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Posudek vedoucího bakalářské práce 

In his bachelor’s thesis, Michael Nečas discusses a central problem in the practical philosophy of 

J.S. Mill: that is, the seeming incompatibility of his greatest happiness principle, set forth in 

Utilitarianism (1861) and his principle of individual liberty, set forth in On Liberty (1859). The 

author begins by setting out the main characteristics of Mill’s utilitarianism and his liberalism, and 

then, in the crucial fourth chapter, he discusses the ostensible tension between these two strands 

of his practical philosophy and he offers an understanding of their hierarchical relation that 

allows us, in the author’s view, to overcome this tension. 

The outlines of utilitarianism and liberalism in chapters 2 and 3 are competently conducted. In 

discussing utilitarianism the author puts emphasis on the role of quality in Mill’s conception of 

pleasure, and the role of the higher faculties in his understanding of a happy human life. He 

explains, too, how the form of proof that Mill offers for his utilitarianism is based on empirical 

experience with pleasure, pain, and happiness—a style of proof that is nowhere more 

conspicuous than in the appeal to the opinion of ‘competent judges’ who have had the diversity 

of experience necessary to determine the relative quality of different pleasures. The author 

further stresses the individual nature of these judgements about quality of pleasure: ‘nemůžeme 

myslet [potěšení] nezávislé od individuálního člověka, jelikož jeho specifické vlohy a charakter určují zda taková a 

taková činnost je v jeho situaci potěšením a do jaké míry kvality jím je’ (page 12). This means that the 

quality of a pleasure can only be understood within the context of a specific life led by a person 

with a individual character and an individual set of abilities.  

This highly individualistic understanding of the character of pleasure does bring with it certain 

problems for Mill’s position that the author might address at the defence. In particular, it seems 

to undermine the role of the competent judges, who will no longer be authorities for me on 

which pleasure is more worthwhile since their individual characters and abilities will inevitably 

differ from mine. More generally, it would seem to make inter-subjective comparisons of 

happiness almost impossible to make, thus undermining the usefulness of Mill’s greatest 

happiness principle. 

The outline of Mill’s principle of individual liberty is also competently set forth. Emphasis is, 

once again, placed on Mill’s concept of individuality which is treated as the main argument for 

liberty (page 19). This individuality is an internally-given natural necessity of development, which 

requires for its realisation a social context allowing for diversity of situation (různorodnost situací), in 

which people can exercise their own free choice (pp. 19-20). So, as in the case of judgements 

about the quality of different pleasures, so in the argument for liberty, the specific character of 

the individual is seen to be of paramount importance.  

The tension between utilitarianism and the principle of liberty soon becomes apparent when we 

consider cases where we can be sure that paternalistic intervention into a person’s life can prevent 

the development of addictive or self-destructive behaviour patterns (pp. 23-24). More generally, 

utilitarianism is characterised by its single principle and purpose, so it looks to be in conflict with 

utilitarianism when Mill’s principle of liberty is introduced to circumscribe and over-rule the 

general happiness principle in different circumstances. 

In the course of resolving the tension in question, the author treats Mill’s utilitarianism as neither 

pure act-utilitarianism nor pure rule-utilitarianism. It is allowed that Mill can invoke secondary 

principles of justice if these are generally conducive to happiness and thus fall under the general 



happiness principle. Thus Mill can allow the secondary principle of justice of liberty, since, given 

the need for experience in determining one’s individual quality-hierarchy of pleasure, it is 

conducive to the general happiness principle (pp. 29-30).  

This sounds reasonable to me as an interpretation of Mill. It does, however, leave certain 

difficulties for him. The most important is the fact that there will be ‘crisis situations’ when the 

primary principle of utilitarianism must over-ride the secondary principle of liberty. But how do 

we define a crisis situation and draw a clear line between such a situation and a non-crisis 

situation without invoking more principles. Without a clear dividing line, it is not clear that liberty 

can be a useful secondary principle at all. We might add that the author muddies the waters by his 

use of the language of ‘right’ in discussing liberty (see, for example, pages 23, 26, 27), arguing that 

‘princip svobody udílí jedincům morální práva’ (p. 27). Talk of rights is problematic because it implies an 

absolute status for the principle of justice in question that would make the liberty principle 

independent of the greatest happiness principle. It should be noted that Mill himself abjured all 

talk of rights, arguing that ‘the idea of abstract right’ is ‘a thing independent of utility’ (On Liberty, 

‘Introductory’). The author should explain in the defence what he means by referring to liberty as 

a right, and how this can be consistent with the principle of utility. 

Overall this bachelor’s thesis is a competent philosophical treatment of Mill’s practical 

philosophy, well-structured, and reaching a conclusion on the basis of analysis and argumentation 

that is broadly persuasive. The use of the primary and secondary sources is appropriate and 

balanced. The author should, however, address the critical points that I have raised in the course 

of this report. I recommend at least the grade of velmi dobře, with the possibility of výborně 

depending on the success of the defence. 

Velmi dobře—Výborně. 

 

          

         James Hill, V Praze, 5.6.19. 

 

 

 


