Re-Interpreting Mill’s Qualitative Hedonism
One of Mill’s most radical departures from Bentham is his qualitative hedonism. The distinction between ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ pleasures has aroused considerable controversy since the first publication of Utilitarianism. This piece takes issue with a number of recent interpreters, most particularly Jonathan Riley and Christoph Schmidt-Petri, arguing that quality of pleasure cannot be reduced to quantity, in either finite or infinite amounts, and that there is no reason to assume that higher pleasures are always lexically preferred to lower pleasures. On the view developed, only pleasure is valuable but – as with other things – it is valued both for its quantity and its quality and these may be traded off against each other. It is argued that this makes better sense of a number of Mill’s remarks than the rival interpretations considered.
Jonathan Riley is one of the foremost interpreters of Mill’s qualitative hedonism, setting out in numerous articles an interpretation of his qualitative hedonism certain aspects of which have become standard orthodoxy.
 In a recent debate, Christoph Schmidt-Petri has challenged several features of this interpretation and Riley has responded to his criticisms.
 The aim of this article is to adjudicate between these two and to advance an alternative understanding of Mill’s higher pleasures.
 As Mill reminds us in On Liberty, one reason why free debate serves truth is that often each side contains some partial truth.
 This is, it will be argued, is the case here. Riley and Schmidt-Petri are each right on some points, but both are mistaken on others, so neither offers the best complete interpretation of Mill’s doctrine.

Specifically, Schmidt-Petri is right that the key passage in Utilitarianism II.5 is often misread: Mill does not say that one pleasure is higher than another only if preferred to any amount of the latter. Rather, he says that if one pleasure is preferred to any amount of another then we are justified in ascribing to it “a superiority in quality, so far outweighing quantity as to render it, in comparison, of small account.”
 This lexical dominance is sufficient, but not necessary, for qualitative superiority. The case Mill describes is not, pace-Riley, the usual one but rather the extreme. Ordinarily, it will be argued, he believed that quality and quantity were to be weighed or traded against one another.

So far, the present interpretation is in agreement with Schmidt-Petri against Riley. There are, however, important points of departure. In his recent response to Riley, Schmidt-Petri suggests that one pleasure source is better than another because it produces more pleasure.
 As Riley observes, this does away with what is distinctive in Mill’s view, making his hedonism merely quantitative. Riley believes that only postulating infinite superiorities maintains the distinction between quantity and quality. It will be argued here that it is a mistake to reduce quality to either finite or infinite quantity. On the present interpretation, pleasures are evaluated according to their contribution towards happiness.
 Quality and quantity are two distinct properties of pleasure each of which ceteris paribus make a larger contribution towards happiness, so we may sometimes have to make trade-offs between a smaller amount of higher pleasure and larger amount of lower pleasure. In this case, we are asking which would contribute more to happiness.
1. How to Read Mill’s Qualitative Distinction

Schmidt-Petri rejects what he calls the ‘standard view,’ according to which for one pleasure to be higher than another is for it to be preferred to any amount of the latter.
 This view depends, he argues, on misreading the conditional in Utilitarianism II.5. Mill does not in fact say that if one pleasure is higher than another then it will or ought always to be chosen over any amount of the lower one. What he says is that if one pleasure is chosen over any amount of another, then we are justified in ascribing a great superiority in quality to the former. His point here is not about the metaphysics of pleasure, or what it is for one to be superior to another. Rather, it is about the evidence we can have that one is better than another – we take the decided preference of competent judges to reveal something about which pleasure is independently better.
 Moreover, this test is sufficient (subject to the possible fallibility of the judges) to establish that pleasure X is higher than pleasure Y, but not necessary – contrary to what Riley suggests.

It should be noted that both Schmidt-Petri and Riley seem to agree that the role played by the competent judges is an evidential one.
 There is something objectively better about some pleasures than others and experienced judges are able to track this. Not all share this view. Elijah Millgram takes it that what is good is constructed from people’s preferences, so the verdict of experientially privileged judges constitutes the superiority of one pleasure over another.
 This is another intriguing departure from the standard orthodoxy. Since both Schmidt-Petri and Riley take the role of the judges as evidential, a full examination of the alternative is unnecessary to adjudicate between their views. Nonetheless, this interpretation requires comment.

If Millgram is right, then it is puzzling on what basis the judges are to prefer one pleasure to another. It is more plausible that the pleasures that employ our higher faculties are objectively preferable and therefore preferred by experienced judges. Moreover, Mill does not say the judges are infallible, as evidenced by the fact that he has recourse to a majority verdict among them. Millgram draws an analogy to legal facts, which are constituted by the verdict of the judges, but we are familiar with the idea that a judicial verdict can be authoritative even though it may in a particular case be wrong.
 Mill does indeed say that there can be no appeal from this verdict, which must be admitted as final.
 This does not establish that the verdict given is necessarily correct; the highest court may make a mistake, but their verdict must be accepted as there is no higher court to appeal to. Consequently, in what follows, the role of the judges is assumed to be evidential, rather than constitutive.

The case of preferring one unit of X to any (finite) amount of Y is not the ordinary one but rather the limiting case. Though Mill allows for such a possibility, he does not say that it is always the case. We need not assume that any superiority in quality will be enough to render quantity practically irrelevant. Rather, it is more reasonable to assume that there can be lesser differences in quality. Thus, it is sufficient to show that pleasure X is higher than pleasure Y that competent judges prefer one unit of X over more than one unit of pleasure Y. If, for example, they choose one unit of pleasure X over ten units of pleasure Y, that must be because they think that there is something about X that makes one unit of it better than ten units of Y. If X and Y are activities, then this could be intensity – that is, the fact that X produces more pleasure per given period of time than Y. By units of pleasure here, however, is meant a quantitative measure of the pleasure produced, which depends on both duration and intensity of the activity.

One quantitative unit of pleasure may be better than one quantitatively identical unit of another pleasure, because it possesses some other property – viz. quality – that makes it preferable. Thus, it may be rational to prefer one unit of X to two units of Y because X is higher quality.
 It need not be the case that one unit of X is preferred to twenty units of Y, however, since not all differences in quality are sufficient to render quantity of small account. On this view, pleasures can be valued or measured along two distinct scales, quantity and quality, each of which is a good-making property of the pleasure.

A similar view has recently been put forward by Nicholas Sturgeon, but he suggests that quantity and quality are two pleasant-making properties and thus only pleasantness is good-making.
 This arguably makes Mill’s hedonism more thoroughgoing and consistent, but at the cost of some confusion about the meaning of ‘more pleasant.’ Sturgeon acknowledges that this phrase is ordinarily understood in a quantitative fashion, but suggests that Mill uses ‘quantity’ more narrowly to refer only to intensity.
 One virtue of this interpretation is that it avoids saying that Mill is committed to choosing less pleasure rather than more, but this does seem what he is committed to. On the reading advanced here, conversely, quality and quantity are two happiness-making characteristics of pleasure. One may choose less pleasure, but is not therefore less happy if the smaller quantity of pleasure is higher in quality. This explains why Mill does not think the choice of higher pleasure comes at a sacrifice of happiness, while preserving the intuition that less pleasure is chosen. Sturgeon seemingly takes happiness and pleasure as synonymous, whereas on the interpretation advanced here pleasure merely contributes to a happy or fulfilled life. This may be less thoroughly hedonistic, but seems truer to Mill’s views and a more satisfactory theory.

On Riley’s view, there is only one scale, which is essentially one of quantity, with ‘quality’ referring to discontinuities along this scale.
 As argued below, this effectively reduces quality to quantity, thereby understating the significance of Mill’s qualitative hedonism. It should be noted that Riley is not committed to the simplistic idea that there are two distinct kinds or types of pleasure (higher and lower), but he thinks that talk of qualities or kinds of pleasure picks out a hierarchy of pleasure-types.
 That is, he reads quality in what Schmidt-Petri calls an essentialist way.
 This would be an appropriate way to read Francis Hutcheson’s prima facie similar distinction between higher and lower pleasures.
 The apparent affinities between Mill and Hutcheson have been sufficient for some commentators to assume that there must be some connection.
 Moreover, a similar hierarchy of moral, intellectual, aesthetic, and sensual pleasures is attributed to Mill by Fred Feldman.
 Nonetheless, it is a mistake to read Hutcheson’s qualitative hedonism into Mill’s. Not only does Mill make no reference to Hutcheson, but he stresses the novelty of his distinction. If Mill had been influenced by Hutcheson, then we may have expected him to mention it. While it can be informative to look for possible influences to illuminate a philosopher’s views, we should be wary here of taking Hutcheson’s views as evidence for what Mill may have thought. Though a reading of Mill like Hutcheson may be consistent with the text of Utilitarianism, such an interpretation does not obviously suggest itself if one is not already aware of Hutcheson.
On the account offered here, quality refers to a scale on which pleasures may be valued. One further apparent problem with this account is that if one unit of comparatively higher pleasure X (say, philosophy) can be outweighed by ten units of comparatively lower pleasure Y (say, poetry) and in turn one unit of Y (poetry) can be outweighed by ten units of an even lower pleasure Z (say, pushpin), then it would seem by transitivity that one unit of X (philosophy) ought to be outweighed by one hundred units of Z (pushpin).
 Mill’s claim in Utilitarianism II.5 allows for the possibility of a discontinuity, such that some pleasures are so vastly superior in quality that they do render considerations of quantity practically irrelevant. The puzzle is just where such a discontinuity might set in, if there is a scale of pleasures intermediate in quality between the two in question, within which it is possible to trade quality off against quantity.

This problem does not, however, render Mill’s distinction obviously unsound. Presumably, if there is indeed a point at which we prefer a small quantity of fine wine to any amount of a vastly inferior one, then our preferences do indeed exhibit just such a discontinuity. Some contemporary philosophers, such as Scanlon and Kamm, seem willing to endorse structurally similar intransitivities in the case of interpersonal aggregation. Scanlon, for instance, suggests that it may be permissible to save ten people’s arms rather than save one person from paralysis, and to save ten people from paralysis rather than one from death, but that no number of arms is sufficient to outweigh one person’s death.

Moreover, it seems as if the problem of Millian discontinuities can be resolved by appeal to declining marginal values.
 Suppose, for instance, that we value the first unit of X (philosophy) at 5, the first unit of Y (poetry) at 3 and the first unit of Z (pushpin) at 2, and that each subsequent unit of any pleasure is valued half as much as the one before. In this case, three units of Z are valued at 3.5 (i.e. 2 + 1 + 0.5), which outweighs one unit of Y, while three units of Y are valued at 5.25 (i.e. 3 + 1.5 + 0.75), which outweighs one unit of X, but no amount of Z will ever add up to 5, so no amount of Z can ever outweigh one unit of X. This solution is particularly plausible once it is remembered that Mill does not require X to be valued more than an infinite amount of pleasure Z, but only more than any amount that our nature is capable of.
On this interpretation, one need not always choose the greatest quantity of pleasure, because one’s choice will also be sensitive to differences in quality, but this is not to say that one attends to something other than pleasure, merely that quantity is not the only relevant property of pleasures. Such a position is entirely consistent. Suppose, for example, that you care only about keeping your promises. It need not follow that you want simply to maximize the number of promises that you keep, since you may recognize that some promises are more important than others. Perhaps it is more imperative to keep one serious promise than two trivial ones. This does not, however, show that there is something else – namely importance – that you care about instead of keeping promises. Rather, it merely suggests that in deciding which promises to keep you are sensitive to both their number (quantity) and importance (quality).

As we shall see, this analogy is imperfect. Whereas the number or quantity of promises is (at least in most cases) straightforwardly measured, quantity of pleasure is itself a function of two different properties of the activity: intensity and duration. Both Schmidt-Petri and Riley assume that one activity is higher than another because it produces more intense pleasure, but this seems only to mean a greater quantity of pleasure is produced per unit of time. On this alternative interpretation, however, the difference in quality lies in the pleasure itself; thus quality is not to be reduced to quantity, even in infinite amounts.
 Since the purely quantitative hedonist already appeals to two relevant properties of pleasures, namely their intensity and duration, there is no obvious reason why quality cannot be added as yet another relevant property of pleasures.
 It may reduce the simplicity of the overall account, but if it better reflects our actual judgments and experience then it ought to be preferred.

2. Making Trade Offs

Schmidt-Petri seems right to say that quality of pleasure can, at least in some cases, be traded off against quantity. Sometimes, it will be rational to prefer less of a higher pleasure, and sometimes more of a lower pleasure. This is because sometimes the difference in quality might be negligible – say, between chess and poetry – while the difference in quantity may be much greater. Riley has two main objections to this interpretation. Firstly, he claims that there is no textual evidence that Mill believed that it could ever be reasonable to trade quality off against quantity in this manner. Secondly, he claims that it would be incompatible with hedonism to prefer less pleasure to more. On both points, it will be argued that he is mistaken.

Riley repeatedly insists that what it means for one pleasure to be higher in quality than another is for it to be placed so far above that other that they “would not resign it for any quantity of the other which their nature is capable of”.
 Even setting aside the fact that there is no reference here to infinities, and finite human beings are obviously not capable of anything approaching infinite quantities of lower pleasures, Mill does not say that this is what it means for one pleasure to be higher than another, merely that this is sufficient for us to judge the former vastly superior to the latter. Since what is at issue here is precisely whether or not all higher pleasures exhibit lexical dominance over all lower pleasures, one cannot simply assume that this is definitionally the case. Riley adduces no passage where Mill explicitly affirms that this is always so; the key passage in Utilitarianism II.5 merely asserts that there are occasions where quality trumps any consideration of quantity.
Riley frequently speaks of higher pleasures being infinitely or intrinsically more valuable than lower ones,
 but these two notions – intrinsic superiority and infinite superiority – are importantly distinct. Mill does indeed want to say that higher pleasures are intrinsically preferable to lower ones, since this is what distinguishes his view from those of his predecessors such as Bentham, but not all intrinsic superiorities are infinite ones. As Mill remarks, before introducing his distinction, “utilitarian writers in general have placed the superiority of mental over bodily pleasures chiefly in the greater permanency, safety, uncostliness, &c., of the former – that is, in their circumstantial advantages rather than in their intrinsic nature.”
 He goes on to add that “on all these points utilitarians have fully proved their case; but they might have taken the other, and, as it may be called, higher ground, with entire consistency.”

In other words, Mill grants that Bentham could provide contingent reasons why poetry may be a better pursuit than pushpin – because, for example, one is less likely to tire of it or because one does not need a partner to enjoy it with.
 These circumstantial advantages do not, however, contradict Bentham’s insistence that – where the quantity of pleasure produced is the same – pushpin is equally as good as poetry. Rather, they merely show that one is more likely to attain a greater quantity of pleasure from poetry than pushpin. Mill thought, however, that there was more to be said. Even if the quantity of pleasure is the same, he held that poetry is more valuable because it involves a higher quality pleasure. Thus, Mill’s departure from Bentham was to insist that “some kinds of pleasure are more desirable and more valuable than others.”
 The superiority that he insists on is intrinsic – the pleasure of poetry is not more valuable because it is instrumental to some other end – but it need not be infinite. That is, Mill is not committed to the extreme view that an afternoon of reading poetry is preferable to all the pleasure that can be derived from a lifetime of playing pushpin.

Riley believes Mill is committed to the lexical superiority of higher pleasures over lower ones and complains that Schmidt-Petri offers no textual evidence for the view that Mill allows trade offs between quality and quantity.
 The problem is that Mill says little explicit and unequivocal on this issue, but the textual evidence necessary here surely depends on who bears the burden of proof. Schmidt-Petri argues that his reading of quality coincides with the way that we ordinarily understand the term, as when we say that one wine is superior in quality to another – that implies that we would prefer a given quantity of the better wine to an equal quantity of the worse one, or even to a somewhat greater quantity of the worse one (provided we see the superiority in quality as more than compensating the inferiority in quantity), but not necessarily that we would prefer it to any quantity of the worse wine.

Though he does not offer any particular example, Mill argues by analogy, claiming “It would be absurd that while, in estimating all other things, quality is considered as well as quantity, the estimation of pleasures should be thought to depend on quantity alone.”
 It seems equally absurd to suppose that the estimation of pleasures ought to depend on quality alone, since that is not what we ordinarily think in other cases.
 There may come a point where we judge one wine so much better than another that we really would prefer a small quantity of the former to any amount of the latter, but that is a special case. Mill allows that such special cases may also arise in the case of pleasures, but does not suppose such discontinuities to be the usual case.

Since lexical superiorities are the exception rather than the rule, the onus ought to be on Riley to show that Mill held the particularly distinctive lexical superiority view that Riley attributes to him. This does not, of course, mean that the burden of proof cannot be met, since it is clear that Mill does hold a radical view, but only that we need some clear indication that Mill does think not only that there may be some cases of lexical dominance (as allowed for in Utilitarianism II.5) but that this is the normal case – in other words, that quality of pleasure always trumps its quantity. Riley seeks to support his interpretation by appealing to a number of passages in which Mill talks about infinities and incommensurabilities.
 As Schmidt-Petri demonstrates in his reply though, some of these appear to be taken out of context.
 Moreover, though they confirm that Mill did believe in the possibility of discontinuities, which was already evident from Utilitarianism II.5, they do not directly support the claim that he thought all higher pleasures exhibit such lexical superiority over all lower ones. In order to establish what Mill thought about higher and lower pleasures, we must focus on the few passages that explicitly concern this contrast.

Riley has two arguments: firstly, he cites passages that – he claims – support his lexical dominance reading and, secondly, he argues that Schmidt-Petri fails to produce explicit textual evidence that Mill allowed for trade offs between quality and quantity. In favor of lexical dominance, he relies heavily on the aforementioned passage in Utilitarianism II.5, but – as we have seen – this merely allows for quality trumping quantity and does not say it will always be the case. Riley buttresses his view by appealing to a passage from Mill’s diary from 23rd March 1854, in which Mill first sketched the argument that he would later develop. There Mill wrote that “less of a higher kind is to be preferred to more of a lower.”
 There are several difficulties with appealing to this passage for support, however. Firstly, the distinction that Mill actually draws here is between qualities of happiness rather than pleasure. Secondly, the whole entry is very brief – a mere seven lines – and it is surely unreasonable to assign this sketch priority over Mill’s later published thought, where they differ. These difficulties do not mean that the diary passage cannot support one reading of Utilitarianism II.4-6 over another, but care is needed where both are consistent with that text.

Sadly, the problem for Riley is that this diary entry simply does not establish that his reading is the correct one. To give the sentence in full, Mill says “Quality as well as quantity of happiness is to be considered; less of a higher kind is preferable to more of a lower.” As Riley notes, the latter clause is unqualified, but it does not follow that we are justified in assuming the claim to be universal – that is, less of a higher kind is [always] preferable to more of a lower, no matter the quantity of the latter. It seems more natural to understand the claim as asserting merely that a given amount of a higher kind is preferable to some greater amount of a lower kind. This seems to better fit ordinary cases, where we weigh quality against quantity, and also makes sense of the directly preceding remark that quality as well as quantity is to be considered. Admittedly, quantity is not considered wholly irrelevant on Riley’s interpretation, but the lexical dominance of quality makes it a very minor consideration at best, coming into play only where two pleasures are equal in quality. Mill, however, says that both quality and quantity are to be considered, which naturally suggests that they ought to be weighed against each other, as we would in other cases (such as choosing between little of a fine wine and more of a less good wine).

Riley points to Mill’s remarks in Utilitarianism II.7, that no one voluntarily prefers lower pleasures to higher ones, in order to argue that Mill would not sanction the kind of trade offs between quality and quantity suggested here. In fact, the passage is not as strongly worded as he suggests. It is possible to read this passage as simply an explanation of why men prefer lower pleasures where those are – as is the usual case – less valuable, without supposing that it is always irrational to prefer a larger amount of lower pleasure to a smaller amount of higher pleasure. Mill may not say anything that conclusively establishes the permissibility of trade offs beyond any reasonable doubt but, aside from his remarks about considering quality along with quantity, it should be noted that he speaks of the verdict of competent judges as being both “the test of quality, and the rule for measuring it against quantity.”
 Again, this suggests that Riley’s lexical superiority reading is mistaken, for if higher quality always trumped considerations of quantity then there would be no need to measure quality against quantity: we would only need to look to quantity as a tie-breaker between pleasures equal in quality. It seems that Mill is suggesting the need to ask whether a given quantity of some higher pleasure is sufficient to outweigh a larger quantity of a lower pleasure.

3. Consistency with Hedonism

On the interpretation offered here, it can be rational to prefer a smaller quantity of pleasure to a larger quantity of pleasure, if the former is of sufficiently greater quality. Riley insists that it is incompatible with hedonism to prefer less pleasure to more pleasure.
 This reflects a common assumption that hedonism must be quantitative.
 This, in turn, rests on the assumption that pleasure is homogeneous, which is not Mill’s view.
 Whether this is so, however, depends on how we define hedonism. Unfortunately, the term is often used rather loosely, making any examination of its consistency with any other view fraught with difficulties.

If we stipulate that hedonism requires that one consider only the quantity of pleasure, then any qualitative hedonism (that does not ultimately reduce to quantity) will necessarily be inconsistent with it. This, however, amounts to no more than saying that Mill departs from Bentham’s hedonism, which was obvious to begin with.
 That Mill does not fit such a narrow definition is uninteresting. The more interesting question is whether – once we allow Mill to define pleasure in qualitative terms – he is guilty of valuing anything else or whether he can consistently hold that only pleasure, so defined, and freedom from pain is intrinsically valuable. Of course, to say that a view is consistent is not to say that it is true. Others have defended Mill’s consistency, even while expressing disagreement with hedonism.
 Hedonism has been subject to forceful criticisms.

Riley’s purely quantitative view would be plausible were pleasure to be homogeneous stuff. Where two instances of some good are perfect substitutes, then it makes sense for someone who cares only about that good to simply want more of it rather than less. Money might be an example of such a good – one pound or dollar is exactly equivalent to another – thus someone who cares only about money has no basis to prefer one unit of money to another and must want more rather than less.
 This is not the case with all goods, however. It is quite consistent for someone who cares only about wine to prefer a lesser amount of better wine to a greater amount of worse wine.
 This is not to value anything other than wine; it is simply to attend to properties of the wine other than its quantity.

Mill is quite insistent, however, that “Neither pains nor pleasures are homogeneous.”
 Thus, “It would be absurd that… the estimation of pleasures should be thought to depend on quantity alone.”
 In other words, he thinks that the case of pleasures is like that of wine, rather than money. Some pleasures are intrinsically better in kind than others, which may give us basis to prefer them even in smaller quantities. The question is whether sense can be made of this.

Riley’s proposal that one unit of a higher pleasure amounts to a greater quantity of pleasure than one unit of a lower pleasure is puzzling.
 If it is a greater quantity, then it is hard to see how it can really be one of the same units. This seems rather like asserting that a pound of lead weighs more than a pound of feathers. We can understand why someone might momentarily think that, because they confuse density with weight, but if ‘pound’ is to mean anything as a unit of weight then it must refer to the same weight in each case. Maybe the confusion arises because of an ambiguity between a pleasure, understood to refer to the pleasurable activity such as reading, and pleasure, as the mental state or feeling that results from such. Thus, what Riley appears to mean is that one unit of time of a higher pleasure (activity) produces more of the feeling of pleasure than any amount of time engaged in the lower pleasurable activity. That is, an hour of reading poetry produces infinitely more pleasure than an hour of playing pushpin, and thus more pleasure than any amount of time playing pushpin could.

If this is Riley’s view, then it is consistent and would explain why we should always prefer to engage in poetry rather than pushpin, since we can never get as much pleasure from pushpin. It is not, however, Mill’s view. Riley assumes that the feeling of pleasure is a homogeneous product that can be attained in different degrees from different pleasurable activities, which we can accordingly describe as higher or lower pleasures. On the interpretation of Mill offered here, it is not simply the activities that differ in value, but the pleasurable feelings that they produce. Some of these pleasures are better for us than others. Riley fails to appreciate the novelty of Mill’s qualitative distinction. According to Riley, it amounts simply to an infinite difference in the intensity of pleasure.
 On the present reading, however, Mill thinks that quality is something wholly distinct from quantity, which is a function of the intensity and duration of a pleasure.

It is ironic if Riley fails to appreciate the full significance of the distinction between quality and quantity, because he criticizes Schmidt-Petri for the same mistake.
 Schmidt-Petri suggests that to say one pleasure is higher quality than another simply means that one gets more (but not necessarily infinitely more) pleasure from it.
 As we have seen, this does not produce a lexical priority, but it is unclear whether Mill wanted to say that higher pleasures lexically dominate lower ones; it has been argued above that he would allow trade offs between quality and quantity. Since Riley believes in lexical priority, it is unsurprising that he rejects this interpretation. More tellingly, however, he argues that it would make Mill a straightforwardly quantitative hedonist. It would be quite consistent for Bentham to say that an hour of activity X was better than an hour of activity Y if activity X produced more intense pleasure. If we understand higher pleasures as simply those producing more intense pleasures, then the distinction between quantity and quality collapses.

Riley’s suggestion is that the higher pleasures are activities that produce infinitely more intense feelings than the lower pleasures, so that no amount of pushpin can ever produce as much pleasure as an afternoon of reading poetry. This explains why one might think that higher pleasures were always preferable to lower ones and does so consistently with the claim that one should always prefer more pleasure to less. There is some textual evidence that Mill could have held such a view, insofar as he says elsewhere that justice arouses “feelings… so much more intense than those concerned in any of the more common cases of utility, that the difference in degree (as is often the case in psychology) becomes a real difference in kind… [and] assumes that character of absoluteness, that apparent infinity, and incommensurability with all other considerations, which constitute the distinction between the feeling of right and wrong and that of ordinary expediency and inexpediency.”

This passage shows that Mill could have held Riley’s view, that a higher pleasure is simply one so much more intense than others that it seems to us to be different in kind. Note, however, that though Riley quotes this to support the view that justice is a higher pleasure, Mill is not explicitly talking here about higher and lower pleasures. If we refer back to what he says in chapter II, it seems clear that he regards “the pleasures derived from the higher faculties to be preferable in kind, apart from the question of intensity, to those of which the animal nature, disjoined from higher faculties, is susceptible”.
 Since on Riley’s view for a pleasure to be qualitatively superior is simply for it to be (infinitely) more intense, this remark does not appear to make sense. Moreover, as already argued, pace Riley, Mill thought that there could be trade offs between the quality and quantity of pleasure, but again this makes little sense if quality is simply reducible to quantity. Thus, it seems that Mill thinks of quality and quantity as entirely distinct and it is a mistake to attempt to reduce the former to the latter, even in infinite quantities.
If we are to make sense of Mill’s qualitative hedonism, we must recognize that quality is something distinct from quantity. Mill did not think of pleasures as homogeneous, but rather thought that some were better than others. Consequently, it may make sense to prefer less of a superior pleasure to more of an inferior pleasure, just as we may prefer less of a fine wine to more of an inferior one. Riley claims that it is inconsistent with hedonism to prefer less pleasure to more.
 If this is so, then Mill is no hedonist, at least in that sense. This should not surprise us, however. It is well-known that Mill regarded himself as not “a utilitarian at all, unless in quite another sense from what perhaps any one except myself understands by the word.”
 Riley assumes what Mill explicitly denied, that pleasure is essentially homogeneous, and so differentiated only by quantity. According to Mill, however, there is no contradiction in recognizing that pleasures – like wines and many other things – vary in both quantity and quality and that we may have to balance these considerations against each other to establish which is most worth having overall.

Scarre objects to Donner’s similar view, which also emphasizes that quantity and quality are distinct properties of pleasures, on the grounds that we do not prefer one wine to another because it possesses more of some good-making property called ‘quality’.
 We need not suppose that there is some sui generis property – ‘quality’ – which makes one pleasure better than another. Rather, we call one pleasure higher quality than another to express the conclusion that it is better than that other, presumably because of some other natural properties involving the exercise or development of our higher faculties. ‘Quality’ is shorthand for these other properties, rather than itself the name of some specific good-making property. We say that one pleasure is higher quality than another because experienced judges prefer it, but the reason why they prefer it is due to some more particular good-making property (for instance, the way in which it involves exercise and development of man’s higher faculties), rather than simply because of something as thin as its quality. Any judgment of quality could, in principle at least, be reduced to these more basic properties, just as quantity is a function of – and could be reduced to – intensity and duration. Thus, to say that one pleasure is higher in quality than another is not to give a full account of why we prefer it, but merely to report that we do prefer it. 

Again, this fits with Mill’s remarks, for Utilitarianism II.5 merely tells us how we judge one pleasure to be better than another. Mill does not give a full explanation of what it is that actually makes one pleasure higher than another, that is why we prefer some pleasures to others, merely referring to a sense of dignity.
 What ultimately justifies this qualitative distinction is that we find it confirmed by experience – those of developed mental faculties really do seem reluctant to relinquish the mature intellectual pleasures they are capable of for apparently larger amounts of unsophisticated base or childish pleasures. Talk of quality and quantity, therefore, expresses the conclusion of two distinct judgments about pleasure – how good it is (per unit of quantity) and how much of it there is.
4. Conclusion

Both Schmidt-Petri and Riley fail to appreciate the full significance of Mill’s qualitative hedonism, seeking to eliminate quality by reducing it to quantity, when Mill is adamant that we must consider both properties of pleasures. This does not mean their interpretations are without merit, for both get some things right. Schmidt-Petri is right to recognize that Mill does not say that higher pleasures are always to be preferred in any amount to lower ones. His view that higher pleasures are simply activities that produce more intense pleasure, however, is simply quantitative hedonism and fails to attribute anything distinctive to Mill. Riley’s view is also essentially quantitative, though at least by assigning infinite intensity to the higher pleasures he shows how Mill differed from Bentham and explains his view that a higher pleasure is always preferred to any amount of a lower pleasure, because one simply cannot get as much pleasure from any duration of the lower pleasure. This explains why higher pleasures can be regarded as qualitatively different, at least if you accept that large enough differences in quantity can amount to differences in kind. However, this still makes quality potentially eliminable and neglects Mill’s insistence that quality is something apart from quantity.

Here it has been argued, with Schmidt-Petri, that quality can be traded off against quantity. The best way to make sense of this is to take seriously Mill’s claim that pleasures are not homogeneous, which is interpreted as referring not simply to the activities that produce pleasure but to the pleasurable feeling itself. The pleasure produced by poetry is, ceteris paribus, better than that produced by pushpin, and this may be reason to prefer it even when somewhat less in quantity. This position ensures that quality really is distinct from, and not reducible to, quantity and explains both why the two may sometimes be traded off against each other and why we may think a vast difference in either can outweigh the other. It is indeed a radical departure from the view that hedonists must always prefer more pleasure to less, but this is exactly what Mill leads us to expect – one pleasure may be more valuable than another because either it is greater in amount or higher than quality.
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