Mill before Liberalism (I)’

Abstract. Current understanding of Mill as a founding father of liberalism is a Cold War creation.
Discarding this conception opens the way to a general reassessment of his thought: who was the
historical Mill ? He did not define himself as liberal and there is no simple template. Most obviously
he is a pluralist, defined by a plural heritage received through his father. This framework permitted
great creativity in political and social theory, but it was diffuse. The one clear unifying theme is a
unique conception of a hierarchy of intellect founded on the inexorable accumulation of positive
knowledge. The one important exception to this is political economy. What stands out overall is his
individuality, where Mill embodies his own ideal. So apart from political economy, where he could be
identified in more conventional terms, his 19" century legacy was personal and incalculably diffusive
rather than doctrinaire. This left it ripe for 20™ century re-invention.
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I. The Question of Identity

When confronting British intellectual history in the 19" century, and in particular the history
of political and social theory, the prominence of J.S. Mill is self-evident. No single author is
more written about, even if the majority of those who write about him are theorists, not
historians. But this very prominence is problematic. Mill is a canonical author par excellence
and this implies that he is known; so well-known in fact that the most fruitful inquiries into
him would appear to be inquiries in detail, while the central elements in our conception of
him remain undisturbed. It may be said that this does not matter too much, provided we are
confident that what is well-known is well-founded in fact, but in Mill’s case it is not so. He
has become a victim of the kind of intellectual consensus that he so famously attacked in On
Liberty. His canonical elevation may draw on the fact that there was once a prominent 19"
century thinker called John Stuart Mill, but the principal defining features of the canonical
Mill are not historical. They derive from the intellectual history of the mid-20™ century when
he was created as a canonical figure, rather than from the 19" century.

Mill as we know him today is a creation of the Anglo-American “liberal” canon that was
erected after 1945. In 1900 he had been filed as one of The English Utilitarians, when
utilitarianism was a recognisable category in English thought and liberalism was not.' But in
1952 Isaiah Berlin could announce on the BBC that ‘the essay on liberty... remains the most
eloquent, the most sincere and the most convincing plea for individual freedom ever uttered.’
On this basis Mill ‘founded modern liberalism’.? The new, Cold War canon was the work of a
number of thinkers and embraced a number of authors,’ but in Mill’s case those primarily
responsible were Berlin and Friedrich Hayek. At first sight it was an unusual form of
canonisation since neither Hayek nor Berlin wrote a substantial treatment of Mill as a thinker,
but this was in fact symptomatic. Their starting point was not Mill himself but the need to
reaffirm the idea of liberty in opposition to the threats posed by Nazism and Communism,
and liberty was the kernel of their idea of liberalism. Berlin’s principal statement was his
enormously influential lecture Two Concepts of Liberty (1958);* Hayek’s his equally famous
(if less read) Constitution of Liberty (1960). In order to promote mid-20™ century liberty,
eminent precursors were required and the author of On Liberty was much the most obvious
candidate. Even so, he was important because he was typical, not because he was unique. He
was a member of a group: an item in a 19" century ‘liberal tradition’ alongside Tocqueville
and Constant, or else one of the set of ‘liberals in the modern world from the days of
Erasmus’ (in Berlin’s case).” Hayek’s view was not dissimilar: ‘It must probably... be
admitted that it is not so much for the originality of his thinking as for its influence on a
world now past that Mill is chiefly of importance today.” Even so, he was representative: ‘he
governed liberal thought as did no other man’ in the forty years before 1914, the point at



which (he supposed) traditional European liberalism collapsed.® (Hayek’s early biographical
researches were also one of the origins of the North American edition of Mill’s Collected
Works, launched in 1959-60 — an indispensable accompaniment to his canonisation.)’
Commentators with contrary political agendas differed sharply about both Mill and the nature
of liberalism, but that he was ‘the godfather of English liberalism’ was not in dispute.®

There has been a vast body of commentary on Mill since then, but when all allowance is
made for its variety and interest, the pole stars of our view today are still those laid down in
the 1950s. Seventy years on, he is ‘regarded as a founding father of modern liberalism’ and
the text that brings together the ‘main themes which unite his thought’ is On Liberty.” Now
this situation is extraordinary because, despite a wealth of work that is in varying degrees
historical and contextual, it depends upon unexamined premisses: that there was such a thing
as ‘liberalism’ in Britain in Mill’s lifetime and that Mill identified himself accordingly. But
there was not and he did not. The words ‘liberal’ and ‘liberalism’ derive from the French
Revolution which, given profound differences in historical experience, institutional structure
and political culture, could have no relevance in an English or British context. In Mill’s day
this was self-evident, but it is now largely lost to the sight of English-speaking historians.
They have “rediscovered” the Revolutionary origins of liberalism, but its foundation in the
group history of the Western Allies of 1945, Britain, France and America, remains
unchanged.'” However, if we return to the linguistic origin of ‘liberal’ as a political term in
1799, ‘les idées libérales’, ‘the ideas on which the French Revolution was founded’,
connoted a set of legal rather than libertarian ideas: the rights of man and written
constitutions above all."" These were alien to any English tradition, whether that of the
constitutionalist majority or the Benthamite and theoretical minority. Benthamite hostility to
legally defined, Continental ‘rights’, which Mill shared, is notorious.'? After 1832 there was a
political party that came to be called ‘Liberal’, which was committed to reforming the ancient
constitution and the parliament at its centre. However, veneration for the constitution and
parliament was a bipartisan, national possession. Reform did not imply revolution. It did not
require the constitution to be written and codified, and the core “ideology” of the English
continued to be national, historical and to a large degree intuitive. The intellectual identity of
the two main parties was otherwise very thin and there was no distinct body of ideas called
‘liberalism’ or ‘conservatism’."> So ‘liberalism’ is an absentee from political and theoretical
discourse in Britain prior to the “new liberalism” of the 1880s (a search for a new, post-
constitutional party programme), unless it pointed to its alien, Continental root, or else was
invoked as a loose label in isolated usages which never acquired discursive traction.'

It might perhaps be supposed that, as a consciously European thinker who considered France
to be ‘I’oeil droit du monde’,"> Mill was an exception, a conduit for the importation of
Continental liberal ideas and their assimilation to English tradition. But it is not so. His
references to ‘liberalism’ are infrequent and of little consequence. ‘Liberalism’ means either
Continental liberalism, where he may use the French term libéraux to mark out the point,'® or
else the doings of the British Liberal party, where ‘Radicalism’ the radicalism of the two
Mills and their organ the Westminster Review, ‘was the only attempt to give principles and
philosophy to... Liberalism’ (4 1.132)."7 But at no point does he conflate or equate the two,
since they are so obviously different. Mill’s Autobiography is one of his more voluble texts in
its references to ‘liberalism’, but this means just a half dozen disconnected instances
embracing these various meanings."® Again, there is only a single reference to the
‘Continental section’ of ‘European liberalism’ in On Liberty (1859), which encapsulates the
original Continental associations of the term and Mill’s sense of Continental and English
difference within an ultimate unity." Given his loyalty to European unity, one can find an



exceptional usage which appears to resemble today’s view. In Auguste Comte and Positivism
(1865) ‘the most fundamental doctrine of liberalism’ is not unlike the central doctrine of On
Liberty: ‘““the absolute right of free examination or the dogma of unlimited liberty of
conscience’’. However, this is a quotation from Comte and the context is French. Thus it
involves questions of ‘legal restraint’ quite as much as the ‘moral right’ that interests Mill
here, and this ‘fundamental doctrine’ is the property of ‘the so-called liberal or revolutionary
school’.? Mill also agrees with Comte that implicitly “illiberal” intellectual hierarchy and

authority has its rights: ‘All this is, in a sense, true’.*!

So we reach the paradoxical situation today where there is a wealth of discourse about Mill’s
liberalism on the part of commentators and practically none in Mill citation. This may not
matter to theorists, but it is a transgression of one of the most elementary rules of method in
the history of ideas: respect for the use and significance of language in its historical forms.
And if Mill did not regard himself as a liberal in a meaningful sense, then the centrality of On
Liberty to his oeuvre also lapses, since no other justification of this assumption has ever been
presented. So the identity of the historical John Stuart Mill remains an mystery. As one
historian of ideas has observed: ‘Of all the canonical political thinkers, John Stuart Mill is
perhaps the one who has proved [most] resistant to the contextualist method. There is a vast
literature on Mill ... but there has hitherto been no historically grounded study of his
thought.*

The best defence of this situation is that Mill, a whole Mill, is indeed difficult to grasp.
Without On Liberty or “liberalism” his thought has no clear centre and he ceases to be a
known quantity. Nor should we suppose that his thinking was necessarily representative.
Often it was not. Some of his views are as unusual as the situation he was born into, or else,
as in the case of On Liberty, they were mistaken by contemporaries as such. On the other
hand, there can be no doubt that Mill enjoyed an evident intellectual centrality in his day.
This is most obviously reflected by the range of his thought. It has a panoramic quality which
displays with unique clarity the possibilities for political, economic, ethical and social theory
in Britain in the years ¢.1830-50. It is as if Bentham, Ricardo and James Mill had been rolled
into one. It might be said that there is a weak link here. The final Book of his System of Logic
(1843) accepts that, in principle, there could be a ‘general Science of Society” which would
describe both the historical evolution and the internal cohesion of ‘States of Society’.?
However, this was not a current but a future possibility, something for ‘the next two or three
generations of European thinkers’, and Mill did nothing to advance the project in another 30
years of active life.?* So in regard to social theory he is a Moses: he stands on the threshold of
systematic sociology but does not embark upon it. Might this not mean, then, that he is
primarily a political and individualist thinker who has no substantial contribution to make to
social thought ? Yet as we shall see, this view is mistaken. He is a social thinker, albeit of a
most original and unusual kind, though this is a possibility that readers today usually fail to

register, with the exception of his ‘liberal socialism’.”

He is also the closest thing there is to a focal point in the networks of British intellectual life
outside the constitutionalist archipelago: a pronounced Francophile who prided himself on his
Goethean ‘many-sidedness’ (4 1.171).?° In the first instance this derived from the accident of
his birth into the heart of an intellectual aristocracy. He also had a unique ability to shoulder
and develop this extraordinary legacy in his maturity, something which no-one else in his
generation could. (George Grote is an obvious contrast here.)”” Thus he is variously the editor
and intellectual leader of the Westminster Review, the journal of the philosophic radicals
(1834-40) (4 1.221); the author of major theoretical texts in Logic and Principles of Political



Economy (1848) which became standard in British university education; and then the creator
of a set of tracts half-way between the book and the review essay, of which On Liberty is the
most famous. The tracts were designed to be read and, together with the Principles, they
enjoyed a measure of success beyond Mill’s expectations, being rather at odds with the
gloomy estimate of British philistinism on which Liberty is founded.”® So if we wish to
understand (for example) why the radicals created no meaningful alternative to
constitutionalism in political theory, or what was the situation of social theory in Britain prior
to the new epoch inaugurated by Herbert Spencer (whom Mill generously supported), he is
sans pareil

Both these features — the range of his ideas and connections — suggest the essence of Mill’s
identity: his pluralism. He mocked the ‘demand for “unity” and “systematization” in theory,
whether in Benthamite or Comtean form, insisting that ‘there is no necessity for a universal
synthesis’.*® It was a view he was prepared to substantiate theoretically, by expounding an
evolutionary conception of the development of scientific knowledge as piece-meal and
cumulative, but it was also a personal preference.’' Thus the nearest he ever came to a
systematic exposition of his views came in the essays on ‘Bentham’ and ‘Coleridge’ (1838-
40). These were planned as a dual presentation in support of a dualist view: ‘that in every one
of the leading controversies, past or present, in social philosophy, both sides were in the right
in what they affirmed, though wrong in what they denied’.*> When Mill insisted on the need
to defend ‘opinions favourable to democracy and to aristocracy, to property and to equality,
to co-operation and to competition... to sociality and individuality, to liberty and discipline’,
he was giving a recognisable description of polarities in his own thinking.”® Nor did he
content himself with mere duality, since it was evident that ‘no whole truth is possible but by
combining all the fractional truths’ in their multiplicity, regardless of the cost incurred
thereby: ‘A man of clear ideas errs grievously if he imagines that whatever is seen confusedly
does not exist.”** Note, too, that Mill’s principal form of expression lay in essays on single
subjects written for periodicals, despite his doubts about the value of this format: ‘the
writings by which one can live, are not the writings which themselves live’ (4 1.85 cf. 95).
His late tracts were a more weighty version of this format, whatever his doubts, and for this
reason he could accept in 1869-70 that his principal bequest to posterity would ‘likely’ be On
Liberty, ‘a kind of philosophic text-book of a single truth’ (4 1.259).%° But still it was only a
single truth while his self-descriptions remained obstinately plural: ‘My own strength lay
wholly in the... region... of theory, or moral and political science’, which manifested itself in
a series of individual ‘forms... whether as political economy, analytic psychology, logic,
philosophy of history, or anything else’ (4 1.197).

Still the term ‘philosophic’ points to a broader foundation underlying Mill’s ‘fractional
truths’, and it suggests a label for his activities which, unlike liberalism, is historical:
‘philosophic radicalism’. Now this was Mill’s own invention but, as in the case of liberalism,
our understanding of language is deficient and so we have to retrieve the meaning of the
phrase. It was popularised by Elie Halévy ¢.1900 and his usage has remained standard.”’
There would have been some justification for making it into a label for a broadly conceived
intellectual movement that began with Bentham and climaxed with John Mill, but Halévy
supposed that it centred on Bentham and was terminated by his death in 1832. This was a
mistake. In fact ‘philosophic radicalism’ was coined by Mill in an obituary of Bentham with
the aim of showing ‘that there was a Radical philosophy, better and more complete than
Bentham’s” — his own (4 1.221).*® It was thus a counter and successor to an earlier label, the
consciously Benthamite and partisan label of ‘utilitarian’, which Mill had adopted as a title
for the discussion group, the Utilitarian Society, that he founded in 1823 (4 1.81-3).%



The ‘philosophic’ half of ‘philosophic radicalism’ is of course an intellectual description, but
‘radicalism’ indicates there was also a political component. The context in 1832 was not
merely the death of Bentham but the passage of the “great” Reform Act, a measure so
sweeping that it appeared to create space for a new radical politics.” So while the phrase
allowed for varying degrees of emphasis as between intellect and politics, Mill’s recorded
usages in the 1830s carry a more political weighting: ‘philosophic radicals... are those who in
politics observe the common practice of philosophers’.* However, by 1840 the prospect of an
independent radical politics was seen to be vain. Two-party and Liberal politics were
asserting themselves and so Mill’s use of the label fades. When John Chapman suggested in
1851 that a re-founded Westminster Review be identified with the cause of ‘philosophic
Reform’, it evidently reminded him of his bygone usage and he dismissed it: ‘I think this a
bad phrase. “Philosophic Reformers™ is a worn-out & gone by expression; it had a meaning
twenty years ago.’*? And yet the phrase did not die, because Mill made prominent use of it in
the Autobiography drafts of 1853-4 and 1861, and this is what made it known to Halévy and
posterity. It first appears there as a label for the intellectual group round his father in the mid-
1820s, although he points out that it was a later coinage (4 1.107, 132-3). Subsequent usages
relate to the post-1832 period as one would expect (4 1.202-3, 206-9, 221), but these too
include an admission that there could both an ‘old” and a ‘new’ (post-1832) philosophic
radicalism even if the latter was the pure state (4 1.208-9).

‘Philosophic radicalism’ does not create a neat box into which we can fit Mill, but it is
revealing for that reason. The only intellectual description he was prepared to accept was the
loose one of ‘philosophy’, consistent with dispersed or plural nature of his oeuvre, and the
only political one was ‘radicalism’. ‘Liberalism’ does not feature. While Mill the journalist
made use of all the various party-political labels that were current in his lifetime, what lay
behind these fluctuating badges of loyalty was a more fundamental division: between
natural Radicals” and “natural opponents of Radicalism™ or Conservatives. Thus the
Liberal party was caught in no man’s land. The Reform coalition of 1831-2 could perhaps be
described as ‘the whole Liberal party’, but it was the Whigs who were the ‘real Liberals’, if
there was any reality in their middle position.* ‘Philosophic radicalism’ also reminds us that,
because his thought was linked to a current political agenda, most of his works are not pure
theory and it is a mistake to take them as such. The Logic is the one exception, and even this
was designed to provide what Mill hoped was an intellectually unshakable foundation for his
political commitments. However, the principal interest of ‘philosophic radicalism’ here is
intellectual. It shows both that his thought had roots in the generation of his father and
Bentham, but also that he sought to transcend those roots.

(X113

The best guide to Mill’s intellectual profile will always be his Autobiography, a work which
sometimes receives a bad press because its true character, as a peerless exploration of his
intellectual history, is short on human interest. However, for the historian it is the clearest
possible indication that the methods of intellectual history are authentic and appropriate.
From it we know that the source of Mill’s distinctive pluralism was his father, James, not the
systematiser Bentham.* James was the intellectual co-ordinator who aligned his own
interests with those of Bentham in law and ethics and Ricardo in political economy. He knew
them personally and worked with them as an intellectual co-adjutor and promoter: he is like
Engels to Marx, but twice over.”” It was a nexus of ideas without parallel in British
intellectual history, and he was able to pass it on to his son by means of a uniquely personal
participation in his education. (He also provided him with a plan of life in the form of
employment at the East India Company, which provided a balanced mix of income and



sufficient free time for intellectual work.) The ability of the son to enter into this bequest was
indeed exceptional, but the modern tendency to sideline his education as an inhumane prelude
to his “mental crisis”, and so to be passed over, is a mistake. He believed in education just as
profoundly as his father did, and this is the entrance portal which defines his Autobiography,
a history of lifelong ‘mental progress’ (4 1.229).* It is true that the son drew an implicit
distinction between his education and what he perceived to be his father’s adherence to
Benthamite ‘system’ in politics, and this must be considered (4 1.169). But the fact remains
that, if we ask after the younger Mill’s intellectual profile and identity, the conventional
description of him as a modified Benthamite is misleading: he was a thorough-going Millite.
Out of a regard for original intellect, John Mill promoted the idea of an intellectual tradition
centred on Bentham: both by his studies of Bentham, however critical, and lifelong usage of
the Benthamite terminology of ‘utility’, even though this meant ‘utility in the largest sense’, a
sense which ‘stretches its meaning to the point of vacuity’.*” But still he lamented the fact
that his father was ‘so little remembered’, for ‘he was anything but Bentham’s mere follower
or disciple’(4 1.213).* He allowed that ‘[Bentham] is a much greater name in history. But my
father exercised a far greater personal ascendancy’ — that is, over Mill himself and the group
of philosophic radicals prior to the father’s death in 1836. ‘Their mode of thinking was not
characterised by Benthamism... but rather by a combination of Bentham’s point of view with
that of the modern political economy [of Ricardo], and with the Hartleian metaphysics’ (A4
1.105, 107). Such was the authentically plural legacy of James Mill.

John Mill’s high estimate of his father’s importance was maintained throughout his life.*
However, the Autobiography also tells us that education alongside his father was succeeded
by a complex process of intellectual adjustment which, taken at its fullest extent, spans the
years 1826-31, with its central episode concentrated in 1829-31. It was, he said, ‘The only
actual revolution which has ever taken place in my modes of thinking’ (4 1.199) and there is
no reason to doubt the truth of this judgement. (That our respect for intellectual history is
weaker than his is evident when commentary habitually ignores, or at best marginalises, this
fundamental proposition.)® He did indeed speak of a ‘third period... of my mental progress’
(4 1.237), inaugurated by his partnership with Harriet Taylor after 1849, but this was above
all a change in the form and expression rather than the substance of his ideas. Thus there is no
idea in the “late” texts from On Liberty (1859) onwards that cannot be found in draft in 1829-
33. Furthermore, the intellectual ‘revolution’ he describes was plural (‘modes of thinking’)
and regardless of the disagreement with his father in regard to politics, it was not a severance:
‘All my new thinking only laid the foundation of these [early opinions] more deeply and
strongly, while it often removed misapprehension and confusion of ideas which had perverted
their effect’ (4 1.175). In short, the mature Mill can only be understood through his original
formation, and this means his father above all.

This continuity then links him to the wider continuity of British thought in all its branches, a
continuity which stands in stark contrast to the rupture created on the Continent by 1789.
John Mill (b.1806) is evidently a 19" century thinker, but his greatest debts to named authors
are to 18" century Englishmen: David Hartley (b.1705) and Jeremy Bentham (b.1748).
(Herbert Spencer reveals an analogous context.) But there is also a substantial indebtedness to
18™ century Scottish culture (“the Scottish Enlightenment™). His father (b.1773) was a late
enlightenment thinker, who passed on a firm belief in a philosophically grounded history
(“the principles of human nature’), and a set of recognisably Scottish traits: a keen interest in
India, in education, a staunch moralism at odds with both David Hume’s scepticism and the
ethics of English utilitarianism, while couching some of his most important theoretical
statements in the form of articles for the Edinburgh-based Encyclopaedia Britannica. Dugald



Stewart, under whom James Mill had studied at Edinburgh, was the most important single
source here.”' However, the particular influence of Stewart (as distinct from his representative
qualities) is modest at best, and James Mill’s principal bequest was that he carried the
unionist commitment of the Scottish Enlightenment authors to its logical end-point: by
settling in England and assimilating the currents of thought he found there. (Smith and Hume
both spent extended periods in England but they never settled or sought long-term
employment there.)”> Besides Hartley and Bentham this includes Ricardo, who trumped
Adam Smith. So while John Mill would be much interested in national character, Scotland
played no part in it. The only character he considers within the island of Britain is the English
one, whereas ‘the Scottish Highlander’ is dismissed as an irrelevance.™

II. Starting Points

Since Mill’s identity was primarily determined by intellectual bequest, we shall chart his
thought across the thematic strands that made up his education: beginning with early
foundations (logic, history), false starts (Benthamite ethics), and those areas where continuity
was most prominently maintained (political economy and psychology), before moving on to
his assertions of independence (politics, intellectual hierarchy).

His ‘more advanced’ education (from the age of 12) ‘commenced with Logic’ (4 1.21).>* This
was an enthusiasm of his father’s — he considered writing a school book on the subject® — and
his son found nourishment in a range of authors. For example, Bentham. However, what was
important here was not the idea of utility, but Bentham’s mode of reasoning, with its
remorseless linguistic and logical destruction of ‘fictitious entities’: ‘He introduced into
morals and politics those habits of thought and modes of investigation, which are essential to
the idea of science... It was not his opinions, in short, but his method, that constituted the
novelty and the value of what he did’.*® So an apparently traditional, school subject was also
a contemporary one, and when Mill was just 20 years old, he had ‘formed the project of
writing a book on Logic’ (4 1.125). Here, rather than in Comte, is the root of the System of
Logic, the most purely theoretical work he ever wrote and the only systematic foundation for
his thinking as a whole. Book V of the final work was entitled ‘On Fallacies’, is an evident
homage to Bentham’s Book of Fallacies (1824), though Mill also nurtured an enduring
loyalty to Plato’s dialogues as another tool whereby ‘the man of vague generalities is
constrained either to express his meaning to himself in definite terms, or to confess he does
not know what he is talking about’ (1.25).”” However, he would develop his conception of the
subject far beyond Bentham and Plato. Not unlike Hegel, Mill recast traditional, static,
deductive logic in progressive, historicist form; but without this early training, the singular
priority he attached to logic could not have existed. As he wrote in 1831, ‘If there is any
science which I am capable of promoting, I think it is the science of science itself, the science
of investigation — of method.”*®

Another general feature of his education was that it included large amounts of philosophical
history, a subject wholly alien to Bentham. This included self-selected readings of Robertson,
Hume, Gibbon and John Millar’s Historical View of the English Government (1787/1803),
and climaxed with his father’s History of British India (1817).” In later life he ‘still [thought]
it, if not the most, one of the most instructive histories ever written’, ‘an important chapter in
the history and philosophy of civilization’, where ‘civilization” was a synonym for ‘society’
in historical motion.”” As with logic, Mill’s ideas about history would be much enlarged by
the revolution in his ideas c¢.1830, but what he learned now was essential: that history had an
ahistorical, philosophical grounding in ‘the laws of human nature’; and that the ‘critical” and



accurate establishment of a body of historical knowledge, ‘real facts’, consciously aligned
with those laws, was an indispensable addition to positive knowledge as a whole. In his
father’s words, ‘As all our knowledge is built upon experience, the recordation [sic] of the
past for the guidance of the future is one of the effects in which the utility of the art of writing
principally consists’, and here is an origin for the son’s somewhat different priority: ‘looking
far forward into the future history of the human race’.®" The father also anticipates the son at
a central point when he observes the interaction between historical particularity and
theoretical universality: ‘the historian requires a clear comprehension of the practical play of
the machinery of government ... so he may correctly appreciate the counteraction which the
more general laws of human nature may receive from [its] individual or specific varieties’.®
To be sure, the contrasts that interested James Mill were those between the Hindus, the
Mohammedans and the British rather than within European modernity, and this weakness is
evident in his summary reduction of history to ‘experience’ and the a priori springs of human
action in the article or ‘Essay on Government’ (1820) for the Encyclopaedia Britannica.” But
still the son’s axiomatic belief in a minimum of philosophical uniformity made manifest in a
wide variety of historical forms, originates with his father.

Alongside such general traits there is a set of subject areas that remain lifelong foci. The first
to consider is ethics, because its initial impact was so prominent. In 1821-2 James Mill gave
his son Etienne Dumont’s three volume digest of Bentham, Traités de Législation (1802), as
an accompaniment to legal study. Now James Mill’s interest in law is easily overlooked, but
law reform is an obvious foundation of his alliance with Bentham and had he not secured a
position at the East India Company, the proposed successor project to the History of British
India was ‘a History of English Law’.** (Once he took up official employment he confined
himself to writing the advanced school books on political economy and psychology.) But his
son (famously) made something quite different out of Dumont: ‘The “principle of utility”” —
the greatest happiness principle which underlay Benthamite ethics — became ‘the keystone
which held together the detached and fragmentary component parts of my knowledge and
beliefs... I now had... a creed, a doctrine, a philosophy’ (4 1.69). John Mill was even (as we
saw) moved to propagate the term ‘utilitarian’ as a ‘banner’ of allegiance by founding the
Utilitarian Society, a discussion group.® It was a first assertion of independence in the wake
of his year abroad in France (1820-1), and the one time in his life that Mill (aged 16) was
seduced by the idea of a unitary intellectual system.

But this commitment was brief. Bentham the author (as opposed to Bentham the family
friend) arrived at quite a late date in Mill’s education: that is, after his introductions to logic,
history, psychology, and political economy, and after the point (c.1819) when the close
personal relation between his father and Bentham began to wane.®® So we should not be
surprised if by the end of 1820s Mill was looking beyond Bentham’s identification of a
narrowly defined self-interest as the basis of a universal ethical scheme. It is true that his
criticism of Bentham is most stark in his writings of the 1830s and that thereafter he
moderated his tone.®” But it was a question of tone only. As he stated in 1861, ‘the substance
of this criticism I... think perfectly just’ (4 1.225). To say, as he does in On Liberty, that ‘1
am the last person to undervalue the self-regarding virtues; they are only second, if even
second, to the social’ is still an outright repudiation of the foundation of Benthamite ethics.®®
His affirmation of belief in ‘social’ as well as selfish man was grounded in the view that it
was not enough to consider ‘the specific consequences of a class of acts’, pain and pleasure;
these must be situated as a component within ‘the entire moral being of the agent’ or
‘character’.”” And with this he turned away from Bentham back to another component in his
father’s curriculum: Hartleian psychology.



The foundation underlying this repudiation was Scottish (or Presbyterian) moralism. Here (as
noted) was another quality alien to Bentham which John Mill inherited from his father, with
his ‘exalted public spirit, and regard above all things for the good of the whole’ (4 1.105 cf.
47, 49, 109). Hence pronouncements such as that ‘politics is not the entire art of social
existence: ethics is a still deeper and more vital part’.” However, as Mill repeatedly insisted,
‘morality itself is not a science, but an art’, a realm of practice for social and political actors,
not of theory.”! His tract on Utilitarianism (1861) exemplifies this.””> Once Mill had
abandoned the unified Benthamite scheme, he had no science of ethics, only an eclectic and
untheorised compound, which fulfils to a nicety his desire to see both sides of a question.
Thus it was ‘not necessary’ when trying to define utilitarianism, ‘to decide whether the
feeling of [moral] duty was innate or implanted’, and he had a deep dislike of Bentham’s
posthumously published Deontology; or, the Science of Morality (1834).” On the other hand,
both sides, the selfish and the social, had to be represented. Benthamism could not be omitted
and Mill generously chose utilitarianism as his label to advertise this.” (This sectarian label
from the 1820s was reworked to show the relevance of the sectarian component within a non-
sectarian scheme.) But it follows that, though they were of considerable public and polemical
importance, his views on ethics were of little theoretical interest to him — a position that
would conveniently align with the eclecticism of younger contemporaries who were theorists,
such as Sidgwick and Spencer.”

The shift in theoretical focus from ethics back to psychology reflects the fact that the deposit
of Mill’s early education was most durable in the areas where his father’s guidance was most
clear-cut. Besides psychology the outstanding example was political economy. Having served
as a pupil assistant while his father was writing his pedagogic Elements of Political Economy
(1821), Mill then read the original: Ricardo’s Principles (1817). Here again it was the logical
clarity of Ricardo’s thinking (the tripartite division between land, capital and labour) that
stood out, and the association of ‘logic and political economy’ helps explain why Ricardo
was so important to Mill as a theoretical statement which was deemed to render Smith’s
luxuriant Wealth of Nations obsolete (4 1.31).”° Now political economy is unique in that the
transition in John Mill’s thought in ¢.1830 left his early training largely untouched. His
earliest original publications from 1824-8 are all in political economy,”” just as his earliest
idea for a book publication was the collection of Essays on Some Unsettled Questions in
Political Economy, drafted in the midst of his intellectual transition in 1829-31. The title,
with its implicit acceptance that there were some settled questions, indicates his intention was
only to refine a previously established framework, not to overthrow it, and Mill was proud to
assert in his Autobiography that elements of his economic thought had been incorporated into
the 3™ edition of his Father’s Elements, which appeared in 1826 (4 1.125).” But in a wider
perspective what was important was the foundation on which the preservation of continuity
was based. For this was no simple conservatism. It rested on the entirely new logical and
methodological foundation set out (famously) in the concluding essay in the collection, ‘On
the Definition of Political Economy’ (revised in 1833).” So continuity was preserved at
precisely the point when Mill’s broader views were in transition.

After briefly noticing ‘the vulgar notion’ of Smith, Mill cites the definition of political
economy ‘most generally received among instructed persons’, his father’s: it ‘informs us of
the laws which regulate the production, distribution, and consumption of wealth.”® He then
criticises this in the light of the more comprehensive perspectives he has recently acquired.
The old definition does not place political economy within the circle of sciences as a whole; it
does not trace it back to ‘the moral and psychological laws’ which determine ‘the production
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and distribution of wealth’ (albeit Mill’s conception of these laws derived from his father); it
does not take account of the fact that the psychological imperative at work in economics, ‘the
pursuit of wealth’, is only one among the much larger number within ‘a state of society’; and
so it does not take cognisance, as it should, of the wider ‘/aws of society’ that govern its
historical evolution.?’ Such a formidable critique, one might think, would point to the
abandonment of political economy as a separate study: surely it ought to be co-ordinated with
a conception of society, as it is in Marx ? But Mill’s conclusion is precisely the reverse. He
notes that “Political Economy” is not the science of speculative politics’, where ‘speculative
politics’ was a rubric for a comprehensive science which could also be labelled ‘social
science’, the ‘science of political society’ or ‘social philosophy’. It was only ‘a branch’
thereof.® But he holds that the limitation is beneficial. A comprehensive science that took
account of all motives and their historical evolution could be envisaged, but it would be
hopelessly complicated. By means of an artificially isolated inquiry ‘a nearer approximation
is obtained than would be otherwise be practicable to the real order of human affairs’ and
such was the case in those ‘departments of human affairs, in which the acquisition of wealth
is the main and acknowledged end’.® This yielded a practical benefit in that it permitted
theoretically founded policy applications — the prescriptions of Ricardian political economy —
that were far superior to the empirical hunches of ordinary politicians. So what was required
was not a complete theoretical system, but ‘a man who united the spirit of philosophy with
the pursuits of active life’, ‘the practical philosopher’.* (Here is a variant on the language of
philosophic radicalism.) Mill’s strategy for political economy was unique; but it also
reflected a constant view, that the only good theory was usable theory, and acknowledged
theoretical or ‘scientific’ imperfection would be a recurrent feature in his oeuvre.

Mill hoped his essay might ‘become classical’,* and a continuing British tradition from
Marshall to Keynes whereby economics remained the kernel of social theory shows that in
effect it did. Its premisses foreshadow the arguments of the Logic regarding the nature and
problems of any general or synthetic theory, but the tangible result was that the theoretical
content of Mill’s political economy would remain conservative and any “revolution” in ideas
here is marginal. Thus the organisation of the later Principles of Political Economy (1848)
follows his father’s Elements quite literally. Books I-III (out of five) on production,
distribution and exchange are identical with the first three chapters of his father’s Elements,
just as Book V on Government was a recognisable descendant of his father’s fourth and final
chapter on Consumption.*® The one outright novelty was the short Book IV, ‘Influence of the
Progress of Society on Production and Distribution’. But though this imported a historical
dimension and invoked the Comtean language of ‘Dynamics’ in contrast to the ‘Static’
perspective that governs the rest of text,* it did not subvert the remainder. Instead it led to a
consideration of probable future progress that was still based on Ricardian categories: the
tendency of profits to fall to a minimum leading ultimately to a non-progressive stationary
state — a dimension that Ricardo himself envisaged and which Marx also treated in the
unpublished third volume of Capital (1861-5).** So the framework of the book remained
theoretically conservative throughout.

This does not mean that the practical applications of the Principles were unimportant. On the
contrary, the political and policy returns on economic thought had been uniquely high in the
post-1815 period; and in accordance with the prescriptions of his 1833 essay, Mill was also
keen to present the Principles as a philosophic radical text: ‘it invariably associates the
principles [of the subject] with their applications’.* Yet their direct importance proved to be
limited. What was historical but untheorised was, by its nature, mutable. The February
Revolution of 1848 in France and with it the appearance of ‘this new phenomenon termed
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Socialism’ — meaning socialism in a different guise from the Owenite ‘co-operation’ with
which he was familiar — is an obvious illustration.” It caused a text first completed in
December 1847 to be profoundly modified by the time of the 3™ edition of July 1852,
especially in what it had to say about property (Bk. II c.i) and on ‘The Futurity of the
Labouring Classes’ (Bk. IV c.vii). But even at this high point Mill recognised (with
unconscious humour) that ‘The only objection’ to the realisation of a future socialist state to
which he attached any great importance was ‘the unprepared state of mankind in general, and
of the labouring classes in particular; their extreme unfitness for any order of things, which
would make any considerable demand on either their intellect or their virtue’.”’ He was
always fascinated by the prospects of what he would revert to calling ‘The Probable Futurity
of the Labouring Classes’ in later editions. So this chapter became an ever-expanding
storehouse of empirical matter regarding the prospects of ‘co-operation’, and it would be a
central point of reference for readers such as Alfred Marshall and Beatrice Webb. Yet major
objections, that is to say, the contradictions innate to Mill’s many-sided world-view,
remained. For example, he held that the higher, intellectual progress of humanity depended
on the material liberation supplied by a more equitable distribution of property, but he could
not conjecture what the future of private property might be.”” This goes hand in hand with a
continuing respect for the self-regarding virtues (as we have seen), as well as a profound
libertarian commitment to competition.” The lament in On Liberty that ‘There is now
scarcely any outlet for energy in this country except business’ does not suggest that Mill was
going to take up money-making; but still he found it preferable to the conformism and
stagnation he identified in intellectual and political life.”* He might declare that his and
Harriet Taylor’s ‘ideal of future improvement... would class us decidedly under the general
designation of Socialists’; but what sort of ideal was it when ‘“We had not the presumption to
suppose that we could... foresee’ the future ?*° So for readers to view the Principles as
Ricardianism eked out only by what Marx called ‘mindless syncretism’, was — if we strip
away the caustic — not unreasonable.”®

The larger point is the Principles’ continued adherence to the tunnel vision laid down in ‘On
the Definition of Political Economy’: the ‘subject is Wealth’ and nothing else.”” Of course, it
is evident from a stream of utterances elsewhere, ranging from a survey such as ‘Civilization’
(1836) to the single-issue texts after 1859, that Mill is not a materialist, but that he looks to
the wider diffusion of property to permit the liberation of intellect and character, which he
believes to be the motor and embodiment of human progress.” Yet such issues only appear in
the most fleeting form here, as for example in a paragraph where Mill anticipates the
arguments of On Liberty and prefers ‘individuality of character’ to the uniformity he
associates with communism, since that is ‘the mainspring of mental and moral progression’.*
However, at no point is the interface between property and the ideal sphere presented as a
subject for systematic discussion, and one does not need to be Marx to view this as a very
damaging renunciation. Instead political economy remains in the ghetto Mill carved out in
1831/3. It is even a retreat from his father’s loose pluralism based on ‘the principles of human
nature’, in that it consciously upholds fragmentation or specialization as an offset to his
widening intellectual horizons after c.1830. We shall come back to this below (§.V).

I11. Psychology and Character

Still the ghetto of political economy was a solitary case, which may be counterposed to the
universalism of his conception of psychology. The origin of his interest here is identical in
form to that in political economy: he served as a pupil assistant to his father prior to his
writing an advanced schoolbook, Analysis of the Phenomena of the Human Mind (1829). So
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the intellectual continuity that resulted is just as great, yet the form it took was entirely
different. James required his son to ‘study what he deemed the really master-production in
the philosophy of mind, Hartley’s Observations on Man’ of 1749 (A4 1.71): this was the work
he wished to present in modern form. Amidst the cornucopia of his early education John Mill
estimated this as second only to Dumont’s digest of Bentham, and the estimate rose as
Bentham’s star waned. For the rest of his life he would regard Hartley’s associationist
psychology (the idea that sense-perception and external ‘circumstances’ generate associated
ideas) as the foundation of all correct, empirical psychology, in contrast to the fictitious
entities postulated by idealist or “intuitionist” philosophy such as an innate ‘moral sense’ or
human ‘spirit’. The principle of association was “universal’ in that it supplied the elementary
foundation of all human behaviour: ‘the groundwork of all other philosophy must be laid in
the philosophy of the mind’.'® For this reason Mill considered that what were conventionally
called the ‘moral sciences’ (in contrast to the physical ones) were more properly called
‘psychological’,'" and psychology would be a lifelong presence in his work: most explicitly
in the Logic (1843),'* An Examination of Sir William Hamilton’s Philosophy (1865), and the
new edition of his father’s Analysis which he caused to be issued in 1869.

These testimonies of esteem must be taken at their full extent. Hartleian psychology gave
Mill an alternative to Benthamite utility. It adhered to the language of pains and pleasures
that was routine in 18" century England, but rose above Bentham’s self-centred perspective.
When he turned away from Benthamism at the end of the 1820s, what he put in its place (as
noted) was the idea of integral ‘character’ and this he attributed to Hartley: ‘his fundamental
doctrine was the formation of all human character by circumstances’ (4 1.109-111). However,
character was really Mill’s innovation and an extremely important one.'”™ Hartley’s six
classes of intellectual pleasure rose up beyond self-interest to ‘sympathy’, and the highest of
all was an empirically grounded ‘moral sense’, but still this was a disaggregated scheme like
Bentham’s. He had no category of ‘character’ and Mill as a careful reader of texts
undoubtedly knew this.'"™ Even so, he deduced his idea of character from Hartleian
premisses: the operation of circumstances or experience and the associations they created.
Furthermore, he never attempted to say what character was, other than a miscellany of
‘opinions, feelings, and... habits’.'” Character was not something positive or identifiable as it
is conventionally understood; it was an open space, and this was surely the heart of his belief
that he was only developing Hartley rather than altering him. But of course he did so for his
own ends. Since circumstances and associations were infinitely various then, in principle,
character too was various. This was a key desideratum which (famously) he celebrated in the
chapter on ‘individuality’ in On Liberty. ‘Individuality’ after all meant ‘individuality of
character’, and his plea for this was a plea for ‘the importance, to man and society, of a large
variety in types of character’ (4 1.259).'" Furthermore, ‘character’ was placed in a
relationship of continual ‘reciprocal action’ with surrounding and ever-changing
‘circumstances’.'”” So all social phenomena including character were ‘eminently modifiable’,
which in turn opened up ‘the consequent unlimited possibility of improving the moral and
intellectual condition of mankind’.'® Here we see why Mill was so concerned with character
and why his conception of it was so open. It was both the channel and an engine of progress.

However, a difficulty remained. A character of unlimited possibility required a psychological
motive force. In this respect Mill’s ‘character’ was apparently conventional, as was his
motive force: free will. Hence an epigram he derived from Thomas Carlyle: ‘A character’ in
the fully developed sense ‘is a completely fashioned will.”'”” But here he stepped outside the
Hartleian framework and this posed a problem. Hartley had explained the psyche through two
simple and universal factors standing in a causal relation: external circumstances and the
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mental principle of the association of circumstances with ideas. Mill himself found the
principled nature of this scheme deeply attractive: it was ‘a real analysis’, a causal analysis,
and not a set of ‘verbal generalizations’ or incomplete ‘gropings’ such as were found in the
psychologies of Condillac and Locke (4 1.71). But it left no room for free will. Hartley
himself had seen the difficulty and felt obliged to apologise for it. It was only once he had
traced out the workings of circumstance and association (he said) that he realised that this
was a ‘Doctrine of Necessity... nor did I admit it at last without the greatest Reluctance’.'"’
Mill could not agree with this; yet neither could he throw over associationism, and this
caused him mental turmoil, since it cast the very foundation of human liberty into question (A4
[.175-7). (Whether we like it or not, Mill’s account of his mental “crisis” is exclusively
designed to illustrate his intellectual development. It is not an appeal to our sympathies.) This
then gave rise to a chapter in the Logic, ‘Of Liberty and Necessity’, where he “resolved” this
crux. He decided that associationism was not a ‘doctrine of Necessity’: a person’s ‘character
is formed by his circumstances... but his own desire to mould it in a particular way is one of
those circumstances’.'"" In this way (whatever we think of the quality of the reasoning) Mill
rescued free will and progress while persuading himself that he had stayed loyal to Hartley.

Individual character was not the only kind of character that interested Mill. A central, yet less
noticed component of his education was the 14 months he spent in France staying with
Bentham’s brother Samuel in 1820-1. It was a unique period of freedom from his father’s
tutelage, yet it was part of James’ educational design. He himself had planned to go abroad
for an extended stay in France, so that John could learn French, but this became impossible
when he took up his post in the East India Company in 1819."2 Still the substitute
arrangement worked very well. Its first consequence was that Mill became a good French
speaker. He began to read French history for the first time, and this coincided with the
beginnings of a serious historiography of the French Revolution, such as Mignet’s history of
1824."% The differences between French and English history were central to the process
whereby the differences he observed in situ between French society and culture and that of
the English took on significance in his mind. In 1820-1 (he observes) ‘I could not then know
or estimate the difference between [the English] manner of existence, and that of a people
like the French... but I even then felt, though without stating it clearly to myself, the contrast’
(4 1.61)."* The theoretical result was another major novelty: national character; a middle tier
(axiomata mediata) between the psychological laws that defined individuals and the
behaviour of humanity as a whole.'* Strictly speaking it was just a postulate and no more, so
its theoretical profile is somewhat shadowy. It first surfaces in Mill’s major essay on ‘Scott’s
Life of Napoleon’ (1828). He pointedly asks ‘what is meant by a people’, while mocking
Scott’s assumption ‘that whatever is English is best’.""® He answers his question (though not
at first in print) as follows: ‘I am satisfied, that better consideration would shew, that different
nations, indeed different minds, may & do advance to improvement by different roads; that
nations, & men, nearly in an equally advanced stage of civilization, may yet be very different
in character’."” Still the new idea was based on a familiar foundation. By appealing to
‘character’, Mill could suppose that national character, though an unknown, was a collective
analogue of (allegedly) known individual character. Hence the proposal announced in the
Logic in 1843 for a new ‘sociological’ science of ‘ethology’ and particularly ‘Political
Ethology’: the science of ‘national (or collective) character’, which would be ‘derivative...
from the general laws of mind’ supplied by Hartley."®

Variety of national character is central to any characterisation of Mill’s thought, because, so
far as social theory goes, it is a much more substantial indication than the diversity of
individuals that pluralism in the expression of his ideas corresponded to a pluralist conception
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of reality. He was, for example, a pronounced Francophile who after his consumptive illness
in 1853-4 spent almost half his life in France, but this was complemented by an emphasis on
English peculiarity quite sufficient to satisfy an orthodox constitutionalist.'”” Yet although he
perceives the English as singular, he does not believe in singularity. On the contrary, he
approves of diversity as a progressive principle, in nations as much as in individuals. A
‘remarkable diversity of character and culture’ was the obvious cause of the uniquely
progressive nature of ‘the European family of nations’, and this diversity had been
continually increasing throughout recorded history."® And of course his idea of ‘nationality’
had nothing to do with contemporary nationalism which, with good reason, he regarded as the
very opposite of his own thinking: ‘nationality in the vulgar sense of the term’ was ‘an unjust
preference of the supposed interests of our own country’ considered in isolation.''

But to think in “national” terms alone is a limited view.'? For Mill’s conception of
nationality is one of the principal senses in which he was a social thinker: ‘That... which
alone enables any body of human beings to exist as a society, is national character’.'” He is a
consciously social or collective thinker, yet one who found great difficulties in moving
beyond an individualist framework. The tension between these two perspectives is a thread
that runs throughout his writings after the Logic. Great credit is due to modern scholars who
have begun to explore this neglected subject, but they have assumed that Mill’s individual
and collective characters are not merely analogous but continuous; thus that there is no
problem or even question regarding their interrelation.'* By implication he becomes an
ancestor of the British “New Liberals” after c.1885 who practised a similarly easy
assimilation of individualism and collectivism. But for Mill the relationship between
individual and social thought was problematic. All the works that treat this question after it
was first exposed in 1843 treat it differently, and with differing degrees of success. That Mill
made an explicit distinction between individual and social thought is evident from his
postulate of a separate science of ethology in the Logic as distinct from psychology. It is true
that the laws of national and collective character derived from the same associationist base as
those of individuals, but when Mill says that ethology includes ‘the formation of national or
collective character as well as individual’,'” this does not mean single individuals, but
individuals ‘en masse’ who conform to character ‘types’.'*® There was both analogy and
difference between these two tiers, and Mill’s work after the Logic can only be understood in
terms of the problematic relation between them.

Note, first, two general problems. Mill’s understanding of social collectivities was extremely
loose and his ideas about ‘the nation’ exemplify this. Because he is not a nationalist, when he
uses the vocabulary of ‘nationality’ or ‘nation’ he does not mean a community defined by
nationality, but any community: ‘the members of the same community or state’ who feel ‘a
strong and active principle of cohesion’, and this comes in a great variety of forms.'?” In
Representative Government (1861) he says that a ‘nationality’ has two principal defining
features: a people or ‘portion of mankind’ must be united both by common sympathies and
the ‘desire to be under the same government’. He further observes that historically nations
have only been formed ‘through previous subjection to a central authority’.'* This sounds
quite clear — nationality means nation-state — and the fusion of social and political categories
this reflects is fundamental. Yet the phrase ‘portion of mankind’ is open-ended, designed to
cope with all historical eventualities. So while the focus on government is an important
reminder that Mill is instinctively a political thinker, just as ‘character’ as a moral agency is
prominent in a political context, a political basis to unity is not in fact sine qua non. Hence an
alternative formulation: ‘Every form of polity, every condition of society... had formed its
type of national character’. For example, Athenians and Spartans each have a ‘national
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character’, but so do Indians and Arabs (sic), and Germans and Italians before the creation of
nation-states.'?’ It is true that in these latter cases he supports political unification. Without it
he conceives of the Germans as ‘an essentially subjective people’, and this underlies his
comment to Marx’s one-time comrade in arms Arnold Ruge in 1859: ‘I am aware that my
little book [On Liberty] is, generally speaking, as little needed in Germany as it is much here;
citizenship and political activity are what Germany most wants’."*” However, he also notes
that Italian unification was only ‘the final stage of [Italians’] transformation’ into a nation,
which considerably reduces its significance. Meanwhile despite his radicalism in Irish
politics, he does not support an independent Irish state, but favours an ‘admixture of
nationalities’ with the English under a single government."' So ‘nation’ can be equated with
either polity or society, and in all their possible forms throughout history — to say nothing of
the other possible formations of collective or group character outside the nation.

Then there is the problem posed by ethology, or rather its absence. As noted, the formation of
a science of ethology was one of Mill’s claims on the future. Correct understanding of the
principles governing national character (he held) would open up immense possibilities for
political reform based on principles far superior to the blind empiricism of ‘common sense’
which ordinarily characterised policy formation."** For this reason he insisted in the Logic
that the laws of political ethology were ‘by far the most important class of sociological laws’.
However, they were as yet unknown: ‘The causes of national character are scarcely at all
understood, and the effect of [political] institutions or social arrangements upon the character
of the people is generally that portion of their effects which is least attended to, and least
comprehended.” For this reason the science had ‘still to be created’.'*® But what was the
significance of this apparent failure ? Mill says simply that ‘The circumstances ... which
influence the condition and progress of society, are innumerable, and perpetually changing;
and though they all change in obedience to causes, and therefore to laws, the multitude of
causes is so great as to defy our limited powers of calculation.”'** But the obstacle here (if
that is what it was) is defined by the mind that sees it. Multiplicity of historical circumstances
never daunted Comte or Spencer or Marx when they wished to frame social or sociological
systems. Mill also insisted (as we saw) that the essence of character was that it should be
‘eminently modifiable’, which thereby opened up the prospect of unlimited progress.'** So he
already understood (to his own satisfaction) what character was, and the presence or absence
of a finished science of collective character made no difference to this. Nor can we take
seriously a complaint about the perpetual change in social circumstances, since this was what
he wanted, whilst his emphasis on the infinite variety of circumstances similarly reflects his
preference for pluralism and diversity over uniformity.

In fact Mill’s interest in a future science of ethology was a secondary concern. In the history
of the evolution of sociology, the admission that he could not establish a social science on
this basis is important. But how much did the admission cost him personally ? Was it ‘a fatal
stumbling-block’, a turning point in his life ?"*° It was not. Ethology may not have
materialised, but Mill continued to argue on the basis that national and group character
existed. He never doubted that, whether they were known or not, the laws of ethology
existed, because the laws of psychology existed. The only reason they had not been
established (as he stated in 1869) was due to ‘unspeakable ignorance and inattention’ and
consequent want of study."”” But while ‘differences of character’ remained an item on his and
Harriet’s list of subjects for possible future study,'® there is not the slightest sign that he
meant to establish those laws himself after he had renounced the attempt in the Logic. Yet the
fact that they existed and would one day be established, licensed a continued interest in what
concerned him most: the diverse varieties of national and collective character, and the



16

practical and political applications that might be derived. Even in the Logic he insists
repeatedly that ‘a degree of knowledge far short of the power of actual [scientific] prediction
is often of much practical value’, and notes that ‘ethology’ as a ‘science... corresponds to the
art of education’."” So despite the admission of a theoretical impasse, reflection on group
character is a constant feature in his oeuvre after 1843. In particular in three of the tracts that
dominate his ‘third’ and last phase after 1851: Representative Government;, On Liberty; The
Subjection of Women."* All these works pose problems, but there is no sign that they stem
from the want of a trans-historical, scientific definition of group character. Let us consider
them in this light.

It is not usual to view On Liberty as an English-national text, yet on the page its Englishness
is self-evident: the frequent references to England, and to English locality and practices such
as the Cornish assizes and the Old Bailey, cannot be mistaken.'*' On the other hand, Mill’s
frame of reference is in principle universal: to ‘the nations of Europe’, ‘mankind’, ‘human
development in its richest diversity’, and the argument throughout is framed around universal
theoretical categories.'** The simple resolution of this contrast would be to say that the
English matter is purely illustrative, and Mill makes some attempt to square the circle in this
way. Having identified his subject as the social rather than political constraints on liberty, he
notes that England is an outstanding example; but he quickly follows this with the familiar
refrain that ‘the tendency of all the changes taking place in the world is to strengthen society,
and diminish the power of the individual’.'”® Yet reconciliation along these lines is hardly
satisfactory. Above all, because the assumption underlying the idea of national character is
precisely that ‘all the changes taking place in the world’ are not uniform in their tendency.
They may ultimately lead to a common end, but their present-day working is founded on
variety. So to support a general argument regarding the threat posed by ‘society’ as adverse to
individuality and variety, Mill must rely overwhelmingly on a single society or nation:
England.

In thinking about nationality the only modern nations to which he gave substantial
consideration were Britain and France, with Germany a distant third.'** As we have seen, they
were practically opposites in his mind. The contrast is rehearsed at length in the drafts of the
Autobiography, written either side of On Liberty: ‘Among the ordinary English’, he notes,
‘the absence of interest in things of an unselfish kind... causes both their feelings and their
intellectual faculties to remain undeveloped... reducing them, considered as spiritual beings,
to a kind of negative existence.” However, in France and its neighbours there is a ‘general
culture of the understanding, which results from the habitual exercise of the feelings, and is
thus carried down into the most uneducated classes... in a degree not equalled in England
among the so-called educated’ (4 1.61 cf. 60). Here is the origin of the diatribes against
England in On Liberty: ‘this country [is] not a place of mental freedom’; ‘The greatness of
England is now all collective: [but] individually small’.'*® But it also reveals that the
arguments of On Liberty were practically irrelevant to a French or German audience (as Mill
admits in his foreign correspondence).'*® For this reason reference to France is absent from
On Liberty until its close, when it briefly takes up the separate subject of governmental
coercion of the individual.'*” There is also an implicit contrast with Germany as another home
of intellect and individuality contained in the famous epigraph by Wilhelm von Humboldt,
and this leads to a unique moment in the text where Mill accepts that ‘The traditions and
customs of other people... have a claim to [a person’s] deference’.'* However, he dismisses
the idea that the English should learn from a foreign example, since the point of the variety of
national character is variety, not the conversion of other nations.
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Not only does the text wilfully ignore England’s national peculiarity within a diverse
European context, but it fails to address the relationship between ‘nationality’ or society and
the individual in any adequate way.'* At first sight society appears simply as an abstract and
external ‘other’, the miscellany of all the possible external threats to individual liberty: ‘the
tyranny of the majority’, ‘mankind... collectively or individually’, ‘countries, sects, churches,
classes, and parties’, Puritans etc.'®® Hence the title ‘Of the limits of the authority of society
over the individual’ (c.IV). However, the tract’s principal, intellectual argument, ‘Of the
liberty of thought...” relies on a quite specific view of society based on a hierarchy of
intellect. Mill stated that his principal concern was ‘to make the many more accessible to all
truth by making them more open-minded’, where the source of truth came from ‘an
intellectual aristocracy of lumiéres’."”' Everyone should use their ‘judgement’: this much is
quite clear in the text."*> However, there are ‘ninety-nine in a hundred’ who, ‘on any matter
not self-evident’, that is, on the ‘infinitely... complicated’ questions of ‘morals, religion,
politics, [and] social relations’, are ‘totally incapable of judging’. So for the vast majority the
best use of personal judgement was to learn to trust the few who were capable: ‘It is not too
much to require that what the wisest of mankind, those who are best entitled to trust their own
judgement, find necessary... should be submitted to by that miscellaneous collection of a few
wise and many foolish individuals, called the public.’'*® And this idea of an ‘intellectual
aristocracy’, of ‘the wisest of mankind’, is very narrowly drawn. When Mill speaks of
‘ninety-nine in a hundred’ he means what he says. This benighted mass includes ‘what are
called educated men’, ‘belonging chiefly to the middle class’."** So the intellectual argument
which lies at the root of On Liberty requires both liberty and authority based on a conception
of intellectual hierarchy. However, the authoritative component, though undoubtedly present,
receives no formal statement, and it is omitted when Mill refers to the text elsewhere (eg. 4
1.257-60). Since the primary appeal was to liberty — that everyone should be open-minded to
individuality — the ultimate reason for open-mindedness, the need to respect intellectual
authority, eluded ninety-nine in a hundred of his readers. They readily understood his
emphases on the need for intellectual liberty, individuality and variety, even if they felt that
they hardly needed defence since the danger of social tyranny seemed so remote. But there is
no sign they registered his belief in a higher authority, or that his pleas for intellectual liberty
are pleas on behalf of a very few, and so against the middlebrow reviewers and reviews who
were responsible for these broadly affirmative responses. Drawing on more conventional and
loosely drawn 19" century assumptions about social and intellectual hierarchy, they simply
assumed that they were hierarchs, and so untouched by Mill’s brickbats.'*

On Liberty, like all the other late tracts, was a new species of philosophic radicalism. It
combined theoretical statement and political engagement but in a single-issue format, in
contrast to the broader focus of the major review essays of the 1830s such as ‘Civilization’,
‘Bentham’ and ‘Coleridge’. But the theoretical cost of a narrowly focussed, polemical and
practical presentation was higher here than before. When Mill described it as a ‘text-book of
a single truth’ (4 1.159), he was recurring to the language of ‘one very simple principle’ in
the text, which in turn went back to his original desire to write something ‘that will be read &
make a sensation’."*® But Mill’s ideas were not simple or singular; nor had they changed. For
this reason the earlier and more complete presentations of his views in ‘The Spirit of the Age’
(1831) and “Civilization’ (1836) are better guides to the full argument of On Liberty."”’ But
since then the balance between philosophy and radicalism had shifted. Mill’s sense of the
‘philosophic radicals’ as a group in the 1830s fell away to be replaced in the decade 1849-58
by the all-embracing presence of Harriet Taylor, ‘who... reached her opinions by the moral
intuition of a character of strong feeling’ (4 1.197). She is the dedicatee of On Liberty just as
she was present at every stage of its composition, and hence the lop-sided, libertarian
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presentation in the text with all its protests against English social myopia and conformism.'**
This sets it apart from Representative Government and The Subjection of Women which
originated independently of her.'” The weighted presentation of his views that Mill colluded
in, has governed the reading of On Liberty ever since, and due to the centrality that is
mistakenly attached to this text, it has in turn distorted our understanding of his thinking as a
whole. There have of course been modern presentations of Mill as an elitist, but these have
simply reinforced the consensus view of him as a unilateral libertarian, because they were
driven by their own mid-20™ century, political and anti-liberal agendas. And they too ignored
the subtlety of Mill’s grouping of liberty and authority, where authority rested on a voluntary
foundation.'®

The treatment of group character or what we call gender in The Subjection of Women has a
quite different set of strengths and weaknesses. Simply to raise this subject pitted Mill against
all conventional opinion, so the critique of convention pursued in On Liberty would have
been pointless. His views here originate with his father’s enlightenment belief in universal,
ungendered principles of human nature, with an associated emphasis on women’s
intellectuality and distaste for their physicality (4 1.109).'' John Mill then encountered other
voices in this tradition. First, William Thompson, whose Appeal of One Half the Human
Race (1825), attacked the ‘paragraph’ (really sentence) in James Mill’s essay on
‘Government’ stating that it was not necessary for women to have the vote. The Owenite
Thompson was a friend of Bentham and James Mill, and John Mill was ‘well acquainted’
with him from their encounter at the Co-Operative (Debating) Society also in 1825 (4 1.107,
129).'* After this he read the Saint-Simonians c.1829 (4 1.175).' However, there is no
outward sign of him reflecting on the character of women as a group until he lists ‘the
differences between men and women’ as a subject for ethology in 1843.' Like many
theoretical novelties it raised problems. Yet the difficulty here was not that of reconciling the
claims of group or social with individual character which dominates On Liberty and
Representative Government; it arose from the differences between gender and nationality as
types of collective character.

They are alike in some respects, of course. They are both collective bodies, which can be
supposed to have collective character attributes, standing in reciprocal relation to sets of
multiple ‘circumstances’ relevant to the groups in question: ‘the diversities of education,
occupations, personal independence, and social privileges’, that Mill wishes to promote.'®® It
is also true that all Mill’s ideas about character revolve round an idea of progressive reform
by means of the mobilization of intellect, and this idea appears in Subjection: ‘For, what is
the peculiar character of the modern world... ? It is, that human beings are no longer born to
their place in life’, as was historically the case for women, ‘but are free to employ their
faculties’.'*® (This was the ‘age of discussion’ to which we return below.) In this context he
looked to recreate the marriage relation, whereby a mentally sterile relationship of patriarchal
subjection would be replaced by a creative intellectual partnership of equals. However, in
other respects the categories of nation and gender are quite different. There are only two
genders, not a plurality, and Mill, far from celebrating diversity as he does in the national
case, wishes to abolish it so far as possible in order to create a ‘perfect equality’ between men
and women.'"” Furthermore, while he is confident he knows a good deal about the differences
between a Frenchman and an Englishman, his central premiss in regard to women is that we
do not know their characteristics as compared to those of men: are they at all different ?
These premisses lead to the Janus-faced procedure in the text, which has long been
recognised. First Mill seeks to remove ‘the broad line of difference which [women’s]
disabilities create between the education and character of a woman and that of a man’, and
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supposes that if all such unnatural distortions were removed there would be ‘no radical
difference... or perhaps any difference at all’.'® However, the text then reintroduces the idea
of difference based on ‘natural’ capacity. Drawing avowedly on the foundation of his
personal relations with Harriet, he outlined a supremely intellectual contrast that amused
contemporaries. Men, he suggested, have superior abstract and theoretical and speculative
capacity, while women are more practical, direct and in this sense ‘intuitive’, which drew the
quip that ‘To him marriage was a union of two philosophers in the pursuit of truth’.'®® Yet the
idea of natural difference is entirely opposed to the associationist psychology. Thus it is
practically absent from his conception of nationality (or ethnicity), and may also be set
against his statement that ‘the English are farther from a state of nature than any other

modern people’.'"

This leads to further oddities. Mill focusses above all on marriage and marriage law as the
source of women’s ‘subjection’ and ‘bondage’, a fixation that originated in his longstanding
relationship with Harriet Taylor outside marriage, and which they would continue to resent
once they had entered into it.'”" Yet this perspective was as unusual as the rest of Mill’s
personal biography. He was dismissive of the philanthropic work of the unmarried women
who made up the most vocal feminists of his day, because (he held) it tended to undermine
the liberty of those they helped.'”” At the same time the idea that marriage lay at the root of
women’s problems had practically no contemporary supporters. It ran contrary to a centuries-
old theme of reflection by women writers, who took their intellectual achievements within a
traditional family context as testimony to their autonomy and agency.'” Mill’s famous claim
that ‘No production in philosophy, science, or art, entitled to the first rank, has been the work
of a woman’ reveals a starkly limited conception of women’s achievements in this context, in
that it assumes there was no ‘originality of conception’ in women’s literature.'”* (Here was a
whole intellectual world that was excluded from his educational curriculum and, regardless of
his eccentric reliance on Wordsworth — ‘the poet of unpoetical natures’ (4 1.153) — as a prop
to his personal and theoretical psychology, there is not the slightest sign that he ever stepped
outside the limit this imposed.) He further admits that the “law” centred on the promise to
‘obey’ in the marriage service (which was of no legal force and could be omitted), was
probably of no practical consequence in ‘a great majority’ of marriages ‘in the higher classes
of England’.'” Even sympathetic women readers could not understand why he was wasting
time on a ‘fancy picture’.'’® And although Mill stated quite forcefully in private that women
should be allowed to separate from husbands in the case of failed marriages, he says
practically nothing about divorce here:'”” not only because of the unpopularity of the idea and
the recent passage of legislation in 1857, but because his own concern was to reform
marriage, not to end it. Thus the one practical reform he focusses on is amendment of the law
of coverture, whereby women’s property on marriage transferred to their husbands. However,
such a reform was unnecessary for the rich (as Mill recognised), since they were already
protected by the use of legal settlements, and any deficiency was being rectified by
parliament at the time the text was published (as reviewers pointed out). For male MPs the
driving concern was consciousness of property, specifically of family property, not gender.
Hence the Married Women’s Property Act of 1870.'7®

The converse of the fixation on marriage was neglect of the substantial and practical reform
agenda for women regarding the vote, education, or access to professions, subjects which,
despite Mill’s well-known support for franchise reform, are mentioned only in passing.'”
(However bizarre this may seem, it is an indication that the kernel of this text is theoretical,
not political.) He is closer to the middle class feminism of his day when he admits that the
conditions for working class marriages based ‘not on property, but on earnings’ were of less
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interest, given his belief that intellectual independence could only be founded on material
independence. So here he accepts that ‘the common arrangement, by which the man earns the
income and the wife superintends the domestic expenditure, seems... the most suitable
division of labour.”"*® Working class wives were also, in his view, the only ones who had to
reckon with the burdens of child-bearing and child-rearing, though he continued to uphold an
intensely cerebral idea of marriage by insisting that this was a ‘particular use of [the wife’s]
faculties.”'®' (Ca.1833 he had observed that for the middle class woman with servants, the
mother should indeed “be” with the child ‘but this does not take up time: it is not a business,
an occupation’ — a comment on Mill’s alienation from his mother and siblings, rather than
evidence of real knowledge of the lives even of middle class women.)'®* The end result was
that Subjection links a utopian conclusion to proposals for reform that were absurdly limited:
as if tweaking the law on marriage would lead to a ‘doubling the mass of mental faculties

available for the higher service of humanity’.'®

However, neither practical inconsequence nor any perceived theoretical deficiency in the
Subjection can cancel its importance. This hinges on an elementary, yet easily neglected
contextual fact: that it was a unique achievement. There was of course a large amount of
private, periodical and literary reflection on these subjects in 19" century Europe and
America, but Subjection stands alone in the history of social theory of this era as an original
inquiry into women’s identity as a social group.'® The absence of any comparable text by a
woman, even in a world where (according to Margaret Fuller) ‘Good books are allowed [to
women], with more time to read them’ than men, and where Fuller’s own rhapsodies mark a
kind of intellectual summit,' is a striking testimony to its unusual perspective. Note
similarly the isolation of Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Woman: a
tumultuous piéce d’occasion that was then consigned to oblivion after its immediate
revolutionary context passed. (Presumably Mill passes over her in silence because because of
Wollstonecraft’s doubtful morals, when he and Harriet were anxious to avoid any comparable
suggestion of impropriety. But in any case the Vindication was of no theoretical use to him;
and if he needed an enlightened starting point then James Mill had supplied it.)'* Meanwhile
the eminent male theoreticians who comment on this subject, subsumed women under
alternative theoretical systems, constructed without regard for gender, as for example
Comte;"®” August Bebel and a range of Marxist authors;'*® and Durkheim.'™ Even the less
known William Thompson falls into this category. For though he cannot be criticised for
adapting his ideas in instrumental fashion (unlike most of these authors), still he finds the true
solution to women’s problems in socialism.

Besides these thin streams of discussion, there is a much larger public silence on this subject
which, whatever the difficulty of an argument from silence, is surely more important. Silence
surely implied dismissal of the feminist case for most, but not all. Many who reflected on the
position of women believed like Mill in gender equality in the public sphere: Max Weber is
an obvious example."” However, they made a contrary inference to Mill: that, while one
should support practical reform, to try to theorise a distinct female identity was a mistake and
a potentially damaging one, since thinking about gender distinction was so dominated by
ideas about patriarchy and separate spheres. There might be an alternative to this but Mill, by
his own admission, could not say what it was. And this is surely a principal reason for the
predominant silence on this subject for almost a century after the publication of Subjection.

Yet the book’s peculiarity is also its intellectual distinction. Mill is like other male writers
insofar as his arguments draw freely on categories he employs elsewhere in his thought:
group character; the centrality of intellect to social progress; the importance of property;
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competition as a determinant of women’s roles in society (pointing them mainly but not
exclusively towards marriage).”' And this can sometimes lead to peculiar results, as for
example, when (like Thompson) he seeks to assimilate marriage and child-bearing to the
political economists’ division of labour."”* Even so, women are not being forced into an alien
framework, because his principal categories of character and intellect are intentionally plural
and open, and from the moment the novel idea of group character was posited in the Logic,
Mill saw a place for women in it. In the history of theory Subjection is important: as a late
expression of enlightenment universalism confronted by the alternative idea of gender
distinction; as another example of how group character took him into social theory; and as a
reflection of the freedom conferred by intellectual pluralism — a strength to offset the
difficulties it raised. Like the Logic, Subjection displays a great confidence in the future of
intellectual inquiry; but unlike the Logic, this confidence has been substantiated to an almost
unimaginable degree. Nor was the text forgotten, and this too is a milestone, even if the
occasion for its prominent reissue in 1912 was women’s suffrage, a subject it practically
overlooked.'”” When Mill is taken together with the much neglected Beatrice Webb,"* it
appears that Britain had the most developed feminist theory in either Europe or America
before 1914. So we need not lament the absence of a science of ethology too much.

(To be continued.)
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