.i.1, CW VIII: 833.



 
 
36

 36 ‘To be incapable of proof by reasoning is common to all first principles; to the first premises of our knowledge, as well as to those of our conduct’ (Mill, Utilitarianism, ch. 4, CW X: 234; my emphasis).



 
 
37

 37 Mill, Autobiography, ch. 6, CW I: 215–17.



 
 
38

 38 Mill, System, III.iv.2, CW VII: 319.



 
 
39

 39 Mill, System, III.iv.2, CW VII: 318.



 
 
40

 40 Mill, System, III.iv.2, CW VII: 318.



 
 
41

 41 See Mill System, III.xiv.4–7, CW VII: 490–508.



 
 
42

 42 Skorupski, John Stuart Mill, p. 8.



 
 
43

 43 Mill, Utilitarianism, ch. 4, CW X: 234.



 
 
44

 44 Mill, Utilitarianism, ch. 4, CW X: 237.



 
 
45

 45 Mill, Utilitarianism, ch. 4, CW X: 234. Note his claim that this is the only evidence: Mill offers no equivalent of the holistic justification of induction. As we shall see below, it remains possible that there could be evidence against this desirability of pleasure presented. What such evidence might be, however, Mill gives no indication, and this remains one of the most challenging aspects of his theory.



 
 
46

 46 Mill, Utilitarianism, ch. 4, CW X: 234.



 
 
47

 47 Mill, Editorial Comments on the Analysis, CW XXXI: 251. We should note, however, that he does not think this merely a truth by definition. Desire and pleasure are ‘two things [that] are inseparable; not that they are, or that they can ever be thought of, as identical; as one and the same thing’. See also Mill, Utilitarianism, ch. 4, CW X: 237–8.



 
 
48

 48 Mill, System, VI.xii.7, CW VIII: 951. See also Mill, Utilitarianism, ch. 4 CW X: 234, cited in n. 36 above.



 
 
49

 49 Miller, J. S. Mill, p. 44 (my emphasis). Of course, this makes up only one part of a larger argument that is designed to prove that actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote aggregate pleasure.



 
 
50

 50 Not least because Mill often praises those with an acute intuitive faculty. He writes: ‘I conceive that most of the highest truths, are, to persons endowed by nature in certain ways which I think I could state, intuitive’, and recognizes Carlyle as such a person. (Mill Letter to Thomas Carlyle, 5 July 1833 (78), CW XII: 163; Mill, Early Draft, ch. 5, CW I: 182.) Significantly, he also characterizes Harriet Taylor in this manner: one with ‘intuitive intelligence’ and ‘moral intuition’ (Mill, Autobiography, ch. 6, CW I: 193, 197).



 
 
51

 51 Mill, Coleridge, CW X: 121.



 
 
52

 52 Mill, Bain's Psychology, CW XI: 342.



 
 
53

 53 Mill, Coleridge, CW X: 125.



 
 
54

 54 See Parfit, D., On What Matters, 2 vols. (Oxford, 2011), vol. 2, pp. 464–87Google Scholar; T. M. Scanlon, ‘Metaphysical Objections’, Being Realistic about Reasons (forthcoming); and Skorupski, J., The Domain of Reasons (Oxford, 2010), pp. 420–41CrossRefGoogle Scholar. The views expressed by each author are different, but one commonality is a belief in irreducible norms that ‘exist’ in a different sense from ‘exists’ when it is applied within the domain of physical objects. Each takes his position to be compatible with a naturalistic ontology and epistemology. (While Parfit characterizes his position as ‘non-naturalist’, his non-naturalism is not a metaphysical view. He quotes Nagel approvingly: ‘such normative claims “need not (and in my view should not) have any metaphysical content whatever”’. (Parfit, On What Matters, vol. 2, p. 486).) Compare also Dworkin's recent claim that ‘if we want a genuine moral ontology or epistemology, we must construct it from within morality’ and that the break from metaphysics must be a ‘clean one’ involving a conception of truth from ‘within the realms of value itself’ (Dworkin, R., Justice For Hedgehogs (Cambridge, MA, 2011), pp. 418, 38Google Scholar).



 
 
55

 55 Mill, System, III.iv.2, CW VII: 318.



 
 
56

 56 Mill, System, III.xxi.2, CW VIII: 568.



 
 
57

 57 Mill, On Liberty, ch. 2, CW XVIII: 231.



 
 
58

 58 I claim that this is a ‘key difference’, though of course it is in reality a key difference only between Mill and a particularly unsophisticated intuitionist. The thinkers he targets are not, in reality, committed to the claim that, once trusted, intuitions are philosophically unrevisable. Reid, for instance, writes that ‘[w]hen we come to be instructed by philosophers, we must bring the old light of common sense along with us, and by it judge of the new light which the philosopher communicates to us’ (Reid, T., Inquiry and Essays, ed. Beanblossom, R. E. and Lehrer, K. (Indianapolis, 1983), p. 141Google Scholar, my emphasis). See Greco, J., ‘Reid's Reply to the Skeptic’, Cambridge Companion to Reid, ed. Cuneo, T. and van Woudenberg, R. (Cambridge, 2004), pp. 134–55CrossRefGoogle Scholar, at 151, for discussion of Reid on revisability.



 
 
59

 59 Mill, Utilitarianism, ch. 1, CW X: 208 (my emphasis).



 
 
60

 60 I owe thanks to James Harris, Dale Miller, John Skorupski and Robert Stern for useful comments on earlier versions of this article.





 

           



 
  	6
	Cited by


 

   




 Cited by

 
 Loading...


 [image: alt]   


 













Cited by





	


[image: Crossref logo]
6




	


[image: Google Scholar logo]















Crossref Citations




[image: Crossref logo]





This article has been cited by the following publications. This list is generated based on data provided by
Crossref.









Macleod, Christopher
2016.
A Companion to Mill.
p.
266.


	CrossRef
	Google Scholar






Macleod, Christopher
2016.
Mill's Antirealism.
The Philosophical Quarterly,
Vol. 66,
Issue. 263,
p.
261.


	CrossRef
	Google Scholar






Macleod, Christopher
2017.
The Cambridge History of Moral Philosophy.
p.
436.


	CrossRef
	Google Scholar






ZUK, PETER
2018.
Mill's Metaethical Non-cognitivism.
Utilitas,
Vol. 30,
Issue. 3,
p.
271.


	CrossRef
	Google Scholar






Aherne, Philip
2018.
The Coleridge Legacy.
p.
169.


	CrossRef
	Google Scholar






Seidel, Christian
2024.
Mill-Handbuch.
p.
63.


	CrossRef
	Google Scholar


















Google Scholar Citations

View all Google Scholar citations
for this article.














 

×






	Librarians
	Authors
	Publishing partners
	Agents
	Corporates








	

Additional Information











	Accessibility
	Our blog
	News
	Contact and help
	Cambridge Core legal notices
	Feedback
	Sitemap



Select your country preference



[image: US]
Afghanistan
Aland Islands
Albania
Algeria
American Samoa
Andorra
Angola
Anguilla
Antarctica
Antigua and Barbuda
Argentina
Armenia
Aruba
Australia
Austria
Azerbaijan
Bahamas
Bahrain
Bangladesh
Barbados
Belarus
Belgium
Belize
Benin
Bermuda
Bhutan
Bolivia
Bosnia and Herzegovina
Botswana
Bouvet Island
Brazil
British Indian Ocean Territory
Brunei Darussalam
Bulgaria
Burkina Faso
Burundi
Cambodia
Cameroon
Canada
Cape Verde
Cayman Islands
Central African Republic
Chad
Channel Islands, Isle of Man
Chile
China
Christmas Island
Cocos (Keeling) Islands
Colombia
Comoros
Congo
Congo, The Democratic Republic of the
Cook Islands
Costa Rica
Cote D'Ivoire
Croatia
Cuba
Cyprus
Czech Republic
Denmark
Djibouti
Dominica
Dominican Republic
East Timor
Ecuador
Egypt
El Salvador
Equatorial Guinea
Eritrea
Estonia
Ethiopia
Falkland Islands (Malvinas)
Faroe Islands
Fiji
Finland
France
French Guiana
French Polynesia
French Southern Territories
Gabon
Gambia
Georgia
Germany
Ghana
Gibraltar
Greece
Greenland
Grenada
Guadeloupe
Guam
Guatemala
Guernsey
Guinea
Guinea-bissau
Guyana
Haiti
Heard and Mc Donald Islands
Honduras
Hong Kong
Hungary
Iceland
India
Indonesia
Iran, Islamic Republic of
Iraq
Ireland
Israel
Italy
Jamaica
Japan
Jersey
Jordan
Kazakhstan
Kenya
Kiribati
Korea, Democratic People's Republic of
Korea, Republic of
Kuwait
Kyrgyzstan
Lao People's Democratic Republic
Latvia
Lebanon
Lesotho
Liberia
Libyan Arab Jamahiriya
Liechtenstein
Lithuania
Luxembourg
Macau
Macedonia
Madagascar
Malawi
Malaysia
Maldives
Mali
Malta
Marshall Islands
Martinique
Mauritania
Mauritius
Mayotte
Mexico
Micronesia, Federated States of
Moldova, Republic of
Monaco
Mongolia
Montenegro
Montserrat
Morocco
Mozambique
Myanmar
Namibia
Nauru
Nepal
Netherlands
Netherlands Antilles
New Caledonia
New Zealand
Nicaragua
Niger
Nigeria
Niue
Norfolk Island
Northern Mariana Islands
Norway
Oman
Pakistan
Palau
Palestinian Territory, Occupied
Panama
Papua New Guinea
Paraguay
Peru
Philippines
Pitcairn
Poland
Portugal
Puerto Rico
Qatar
Reunion
Romania
Russian Federation
Rwanda
Saint Kitts and Nevis
Saint Lucia
Saint Vincent and the Grenadines
Samoa
San Marino
Sao Tome and Principe
Saudi Arabia
Senegal
Serbia
Seychelles
Sierra Leone
Singapore
Slovakia
Slovenia
Solomon Islands
Somalia
South Africa
South Georgia and the South Sandwich Islands
Spain
Sri Lanka
St. Helena
St. Pierre and Miquelon
Sudan
Suriname
Svalbard and Jan Mayen Islands
Swaziland
Sweden
Switzerland
Syrian Arab Republic
Taiwan
Tajikistan
Tanzania, United Republic of
Thailand
Togo
Tokelau
Tonga
Trinidad and Tobago
Tunisia
Türkiye
Turkmenistan
Turks and Caicos Islands
Tuvalu
Uganda
Ukraine
United Arab Emirates
United Kingdom
United States
United States Minor Outlying Islands
United States Virgin Islands
Uruguay
Uzbekistan
Vanuatu
Vatican City
Venezuela
Vietnam
Virgin Islands (British)
Wallis and Futuna Islands
Western Sahara
Yemen
Zambia
Zimbabwe









Join us online

	









	









	









	









	


























	

Legal Information










	


[image: Cambridge University Press]






	Rights & Permissions
	Copyright
	Privacy Notice
	Terms of use
	Cookies Policy
	
© Cambridge University Press 2024

	Back to top













	
© Cambridge University Press 2024

	Back to top












































Cancel

Confirm





×





















Save article to Kindle






To save this article to your Kindle, first ensure coreplatform@cambridge.org is added to your Approved Personal Document E-mail List under your Personal Document Settings on the Manage Your Content and Devices page of your Amazon account. Then enter the ‘name’ part of your Kindle email address below.
Find out more about saving to your Kindle.



Note you can select to save to either the @free.kindle.com or @kindle.com variations. ‘@free.kindle.com’ emails are free but can only be saved to your device when it is connected to wi-fi. ‘@kindle.com’ emails can be delivered even when you are not connected to wi-fi, but note that service fees apply.



Find out more about the Kindle Personal Document Service.








Mill, Intuitions and Normativity








	Volume 25, Issue 1
	
CHRISTOPHER MACLEOD (a1)

	DOI: https://doi.org/10.1017/S095382081200026X





 








Your Kindle email address




Please provide your Kindle email.



@free.kindle.com
@kindle.com (service fees apply)









Available formats

 PDF

Please select a format to save.

 







By using this service, you agree that you will only keep content for personal use, and will not openly distribute them via Dropbox, Google Drive or other file sharing services
Please confirm that you accept the terms of use.















Cancel




Save














×




Save article to Dropbox







To save this article to your Dropbox account, please select one or more formats and confirm that you agree to abide by our usage policies. If this is the first time you used this feature, you will be asked to authorise Cambridge Core to connect with your Dropbox account.
Find out more about saving content to Dropbox.

 





Mill, Intuitions and Normativity








	Volume 25, Issue 1
	
CHRISTOPHER MACLEOD (a1)

	DOI: https://doi.org/10.1017/S095382081200026X





 









Available formats

 PDF

Please select a format to save.

 







By using this service, you agree that you will only keep content for personal use, and will not openly distribute them via Dropbox, Google Drive or other file sharing services
Please confirm that you accept the terms of use.















Cancel




Save














×




Save article to Google Drive







To save this article to your Google Drive account, please select one or more formats and confirm that you agree to abide by our usage policies. If this is the first time you used this feature, you will be asked to authorise Cambridge Core to connect with your Google Drive account.
Find out more about saving content to Google Drive.

 





Mill, Intuitions and Normativity








	Volume 25, Issue 1
	
CHRISTOPHER MACLEOD (a1)

	DOI: https://doi.org/10.1017/S095382081200026X





 









Available formats

 PDF

Please select a format to save.

 







By using this service, you agree that you will only keep content for personal use, and will not openly distribute them via Dropbox, Google Drive or other file sharing services
Please confirm that you accept the terms of use.















Cancel




Save














×



×



Reply to:

Submit a response













Title *

Please enter a title for your response.







Contents *


Contents help










Close Contents help









 



- No HTML tags allowed
- Web page URLs will display as text only
- Lines and paragraphs break automatically
- Attachments, images or tables are not permitted




Please enter your response.









Your details









First name *

Please enter your first name.




Last name *

Please enter your last name.




Email *


Email help










Close Email help









 



Your email address will be used in order to notify you when your comment has been reviewed by the moderator and in case the author(s) of the article or the moderator need to contact you directly.




Please enter a valid email address.






Occupation

Please enter your occupation.




Affiliation

Please enter any affiliation.















You have entered the maximum number of contributors






Conflicting interests








Do you have any conflicting interests? *

Conflicting interests help











Close Conflicting interests help









 



Please list any fees and grants from, employment by, consultancy for, shared ownership in or any close relationship with, at any time over the preceding 36 months, any organisation whose interests may be affected by the publication of the response. Please also list any non-financial associations or interests (personal, professional, political, institutional, religious or other) that a reasonable reader would want to know about in relation to the submitted work. This pertains to all the authors of the piece, their spouses or partners.





 Yes


 No




More information *

Please enter details of the conflict of interest or select 'No'.









  Please tick the box to confirm you agree to our Terms of use. *


Please accept terms of use.









  Please tick the box to confirm you agree that your name, comment and conflicts of interest (if accepted) will be visible on the website and your comment may be printed in the journal at the Editor’s discretion. *


Please confirm you agree that your details will be displayed.


















