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Editorial Note

The present edition of On Liberty makes available again the text of the first
edition (London: John W. Parker and Son, 1859); and it is the integrity and
importance of Mill’s book itself that we would stress. Readers new to On
Liberty are encouraged to read it and allow the argument to sink in before
they turn to the introduction or the supplementary essays. From the passage
of time, there are references or allusions that now need clarifying. Our rule
has been to supply a note wherever a modern reader might reasonably stop
for an explanation Mill does not give; but the local sense of his words
commonly explains itself, or is soon explained by the argumentative con-
text. Mill wrote an English that has not faded much in a century and a half.
Few works by his contemporaries have lasted so well with so little need to
account for changing usage.

A biographical essay by David Bromwich and an interpretative essay by
George Kateb together make up the introduction. The aim has been at once
to meditate on the intricate design of On Liberty and to show its coherence
with the preoccupations of a long career of thought. Mill wrote this book in
a spirit of contest, and it has attracted controversy ever since: a tradition we
seek to continue. The four scholars invited to contribute the additional
essays here—Owen Fiss, Richard Posner, Jean Bethke Elshtain, and
Jeremy Waldron—were encouraged to connect Mill’s historical concerns,
as much as they wished, with the discussion of liberty today in such fields as
law, ethics, and politics. Apart from that suggestion, no attempt was made
to enforce or elicit uniformity.

In a generous survey, Owen Fiss brings out the relevance to American
constitutional law of Mill’s definitions of personal and political liberty, and
the resource the book still offers in debates on the shifting boundary be-
tween freedom of speech and freedom of expression. Richard Posner finds a
persuasive analogy between economic individualism, with its antipaternal
reliance on free markets, and moral individuality, with its rejection of social
meddling in the lives of persons. Jean Bethke Elshtain criticizes the Mill of
On Liberty and other writings for a failure to take stock of instincts that are
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prior to rights, and a consequent failure to admit, alongside the principle of
liberty, a rival and complementary principle of authority. Finally, Jeremy
Waldron explores an abiding tension in Mill’s argument between the free-
dom of one person to act unconventionally and the freedom of another to
criticize and rally influence against unconventional behavior.

These essays approach On Liberty with varying degrees of formality,
and from remarkably disparate motives. They draw their incitement from
elements so discrete and emphatic as to call attention once more to the
range of the book: the moral premise that extends liberty to every action
short of harm to others; the intuition that personal liberty unconditionally
but exclusively belongs to people who can be responsible for themselves;
the idea that an absorbing care for equality may render individuality a good
achieved by few and despised by many; the hope that respect for individu-
ality nevertheless may fortify a sense of human dignity that applies to all
human beings. The contributors scarcely agree on a right method for pursu-
ing any or all of these intimations. They agree that Mill’s thinking on liberty
is a provocation to further thought.



A Note on the Life and Thought
of John Stuart Mill

DAVID BROMWICH

John Stuart Mill said in his Autobiography that his father, James Mill, was
‘‘the last of the eighteenth century.’’ He intended a deep homage to the man
who had educated him to carry on the work of social amelioration and
enlightenment—an homage a little touched by irony, since James Mill did
in fact live most of his life in the nineteenth century. But the description of
his father also implies a judgment by John Stuart Mill of himself. What
accomplishments of the earlier epoch did he look back on with so mingled a
sense of loyalty and reserve? The philosophers of the Enlightenment be-
lieved that progress would come from clearing away the unnecessary evils
of life. The worst of these was cruelty, and in the later eighteenth century
one can discern, in writers as various as Johnson, Hume, Wesley, and Ben-
tham, a new vehemence of detestation for cruelty. The milder evils were
thought to derive largely from the customs of society itself, a world of
inconveniences multiplied by prejudice and superstition. Yet there were
eccentricities or irregularities, seemingly at home in human nature, which
the Enlightenment could not pretend to reform altogether. To this category
belonged madness as well as genius—including the genius of poetry, with
its ardent subjection to feeling. On the whole the passions gave the Enlight-
enment more trouble than did virtue and vice and the definition of a happy
life.

James Mill’s hero and mentor, Jeremy Bentham, had declared that all
poetry was misrepresentation. His son John would come to define poetry in
words of earnest praise as ‘‘feeling confessing itself to itself.’’ The differ-
ence between these sentiments tells much of the story of the development of
John Stuart Mill. A transparent representation of things in words had been
part of the larger Enlightenment project of ‘‘perfectibility.’’ Yet of all the
imaginable helps toward perfection, the surest was supposed to come from
the adoption by society of Bentham’s standard of utility, which offered a
system for the exact calculation of the pleasures and pains that follow from
any proposed action. The aim was to achieve the greatest good for the
greatest number of persons; the index of good was pleasure, and the sum of
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pleasures, happiness. Though John Stuart Mill never doubted the truth in
this way of thinking about morals, Bentham’s formulae of pleasure and pain
would come to seem to him far from satisfactory. For the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries had discovered other truths besides that of utility.
Romanticism, in the writings of Rousseau, Goethe, Schiller, Wordsworth,
and Coleridge, by the scope and freedom it gave the imagination had sought
to change the very texture of human thought and feeling. The result was to
turn the energies of the Enlightenment toward a fresh concern with the
experience of individuality. Every thinking, feeling, reading person in the
next generation felt the excitement of the new mood, and the younger Mill
was among those who felt it most strongly. He started out in his teens and
twenties as a utilitarian bigot, an exquisite enforcer of pure rationality. Yet
he was to become the thinker of all the nineteenth century in whom roman-
ticism and utilitarianism were most nearly joined. The consequences are
visible in the pattern of his career; and they can be felt in his way of forming
sentences. He exhibits at last an intelligence that is scrupulous and un-
avoidably hesitant. He is the most downright and yet the most corrigible of
thinkers.

Born on May 20, 1806, John Stuart Mill was the first child in a family of
nine brothers and sisters. They lived in a house owned by Bentham in
Queen Square, and the great philosopher of law and legislation was a
familiar domestic presence. James Mill designed for his son an education in
science and society that aimed to prepare him for life as a radical reformer
of thought. He began learning Greek when he was three years old, Latin
when he was seven; the study of logic was deferred to his thirteenth year,
and political economy to his fourteenth. By that time, James Mill had
become the intellectual patron of the political economist David Ricardo,
whose doctrine on the relation between labor and value and on the all-
importance of rent would define a new school of economics. Accordingly,
John, in his early teens, absorbed at once the elementary concepts of the
science and the vanguard theory that was to dominate the next generation.
Again, instead of a professional course of study in the law, it was arranged
for him to take lessons from John Austin, a family friend later to be known
as one of the great English writers on jurisprudence. Meanwhile, James
Mill was working hard at the History of British India, which appeared in
three volumes in 1817. His great work was performed, as John Stuart Mill
records with wonder in his Autobiography, under conditions of almost
constant distraction, with young John interrupting him for checks on his
own tutoring of the younger children or to find out the English meanings of
Greek words. John Stuart Mill in his later life was fond of the text ‘‘the night
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cometh when no man can work.’’ In his childhood, he always had before
him an example of indefatigable work.

Though agnosticism was not a word known to the generation of James
Mill, he had come to the conclusion (as the Autobiography puts it) that
‘‘concerning the origin of things nothing whatever can be known.’’ The
children of the family were baptized, but John, at least, shared with his
father a settled indifference to the Christian religion. Too powerful an in-
stitution to be always resisted overtly, it was never in any case to be relied
on as an agency for reform. ‘‘I looked upon the modern,’’ Mill recalls,
‘‘exactly as I did upon the ancient religion, as something which in no way
concerned me. It did not seem to me more strange that English people
should believe what I did not, than that the men I read of in Herodotus
should have done so.’’∞ The secular virtues that his father inculcated were
justice, temperance, truthfulness, perseverance; also ‘‘readiness to encoun-
ter pain and especially labour; regard for the public good; estimation of per-
sons according to their merits, and of things according to their intrinsic use-
fulness; a life of exertion, in contradiction to one of self-indulgent sloth.’’

John found his first break from the regimen in the summer of 1820 when
he commenced a long year in the south of France with the family of Sir
Samuel Bentham. Even then, his energies were well employed. On that visit
he learned French and immersed himself in the literature of continental
liberalism. A love of the grand and heroic came to him early and never
departed: his favorite book was Pope’s translation of the Iliad, which Mill
says he read twenty times. This interest now combined with his studies of
French society, and on his return to England he submitted himself to a
course of reading in the French Revolution, a subject that would become a
lifelong fascination. He says in his Autobiography that he liked to imagine
himself a Girondin at an English convention, ready to sacrifice himself for a
liberal creed of the common good. It was about this time, in his middle
teens, that, under the guidance of John Austin, he read Dumont’s redaction
of Bentham’s Traité de legislation. When he laid down the final volume of
the book, ‘‘I had become,’’ says Mill, ‘‘a different being.’’ Now like the
Girondins he had a cause and a creed. It took nothing from the charm of the
discovery that the creed had been his father’s all along.

In 1822–23, Mill formed the plan for a Utilitarian Society. ‘‘With a boy’s
fondness for a name and a banner,’’ he remembers, ‘‘I seized on the word,
and for some years called myself and others by it as a sectarian appella-
tion.’’ The young Benthamites were provocative advocates of the useful.
They were polemicists against all in society that was savage, archaic, recon-
dite, superfluous, iniquitous, and sunk in mystification. What good is a
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thing, they asked, if it does not promote happiness? And in judging of
happiness, what is the pride and pleasure of a few beside the wretchedness
or inconvenience of millions? Their weapon was exposure, their hope was
efficiency. The members of the small society, never so many as ten, went on
meeting regularly into 1826. Another development of those years would
carry broader consequences for Mill. In 1823 James Mill obtained for John
an appointment, under himself, in the office of the Examiner of Correspon-
dence of the East India Company. It was a position the younger Mill would
occupy for the next thirty-five years, achieving, when finally he was ap-
pointed examiner, the second–most powerful office of the company. He
would give credit to the sustained experience of a responsible corporate
post for fixing in his mind how theories and general views must make their
way in practice. The work at India House accustomed Mill ‘‘to see and hear
the difficulties of every course, and the means of obviating them, stated and
discussed deliberately with a view to execution.’’

Enlightened opinion on the political left, George Orwell observes in his
essay on Kipling, is chronically weakened by a failure ‘‘to imagine what
action and responsibility are like.’’ It seems fair to extend this charge to
many nineteenth-century radicals: they refused to think like people who
have to sacrifice one good to achieve another. Yet the criticism does not
apply to John Stuart Mill in any phase of his career. In his early youth, Mill
was a sectarian fanatic with little tolerance for persons outside the Bentha-
mite thrall, but he had a solution for every problem, he believed the only
morality was the calculus of general happiness, and he expected his party to
ascend to power imminently. One catches a glimpse of the confidence of the
young ‘‘philosophic radical’’ in a letter of October 1831 to his friend John
Sterling, when the popular pressure for a reform bill and the government’s
tardiness and insensitivity stir him to predict a seizure of power by a revolu-
tionary assembly. The storm he thinks will not let up until ‘‘the whole of the
existing institutions of society are levelled with the ground.’’ This would be
acceptable, says Mill to Sterling, so long as the destruction left ‘‘but a few
dozens of persons safe (whom you and I could select) to be missionaries of
the great truths in which alone there is any well-being for mankind.’’ By
contrast, the mature thinker whom one starts to see a few years later is
remarkable for his patience. He is prepared to measure the obstacle posed
by ‘‘the difficulties of every course’’ and to enter into discussion ‘‘with a
view to execution.’’ He has by then acquired a tact and a skill—to quote
again from his comment on his work at India House—which have enabled
him to find out ‘‘by practice the mode of putting a thought which gives it
easiest admittance into minds not prepared for it by habit.’’ At the same time
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he has grown more ‘‘conversant with the difficulties of moving bodies of
men, the necessities of compromise, the art of sacrificing the non-essential
to preserve the essential.’’

Public debate and public service would never amount to more than one
walk of Mill’s ambition. Another direction was intellectual and literary. The
first issue of the Westminster Review, a journal founded to serve the cause of
the philosophic radicals, appeared in January 1824. It contained a devastat-
ing analysis by James Mill of the ideology of the Whig Edinburgh Review.
Far from representing the common interest of the middle class and the
nation, the established journal was shown to stand for the party interest of
an elite of wealthy manufacturers and landowners. The younger Mill made
his debut in a sequel to his father’s article that exposed the Edinburgh taste
to the impartial measure of utility. Why, he asked, in all its praises of
Shakespeare did not the Edinburgh utter ‘‘even a wish that the moral ten-
dency of his plays had been more decided’’? He wrote like a disciple. But
by his own testimony, already in his late teens Mill realized that his political
imagination had taken him beyond his father’s opinions. He did not agree
with James Mill that women could justifiably be excluded from the fran-
chise on the ground that their interests were identical with those of men.
Nevertheless, in his early articles for the Westminster, John Stuart Mill
showed an overriding solidarity of purpose with the utilitarians. They
shared, he says, ‘‘an almost unbounded confidence in the efficacy of two
things: representative government, and complete freedom of discussion.’’
Here they were following a long radical tradition. James Mill himself had
remarked in 1813: ‘‘Grant, in any quarter of the globe, a reading people and
a free press—and the prejudices on which misrule supports itself will grad-
ually and silently disappear.’’≤ As early as 1793, William Godwin in Politi-
cal Justice had argued that the truth could never be told so as to be under-
stood and not be believed. The path, in short, from clear knowledge of the
evidence, as known by an impartial spectator, to agreement on correct
propositions concerning the moral and natural world was supposed by the
utilitarians to be impeded only by selfishness and ignorance. The remedy
for selfishness was to place the levers of power in the hands of the enlight-
ened middle class, who alone could act for the common good. Incapacities
arising from ignorance were to be solved by education.

Belief in the final triumph of progress through enlightenment seems
always to have been an inseparable element of John Stuart Mill’s thought.
So much so that this inheritance from his father and Bentham and perhaps
from Godwin too—a faith in the power of truth to ignite conviction—may
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account for some of the few questions that are not asked in his writings on
morals and politics. The optimism anyway was broadly shared by other
schools of utopian thought. Mill’s sect held one of their public debates
against the disciples of Robert Owen, on the merits of Owen’s system of co-
operative labor and employment. From every such encounter, Mill himself
learned what he could and enlarged his store of tactics. And yet, with this
confidence and this sense of solidarity, at the height of his youthful suc-
cess—a position settled at India House, spare hours given to work for
benevolent causes whose influence was growing, and an immense and
useful intellectual labor completed at the age of eighteen: the editing of the
five volumes of Bentham on evidence—at this pinnacle of consummated
apprenticeship he felt his entire being stunned and appalled by a doubt. ‘‘In
a dull state of nerves, such as everybody is occasionally liable to,’’ he had
asked himself what he would feel at the moment if all the reforms he was
working for were realized. Would he be happy? He knew that he would not;
and the recognition was shattering. It was as if the ground beneath him had
fallen away. ‘‘The end had ceased to charm, and how could there ever again
be any interest in the means? I seemed to have nothing left to live for’’ (1:
139). In the Autobiography, he blames the dejection that followed, in part,
on the habit of analysis that had pervaded his conduct of life. Still, given his
belief in the connection between reform and happiness, he could not but
feel ‘‘that the flaw in my life, must be a flaw in life itself; that the question
was, whether, if the reformers of society and government could succeed in
their objects, and every person in the community were free and in a state of
physical comfort, the pleasures of life, being no longer kept up by struggle
and privation, would cease to be pleasures’’ (1: 149).

This crisis of Mill’s development lasted for a single winter or for several
years, depending on which biographer one trusts, and which mood of Mill’s
own recollections is allowed to carry authority. What is certain is that his
pages about it bear a striking resemblance to William Wordsworth’s de-
scription of a similar crisis in the mid-1790s. Wordsworth, too, had been a
convert to an ethics of utility. He had looked to political theory for an engine
to effect the reforms the French Revolution had failed to accomplish in
practice. As he recounts in book XI of The Prelude, he searched the springs
of human action for help from impersonal calculations,

till, demanding formal proof,
And seeking it in every thing, I lost
All feeling of conviction.
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The result, says Wordsworth, was an ‘‘utter loss of hope itself / And things
to hope for.’’ Mill in his time of disenchantment could have known nothing
of the coincidence: The Prelude was not yet published and the facts of the
poet’s early life were hidden. But it is interesting that Mill should have
found encouragement in his despair by reading the poems of Wordsworth.
More than any other literature, he says, they restored for him a balance
between the understanding and what he calls ‘‘the internal culture of the
individual’’—feelings and ways of adapting to experience that are inscruta-
ble to a social estimate of helpful or harmful consequences. The poems by
Wordsworth that Mill was reading were intended to serve as reminders of
an inward life. They work by an undeviating record of encounters between
person and person, or between person and place, and so produce small
narratives, or effusions, which tell of the accidents by which ‘‘feeling comes
in aid / Of feeling, if but once we have been strong.’’ The poems all tend to
show that the mere life of a human being is a self-sufficing good. Their
morality is profoundly anti-utilitarian.

In the self-examination that followed the crisis, Mill found himself read-
ing Coleridge and Goethe and his own contemporary Thomas Carlyle, from
whose early writings he would derive the doctrine of ‘‘anti-self conscious-
ness.’’ The unhappy self, as Carlyle diagnosed it in his essay ‘‘Characteris-
tics’’ and in his grotesque and original autobiography, Sartor Resartus, can
draw no support by refining upon ideas of happiness, or by thinking about
the self that is to be happy. The only cure lies in subduing oneself to work,
for an end beyond personal or collective self-interest, an end whose good is
admitted to be incalculable. Mill sought conscientiously now to correct a
pressure in himself toward the acceptance of half-truths—all of natural
science, in the view of the thinkers he was reading, embodied a half-truth
about nature—and he aspired to the Goethean ideal of ‘‘many-sidedness.’’

He was also studying the work of the Saint-Simonians and their theorist
Auguste Comte, and taking heart from the division of progress into a dialec-
tic of ‘‘organic’’ and ‘‘critical’’ epochs. On this scheme, the characteristic
undertakings of analysis and imagination could be seen as supplementary
and not antagonistic. A feature of Comte’s writings certain to have repelled
Mill was their insistence on the intellectual and moral inferiority of women.
But he was capable of simply discarding the stray elements of a system that
he found wrong-headed; and he sympathized in principle with Comte’s idea
for a picked body of persons charged with the keeping and renovation of
knowledge. To Mill, the possibility of such an artificial class of authorized
guardians was always attractive; he would be equally drawn to it, under a
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more theological description, in Coleridge’s account of a ‘‘clerisy.’’ In later
writings he mocked the compulsive detail with which Comte elaborated the
offices, the dignities and rituals, the mandatory worship by a grateful
society of the secular sages of progress: an excess of speculative self-
absorption of a sort that Mill could only regard with distaste. Yet the ac-
knowledgment of an outstanding class appeared to him necessary in order
to civilize democracy.

That a democratic society might be incapable of realizing any benefit
from its greatest minds, was a nightmare that haunted Mill, as it did Mat-
thew Arnold and many others of the mid-Victorian generation. A similar
fear is a recurrent motive in the writings of Tocqueville; and of all the
thinkers Mill read in his adult life, it was Tocqueville who had the longest-
lasting and the deepest impact. Mill reviewed both volumes of Democracy
in America, the first in 1835, the second in 1840, and these articles reveal a
transition in his own thinking. Tocqueville had noticed in America a strik-
ing contrast between the plenitude of individual talents over-all and their
absence from places of high visibility in the public life of the nation. Mill
says in his first review of Tocqueville, responding to this evident division
between power and competence, ‘‘The people ought to be the masters, but
they are masters who must employ servants more skillful than themselves’’
(18: 72). A main task of democracy becomes therefore the education of the
people for the performance of that choice.

Yet even as he sought assistance from Tocqueville on the way to assure a
connection between intelligence and government, Mill had acquired a fresh
interest in the relation between individual genius and the energy that en-
ables a society to flourish rather than stagnate. Nothing could be further
from Tocqueville’s prudent and aristocratic sympathy with democratic
progress than Carlyle’s ferocious hatred of aristocracy and progress, or his
account of the unconscious affinity by which a race discovers its appropri-
ate heroes. Yet, improbably, the two British writers became friends. Mill
was happy to submit himself to Carlyle for the virtues that made him the
very type of the inspired social critic. ‘‘You,’’ he wrote to Carlyle in the
autumn of 1831, ‘‘I look upon as an artist, and perhaps the only genuine one
now living in this country.’’

This was a time when Mill was struggling to introduce into reform
circles ‘‘other ideas and another tone’’ than those of James Mill and Jeremy
Bentham, ‘‘and to obtain for my own shade of opinion a fair representa-
tion.’’ It would prove a difficult victory to carry openly—though a different
tone and shading, partly traceable to Carlyle, might have been detected in
the late 1830s in some of the younger Mill’s essays for the London and
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Westminster Review (which merged the new London Review and the old
Westminster). Carlyle, to say it plainly, was a guru who cast an ineffable
spell over some persons, and Mill, with his new and restless habit of self-
questioning, seems to have traveled far on the path of subjection. Possibly
he would have gone farther had he not met, and soon after fallen in love
with, Harriet Taylor, whom his Autobiography introduces by a comparison
to Carlyle: ‘‘more a poet than he, and more a thinker than I—whose mind
and nature included his, and infinitely more.’’ Mill was twenty-four years
old when they met, and Mrs. Taylor was twenty-two; her husband, John
Taylor, was a prosperous merchant in the city; she was an intense and
accurate follower of the teachings of Shelley on love, sincerity, and free-
dom—believing that the ties that conventionally bind persons in society
have nothing to do with the deeper affinities between soul and soul. She
loved Mill and thought of leaving Taylor, but, drawn back by their children
and by residual but real feelings of friendship for Taylor, she decided on
another arrangement, to which her husband eventually consented. Harriet
Taylor and John Stuart Mill would dine together, spend hours together at a
separate residence, and, so far as she inclined, be treated as a couple at
social gatherings, while she remained married to John Taylor. It is com-
monly assumed that Mill’s belief in the moral and political equality of
women was arrived at under Mrs. Taylor’s guidance. In fact he held these
views before he met her, and they were a reason for her interest in him.

In the Autobiography and elsewhere, Mill’s language about Harriet Tay-
lor has an effusiveness of praise and a humility of self-subordination that
have made some readers doubt the realism of the portrait and others wonder
whether she was not the virtual author of the works whose debt to her he
proclaims. It is well therefore to recall the impression of a keen observer
who would not have erred by excessive tenderness. Mrs. Taylor was,
thought Carlyle when he met her, ‘‘a living romance heroine, of the clearest
insight, of the royalest volition, very interesting, of questionable destiny,
not above five-and-twenty.’’ Mrs. Taylor’s voice of thought and the idiom of
her prose were often strikingly close to Mill’s. We are right to find a germ of
On Liberty in an early essay of Mill’s like ‘‘Civilization.’’ We are right to
find a germ of it, too, in an essay Mrs. Taylor wrote in her mid-twenties. She
there asserted that all conformity, religious, political, moral, and social,
agrees in one point, ‘‘hostility to individual character,’’ and she added:
‘‘What is called the opinion of Society is . . . a combination of the many
weak, against the few strong: an association of the mentally listless to
punish any manifestation of mental independence. The remedy is, to make
all strong enough to stand alone.’’≥ She was as inveterate as the elder Mill in
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her rejection of privilege, as wary as the younger in her scrutiny of conven-
tions, and far more consistent than either in her hatred of paternalism. When
John Stuart Mill, in mid-career, withdraws his defense of the secret ballot as
a necessary feature of widened suffrage, to attack it as an instrument likely
to foster mental dependency and listlessness, we can certainly see the im-
pact of Harriet Taylor’s thinking on his receptive intellect. Yet it is also a
change consistent with the pattern of his own thought and temperament.

By 1840 Mill’s views of morality and society had become pretty much
what they would remain. He had begun drafting his essay on Bentham in
1833, a year after Bentham’s death. In 1836, James Mill died; and at that
moment, for all his sorrow John Stuart Mill must have felt that an enormous
burden had been lifted. ‘‘Bentham’’ was published in revised form in 1838,
and its companion-piece ‘‘Coleridge’’ in 1840. Coleridge is praised for
teaching the latent reason that may inhere in ancient and apparently useless
practices, while Bentham is criticized for failing to derive light from other
minds. Yet it is clear in both essays that Mill considers himself—free now
of actual oversight by the elders of reform—decidedly a thinker of Ben-
tham’s party. What renders his service unique is his eagerness to draw light
from other minds. In his political thought and practice, Mill continued to be
instructed by Tocqueville. A new field of exertion was to show how civil
associations might offset the aggrandizing tendency of government. Tocque-
ville, however, also fortified Mill with reasons to support his belief in
centralized supervision in some areas of social life, in education above all.
The presiding aim of his politics, he remarks in the Autobiography, from
now on would be to steer ‘‘carefully between the two errors’’ of familiar
partiality for local self-government and a bureaucratic trust of central
institutions.

Mill recounts his life as a story of what the nineteenth century made of
the eighteenth; and one may sum up his growth in the 1840s in the light of
that larger shift. He turned away from the belief in human perfectibility and
toward a belief in gradual reform. He no longer looked for a cure of the
irregularities of human nature but saw toleration as the means, and variety
and individuality as the end, of all of human existence. As much as ever, he
hoped to find a counterpoise against the errors of the majority in the talents
of people exceptional for their depth of knowledge and range of experience.
Of the practical wisdom of such an elite, Mill formed a highly favorable
picture during his years of service at India House. This side of his politics
was to emerge most plainly in 1857, the year of the Indian Mutiny, when
Palmerston’s ministry introduced the Act for the Better Government of
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India—in effect, a measure to place control of the subcontinent under the
direct authority of the Crown. Mill opposed the act in an eloquent petition
that received wide circulation, and many of his suggestions were adopted
when Lord Grey succeeded Palmerston as prime minister. This petition
argued that the company’s Home Government of India, in view of its ulti-
mate accountability to Parliament, served as a deliberative check of the sort
proper in a mixed constitutional system, and that it thereby helped British
rule to exemplify a thoughtful combination of local agency and central
authority.

In 1836 he had suffered a general physical collapse, which left him with
weakened lungs and for many months sapped his power for sustained work.
Yet it was during the long months of his recovery that he found his great
theme of sociality and individuality and the necessary tension between
them. Mill himself believed that his lasting fame would be associated most
with On Liberty, which brought the theme to a brave finality of statement,
but his second candidate was the System of Logic, which he worked on
intermittently from 1837 and published in 1843. One circumstance of its
publication tells us a great deal about nineteenth-century intellectual man-
ners and the state of controversy that Mill could take for granted.

When composing the Logic he had looked for a guide to ‘‘spread out
before me the generalities and processes of the sciences,’’ and had found it
in 1837 in William Whewell’s History of the Inductive Sciences, whose
evidence and information he gratefully diverted to his own purposes. Yet
the philosophy of that formidable work ‘‘appeared open to objection’’:
Whewell was an intuitionist, and Mill’s Logic was written to be, as in fact it
became, the canonical presentation of the rival empiricist theory which
derived all thought from experience and association. While Mill was revis-
ing the Logic, Whewell published his Philosophy of the Inductive Sciences,
and this provided, says Mill, ‘‘what I greatly desired, a full treatment of the
subject by an antagonist,’’ which allowed his own views to emerge the more
strongly in contrast. He introduced polemical passages in the hope of elicit-
ing a reply from Whewell—only a spirited debate could draw many readers
to so long a work on so abstract a subject—and Whewell did reply, even if
‘‘not till 1850, just in time for me to answer him in the third edition.’’ The
Logic, like all of Mill’s work, was written to advance an argument with
practical consequences. The prospects for reform would be dimmer if it
were supposed that the mental processes of human beings were merely
natural and intuitive, instead of being acquired from experience and open to
modification by changes of experience. Mill sought to press his theory
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against an articulate, established, and capable opponent, in the expectation
that the discussion thus joined would bring the general knowledge of the
subject to a more edifying stage.

His second full-scale work, the Principles of Political Economy, was
published in 1848, a year important for other reasons. The Chartist Move-
ment of the 1830s had already drawn Mill to recognize the future impor-
tance of organized laborers and their proposals of reform: he called the
protests of that time ‘‘the revolt of nearly all the active talent, and a great
part of the physical force, of the working classes, against their whole rela-
tion to society.’’ But the revolutions of Europe in 1848 gave a shock to
opinion that did not soon abate. They astonished by their intensity and by
the nature of the discontents which they laid bare: nothing, it seemed, short
of democratic representation and an assurance of elementary rights to
workers could appease the new self-estimate of the people. The success of
counter-revolution only deepened the feeling of the change. These events
divided the British liberals of the day, moving some much further toward
socialism than they could have thought possible before, others toward an
implicit embrace of stability and a dread of disorder that gave them a
common ground with the Tory party. Among Mill’s circle John Austin was
of the latter group, Harriet Taylor decisively of the former. She was stirred
to feelings of pity for the wretched and sympathy with the struggles of
working men to improve their lot. Mill came around to her view of the
events, and of the necessities of reform that they indicated: he would regis-
ter the change of his opinions in the third edition of the Political Economy,
with its radical sketch of ‘‘the Probable Futurity of the Labouring Classes.’’
When, in 1848, Mill was offered joint management of the Morning Chroni-
cle, Harriet Taylor asked her husband to purchase it for him to prevent its
falling into Tory hands. John Taylor thought better of the suggestion; that
she could venture it shows Mrs. Taylor’s confidence.

In 1849 John Taylor died. His wife had nursed him alone during the last
weeks, and only after a long interval was Mill permitted to marry her. He
would say in the Autobiography that the part her thought played in his
writings could not be disentangled from his own—‘‘all my published writ-
ings were as much her work as mine; her share in them constantly increas-
ing as the years advanced.’’ They were to enjoy only seven years of mar-
riage before her death of tuberculosis at the age of fifty-six. But these years
of intimacy hastened another change in Mill’s life that bears a curious
relation to his thought. He was a man, for those who knew him well, deeply
attentive to others and naturally lovable. James Fitzjames Stephen, one of
his bitterest opponents in public debate, said that ‘‘one who knew Mill only
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through his writings knew but half of him, and that not the best half.’’ Yet
Mill had never had a use for what is called, colloquially, ‘‘society,’’ and with
the late-found intensity of his relationship with Harriet Mill, his interest in
encountering people beyond his familiar associates seems to have vanished.
The Autobiography gives a memorable explanation:

The sole attraction of what is called society to those who not are at the
top of the tree, is the hope of being aided to climb a little higher in it;
while to those who are already at the top, it is chiefly a compliance with
custom, and with the supposed requirements of their station. To a person
of any but a very common order in thought or feeling, such society,
unless he has personal objects to serve by it, must be supremely unat-
tractive: and most people, in the present day, of any really high class of
intellect, make their contact with it so slight, and at such long intervals,
as to be almost considered as retiring from it altogether. . . . Persons even
of intellectual aspirations had much better, if they can, make their habit-
ual associates of at least their equals, and as far as possible, their supe-
riors in knowledge, intellect, and elevation of sentiment. Moreover, if
the character is formed, and the mind made up, on the few cardinal
points of human opinion, agreement of conviction and feeling on these
has been felt in all times to be an essential requisite of anything worthy
the name of friendship. (1: 235–37)

The observation makes an unexpected supplement to his testimony on the
way his Logic was written with a deliberate view to controversy.

Mill’s empiricism had pointed to the growth of the mind by association.
Such growth, he argued, was an affair of experience and induction. Yet his
own practice in the 1850s, which the passage above recommends for adop-
tion by others, calls for isolation of the thinker from ordinary experiences
and associations once the mind and character are settled regarding the ‘‘few
central points.’’ He gives two reasons for this: that the company of most
human beings cannot excite a thinker to fresh thoughts; and that the minds
of people in society require a conformity that is alien to the special condi-
tions needed to foster discovery. An original plan of life has therefore, as
one of its prerequisites, withdrawal from all society except that of one’s
most intelligent, frank, and uncensorious contemporaries, in whose pres-
ence open discussion is a benefit free as air. Such people can be trusted not
to mistake opposition for animosity; additional explanations hardly ever
have to be made to them. Yet from the perspective of Mill’s broader think-
ing on liberty, the question may be asked, Where do they derive the experi-
ences that have caused this exemplary aliveness? Not all of it can be traced
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to their acquaintance with each other, for they were distinctive before the
acquaintance began; but Mill’s argument on the stultifying effects of so-
ciety presumes that any other resource is futile—the circle has been closed
convincingly. The freedom of all within has been obtained by excluding
most of the imaginable candidates, and those who live and think in such
conditions are supposed to be gainers by the economy. Mill has touched a
contradiction between the manners of an intellectual elite and its avowed
intentions—a contradiction he did not invent, and which remains a puzzle
in the commercial democracies today. The observation, like so much else in
the Autobiography, is to be prized for its clarity and a certain stubborn
honesty. Yet Mill himself does not seem fully conscious of the paradox.

The known conditions of the marriage of John Stuart and Harriet Mill,
and his confession of a debt to her that deepens in the 1850s, have prompted
many commentators to describe Mill in this phase as intellectually depen-
dent. A sharp formulation of the view was offered by a biographer, Michael
St. John Packe, who cannot be accused of hostility to Mill. ‘‘Except for the
Logic,’’ writes Packe, ‘‘the principles underlying the more important works
of John Stuart Mill were defined, although not actually composed, by Har-
riet Taylor. And whatever in them cannot be ascribed to his lucid reasoning
must be attributed to the sheer force of her personality.’’∂ The major works
in question are On Liberty (1859), Utilitarianism (1861), Considerations on
Representative Government (1863), and The Subjection of Women (1869).
Some part of Mill’s claim of authorship is here being challenged, with
Mill’s own sanction to some degree. But it is wrong to suppose that at this
distance we can correctly assign praise and blame, or settle a precise at-
tribution. What we do know is that John Stuart Mill was the more practiced
writer of the two. Harriet Mill was gifted with a more susceptible sympathy
and a capacity even greater than his for feeling sure of herself when she was
at variance with her earlier views.

Undoubtedly, the great works of Mill’s later life—especially On Liberty,
which she went over sentence by sentence, and The Subjection of Women,
which had its start in her essay ‘‘The Enfranchisement of Women’’—owed
a great deal to Harriet Mill’s thinking. They owed more to a continuous
dialogue that prompted Mill’s argument even before he sat down to write.
She played the part that an intimate friend may often have in friendship,
where one says of the other ‘‘If she disagrees and thinks this way, it is
probably some sluggishness or obtuseness of feeling in me that prevented
my arriving at a similar thought; and if we go into the matter deeply enough,
there is a strong chance that I will come to agree with her after all.’’ Both
were adherents of a view in which their teachers Bentham and Shelley




