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Philosophers have always been interested in understanding the nature and sources of happiness. The question, “What is a good life?” is almost as old as Western philosophy. In recent decades, after a long and intense involvement with neuroses and psychoses, psychologists also have turned – or returned – their attention to happiness. And the question of the link between happiness and prosperity is all the rage now with economists and would-be policy makers. Indeed, some of them have already started issuing blueprints for a happier society according to their understanding of the link between happiness and prosperity – and their understanding of happiness.
Our philosophical understanding of happiness, then, has implications not only for our personal happiness, but also for the overall shape of society. Economists and policy makers tend to follow Jeremy Bentham in their understanding of happiness as consisting simply of pleasure or good feelings, regardless of the nature or source of those feelings. According to Bentham, pleasures from different activities can differ only in quantity, not quality, and the value of different activities lies entirely in the pleasure they produce. As he puts it, “The utility of all these arts and sciences,—I speak both of those of amusement and curiosity,—the value which they possess, is exactly in proportion to the pleasure they yield. … Prejudice apart, the game of push-pin is of equal value with the arts and sciences of music and poetry. If the game of push-pin furnish more pleasure, it is more valuable than either” (Bentham, The Rationale of Reward (http://www.ucl.ac.uk/Bentham-Project/Faqs/f_pushpin.htm )). Poetry is more valuable than pushpin only if the pleasures of poetry are more intense, more fecund (that is, more productive of other pleasures, such as the pleasure of remembering or conversing about poetry), or more enduring. Similarly, if the thoroughly controlled, blindly conformist and obedient inhabitants of Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World take more pleasure in their lives than the active, self-directed inhabitants of Britain, then their lives are happier and their society is better than the lives or society of the British. More relevantly to the contemporary scene, if imposing additional taxes on people who work and earn “too much,” with the express purpose of pushing them to spend more time relaxing with family and friends *and decreasing the envy of those who can’t or won’t make big money, *leads to more net pleasure, then the Benthamite conception of happiness, in conjunction with utilitarianism, dictates that government do just that (see Richard Layard, “Be happy, pay more to the taxman,” http://www.timesonline.co.uk/article/0,,1072-1504129,00.html, February 28, 2005. Bentham himself, of course, was distrustful of government interventions in the economy.) 

But even if the empirical generalizations underlying this recommendation are true (and there is very good reason to believe they are not), both this conception of happiness and this recommendation for increasing overall happiness are problematic. Although we do sometimes think of happiness as simply a matter of pleasure or good feelings (“I’m feeling very happy today, I’ve no idea why”), most of us have much more in mind when we think of a happy life as the highest good for an individual. Thus, when parents wish the best for their children, or when believers talk of eternal happiness in heaven, what they have in mind is a life that the individual finds both fulfilling and meaningful, and that is meaningful or worthwhile for creatures like us. The idea of fulfillment is only partly cashed out in terms of quantity of pleasure, and the idea of worth or sense of meaning not at all. So no matter how great the pleasures of a diurnal diet of fried Mars bars and sitcoms, a life devoted to them would not count as meaningful or, therefore, as possessing the highest good. Nor would we regard pandering to people’s envy by penalizing the hard workers and high earners as making their lives more meaningful, even if (assuming they didn’t find new objects of envy) it did make them less unpleasant.
Our conception of happiness as the highest good also makes room for the fact that people are different and find fulfillment and meaning in different sorts of worthwhile lives, with different mixes of work and leisure, a mix that they have both the right and the best qualifications to choose for themselves. And so we would have reservations about any one-size-fits-all policy designed to push people into more down time (even assuming the policy would have this effect and not the contrary one of pushing the targeted group into more work to make up for lost income).

John Stuart Mill’s conception of happiness, fortunately, has all the features of our ordinary conception of happiness as the highest good, and would support all the objections most of us would make to the kind of social engineering proposed by Layard. Or so I will argue. More precisely, I will try to show that the conception of happiness as enjoyment of a humanly worthwhile life that expresses one’s own individual nature is the dominant conception in Mill’s writings, even if, as some scholars contend, not everything he says is entirely consistent with it. It is this conception of happiness that underlies his impassioned arguments for liberty in On Liberty and for equal rights for women in The Subjection of Women.  

Mill famously declared that happiness is the summum bonum (Utilitarianism, Ch. I). He equally famously declared that it is "[b]etter to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied." In holding that happiness is not merely a preponderance of feelings of satisfaction or contentment or pleasure, but something far deeper and more complex, Mill joins the company of ancient philosophers like Aristotle and, indeed, Socrates himself. It follows, then, that in defining happiness as “pleasure, and the absence of pain,” and unhappiness as “pain, and the privation of pleasure” (Ch. II), Mill understands pleasure as something more than the simple pleasures of the appetites open to a pig. Like the Epicureans, to whose view he compares his own, Mill regards the pleasures inherent in exercising the higher faculties – the intellect, imagination, emotions, and moral sentiments – as having a qualitatively, and not only quantitatively, higher value than the pleasures of the appetites or body.
What determines their higher quality? In an argument reminiscent of Plato’s argument that the philosopher who has experienced all kinds of pleasures is the best judge of them (Republic, 580d-582), Mill argues that the preferences of qualified judges, that is, the preferences of those who have experienced, say, both the appetitive and the intellectual pleasures, apart from any sense of moral obligation to prefer the latter, determine the quality of pleasures. As Mill puts it, few people would agree to become one of the lower animals “for a promise of the fullest allowance” of the pleasures they share with that animal. Indeed, “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” (Utilitarianism, Ch. II). 
The best explanation for an individual’s unwillingness “to sink into what he feels to be a lower grade of existence” is “a sense of dignity, which all human beings possess in one form or other … and which is so essential a part of the happiness of those in whom it is strong, that nothing which conflicts with it could be, otherwise than momentarily, an object of desire to them.” Mill grants that being deprived of opportunities to exercise the higher faculties, or being thrown into the company of rascals or fools, might, over time, kill a person’s ability to enjoy the higher pleasures and lead him to settle for a life of lower pleasures. If he has no regrets over it, it follows that his sense of dignity has also been diminished. So not everyone who has experienced both kinds of pleasures will necessarily have a strong sense of dignity. Tragic circumstances, we might add, can have the same effect on people, robbing them of their ability for the higher pleasures and weakening their sense of dignity. Qualified judges, then, are not only those who have experienced both kinds of pleasures, but those who retain their ability to experience both and who have a strong sense of dignity or, what might equally well be called, a strong sense of their human worth. How does their pleasure in, say, learning astronomy or facing danger courageously, determine the higher worth of these activities? Is Mill saying, as some scholars have argued, that their pleasure creates the worth of these activities? I believe the best reading of Mill is also the more plausible one: their pleasure is evidence of these activities’ worth for creatures like us, as the healthy individual’s pleasure in fresh fruit is evidence of the nutritional value of fresh fruit for creatures like us (cf. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, III.4, and John McDowell, “Values and Secondary Qualities”).

Mill’s conception of happiness implies that *if someone thought that she had the summum bonum when all she had was a life dominated by the lower pleasures – the passive pleasures of unchallenging activities or the malicious pleasures of a gossip, a life that is unworthy of her as a human being – her belief would be false. Similarly, Aristotle contemptuously dismisses the idea that the happy life is a life of “gratification,”* on the grounds that “it is a life for grazing animals” (I.5). The basic idea, for Mill* as for Aristotle, is that if happiness is the highest human good, it must be something that is worthy of us as human beings, something that befits our conception of ourselves as individuals capable of intellectual achievement, imaginative creation, emotional attachment, and moral feeling and action. 
A life worthy of a human being, and judged or felt by the individual who lives it as being humanly worthwhile, is not, of course, enough for a happy life. It must also be enjoyable, engaging her interests and passions. And this is possible only if her life is her “own,” that is, if it is expressive of, or suited to, her individual nature. As an admirer of both the Enlightenment and Romanticism, of Darwin’s discoveries of individual variation and Wilhelm Humboldt’s arguments for individual liberty, Mill is acutely aware not only of what human beings have in common, but also of what they don’t: of the differences in taste, talent, and ability that make all the difference to the sort of life different individuals need for their own happiness. And to discover what sort of life is best suited for them, individuals need liberty of thought and action and the availability of options. For individuals are the best judges of what is best for them. Moreover, having the liberty to choose their own ways of life – their occupations, their spouses, their friends, their pasttimes – is itself a source of happiness “through the sentiment of personal dignity” (The Subjection of Women, Ch. 4).

All three ideas – the idea that a happy life must seem to be and be a life of human worth, the idea that it must be enjoyable by being suited to our individual natures, and the idea that it must be a life we are free to choose for ourselves – play a role in Mill’s impassioned pleas for liberty and equality in On Liberty and The Subjection of Women. Free choice of our own mode of existence is partly constitutive of a life of dignity and, thus, of happiness, for women no less than for men, and a means to the life best suited for the individual’s “pleasurable enjoyment” (ibid). If we misjudge our own natures and freely choose a mode of existence that, while befitting our dignity as human beings, is not something that engages our interest, we will not enjoy it and so will not be happy. But this is less likely than someone else misjudging our natures.
Is Mill committed to the claim that if a mode of existence both worthwhile and enjoyable (because suited to our individual natures) is forced upon us, we cannot be happy? And if so, is the claim not paradoxical? How can a worthy and enjoyable mode of life we would have freely chosen if it had not been forced upon us not be happy? Although some of Mill’s arguments seem to commit him to this paradoxical claim, if we keep the overall context in mind, we can see that he can and would accept that it is possible to find happiness in a life that was initially forced upon us, but now is freely consented to. Indeed, he acknowledges that women in marriages characterized by the mutual admiration and equality of friends can be as happy as anyone else, even if friendship was not initially the basis of the marriage. What he cannot, logically, accept is that the act of being forced into something is itself compatible with dignity or, therefore, with happiness, or that a system based on the subjection of a group of people, such as women, is likely to have good results. But in some cases, what follows the initial indignity might well be a happy life – a life characterized by the free choice of the higher pleasures.

According to Mill, one of the chief instrumental values of liberty in speech and action, compatibly with the like liberty of others, is that it leads to the discovery of new truths as well as of new modes of life, just as one of the chief values of freeing the economy of regulations is that it leads to new goods, services, and methods of manufacture. These spheres are, of course, connected: the right to choose a suitable life for oneself can be effectively exercised only if one has access to a plurality of situations, and a plurality of situations is most likely to result if the entrepreneurial and truth-seeking spirit is left unfettered* and people have the liberty to express themselves and perform “experiments of living” (On Liberty, Ch. III).
This leads us back to the topic with which we started: taxing the high earners to nudge them into more leisure and to relieve the envy of the less well-off. We can see why catering to the base sentiments of people is incompatible with Mill’s conception of happiness. We can also see that his view that we must all find our own paths to happiness rules out paternalistic interventions designed to stop people from pursuing some higher pleasures (in this case, challenging work) in favor of others (time at the family hearth). Different plans of life suit different people: some might want to work long hours in their younger years and retire early, some might want to work shorter hours and retire late in life, and yet some others might want to earn a lot to acquire the means to strike out on their own or, perhaps, to seek further education or switch careers. Living in an age in which improvements in industry, medicine, or science are a constant occurrence, Mill is fully appreciative of the possibilities that might be uncovered by the freedom to experiment and innovate, both at work and at home. That he could never have dreamt of some of the innovations and improvements that have taken place since his time is a vindication of his vision. It is therefore fitting to end this defense of his conception of happiness and of a right to the liberties required for happiness by describing some of these innovations and improvements. 

Mill would probably have laughed it off as a fantasy if he had been told that one day two Ph.D. drop-outs with no money of their own but with plenty of ideas and an affinity for a yearly festival of spontaneously-ordered anarchy called Burning Man (http://www.burningman.com/), would start a company with venture capital that, within ten years, would achieve all of the following: reach into most people’s lives all over the world, challenge the hegemony of oppressive governments, make its founders billionaires, overtake the combined stock of Ford and General Motors, and break down the boundaries between work and play. But, according to David Vise and Mark Malseed, authors of The Google Story : Inside the Hottest Business, Media, and Technology Success of Our Time, the Silicon Valley’s Google is just such a company. Google’s staff traverse the “Googleplex” on scooters and inline skates, eat free gourmet meals cooked by the Grateful Dead’s former chef, get all-round medical care and exercise facilities on the premises, and spend 20% of their time improving their skills and working on the projects of their choice (http://www.google.com). But none of this would have been possible if Layard’s recommendation to prevent people from working or earning too much had been implemented by the American government.
This essay started with the Socratic question, “What is the good life?” The best vindication of Mill’s conception of happiness and the liberty required to achieve it is that the stupendous rise in the standard of living of the lower classes in the 20th C, as measured by “real income, homelessness, life expectancy and height,” has given them the leisure to now ask this question for themselves (Robert Fogel, The Escape from Hunger and Premature Death, 1700-2100: Europe, America, and the Third World, 2004). To be sure, this fact could be, and has been, turned on its head by some critics of individualistic liberalism to show that more people are unhappy in the midst of growing prosperity. But if this inference is justified, then philosophers have always been the unhappiest of people. Or is the critic just confusing what Mill calls “discontentment” - the discontentment that leads to questioning and self-improvement - with unhappiness?
_____________________________________
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