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Biography: John Stuart Mill (1806–1873)

J
ohn Stuart Mill was born in London in 1806. His father, James Mill,
was a philosopher, economist, and historian, who also held a pro-
minent position in the East India Company. James Mill, along 

with Jeremy Bentham, was a founding father of a group known as the
Philosophical Radicals, of which John Stuart Mill also became a pro-
minent member. The group was known for its enthusiastic endorsement
of utilitarianism as a moral and political philosophy, a philosophy they
hoped would transform the political shape of the western world. James
Mill played a critical role in the intellectual development of his eldest
son, John Stuart Mill. John Stuart Mill was pushed very hard – he was
taught Greek at the age of three and Latin at the age of eight. His studies
in philosophy, economics, and politics, began early, and, under the
influence of both his father and Jeremy Bentham, Mill became a com-
mitted utilitarian determined to carry on the legacy of his teachers. The
pressure of his education and of living up to his father’s intellectual
expectations took its toll and Mill suffered a “mental crisis” in his early
twenties. Mill himself credits his discovery of and interest in poetry, and
in particular Wordsworth, with giving his life a kind of balance that
made it richer and more fulfilling. Rather than continue a formal educa-
tion, Mill followed his father in working for the East India Company
from 1823 to 1858, a position that allowed him enough flexibility to pur-
sue his intellectual writing.

While Mill is most famous for his more theoretical philosophical and
political writings, he was also clearly interested in applying abstract
principles. He wrote for the London Review which later became the
London and Westminster Review, eventually becoming its editor. He
also successfully ran as a Liberal for parliament in 1865 (representing
Westminster and the ideas of the Philosophical Radicals until 1868). He
was the Rector of St Andrews University in Scotland from 1865 to 1868.
He took an active role in many political causes of his time including 
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Wendy Donner and Richard Fumerton2

the abolitionist and women’s suffrage campaigns. Indeed he was the 
first in parliament to introduce a bill giving women the right to vote.
Mill’s economic writings advocated a system of workers’ cooperatives to
improve the condition of the working class.

The dominant (and domineering) influence in Mill’s life was almost
certainly his father, but Mill himself viewed Harriet Taylor as one of 
the most important figures in his intellectual development. Mill met
Taylor when she was a married woman, and despite her marriage to
another man, the two maintained an extraordinarily close relationship
for over two decades. Though by almost all accounts the relationship was 
platonic, it was, nevertheless, highly controversial, straining relations
even between Mill and his siblings. When Taylor’s husband died, Mill
and Taylor were finally able to marry in 1851. Mill viewed Taylor as 
a collaborator on some of his important work, and in particular with
respect to On Liberty (published shortly after her death in 1858).

It is difficult to overstate Mill’s influence on most of the major areas of
philosophy, and in particular on moral, social, and political philosophy.
His On Liberty remains one of the best-known and widely discussed
defenses of liberalism. No discussion of liberty and its fundamental
place in a legitimate society is complete without taking into account the
views Mill defends in that work. Utilitarianism may be the most fre-
quently assigned reading in any standard introductory course on ethics.
While it is a defense of the view that the only thing desirable as an end is
happiness, Mill makes clear that he is working with an extremely broad
conception of pleasure or happiness, one reminiscent of Greek virtue
ethics. Mill’s The Subjection of Women was a work well ahead of its
time and remains the classic statement of a liberal feminist philosophy.
While Mill’s writings on logic, philosophy of language, metaphysics, 
and epistemology are, perhaps, less influential today, at one time they
too dominated the philosophical landscape. Mill’s famous methods
(called to this day Mill’s Methods) to discover causal truth are still a
standard part of many informal logic texts. And although it is not clear
that Mill endorses the view sometimes attributed to him, his work 
in the philosophy of language, in particular his view of names, has
enjoyed a bit of a renaissance with the advent of so-called direct theories
of reference.

In many ways Mill represented the culmination of British empiricism.
His System of Logic was widely used for a very long time, and it was far
more than a book on logic. A System of Logic explores fundamental
issues in the philosophy of language, the epistemology and metaphysics
of causation, the way in which we expand knowledge through inference,
and even the analysis of moral judgment. His Examination of Sir
William Hamilton’s Philosophy is anything but a mere critical examina-
tion of the view of another important philosopher. It is a systematic
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attempt to work out the implications of a radical empiricism developed
earlier by philosophers like George Berkeley and David Hume. In a 
way, Mill’s work in this area provided a kind of bridge from the British 
empiricists to the twentieth-century positivists, and the fact that he was
godfather to Bertrand Russell, one of the philosophical giants of the next
century is, perhaps, a suitable metaphor for Mill’s philosophical role.
Mill died in Avignon, France, in 1873.

Major Works

A System of Logic, 1843
Principles of Political Economy, 1848
On Liberty, 1859
Utilitarianism, 1861
Considerations on Representative Government, 1861
An Examination of Sir William Hamilton’s Philosophy, 1865
The Subjection of Women, 1869
Autobiography, 1873
Three Essays on Religion, 1874

The Collected Works of John Stuart Mill, 1963–91, general editor John
M. Robson, contains 33 volumes of Mill’s works. Volume 1 contains his
literary essays, including “Thoughts on Poetry and its Varieties” (1833),
and “Tennyson’s Poems” (1835).

Introduction to Part I, Mill’s Moral and 
Political Philosophy

Wendy Donner

John Stuart Mill was a formidable figure of the nineteenth century, a
public intellectual, politician, and activist who made enduring contribu-
tions to moral, social, and political philosophy as well as to political life.

Mill’s philosophy offers a rich, complex, and intriguing version of 
utilitarianism and liberalism. It is remarkably intricate. It is heavily
influenced by and deeply linked to virtue ethics, and one of the aims 
of the chapters in Part I is to foreground and pay due respect to the 
elements of virtue ethics and politics in Mill’s corpus. In Mill’s theory
the foundations remain utilitarian, for the development and exercise 
of the virtues provide the best chance of promoting happiness for all. But
the characterization of human happiness is essentially interwoven with
virtue. Roger Crisp and Michael Slote note that virtue ethics puts the
focus on agents and their lives and character. They ask “is it possible for

introduction

9781405150873_4_001.qxd  9/10/08  12:18 PM  Page 3



Wendy Donner and Richard Fumerton4

utilitarians . . . to enlarge the focus of their own theories to incorporate
agents’ lives as a whole, their characters as well as . . . their actions”
(Crisp and Slote 1997, 3). As I contend here, in the case of Mill’s utilitari-
anism, the answer is clearly in the affirmative.

In The Liberal Self (Donner 1991), I offered a revisionary reading and
defense of Mill’s theory of value, including centrally his qualitative
hedonism. In Chapter 2 I reassess and further defend Mill on this central
component of his moral philosophy. The questions I explore in Chapter 2
include quantitative and qualitative hedonism, value pluralism, and
virtue ethics. In Utilitarianism, Mill lays down the basic principle of his
moral theory, the principle of utility, which “holds that actions are right
in proportion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong as they tend to
produce the reverse of happiness” (CW 10:210).1 In a consequentialist
moral theory such as Mill’s, the rightness and wrongness of acts are
determined by their consequences, specifically, in the case of utilitarian-
ism, the consequences that promote happiness or utility. Consequential-
ists look at whether actions produce good or bad results. Mill analyzes
and unpacks good or value as happiness, and bad as unhappiness or 
suffering. Much of the exploration of Mill’s concept of utility centers 
on examining his views on the nature of good, or what he means by 
happiness. Of central import also is his method for measuring good or
happiness. His method relies upon the judgments of competent agents
and one central focus of my examination is the analysis and exploration
of what Mill means by a competent agent. Mill’s notion of a competent
agent is one who has undergone an education best understood as a pro-
cess of development and self-development. Mill’s characterization of
competent agency features his indebtedness to virtue ethics.

I examine and defend Mill’s value theory in part by comparing it with
the quantitative hedonism of Jeremy Bentham, Mill’s utilitarian prede-
cessor. Hedonism maintains that the only things that are good intrinsic-
ally are pleasurable or happy states of experience. This statement leaves
open the question of what properties of valuable states of experience
contribute to their value. Bentham contends that only the quantity of
happiness produces its value, while Mill counters that the quality or kind
of happiness also counts in assessing its value. Mill maintains that the
forms of happiness that are the most valuable are those that develop and
exercise the higher human capacities and excellences. This claim expli-
citly ties Mill’s theory in with the lineage of virtue ethics, which makes
the exercise of the human excellences or virtues a focal point of ethics
and politics. The chapter also takes up objections to hedonism. Some
objections claim that it is inconsistent with hedonism to include the
quality of pleasures in the assessment of value. Other objections come
from external challenges. Value pluralists, for example, reject the notion
that only happiness is intrinsically good and argue that other things like
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virtue, knowledge, and love can be considered as valuable in themselves,
apart from any essential relation to happiness.

In Chapter 3 I consider core issues about Mill’s views on right or 
obligation and the status of moral rules. I consider whether Mill’s theory
is best classified as act- or rule-utilitarianism and explore the difficulties
confronting any attempt to firmly locate him in either category. The dis-
pute over act- versus rule-utilitarianism concerns whether the principle
of utility should be understood as assessing particular actions on a case-
by-case basis or as assessing which moral rules are the most generally
beneficial in producing good consequences. I explore the objection that
the principle of utility is in conflict with the demands of justice. In
responding to this objection I examine the relation between utility and
justice in the architecture of Mill’s theory, as well as the central place of
rights grounded in utility in his system. I argue that awareness of the
structure of Mill’s theory is an indispensable tool for discerning his
intentions. The foundation of Mill’s theoretical structure is the Art of
Life, which delineates the proper domain of Morality in its relations
with companion spheres of Prudence or Policy and Virtue or Aesthetics.
We need to understand the scope of Morality, as well as the place of rules
of obligation and rights within the structure of his moral and practical
philosophy before we can reasonably approach the question of the status
of rules of obligation and principles of justice.

Chapter 4 is on liberty. Mill’s famous liberty principle in On Liberty
claims that “the sole end for which mankind are warranted, individually
or collectively, in interfering with the liberty of action of any of their
number, is self-protection” (CW 8:223). Liberty can be interfered with
only to prevent harm to others. This classic statement raises an array of
questions. What is the extent of the legitimate power which state and
society may exercise over members of society? How is harm to others to
be construed so as to set clear boundaries to the limits of social coercion
to effectively protect vital interests and rights to liberty of speech, action,
individuality, and self-development? Things fall into place, I argue, if we
draw upon the structure of Mill’s theory as set down in Chapter 3 and
recognize that the liberty principle is a principle of justice, with the
mandate of protecting the most vital human interests from the harms of
incursions of compulsion and control. Mill invokes a basic distinction
between liberty, which is a bedrock liberal value, and power, which is a
harmful fuel for oppression and despotism. Mill’s liberalism endorses
liberty while rejecting despotic tendencies to gain control and power over
others. This distinction runs as a bright line throughout his philosophy.
I highlight the centrality of the right to liberty of self-development. 
I explore the importance of liberty in some of its most important mani-
festations such as freedom of thought and expression, autonomy, and
individuality. His models of public deliberation and freedom of speech

introduction
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and action are particularly well suited to diverse and pluralistic societies
and present an ideal of human moral and social progress. I scrutinize
Mill’s own example of polygamous marriage within Mormon commun-
ities of his time, in order to test the limits of application of the liberty
principle. The case serves as an entry to look at some of the tensions
raised by the need to balance individuality and community.

Chapter 5 brings together the commitments of utilitarianism and virtue
ethics and of liberal egalitarianism in Mill’s philosophy of education.
Historical liberals like Mill place a great deal of importance on the 
education of members of society. In Mill’s system, education is one of
the primary moral arts, paired with the moral science of ethology (the
science of character formation). In his liberal political philosophy, educa-
tion is construed very broadly, as the art of character formation, and 
its ideals and goals then become the proper socialization of the members
of society, both children and adults. Mill devotes many writings to an
examination of appropriate education seen as processes of development
and self-development of distinctive human capacities and excellences.
Humans are deprived of the opportunity to lead the happiest lives unless
they are afforded the opportunity to develop and use these capacities. 
To be a “competent agent” is Mill’s shorthand for being an agent who
has had the opportunity to undergo a process of development in child-
hood and self-development in adulthood. To be self-developed is both an
essential element of and a precondition for appreciating the most valuable
kinds of happiness. Thus we are entitled and have a right, founded on a
vital interest, to be so educated in childhood (if we are born into a society
with the means), and to reach at least a threshold level of self-development
in adulthood. These capacities that make up self-development combine
appropriate balances of autonomy and individuality and compassion,
caring and social cooperation. This conception is fully in harmony with
and resonant with conceptions of character in virtue ethics. The same
abilities are needed to engage as responsible citizens in the public realm
to cooperate and to promote the common good.

Chapter 6 is devoted to some core issues of Mill’s political philosophy,
namely, his liberalism and egalitarianism and applications to his vision
of representative government and political and economic democracy.
The discussion of education paves the way for an examination of the
potentials and dilemmas of egalitarian liberalism. Contemporary liberal
theorists such as Amy Gutmann engage with liberal conceptions of
democracy that harmonize with the goals of education for democracy.
Gutmann says “like democratic education, democracy is a political ideal
– of a society whose adult members are, and continue to be, equipped 
by their education and authorized by political structures to share in 
ruling” (Gutmann 1987, xi). Mill’s liberalism provides a framework for
approaching issues such as appropriate democratic education and it is
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particularly well suited to contemporary multicultural and pluralistic
societies. His commitment to active participatory democracy is another
example of pursuing avenues for the practice of the virtues in the public
domain that is linked to virtue theories. Mill’s theory propounds a
vision of deliberative, participatory democratic politics that is as radical
today as it was in his time.

Mill’s bold hopes for the prospects of liberal education for democratic
practice and progress have faced objections about the limitations of his
liberalism’s capacity to address problems of inequality and elitism. I
explore tensions between the elitist and the egalitarian strands of Mill’s
philosophy, and offer arguments that the egalitarian commitments are
more fundamental and prevalent. The right to liberty of self-development
is the right to have one’s capacities and faculties developed in child-
hood so that one is able to carry on the process of self-development once
adulthood is reached. This is a basic right since the development of these
capacities is a precondition for engaging in and appreciating the moral
and intellectual virtues, or the kinds of pleasures that are deemed most
valuable, in adulthood. This central notion is the seed for some of the
response to these objections. Mill’s extensive writings examining the
democratic and educative potential of social, political, and economic
institutions are guided by these commitments. Mill argues for participat-
ory and democratic workplace partnerships and associations, and hoped
that this would bring about “the conversion of each human being’s daily
occupation into a school of the social sympathies and the practical intel-
ligence” (CW 3:792).

In Chapter 7 this spirit is carried through in Mill’s classic liberal femin-
ism and arguments for sexual equality. In The Subjection of Women
Mill promotes a liberal feminist argument for equality and claims that
the family should be “a school of sympathy in equality, of living
together in love, without power on one side or obedience on the other”
(CW 21:295). His theory is defended by some for its groundbreaking
insights on the path to equality between men and women and his clear
understanding of the brutal effects of oppressive power and domestic
violence. Mill is a classic proponent of liberal feminism, both in theory
and in activist practice. I examine some details of his analysis, including
his dissection of the brutality of domestic violence, his insights into the
corrosive effects of patriarchal oppression upon women’s happiness and
liberty, and his analysis of how the subtler forms of this induce com-
pliance without resort to violence. This stance has drawn its share of
criticism from some contemporary feminist philosophers who see in
Mill’s work what they contend are the flaws of a liberal feminist frame-
work writ large. I examine the objection that Mill’s defense of gendered
division of labor indicates that his goal is to mitigate rather than elimin-
ate patriarchy.

introduction
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In Chapter 8 I explore Mill’s contribution to environmental philosophy.
Mill is often cited in discussions of environmental ethics as an historical
friend of sustainable development in his advocacy of the stationary state
in economics and his opposition to the desirability of permanent economic
growth. This progressive stance must be considered in balance with 
his expressed views in the essay “Nature” where he calls for moderate
human interventions in nature to improve human prospects. His per-
spective on the environment is not as widely discussed in treatments of
his own moral and political theory. I explore his value theory and how it
fits in with the commitments of contemporary radical environmentalists
who defend non-anthropocentric theories. I examine how his value theory
serves as a foundation for a stance on appropriate appreciation of nature
which goes part of the way with radical environmentalism. Finally, I see
how his connections with Romanticism underscore this appreciation of
wilderness and nature.

Introduction to Part II, Mill’s Logic, Metaphysics,
and Epistemology

Richard Fumerton

In his lifetime, Mill’s philosophical influence in logic, philosophy of 
language, metaphysics, and epistemology was perhaps almost as signi-
ficant as his influence in ethics and political philosophy. It cannot, 
however, be plausibly claimed that his work in the former fields had the
same lasting importance. His colossal A System of Logic was a work not
only in logic but also in philosophy of science, philosophy of language,
metaphysics, and epistemology. It contains, however, at least some
views that are simply outdated. Formal logic is one of the (perhaps 
relatively few) areas of philosophy in which it seems uncontroversial
that huge advances have been made since the time Mill wrote. Similarly,
in the philosophy of language, distinctions have been made that render
more perspicuous the terms of various debates, even as the debates rage
on. In An Examination of Sir William Hamilton’s Philosophy, Mill’s
heroic efforts at reducing meaningful discourse to claims that are experi-
entially verifiable through straightforward enumerative induction have
largely been rejected, both in detail and in theory (though there are a few
of us still sympathetic to the theory). Nor can one even say that Mill was
always the most original of thinkers in these fields. Many of his ideas
had their seeds in earlier British empiricists such as Berkeley and Hume.

Even if the above claims are true, however, we should not underestimate
Mill’s importance in the development of philosophy. As I argue later,
Mill’s work was very much the culmination of British empiricism. If Mill
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was undeniably heavily influenced by the views of earlier empiricists, he
developed those views in the kind of detail that allows subsequent 
generations of philosophers to see more clearly their implications. As 
a result the philosophical community was much better positioned to
evaluate those views. Mill’s conception of matter, for example, as the
permanent possibility of sensation was one of the inspirations for pos-
itivist reductions of the early twentieth century. However short-lived 
it was, positivism in its heyday owed a great debt to John Stuart Mill.
And even after the more extreme versions of positivism were largely
rejected, Mill’s suspicions concerning an intuitionist metaphysics and
his emphasis on grounding justified belief in empirical evidence have an
influence that is still profound.

In my discussion of Mill’s logic, metaphysics, and epistemology, I
could not do justice to the intricacies of Mill’s many views and argu-
ments. I tried instead to give the reader a feel for what I take to be the
heart of Mill’s philosophy. I tried to work almost exclusively with 
primary texts, and to carve out of those texts the conclusions that I think
Mill was most interested in defending. The interpretation of Mill is
nowhere near as straightforward as my prose might sometimes imply.
Reasonable philosophers might disagree on how to understand any num-
ber of theses I attribute to him.

As I suggested above, I don’t think that it is possible to understand 
and appreciate Mill without seeing his work against the backdrop of 
earlier empiricism. With that in mind, in Chapter 9, I try to describe 
the metaphysical and epistemological tenets of British empiricism that
so dominated Mill’s conception of the problems that needed to be
addressed. In particular, I set out in some detail the threat of skepticism
that so concerned philosophers like Berkeley and Hume.

In Chapter 10, I try to make explicit the epistemological presupposi-
tions of Mill’s own brand of empiricism, beginning with some perhaps
surprising and potentially significant observations about Mill’s willing-
ness to allow into the foundation of empirical knowledge either truths
about past experience or truths about probabilistic connections between
present apparent memories and past experiences. Mill’s liberal attitude
towards incorporating non-inductively based knowledge of the past 
certainly didn’t expand to knowledge of the external world. Mill was
squarely in the empiricist camp that limited direct empirical knowledge
to the phenomenally given character of subjective and fleeting sensa-
tion. Unlike Berkeley, who tried to combine that view with an idealism
that reduced objects to bundles of actual ideas (either in the minds of
humans or in the mind of God), or Hume, who seemed resigned to a 
radical skepticism concerning belief in an external world, Mill argued
that we can find a way of understanding physical objects that will avoid
skepticism. He argued that our thought about external reality is just

introduction
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thought about the “permanent possibilities of sensations.” Mill’s view
was a rough forerunner of the phenomenalism defended by some pos-
itivists of the twentieth century. As a solution to the epistemological
problem of justifying belief in external reality, it is no more plausible
than the reduction of physical objects to permanent possibilities of 
sensation, a view I discuss in more detail in Chapter 11.

In Chapter 10, I group together the examination of Mill’s views on
logic and his views on epistemology because I think that for Mill himself
the two fields are intimately connected. Mill makes some truly startling
claims about the subordination of deductive to inductive reasoning. One
of these claims concerns the status of mathematical knowledge. Mill is
one of very few philosophers who seem willing to claim that even simple
arithmetical truths like 2 + 2 = 4 are only inductively supported, an
idiosyncratic claim that I critically evaluate. 

Mill is so taken with the fundamental place of inductive reasoning
that, on one natural reading, he even seems to claim that all genuine
reasoning is properly viewed as inductive. While in one sense the claim
is patently false, it becomes more understandable when interpreted as 
an epistemological claim. His idea, I argue, is that deductively valid 
syllogistic reasoning often masks the underlying inferences involved in
justifying a belief. Because inductive reasoning is so pivotal to Mill’s
understanding of epistemic justification, I devote one section of Chap-
ter 10 to his discussion of the justifying ground of our employment of 
induction.

No discussion of Mill is complete without a discussion of his famous
methods for discovering causal connections, and I follow an examination
of Mill’s more abstract views on induction with an examination of these
more applied epistemological principles.

In Chapter 11, I turn to Mill’s views in metaphysics, construing the
field broadly so that it includes his views about the way in which lan-
guage represents the world. Again, I argue that it is not really possible to
understand Mill’s metaphysics without understanding his radical empiri-
cism, a radical empiricism driven by the firm conviction that we must
rely on empirical foundations consisting of direct apprehension of the 
“phenomenally given.” The problem is how to avoid skepticism within
such a framework. As I indicated above, Mill’s solution to the problem 
of perception critically involves a claim about how to understand the
content of claims about the physical world. To successfully reduce talk
of physical objects to talk about the permanent possibility of sensations,
we must not allow the language of physical objects to creep into our
characterization of permanent possibilities of sensations. It is an under-
statement to suggest that succeeding in this task is an uphill battle.

Just as Mill’s views on the metaphysics and epistemology of percep-
tion are intimately connected, so also his views on the metaphysics and
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epistemology of causation are intertwined. In Chapter 11, I give a brief
critical evaluation of Mill’s metaphysical account of causation.

As was briefly indicated above, there has been something of a resur-
gence of interest in Mill’s views in the philosophy of language, largely
due to passages in A System of Logic in which he appears to endorse the
now somewhat fashionable direct reference theory for names. While 
I don’t even try to do justice to the intricacies of the many distinctions
Mill makes concerning meaning and reference, I do suggest that one
ought to move slowly before embracing Mill as a forerunner of contem-
porary direct reference theorists.

I conclude my discussion of Mill’s metaphysics by returning to the
topic of ethical judgments. Mill was obviously fundamentally interested
in ethical theorizing. But for a philosopher who was clearly concerned
with careful analysis of the concept of other sorts of claims (such as
claims about the physical world), Mill’s ethical writing is surprisingly
free of straightforward meta-ethical discussion of the content of moral
claims. There are, I argue, hints of a view about the meaning of ethical
statements in utilitarianism, but there are also some surprising pas-
sages, usually overlooked, in A System of Logic that bear on the inter-
pretation of Mill’s implicit commitments in this area. In what might
well seem like fairly wild speculation, I suggest a reason why Mill might
want to have kept in the background his considered view on this matter.

note

1 With a few clearly indicated exceptions, page references to Mill’s writings are
to The Collected Works of John Stuart Mill, ed. John M. Robson, 33 vols.
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1963–91). Hereafter Collected Works,
cited as CW.
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ch
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ter 2

Introduction

U
tilitarianism is an intriguingly intricate moral philosophy with
many facets, and it is open to a plurality of readings and interpreta-
tions. In this multifarious landscape, John Stuart Mill’s version of

utilitarianism still stands out as one of the more complex varieties. It is
an exemplar of intricacy and its complex structure invites reflection and
dialogue on an assortment of theoretical puzzles and questions about its
plausibility and most accurate interpretation. Mill’s theory is rich and
substantial. It is constructed for the purpose, if not the mission, of ready
application to a wide range of social and political questions. It is undoub-
tedly an activist and reformist theory, well suited to Mill’s own lifelong
commitments to social and political campaigns and issues of his day.

Despite its intricacy, which does perplex and challenge, its core is
pristinely simple and strikingly compelling. The starting point and the
anchor are the reality of suffering in the world and the awareness this
brings for the ethical life. The foundational claim is that the starting
point of ethics is this suffering and the aspirations and obligations to
alleviate suffering and promote happiness that flow from this in ethical
life. Mill’s statement of the foundational principle of utilitarianism as a
moral theory is unequivocal. “The creed which accepts as the founda-
tion of morals, Utility, or the Greatest Happiness Principle, holds that
actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong
as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness” (CW 10:210). Mill’s
classic utilitarian theory thus contends that actions are judged to be
right or wrong according to their consequences. Utilitarianism is a 
form of consequentialism, because it is by referring to the consequences
of actions that we morally assess them. In a consequentialist moral 
theory such as Mill’s, the rightness and wrongness of acts are deter-
mined by their consequences, specifically, in the case of utilitarianism,
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the consequences that promote happiness or utility. Mill analyzes and
unpacks good or value as happiness, and bad as unhappiness or suffering.

The principle of utility functions as the ultimate standard and founda-
tional principle of morality. However, in Mill’s utilitarianism, the 
principle of utility serves a much broader purpose than that of simply
grounding morality. It is a general principle of the good, and does full
duty as the ultimate standard for all practical reasoning, for all of the
“practice of life” (CW 8:951). This generality of function has significant
implications, which are sometimes overlooked, for the rest of Mill’s
utilitarianism. Here is Mill’s statement of the principle clarifying its 
status as a principle of good. “The utilitarian doctrine is, that happiness
is desirable, and the only thing desirable, as an end; all other things being
only desirable as means to that end” (CW 10:234). He adds that “by 
happiness is intended pleasure, and the absence of pain; by unhappiness,
pain, and the privation of pleasure” (CW 10:210). He expands this 
meaning in claiming that “pleasure, and freedom from pain, are the only
things desirable as ends; and . . . all desirable things (which are as
numerous in the utilitarian as in any other scheme) are desirable either
for the pleasure inherent in themselves, or as means to the promotion of
pleasure and the prevention of pain” (CW 10:210).

The full distinctiveness of Mill’s theory emerges in the examination
of the details of the nature of good. The wide reach of this principle of
good in a utilitarian consequentialist theory is unsurprising. Much
depends upon the conception of this good, and I now turn to an invest-
igation of the nature of good.

Qualitative Hedonism

Jeremy Bentham, James Mill, and John Stuart Mill are all classical utilit-
arian philosophers, sharing core concepts, frameworks, and principles.
While the singularity of Mill’s theory of value is indisputable, in
acknowledging this distinctiveness it is crucial not to overlook this core
common ground. Mill adhered to the basic principles that Bentham
advocated and thought that Bentham was right about the essentials. The
shared core is that the good for human beings consists in experiences or
states of consciousness of pleasure or happiness. Hedonism maintains
that the only things that are intrinsically good are pleasurable or happy
states of experience. I argue that this statement of the basic claim of
hedonism leaves open further questions that need exploring.

The differences appear in the detailed analysis of the nature of states 
of pleasure or happiness. All these philosophers hold to mental-state
accounts of utility, locating value in states of mind and experiences 
such as pleasure, happiness, satisfaction, enjoyment, or well-being. It is
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convenient in some respects to label Mill’s value theory as qualitative
hedonism, in part to allow a ready comparison with Bentham’s avowedly
quantitative hedonism. But as the use of this label can be misleading, 
it is important that I signal early and clearly that what counts for the
philosophical discussion depends upon an accurate understanding of 
the substance of his views, and not the label we apply to those views. 
It is also important, in explicating and exploring Mill’s views in
Utilitarianism, that I make full and free use of his voluminous body of
work on this subject in other writings for filling in the background and
context and for completeness of understanding.

Mill was the designated heir of the Benthamite utilitarian philosophical
family lineage. His father James Mill designed his childhood education to
train him for this responsibility. Yet Mill’s own philosophical theory of
value is singular in large measure because of Mill’s own acute awareness
of the limitations and weaknesses of his philosophical forebears’ formu-
lation of utilitarianism, and of the effects of the limitations on his own
education and development (CW 1:137–92). Many of those weaknesses
Mill located in Bentham’s theory of value and especially in his con-
ception of the good. Since in this philosophical tradition the concepts of
human nature and of character are intimately linked and connected to
the concept of good for agents with this nature, the younger Mill traced
the flaws in the view of intrinsic value back to flaws in the Benthamite
depiction of character and human nature (CW 10:5–18, 94–100). These
two are interwoven and cannot be disentangled. He also departed from
Bentham’s method of measuring utility, the notorious felicific calculus,
which he regarded as being too crude as a measurement instrument.

One promising point of embarkation for a consideration of Mill’s dif-
ferences with Bentham is Mill’s comment in Utilitarianism that critics
of hedonism dislike hedonism and characterize it as “a doctrine worthy
only of swine” (CW 10:210). He answers,

The accusation supposes human beings to be capable of no pleasures except
those of which swine are capable . . . a beast’s pleasures do not satisfy a
human being’s conceptions of happiness. Human beings have faculties
more elevated than the animal appetites, and when once made conscious
of them, do not regard anything as happiness which does not include their
gratification. (CW 10:210)

In unraveling the meaning of this we come to the heart of his disputes
with his mentor. For he was affected by this objection, and sensitive that
it might apply to Bentham’s theory of value. In distancing himself, he
broke new ground in his presentation of the good for humans. Bentham’s
brand of hedonism is vulnerable, Mill feared, because Bentham’s hedonism
explicitly allows only one sort of good-making characteristic or feature 
– namely quantity – to be taken into account in assessing how much

utilitarianism: theory of value
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value a particular state of mind is judged to have. In focusing only on
quantity, Bentham’s theory also tends to focus on the simple pleasurable
sensations and components of experience. Mill distances himself from
Bentham’s quantitative theory in several pivotal respects.

The things that are valuable are satisfying or pleasurable states of
experience or consciousness. But Mill’s expansive conception of good,
reconstructed to overcome Benthamite limitations, goes much further
than Bentham in the first of these pivotal differences. While Bentham
contends that simple sensations of pleasure are the paradigm mental
states that are valuable, Mill demurs. Mill proposes that value is con-
tained in complex, heterogeneous states of consciousness which are the
products of the workings of psychological laws of association on these
simple mental states. Sensations and ideas are linked through asso-
ciation and in the process of psychological development these originally
simple mental states evolve into more complex states of experience.
Mill thinks that association often operates as a quasi-chemical process
to create chemical unions of elements in which the original parts or 
elements merge into a new and complex whole. He says,

When many impressions or ideas are operating in the mind together, there
sometimes takes place a process of a similar kind to chemical combina-
tion. When impressions have been so often experienced in conjunction,
that each of them calls up readily and instantaneously the ideas of the
whole group, those ideas sometimes melt and coalesce into one another,
and appear not several ideas, but one. (CW 8:853)

The complexes that result occupy an important place in Mill’s moral
psychology and his value theory. They are the paradigm bearers of value,
rather than the simple ideas that generate them.

Secondly, Mill contends that limiting the good-making characteristics
of valuable states of consciousness to their quantity is misguided. Mill
argues that the quality (or kind) as well as the quantity are both correctly
seen as the good-making properties which determine the value of these
satisfying states of consciousness. Thirdly, the measurement of utility is
of central concern for utilitarianism. The procedures for measuring the
value of the states of consciousness that are under consideration widen
the distance between Bentham and Mill. Mill’s method for measuring
value relies upon the judgments of “competent agents.” One key ques-
tion thus is the exploration of what Mill means by a competent agent. 
I argue that Mill’s notion of a competent agent is an agent who has
undergone an education best understood as a process of development
and self-development. This conception of a competent agent is at the
very core of Mill’s ethical theory. I explore this central question in
Chapter 5, Philosophy of Education (see also Donner 1991; 1998).
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To facilitate understanding, it is helpful to keep in mind that,
although the bearers of value are pleasurable mental states, what we are
seeking to promote and measure is utility or value. In Mill’s system, com-
plex mental states are the paradigm entities that are valuable. As these
are complex, they have a multitude of features that can be observed
through mindful introspection. People can be trained and educated to
become adept and skillful at noting their various properties and com-
ponents. In this introspective scrutiny, many of the properties that 
come to attention have nothing to do with the value of the experience.
And others do come to attention as those that are good-making and 
contribute to the value of the experience. Bentham maintains that only
the quantity (primarily intensity and duration) counts in the reckoning
of value of satisfying experiences. Mill contends that, in addition to
quantity, the quality or kind of the experience also counts in this reck-
oning. Their shared common ground is that they both contend that these
named features have a dual nature and function. They are both empirical
features, that is, features of the consciousness that can be empirically
and phenomenally picked out by a discerning, trained awareness. But at
the same time, they are also normative, or good-making, or productive 
of value. This discernment can be done better or worse, well or badly,
depending upon the cultivation and education in this ability. This train-
ing to discern and appreciate certain properties of experience is one of
the basic building blocks of the education and training of competent
agents in Mill’s system. This means that they are appropriately or cor-
rectly picked out or discerned by a trained introspective mind as the
basis of value. While value is grounded in these empirical and phenom-
enal features, and these provide an empirical base for value, the features
are not identical with value and they do not constitute value.

Since few would dispute that in many typical cases a greater quantity
of happiness or satisfaction is better than a lesser, the trained, discri-
minative judgments involved in coming to an assessment about what the
quantity “amounts to” in Bentham’s system may seem too obvious to
merit dwelling upon. But pausing here is helpful in understanding what
Mill is proposing. When we explore further Bentham’s good-making 
and empirical feature of quantity, we find that there is no simple charac-
teristic of quantity. Instead, Bentham’s felicific calculus, his method 
of measuring value, breaks down quantity into several components.
Although he names seven “circumstances to be taken into the account
in estimating the value of a pleasure or pain” (Bentham 1970, 38) most
commentators collapse these and focus on the first two, namely, the
intensity and the duration. Here I pass over many of the problems with
measurement long associated with the felicific calculus. I zero in on the
point that trained discrimination is called on and necessary even to
judge in a rough and ready manner the amount of, at least, the intensity.

utilitarianism: theory of value
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But even supposing that adequate judgments of intensity with the
definite units required by Bentham’s system are available, a further
explicitly normative judgment is required in order to arrive at the overall
value of the pleasure.

This is because there is no quantity simpliciter; ineluctably, there 
are only properties such as intensity and duration. There is no simple
empirical or phenomenal property of quantity, composed of one element
that can be measured. Quantity is unavoidably a compound feature of
experience, comprised of at least the features of intensity and duration.
Bentham assumes too readily that these two features of intensity and
duration should be given equal weight. What hides in the background,
but must be brought to the foreground for analysis and made conspicu-
ous, is Bentham’s assumed normative judgment that the intensity and
the duration of a pleasure count equally in estimating and calculating its
value. But this cannot simply be assumed, as it is a disputable claim. 
We may well ask why intensity and duration should count equally. It is
possible and indeed plausible to construct scenarios in which a few brief
periods of extraordinary happiness or ecstatic bliss are taken to be the
central defining moments of a life. In such scenarios some people would
be willing to make enormous sacrifices of other periods of happiness in
order to attain and achieve these brief moments of intense satisfaction.
Lives of adventurers are plausibly interpreted in this light. It is also 
possible and plausible to construct scenarios in which the feature of
duration is given overriding weight. In such scenarios the agents choose
to eschew or abstain from intense pleasures in order to pursue and pro-
tect the peaceful and calm enjoyments that are constant and enduring. 
It is not required that such cases be typical or common in order to make
the point that Bentham’s measurement procedure is not merely one 
of straightforward calculation. From these scenarios we can draw out 
the point that different agents, similarly trained and educated, can be
expected to differ in their judgments, assessments, and weightings of
intensity and duration. What I claim must be noted is that a normative
judgment about how to weigh these two separate components of 
quantity (for there is no simple property quantity) is unavoidable. No
straightforward empirical calculation of quantity absent this normative
weighting judgment can be obtained. Moreover, agents of different 
character and outlook will inevitably differ about the best way to weigh
these features, according to whether they are bold and exuberant thrill-
seekers, to take one extreme, or peaceful contemplatives, to take the
other. Pluralism and diversity of judgment are unavoidable.

This clarification of the requirements of Bentham’s calculus is help-
ful in approaching Mill’s proposals. Mill claims that quality, as well as
quantity, is a good-making feature of pleasurable experience. He says
that by quality of experience he means kind. In Utilitarianism he says,
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It is quite compatible with the principle of utility to recognize the fact,
that some kinds of pleasure are more desirable and more valuable than 
others. It would be absurd that while, in estimating all other things, qual-
ity is considered as well as quantity, the estimation of pleasures should be
supposed to depend on quantity alone. (CW 10:211)

What is there to decide whether a particular pleasure is worth purchasing
at the cost of a particular pain, except the feelings and judgment of 
the experienced? When, therefore, those feelings and judgment declare the
pleasures derived from the higher faculties to be preferable in kind, apart
from the question of intensity, to those of which the animal nature, dis-
joined from the higher faculties, is susceptible, they are entitled on this
subject to the same regard. (CW 10:213)

According to the Greatest Happiness Principle . . . the ultimate end . . . is
an existence exempt as far as possible from pain, and as rich as possible in
enjoyments, both in point of quantity and quality. (CW 10:214)

Mill mirrors Bentham in maintaining that the relevant properties of
experiences are both empirical and normative. Much confusion about
Mill’s meaning has its source in a failure of critics and commentators to
note that in Mill’s philosophy quality and value are not synonymous.
Value, Mill holds, is what we are trying to promote or produce and what
we measure when we follow the principle of utility. The quality of plea-
surable experience is best understood as its kind, and indeed Mill says, as
explicitly as possible, that by quality he means kind of pleasure: “it is quite
compatible with the principle of utility to recognize the fact, that some
kinds of pleasure are . . . more valuable than others.” In Mill’s system,
value or good is produced by the two basic good-making properties,
quantity (intensity and duration) and quality (kind). Experiences are ranked
on the scale of value; in other words what is being measured is the value
of experiences. The scales are not cardinal, as in Bentham’s system, for
Mill maintains that these sorts of value judgment do not lend themselves
to cardinal measurement. Mill allows for different categories of kind to
be brought into the measurement procedure. In his most basic statements
of the theory, the qualities or kinds of happiness that are the most valu-
able are those that develop and exercise the higher human capacities and
faculties (see Donner 1991; Brink 1992; Crisp 1997). Put alternatively, the
exercise of the intellectual and moral virtues or excellences exemplify
the most valuable kinds of happiness. This claim explicitly ties in Mill’s
theory with the lineage of virtue ethics, which makes the exercise of the
human excellences or virtues a focal point of ethics and politics (see
Berkowitz 1999; Semmel 1984). Mill’s standard example is that “the
pleasures derived from the higher faculties [are] preferable in kind” (CW
10:213). Thus kinds can be classified as those resulting from the exercise

utilitarianism: theory of value
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of the higher human faculties. But kinds of pleasure are also classified by
cause or source and by phenomenal differences in the experience. Causal
and intentional properties form their own categories of kinds. Mill’s the-
ory is characterized by its flexibility in part because he identifies quality
and kind, and yet also has a pliant view of the categories of kinds.

Bentham’s measurement procedure combines empirical, factual judg-
ments and discriminations about the amount of intensity and duration
with incontrovertible normative judgments about how they are to be
weighted and then integrated onto the primary scale of value, which is
what we are measuring. Mill’s measurement procedure follows Bentham
to an extent and then takes a radically new direction. Mill’s procedure
must deal with combining the dimensions of intensity and duration, 
but his procedure must also have a process for integrating judgments 
of quality (kind) onto the primary scale of value. Agents must make 
normative judgments, not just about how to weigh intensity and dura-
tion, but also about how to weigh quality against quantity in combin-
ing them on the primary scale. There is a more extensive normative
component in Mill’s measurement procedure. The further normative
judgment that Mill’s procedure calls for is that some kinds (qualities) 
of satisfactions are more valuable, and thus should be ranked more
highly on the central scale of value. Mill’s frequent references to
“higher” pleasures are thus best understood as meaning pleasures of a
kind (quality) that is more valuable. The measurement procedure leads
Mill in the new direction of eliciting the judgments of competent agents
to resolve, determine, and arrive at overall judgments of the value of
pleasurable experiences. These judgments are best understood as being
evidential, and thus they may be mistaken – indeed, Mill’s expectation
of progress over time has built into it the expectation that judgments 
are regularly discovered to be mistaken. The method allows for a vote
among judges in cases of disagreement, in the public realm. As the diver-
sity and pluralism of contemporary societies increase, a philosophy that
explicitly allows for and expects diversity among educated and trained
agents is plausible and helpful; one that expects conformity is not. Roger
Crisp says:

Because the views of the judges are only evidential, it is of course con-
ceivable that they may be mistaken, and Mill implicitly accepts this in
allowing for disagreement among them . . . Mill is claiming not that the
majority must be right, but that it is only reasonable to respect the decision
of the majority. (Crisp 1997, 36–7)

The caveat to this claim is, of course, that in the area of life defended in
On Liberty, where actions do not affect the vital interests or rights of
others, the judgments of individuals must be respected.
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These roads lead to the central role of a philosophy of education to
explain the proper education of developed and self-developed agents. It is
indicative of the deep links with virtue ethics. And this distinctive and
new direction of the theory leads directly to some persistent objections
to Mill’s qualitative hedonism.

Objections to Mill’s Qualitative Hedonism: Internal
Inconsistency and Value Pluralism

Mill’s revision of Bentham’s hedonism and his attempts to distance
himself from the problems he perceived in the Benthamite theory of
value have not always been well received in the discussions of his 
theory. Indeed, his bold revisionism and his inclusion of quality as a
good-making property have faced strong criticism. Mill’s shift away
from quantitative hedonism produces a theory notable or notorious for
its complexity and its openness to a variety of readings and interpreta-
tions. His procedure for measuring value is similarly intricate and com-
plex, and open to a range of interpretations and attendant objections.
However, I contend that many of the most persistent and often-repeated
criticisms of Mill are misguided and based upon confusion. One result 
of this focus upon confused objections, I contend, has been to misdirect
attention away from the objections to Mill’s value theory which are
more intractable and more deeply challenging and puzzling. These more
substantial objections are put by value pluralists, who argue that things
other than happiness are valuable in themselves.

One of the most persistent objections is that Mill’s qualitative 
hedonism is internally inconsistent, or alternatively that Mill’s theory
abandons hedonism by including quality in the measurement of the
value of pleasurable experience. According to this perspective, if you 
are a hedonist, then the only property that can count in measuring the
value is quantity, or how much of the pleasurable experience there is.
This objection is bluntly stated by F. H. Bradley:

If you are to prefer a higher pleasure to a lower without reference to quantity
– then there is an end altogether of the principle which puts the measure in
the surplus of pleasure to the whole sentient creation. (Bradley 1962, 119)

Although this objection put by Bradley is persistently raised, its persist-
ence does not reflect its strength. It is based upon a misconstrual of 
the basic claim of hedonism, which is that pleasurable experience is the
only thing that is good in itself. I argue that it is a separate question what
dimensions or properties of these experiences produce their value and
should be taken into account in the measurement of their value. This
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objection to Mill’s value theory falls prey to the error of conflating two
separate questions: (a) what things are intrinsically valuable (pleasurable
mental states) and (b) what properties of these mental states are product-
ive of their value. A position on the first question leaves yet undeter-
mined an answer to the second.

In assuming the very claim that needs to be argued, namely, that only
quantity matters in assessing the overall value of pleasure, Bradley 
simply begs the question against Mill. Mill has a classic response in
anticipation of this objection that has occupied such a prominent place
in the literature. His response is succinct but compelling. Mill says:

It would be absurd that while, in estimating all other things, quality is con-
sidered as well as quantity, the estimation of pleasures should be supposed
to depend on quantity alone. (CW 10:211)

It is indeed absurd to assume as the baseline position that if you value
satisfying experiences, then the only thing about them that matters is
how much or what quantity you have. Few, if any, actual rational moral
agents care only about the amount of happiness they have. Mill’s theory
of value is constructed as a guide for actual agents in living worthwhile
lives. He apprehends clearly that quantity does not capture the whole
picture, and he constructs an account that more accurately reflects and
guides judgments of practical wisdom. Roger Crisp sees the similarities
of Mill’s perspective and Aristotelian virtue accounts:

Those who can judge the value of experiences correctly are those who are
not only sensitive to the salient features of those experiences, particularly
their intensity and nature, but able to attach to those features the evalu-
ative weight they deserve. (Crisp 1997, 39)

It simply does not follow from the basic claim of hedonism, namely,
that the only intrinsically valuable things are experiences of happiness,
that we are committed to the further claim that only the amount of 
happiness matters. This is clearly mistaken. Moreover, it is deeply at
odds with how reflective people make comparative choices about good
things, beautiful things, noble things, and other similar value choices. In
such choices, the kind as well as the amount is standardly taken into
account in making value judgments. The anomalous perspective in
these practical and rational judgments in daily life is the approach that
only quantity matters.1

There are substantive and persistent challenges and objections to Mill’s
value theory which are not as easily laid to rest. Thoughtful readers will
find themselves puzzling over these. Value pluralism presents one such
challenge to all forms of hedonism. Value pluralism maintains that all
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forms of hedonism are too limited in the list of things allowed onto the
list of intrinsically valuable things. Surely, the value pluralist contends,
other things like virtue, knowledge or wisdom, and enlightenment are,
at least on some occasions, valuable in themselves, apart from any con-
nection to or presence of happiness or satisfaction.

Mill’s reply draws upon his psychological theory of associationism.
He uses virtue as an example. 

To illustrate this further, we may remember that virtue is not the only
thing, originally a means, and which if it were not a means to anything
else, would be and remain indifferent, but which by association with what
it is a means to, comes to be desired for itself. (CW 10:235)

Mill’s point is that through psychological association virtue becomes part
of our happiness. Originally we desire virtue as a means to happiness, but
through psychological association virtue becomes pleasurable and so a
component of happiness. Virtue is pleasurable especially when a person
has developed and exercises the moral and intellectual capacities. I
claim that the development and exercise of the virtues is so interwoven
with happiness in Mill’s system that this response is plausible. A bigger
test to his system is the example of knowledge. Although the development
and exercise of the intellectual virtues is also interwoven with happiness,
we can construct examples of human knowledge which seem to lack
this connection to human well-being, and which even seem strongly
connected with deep and massive harm and suffering. One immediate
example is the knowledge that led to the construction of the atomic
bomb. The horror inflicted upon Hiroshima seems to be a clear example
of knowledge separated and severed from human well-being. The pro-
liferation of nuclear weapons and other horrifying weapons of mass
destruction are further examples. We can add in knowledge severed from
well-being in some examples like the expertise that destroys the natural
environment. Viewed in this light, examples of knowledge severed from
well-being and satisfaction are plentiful. But is this what value pluralists
intend to propound? This is not the sort of counterexample to hedonism
to which they appeal. The objection from pluralists is rather looking for
knowledge that is valuable in itself, and knowledge leading to mass
destruction does not seem to fit the bill. At this point the question arises
as to where the burden of proof lies, as well as the question what impact
these examples should have. The opponent of hedonism replies that the
sorts of examples she has in mind are decidedly not those that cause deep
suffering (which also have a connection to well-being, albeit a negative
one). The sorts of examples rather are those valuable in themselves, apart
from happiness, and not as a means to something further, as would be the
case in knowledge as instrumentally, rather than intrinsically, valuable.

utilitarianism: theory of value
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Is Mill correct in asserting this essential link to experienced happiness
of these other purported good things? In his favor, a very strong case can
be made that in cases of other good things, if a link to happiness is not
present we are inclined to question the intrinsic nature of the value.
Whether this applies to all such proposed examples is a good question to
ponder. This is the sort of question to which a definitive answer seems
elusive, for both supporters and opponents of qualitative hedonism.

But, while counterexamples to Mill’s theory can be constructed in
which the link to happiness may seem neutral, are we not entitled to
more from the value pluralist? Do examples in the absence of a more
complete alternative theory constitute a compelling objection to Mill?
For the claims of value pluralism to be convincing, we need the appar-
atus of a theory, not simply examples in isolation from a theoretical
structure. A contrary case needs also to be constructed showing how
virtue and knowledge are valuable apart from this connection to happi-
ness. Generally what occurs in these discussions is that value pluralists
point to proposed examples without making the extensive positive case
for the claim that they are good in themselves. This would need to
include an analysis of how knowledge can be good in itself in cases in
which massive suffering results. For if knowledge is indeed valuable in
itself, then must it not be valuable even in the cases in which it has 
no link to happiness, as well as in cases in which it results in great suf-
fering? Perhaps this is too stringent a requirement. But, at minimum,
there must be an analysis similar to that proffered by Mill, setting out
the good-making features of knowledge, or an alternative apparatus. So
Mill’s argument that there must be connections to happiness in order to
claim that knowledge is valuable is bolstered by some counterexamples
to value pluralism.

Perhaps the value pluralist will respond that we don’t know what good
consequences this knowledge will provide in the future. But this line of
reply supports hedonism, since it appeals in the end to enhancement of
human happiness and undercuts the objection. Does value pluralism
claim that knowledge is a good even if it leads to horrific suffering? Or
merely that there are some examples of knowledge that are neutral with
regard to well-being, yet good nonetheless? We may be led to the conclu-
sion that Mill’s case is far stronger than that of the opponents.

The Judgment of Competent Agents: 
Self-Development and Value Measurement

A thorough understanding of Mill’s value theory needs an examination,
not just of his views on the nature of value, but also of his approach to
measuring the value at the heart of his system. Mill sets out an expansive
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conception of good and he develops a method for measuring the value of
satisfying experiences that is consonant with this enlarged view. Mill’s
method for measuring value relies on the judgments of competent
agents who have undergone an education best understood as a process of
development and self-development. Mill signals his method of value
measurement in Utilitarianism. He says,

If I am asked, what I mean by difference of quality in pleasures, or what
makes one pleasure more valuable than another, merely as a pleasure,
except its being greater in amount, there is but one possible answer. Of two
pleasures, if there be one to which all or almost all who have experience 
of both give a decided preference, irrespective of any feeling of moral 
obligation to prefer it, that is the more desirable pleasure. If one of the two
is, by those who are competently acquainted with both, placed so far above
the other that they prefer it, even though knowing it to be attended with a
greater amount of discontent, and would not resign it for any quantity of the
other pleasure which their nature is capable of, we are justified in ascribing
to the preferred enjoyment a superiority in quality, so far outweighing
quantity as to render it, in comparison, of small account. (CW 10:211)

From this verdict of the only competent judges, I apprehend there can be no
appeal. On a question which is the best worth having of two pleasures, or
which of two modes of existence is the most grateful to the feelings, apart
from its moral attributes and from its consequences, the judgment of those
who are qualified by knowledge of both, or, if they differ, that of the major-
ity among them, must be admitted as final. (CW 10:213)

Mill is not primarily concerned with judgments about particular 
pleasures and satisfactions. The focus of his theory is as much on good
character and good lives as it is on particular satisfactions. Because of 
the broad scope of concern, and the education needed to be a competent
agent, he devotes much of his attention in his writings to his philosophy
of education. I examine this in Chapter 5.

Mill believes that agents who have been properly socialized and edu-
cated are better equipped to lead satisfying and worthwhile lives in the
private sphere, as well as to engage as responsible and active citizens in
the public domain. We are all entitled to social resources and access to
cooperative endeavors to allow us to lead lives of self-development as
adults. Self-development is both an essential element of and an essential
precondition for appreciating the most valuable kinds of happiness.
Members of society who have been denied the basic education needed to
become self-developed agents, or competent agents with the training
and ability to make astute judgments of value, are wronged by their 
society. Thus a lot of theoretical weight is put on the philosophy of 
education in Mill’s theory. The form of political liberalism consonant

utilitarianism: theory of value
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with Mill’s value theory is egalitarian (Donner 1991, 160–87). People
have a right to liberty of self-development and are wronged and harmed
if they are shut out from an appropriate education. 

His perspective on self-development also has significant implications
for Mill’s form of liberalism, as I explore in Chapter 6, on liberalism and
democracy. If, as Mill holds, a threshold level of self-development is
needed in order to lead a good life, then to deny someone the opportunity
of self-development violates some of their most vital interests – and thus
their basic rights. Since almost all members of society have the potential
to attain the status of self-development, the social context and institu-
tions have a large influence in determining whether these potentials
develop. According to Mill’s moral and political philosophy, people have
the right to liberty of self-development, and their rights are violated if
their society actively bars them or does not take action to provide the
means to develop and exercise their human capacities.

Assessments of value based upon the judgments of self-developed
agents have some measure of legitimacy or authority. But the authority
of the judgments is not, in the long term, final or definitive, as these
judgments can be mistaken and overturned by later evaluations. Indeed,
Mill’s faith in moral and social progress is a fixture of his theory. The
judgments can be challenged and they are progressive; there is the expec-
tation of change, improvement, and progress over time. There is also the
expectation of disagreement, dispute, dissent, plurality, and diversity 
of views and judgments. This process, and the agents and their judg-
ments, even highly educated ones, are all fallible, as the arguments of
On Liberty take great pains to establish (CW 18:216–310). However,
educated agents are the best situated and have the greatest chance to
make correct discriminations and judgments.

I interpret Mill’s method of assessing the value of satisfactions as lay-
ing out a comprehensive approach that allows in principle for the inclu-
sion and comparability of the full range of the good-making features of
enjoyments. This full range includes all of the areas of daily life that fall
under what Mill calls the Art of Life – morality, prudence, and nobility,
or “the Right, the Expedient, and the Beautiful or Noble, in human con-
duct and works” (CW 8:949). It also includes a vast array of what Mill
calls the moral arts – all of the practical arts of daily living. My interpre-
tation is consistent with Mill’s own understanding of the broad reach of
the principle of utility as the general principle of the good that guides
and justifies all practical judgments about the ends of life. The principle
of utility is a general principle of the good with a wide jurisdiction over
all of the areas of private and public life and all of the arts of life. The
implications of this are far reaching, for if the principle is to fulfill its
function, the conceptions of the good at its basis must be general enough
to carry into all of these areas of public and private life. The evaluative
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judgments and assessments of satisfactions and pursuits must be appro-
priate for all these different areas of life, and judgments of value must be
sensitively attuned to the different contexts under perusal. The educa-
tion required to make such judgments of the good becomes of central
importance as a fulcrum of the theory.

This approach could not, then, without missing the spirit of the 
principle of utility and the range of areas under its jurisdiction, restrict
the domain of the kinds of satisfactions that can be scrutinized and 
compared for value or disvalue. Mill himself undoubtedly regards the
enjoyments of intellectual activity and pursuit of justice as primary
examples of the highly valuable pleasures that develop and exercise 
the higher human capacities. However, it is important, I contend, to
interpret his comments on the high value of these enjoyments as simply
providing enduring examples of the application of the principles of his
theory. Since his value theory is a general one, it is a mistake to restrict
or try to determine in advance the good-making properties that are to be
assessed and compared.2

Self-Development and Virtue Ethics

Mill’s commitments to a progressive conception of human nature 
and a concept of the good fundamentally oriented to self-development
connect his theory to the tradition of virtue ethics. The focus on the
development and exercise of the human excellences as an ongoing 
lifelong pursuit is reminiscent of the priorities of ethics of virtue. This 
is not surprising considering the priority given in Mill’s own child-
hood education to exposure to classical Greek philosophy. The spirit of
Aristotelian virtue ethics pervades and permeates Mill’s ethics, and Mill
emphasizes its powerful influence on his outlook in the Autobiography
(CW 1:9–53). Mill’s extensive explanation of the educational processes
of development and self-development can be read as setting out a 
program for the cultivation, inculcation, and development of essential
mental and moral virtues. Although Mill gives these Aristotelian ideas 
a liberal egalitarian face, he follows Aristotle in propounding the claims
that a good human life must be one that allows for the development and
exercise of the human mental and moral excellences (see Berkowitz
1999; Crisp and Slote 1997; Urbinati 2002). He writes extensively about
activities developing these traits in both public and private realms. 
I develop these themes further in Chapter 4 (Liberty), Chapter 6
(Political Philosophy: Liberalism and Democracy), and Chapter 7
(Sexual Equality and the Subjection of Women).

The foundations of Mill’s theory are utilitarian, because habituation
and exercise in the virtues provide the best means for promoting happiness

utilitarianism: theory of value
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for all. But the characterization of human happiness is essentially inter-
woven with virtue. Roger Crisp and Michael Slote ask whether it is
“possible for utilitarians . . . to enlarge the focus of their own theories to
incorporate agents’ lives as a whole, their characters as well as . . . their
actions” (Crisp and Slote 1997, 3). Mill’s utilitarianism offers a clear
affirmative response. It would be incomprehensible to Mill to attempt to
understand the good for humans without according a prime place to 
virtuous character traits and capacities. Virtues are admirable character
traits that are generally productive of good and that have become habit-
ual, through association with pleasure. The development of admirable
character traits that become habitual through practice and participation
is one key mark of an ethics of virtue.

A second mark of virtue ethics is the employment of exemplars or
models for students to emulate in these practices. These models embody
and teach ideals that others can choose to use as examples to follow.
Mill himself gives many examples to illustrate his intentions regarding
appropriate models or exemplars of the intellectual and moral virtues. In
the essay “Theism,” Mill proposes Christ as an ideal of virtue for others
to emulate. He draws attention to those who have used Christ “as the
ideal representative and guide of humanity” (CW 10:488). He adds “nor,
even now, would it be easy, even for an unbeliever, to find a better trans-
lation of the rule of virtue from the abstract into the concrete, than to
endeavour so to live that Christ would approve our life”(CW 10:488).
Such models and examples can be more personal, as Mill demonstrates
in his dedication to and depiction of his wife Harriet Taylor Mill as his
inspiration. She is “the friend and wife whose exalted sense of truth and
right was my strongest incitement” (CW 18:216). On Liberty uses a
range of examples of this sort, including both specific examples like
Christ and Socrates and general examples like people with highly devel-
oped individuality as models. He explains that

Many have let themselves be guided . . . by the counsels and influence of a
more highly gifted and instructed One or Few . . . The honour and glory of
the average man is that he is capable of following that initiative; that he
can respond internally to wise and noble things, and be led to them with
his eyes open. (CW 18:269)

Mill is quick to add that he is advocating emulation of models, and he is
not proposing “hero-worship” or forceful imposition of values. “All he can
claim is, freedom to point out the way. The power of compelling others
into it, is not only inconsistent with the freedom and development of all
the rest, but corrupting to the strong man himself” (CW 18:269).

The richness of Mill’s approach to education understood as self- 
development explains why Mill had confidence in the measurement
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procedure he proposed in his theory and in the judgments of competent
agents to evaluate and measure value. His liberal philosophy of educa-
tion is substantial. But doubts remain. Mill’s method of assessing value
and the philosophy of education it mandates raise a slew of questions to
ponder and objections to consider.

One significant challenge is the objection that Mill’s system is elitist.
If the development and exercise of the higher human capacities and the
education that is needed are prerequisites for appreciating the most 
valuable satisfactions, then the elitist argument could be propounded
that those who have had this education are better able to judge and
appreciate value, and even to impose their judgments on others. This is a
challenging question for Mill’s theory, and I take up this complex issue
in Chapter 6. But the preliminary response to this comes from Mill’s
deepest commitments and the fundamental egalitarianism of his theory.
It follows from the basic tenets of his theory that people are wronged if
they are denied this education, and doubly wronged then if their self-
development is further impaired by having the judgment of others
imposed, rather than simply offered as a model. The argument of On
Liberty adds power to the reply to the elitist, for the benefits of individu-
ality and autonomy cannot be obtained on the elitist model.

Another substantial objection is that, although the education process
is designed to produce autonomous and reliable judges of value, yet the
very process of education will have favored certain sorts of enjoyments
(most notably the intellectual ones) and thus there will be a built-in bias
or predetermination for self-developed agents to favor some enjoyments
over others. This brings us face to face with the bedrock question of how
to educate citizens to lead autonomous lives. It is a problem faced by 
all liberal democracies, and the only answer and counter is to encourage
the sort of education for freedom that Mill proposes, and back up the
commitment with effective development of autonomy. Mill’s theory
cannot escape this common puzzle faced by all democratic educational
philosophies, and yet his bottom line commitment to educate all cit-
izens for autonomy provides the most promising avenues to meet these
challenges.

Mill’s value theory continues to challenge and intrigue contemporary
students of moral and political philosophy. His theory defies attempts at
easy categorization, and its intricacy is designed to provide a framework
for practical wisdom and for living well. It is an activist theory, con-
structed to be used and tested in the light of its application to daily life. 
If ethical life is as complex as it seems to be in contemporary pluralistic
and diverse communities, then we need a theory as sophisticated as
Mill’s to guide our reflections and judgments. My discussion in later
chapters will illustrate Mill’s value theory in its connections and 
applications.

utilitarianism: theory of value
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notes

An earlier version of this chapter appeared as “Mill’s Theory of Value,” in Henry
West, ed., The Blackwell Guide to Mill’s Utilitarianism (Oxford: Blackwell,
2006), 117–38.
1 For other noteworthy discussions of these questions see Scarre 1997; Brink

1992; Crisp 1997; Riley 1988; West 2004; Skorupski 1989; Long 1992; Hoag
1992; Berger 1984.

2 Jonathan Riley’s reading of Mill on the values of different kinds of enjoyments
is an example of an interpretation that is prone to be too restrictive. Riley’s
reading permits only four kinds of enjoyments: “‘utilities of justice’ . . .
‘private utilities’ (including ‘aesthetic utilities’) . . . ‘utilities of charity,’ and . . .
‘merely expedient utilities’” (Riley 1988, 87). These fixed categories of kind
are too rigid to accurately convey the complexity of Mill’s actual position on
the myriad kinds of satisfactions which may be enjoyed and evaluated.
Riley’s interpretation is also restrictive in arguing for the lexical dominance
of some kinds of utilities or enjoyments, and is especially problematic in its
claim that different kinds of utilities cannot be compared. Riley contends
that “each kind of utility is non-comparable with other kinds in terms of
quantity or intensity” (166). However, this is difficult to uphold as a general
approach to value measurement and lacks plausibility. In the course of daily
life agents are constantly called upon to make such comparisons, and they do
so successfully, albeit in a rough and ready way. Mill’s intention is to argue
for a general and comprehensive method that can be used to construct actual
agents’ plans of life and to guide actual value assessments.
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utilitarianism: morality,
justice, and the art of life

ch
ap

ter 3

Introduction

I
n this chapter I engage with the core questions raised by Mill’s views
on right and wrong, obligation, rights and justice, as well as issues
regarding the status of moral rules. I consider whether or to what extent

Mill’s theory is best classified as act-utilitarian or as rule-utilitarian. One
common objection posed to Mill’s moral philosophy is that the principle
of utility is in conflict with the demands of justice. In responding to 
this objection I examine the relationship between utility and justice in
the architecture of Mill’s theory, as well as the central place of rights
grounded in utility within his system.

In Utilitarianism, Mill lays down the fundamental principle of his
moral theory, the principle of utility, which “holds that actions are right
in proportion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong as they tend to
produce the reverse of happiness” (CW 10:210). The principle of utility is
the ultimate principle of utilitarianism. This principle is a principle of
the good or value and as such it governs the ends of all of the practical and
moral arts of living. The principle of utility serves to justify and ground
moral principles of right and obligation, including those justice principles
concerned with rights owed to particular individuals. This is the territory
of Morality within Mill’s Art of Life. It is now time to turn attention to
different positions that have been adopted on the question of the role
played by the principle of utility in morality. What is the relation between
the good and the right or the obligatory? Just as utilitarians can advocate
different positions regarding the nature of the good, so they also differ
over the question of the relation of the principle of utility to the moral
rules setting out obligations. Discussions of the last few decades have
tended to frame these debates by categorizing the proffered positions as
act-utilitarian or rule-utilitarian. These are not terms that Mill himself
used and it is open to question whether he would have welcomed being
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aligned with either of these perspectives, and whether these categories
successfully capture his intentions. There is now a vast literature on
these questions, and this literature does not show any signs of abating,
even though there is increasing awareness among Mill scholars that the
question of Mill’s placement in the schema may never be satisfactorily
resolved. This is not simply because of the nature of philosophical
inquiry. It may also be that Mill is not a cooperative player in this game.

Mill’s theory does not sit perfectly comfortably in either the act- or the
rule-utilitarian camp, and some straining and tugging is needed to place
him in either mold. It is a question worth pondering whether the upshot
is to reveal weakness in Mill’s theory, or limitations in the way that
these theories have been classified, conceived, or configured in recent
dialogues. My goal in this discussion is, therefore, to reflect upon which
category offers the best fit with Mill’s theory.

The categories of and discussions of act- and rule-utilitarianism 
have been featured prominently in twentieth-century debates. Mill 
himself did not use these words and probably was unaware of this par-
ticular method of classifying consequentialist and utilitarian theories.
Therefore, scrutiny of the textual evidence and care in interpreting it are
essential for the task of reflecting about whether Mill’s theory is best
classed as act- or as rule-utilitarian.1 The debate is lively, as recent com-
mentators continue to argue that Mill is an act-utilitarian, that he is a
rule-utilitarian, or that his theory does not fit comfortably into either
category. Care is needed in proceeding and the textual evidence for these
competing readings must be approached in the context of awareness 
of the structure of Mill’s moral philosophy. Indeed, I will argue that 
the structure of Mill’s theory, often neglected in discussions, radically
undermines the prospects for several of these interpretations as can-
didates for furnishing accurate readings of his theory. Central in this 
theoretical structure is Mill’s Art of Life, which delineates the proper
domain of Morality in its relations with companion spheres of the Art 
of Life. So an understanding of the scope of Morality, as well as the place
of rules of obligation and rights within the structure of his moral philo-
sophy, is an essential tool for scrutiny of the status of rules of obligation
and principles of justice.

There is an underlying substantive issue at stake – the question of the
strength of the moral rules in Mill’s moral philosophy. The relevant con-
cern is that moral rules must be strong enough to avoid being overturned
easily, yet not so strong that they are rigidly adhered to in extreme 
circumstances where catastrophe will ensue if the rule is followed. In
such cases, rare though they may be in real life, reflection is called for 
to examine whether the rules should, morally speaking, be followed. A
more common practical concern arises because moral life inevitably fea-
tures cases where rules come into conflict, and we must reflect on which
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rule it is our duty to follow in these circumstances. Mill argues that all
moral rules have exceptions and notes that to expect moral rules (or any
rules for the practice of living) to be without exceptions is fanciful.

The substantive question is important, because it could provide fodder
for an objection to Mill’s utilitarianism if it is not addressed. There is a
general objection to (generic) utilitarianism that claims that this theory
permits or sanctions cases of injustice which are at odds with the moral
intuitions of reflective moral agents. A classic example, adapted from 
H. J. McCloskey by Roger Crisp, is the following:

A town in the Wild West has been plagued by a series of violent crimes.
The sheriff is confronted by a deputation led by the mayor. The deputation
tells him that, unless he hangs the vagrant he has in his jail, whom the
whole town believes to be the criminal, there will without doubt be a ter-
rible riot, in which many people will almost certainly be killed or maimed.
This vagrant has no friends or family. The sheriff knows he is innocent.2

Crisp goes on to raise the question whether by “breaking the normal rules
of justice that people should be given fair trial, and that those known to
be innocent should not be punished, he could produce the best outcome”
(Crisp 1997, 118). Crisp says that Mill would reject this line of reasoning
and hold fast to the rule because of the bad consequences of breaking the
rule. In this case, the sheriff’s agenda may well be found out, but his
more general point is that it “is just not clear in practice whether, in 
any particular case, one might maximize by breaking the rule” (118).
Therefore, ignorance and uncertainty about future outcomes should 
lead us to follow the rules of conventional morality. There are other 
substantial considerations that can also be brought in to argue for rule
adherence. For example, pandering to the mob instincts at work could
have disturbing consequences. This line of thought backs up the general
utilitarian case for following rules and thus it helps answer the objec-
tion. But Mill’s particular brand of utilitarianism has a further response.
Mill’s theory, unlike Bentham’s, accords a central place to rights, which
protect vital interests – and this furnishes a far more robust rebuff to crit-
ics who claim that utilitarianism sanctions injustice in such scenarios.

The exploration of the status of moral rules within Mill’s theory, that
is, the important question of whether Mill’s theory is best classified as
act-utilitarian or rule-utilitarian, is complicated by the fact that Mill’s
utilitarianism is a complex variant of this family of theories. Often
objections that are directed at more simple forms of utilitarianism miss
the mark when applied to Mill’s theory. On the other hand, the complex
form that Mill defends faces other objections and raises other puzzles to
which more simple forms are not subject. Before we can fruitfully examine
act- and rule-utilitarianism, we must have in place an understanding 
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of the intricate structure of Mill’s moral philosophy, and the scope of
Morality within its design.

The Art of Life and Morality

Mill’s moral philosophy is intricate. It is a form of indirect utilitarian-
ism in which utility is promoted indirectly, through adherence to the
rules that will produce the greatest welfare if practiced generally. The
structure of Mill’s variety is explained in some detail in Chapter 5 of
Utilitarianism, “On the Connexion between Justice and Utility.”
Essential background for this is found in Book VI of A System of Logic
where Mill explains the function of the principle of utility as the ulti-
mate principle of teleology, grounding all of the moral or practical arts.
The principle of utility, as I have noted, is a general principle of the good,
underlying all of the practical arts. There are numerous moral and 
practical arts of human nature and society, and the principle of utility 
is the foundational principle governing all of them. There is room for
confusion here, in part due to Mill’s terminology. He regularly uses 
the words “moral arts and sciences” to refer to the whole expanse of the
practical arts of life, and the term “morality” to point to a specific
department of this, namely, the domain of right, duty, and obligation. 
In the first instance, this category of Morality is one of three components
of what Mill presents as the Art of Life.

As the first stage of explaining the architecture of his theory, Mill 
lays out the three departments of the fundamental Art of Life. As Mill
explains, Morality occupies only a portion of this Art of Life. The three
departments are: “Morality, Prudence or Policy, and Aesthetics; the
Right, the Expedient, and the Beautiful or Noble, in human conduct and
works” (CW 8:949). The other practical arts, and they are numerous, are
subordinate to the Art of Life. For example, in Book VI of A System 
of Logic, Mill examines in depth a number of other significant moral arts
and sciences, including psychology, ethology (the science of the forma-
tion of character), education, politics, government, economics, sociology,
political economy, and history. The list is extensive. The practical arts
of living all rely upon the arbitration and justificatory powers of the 
general principle of teleology, to decide questions of precedence when
disputes arise and to determine rankings among the ends of all of these
spheres of conduct. Practical reasoning, he maintains, requires a first
principle of teleology. “There must be some standard by which to 
determine the goodness or badness, absolute and comparative, of ends,
or objects of desire” (CW 8:951). Arguing against his nineteenth-century
opponents, the moral sense theorists, he says that the principles of their
theories, even if true,
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would provide only for that portion of the field of conduct which is prop-
erly called moral. For the remainder of the practice of life some general
principle, or standard, must still be sought; and if that principle be rightly
chosen, it will be found, I apprehend, to serve quite as well for the ultimate
principle of Morality, as for that of Prudence, Policy, or Taste. (CW 8:951)

He argues that this general principle and standard is that of “conducive-
ness to the happiness of mankind . . . the promotion of happiness is the
ultimate principle of Teleology” (CW 8:951). When Mill claims that 
we ought to promote happiness, in many cases he is speaking about a
general value ought, and not a moral ought. It is only within the specified
domain of Morality that the ought he refers to is moral. In the early pages
of Utilitarianism, Mill says that utilitarianism is accurately understood
as a “theory of life on which this theory of morality is grounded” (CW
10:210). Utilitarianism is a theory about how to live the good life. Living
the moral life, that is, following justified moral rules, doing one’s duty,
respecting the principles of justice and the rights of others, and so on, is
an essential part of living the good life. However, if we inflate the import-
ance of this component of the good life, we fail to give the other com-
partments of the good life their due, and we risk becoming the “moral
police” or the “moralists by profession” that Mill regularly excoriates as
agents whose actions and misconceptions undermine some of the most
essential elements of human well-being (CW 18:284).

In Utilitarianism, Mill’s first move is to mark off the sphere of rules
of morality or obligation from the broader class of general promotion of
good. He explains that in this first move he is also demarcating Morality
from its two companion spheres in the Art of Life. Morality is cordoned
off from “the remaining provinces of Expediency and Worthiness” (CW
10:247). This latter is the domain of Nobility or Virtue. This clarifying
comment is often ignored, leaving confusion in its wake. Mill’s moral
theory separates out the territory of rules of obligation from rules of 
general promotion of good in all of the numerous areas of practical life,
as follows:

We do not call anything wrong, unless we mean to imply that a person
ought to be punished in some way or other for doing it; if not by law, by 
the opinion of his fellow creatures; if not by opinion, by the reproaches of
his own conscience. This seems the real turning point of the distinction
between morality and simple expediency. It is part of the notion of Duty 
in every one of its forms, that a person may rightfully be compelled to
fulfill it . . . I think there is no doubt that this distinction lies at the bottom
of the notions of right and wrong; that we call any conduct wrong, or
employ, instead, some other term of dislike or disparagement, according 
as we think that the person ought, or ought not, to be punished for it; and
we say that it would be right to do so and so, or merely that it would be
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desirable or laudable, according as we would wish to see the person whom
it concerns, compelled, or only persuaded and exhorted, to act in that 
manner. (CW 10:246)

David Lyons’ argument clarifies that Mill here conceptually links moral
obligation and punishment and so his theory of morality has “a model
based on coercive social rules” (Lyons 1994, 54). Lyons continues,

These considerations suggest that Mill had the following view. To call an
act wrong is to imply that guilt feelings, and perhaps other sanctions,
would be warranted against it. But sanctions assume coercive rules. To
show an act wrong, therefore, is to show that a coercive rule against it
would be justified. The justification of a coercive social rule establishes a
moral obligation, breach of which is wrong. (Lyons 1994, 55)

Justified moral rules are those that would lead to the greatest balance of
happiness over suffering if moral agents generally complied with them.
Compliance has its costs. And so Mill’s justification of utilitarian rules
of obligation takes into account the costs of setting up and enforcing 
a coercive moral rule; such costs include the sanctions tied to breaking
the rule as well as the restrictions on freedom of following it.

Mill’s first move is to delineate the province of moral rules setting out
obligations. His next move is to distinguish a special sub-group of rules
within the territory of obligation. These are the moral rules of justice,
which defend rights. He says that rules of justice “involve the idea of 
a personal right – a claim on the part of one or more individuals” 
(CW 10:247). He defines a right as follows:

When we call anything a person’s right, we mean that he has a valid claim
on society to protect him in the possession of it, either by the force of law,
or by that of education and opinion. If he has what we consider a sufficient
claim, on whatever account, to have something guaranteed to him by 
society, we say that he has a right to it.

. . . To have a right, then, is, I conceive, to have something which 
society ought to defend me in the possession of. (CW 10:250)

This is Mill’s analysis of the concept of a right. His utilitarian justi-
fication for rights follows. He claims that “if the objector goes on to ask
why it ought, I can give him no other reason than general utility.” The
justification is based on “the extraordinarily important and impressive
kind of utility which is concerned” (CW 10: 250–51). He emphasizes
that justice and utility are not in conflict, for rules of justice must be
grounded on utility: “While I dispute the pretensions of any theory
which sets up an imaginary standard of justice not grounded on utility, 
I account the justice which is grounded on utility to be the chief part,
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and incomparably the most sacred and binding part, of all morality”
(CW 10:255).

The interests protected by rights are, as I have noted, special or
impressive in Mill’s books. They merit the weightiest protection, and
they are in the designated inner sanctuary within the structure of Mill’s
theory. They are not to be overturned or pushed aside except when they
conflict with competing sets of interests that are equally weighty: in
almost all cases, competing rights. Mill explains what happens in cases
of exception, which are rare:

justice is a name for certain moral requirements, which, regarded collect-
ively, stand higher in the scale of social utility, and are therefore of more
paramount obligation, than any others; though particular cases may occur
in which some other social duty is so important, as to overrule any one of
the general maxims of justice . . . In such cases . . . we usually say . . . that
what is just in ordinary cases is, by reason of that other principle, not just
in the particular case. (CW 10:259)

Mill notably does not permit rules of justice to be overruled except by
another “social duty.” The example Mill uses as illustration is of the
duty to take or steal food or medicine needed to save someone’s life. A
point of special importance is that such rules of justice cannot be over-
ruled to obtain small or moderate utility gains even for large numbers of
others, as in Crisp’s example. (And this is in addition to the key point
that feeding unjustified feelings of revenge is a disutility, not a utility,
and habituates the vices, not the virtues.) Cases in which small benefits
to large numbers of people are gained by violating the rights of a minority,
even a minority of one, are ruled out by the very structure of Mill’s 
theory. Mill’s complex form of utilitarianism is not the generic utilitari-
anism that is so often the target of objections that posit fanciful scenarios
having little to do with real-life dilemmas. In Mill’s carefully con-
structed theory, rights claims conceptually ward off the casual trade-offs
permitting some people’s vital interests to be overturned to promote
other people’s trivial or even moderate interests. So the general sorts 
of example that Crisp presents evoke a strong reply from Mill, and his
theory is well equipped to handle them. Mill says that rules of justice,
protecting rights, are “incomparably the most sacred and binding part, of
all morality. Justice is a name for certain classes of moral rules, which
concern the essentials of human well-being more nearly, and are there-
fore of more absolute obligation, than any other rules for the guidance of
life” (CW 10:255). Mill says that the two most basic rights are the right
to security and the right to liberty (including liberty of self-development).
He reiterates that rights are placed in the inner sanctuary of his theory in
order to protect these most vital human interests, the ones most essential
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to well-being. In Mill’s indirect utilitarianism, such rights are enshrined
and socially guaranteed. Social and political institutions are collectively
set up and maintained to ensure them (CW 10:251). The costs associated
with and built into the coercive social rules of morality more than pay
off in the radically increased level of human happiness that follows from
securing and respecting the most vital human interests. Since the very
analysis of the concept of a right involves possession of a valid claim for
its social protection, it would be inconsistent to maintain, on the one
hand, that rights should be socially guaranteed, and, on the other hand,
that it would be morally permissible to trade them away for small gains
in happiness to others, even many others. This decision-making strategy
is self-defeating, since it would virtually guarantee that massive misery
rather than maximum happiness would follow in its wake. The sligh-
test reflection on the suffering that would result from the prospect of 
cavalier treatment of and threats to people’s most important rights, in
real-life settings, leads inescapably to the conclusion that rights cannot
be traded away. Mill’s carefully constructed indirect utilitarianism 
prohibits such trade-offs and robustly protects the rights. His philosophy
of education underwrites this with prescriptions for the inculcation of
appropriate moral sentiments. Rules of justice therefore are “guarded by
a sentiment not only different in degree, but also in kind; distinguished
from the milder feeling which attaches to the mere idea of promoting
human pleasure or convenience, at once by the more definite nature of
its commands, and by the sterner character of its sanctions” (CW 10:259).
Educated Millian agents, acting in character and according to properly
cultivated moral capacities, could not bring themselves to act in the way
that the examples of sacrifice of the innocents presume. It is not merely
rules of the moral code that are internalized. The character traits that
underwrite the code and ensure its respect also are cultivated by the 
educational processes of development and self-development. Reason and
rational foresight conclude that moral codes will not survive if they are
treated with cavalier disregard in most everyday scenarios. Compassion,
kindness, and empathy all disallow temptations to sacrifice important
interests of others. 

The structure delineated in the last chapter of Utilitarianism is an
important part of the picture. But it is only a part, for it focuses on 
the domain of Morality. Recall that Morality is only a portion of the Art
of Life. Mill is also engaged in marking off the legitimate sphere of
Morality in order to prevent it from trespassing on its neighbors’ territ-
ory. To see how this works, we must turn to other writings and to Mill’s
critique of other thinkers whom he castigates for making too much of
Morality. For example, Mill heaps scorn upon Auguste Comte for being
a “morality-intoxicated” man who does not know how to draw reasonable
boundaries around Morality and who erroneously expands Morality’s
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legitimate authority. Every question of practical life, or of the good life,
is transformed into a moral question by the misguided Comte, who
shares the Calvinist error of believing that

whatever is not a duty is a sin. It does not perceive that between the region
of duty and that of sin there is an intermediate space, the region of positive
worthiness. It is not good that persons should be bound, by other people’s
opinion, to do everything that they would deserve praise for doing. There is
a standard of altruism to which all should be required to come up, and a
degree beyond it which is not obligatory, but meritorious. It is incumbent
on every one to restrain the pursuit of his personal objects within the limits
consistent with the essential interests of others. What those limits are, it is
the province of ethical science to determine; and to keep all individuals and
aggregations of individuals within them, is the proper office of punishment
and of moral blame. If in addition to fulfilling this obligation, persons make
the good of others a direct object of disinterested exertions, postponing or
sacrificing to it even innocent personal indulgences, they deserve gratitude
and honour, and are fit objects of moral praise. So long as they are in no way
compelled to this conduct by any external pressure, there cannot be too
much of it; but a necessary condition is its spontaneity . . . Such spontaneity
by no means excludes sympathetic encouragement . . . The object should
be to stimulate services to humanity by their natural rewards; not to render
the pursuit of our own good in any other manner impossible, by visiting it
with the reproaches of other and of our own conscience. The proper office
of those sanctions is to enforce upon every one, the conduct necessary to
give all other persons their fair chance: conduct which chiefly consists in
not doing them harm, and not impeding them in anything which without
harming others does good to themselves. To this must of course be added,
that when we either expressly or tacitly undertake to do more, we are
bound to keep our promise. And inasmuch as every one, who avails him-
self of the advantages of society, leads others to expect from him all such
positive good offices and disinterested services as the moral improvement
attained by mankind has rendered customary, he deserves moral blame if,
without just cause, he disappoints that expectation. Through this principle
the domain of moral duty, in an improving society, is always widening.
When what once was uncommon virtue becomes common virtue, it comes
to be numbered among obligations, while a degree exceeding what has
grown common, remains simply meritorious. (CW 10:337–8)

He continues,

Demanding no more than this, society, in any tolerable circumstances,
obtains much more; for the natural activity of human nature, shut out
from all noxious directions, will expand itself in useful ones . . . But above
this standard there is an unlimited range of moral worth, up to the most
exalted heroism, which should be fostered by every positive encouragement,
though not converted into an obligation . . . Nor can any pains taken be too
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great, to form the habit, and develop the desire, of being useful to others
and to the world, by the practice, independently of reward and of every 
personal consideration, of positive virtue beyond the bounds of prescribed
duty. (CW 10:339)

Mill argues that Comte is not the only philosopher who overextends
the moral domain at the expense of the other categories of the Art of Life.
His fellow utilitarian Jeremy Bentham also makes this error. Bentham’s

one-sidedness, belongs to him not as a utilitarian, but as a moralist by 
profession, and in common with almost all professed moralists, whether
religious or philosophical: it is that of treating the moral view of actions
and characters, which is unquestionably the first and most important mode
of looking at them, as if it were the sole one . . . Every human action has
three aspects: its moral aspect, or that of its right and wrong; its aesthetic
aspect, or that of its beauty; its sympathetic aspect, or that of its loveable-
ness. The first addresses itself to our reason and conscience; the second to
our imagination; the third to our human fellow-feeling. According to the
first, we approve or disapprove; according to the second, we admire or
despise; according to the third, we love, pity, or dislike. The morality of an
action depends on its foreseeable consequences; its beauty, and its love-
ableness, or the reverse, depend on the qualities which it is evidence of . . .
It is not possible for any sophistry to confound these three modes of view-
ing an action; but it is very possible to adhere to one of them exclusively,
and lose sight of the rest. Sentimentality consists in setting the last two of
the three above the first; the error of moralists in general, and of Bentham,
is to sink the two latter entirely. This is pre-eminently the case with
Bentham: he both wrote and felt as if the moral standard ought not only to
be paramount (which it ought), but to be alone; as if it ought to be the sole
master of all our actions, and even of all our sentiments. (CW 10:112–13)

Morality’s domain is crucial to the good life, but it is restricted to the
territory of protecting vital interests. Mill’s theory conceptually links
moral duty, punishment, and coercive sanctions. The costs of setting up
a coercive social rule include these sanctions. By definition morally
wrong actions are liable to punishment. It follows from this analysis
that not all actions that fail to maximize the good are morally wrong.
Many erroneous objections to Mill’s utilitarianism assume mistakenly
that there is a standing moral obligation to maximize utility in all of our
conduct. The objection that utilitarianism requires us to be moral saints
on all occasions is misdirected and flounders on failure to understand
Mill’s view that this stance exhibits intoxication with morality. The
objection springs from the mistaken view that morality has authority
over large swaths of practical life. This fails to appreciate the signific-
ance of the distinction between Morality and the other two companion
spheres of the Art of Life. By restricting morality’s authority to the 

9781405150873_4_003.qxd  9/10/08  12:19 PM  Page 42



43

protection of the most vital interests, Mill propounds the theory of life
that sanctions are out of place in these other companion spheres. He says
that by “demanding no more than this, society . . . obtains much more.”
This allows room to expand the domain of what Mill refers to on various
occasions as that of Virtue, Nobility, Beauty, or positive Worthiness. 
It allows room for liberty, individuality, and autonomy to unfold 
unfettered. Mill has a doctrine of Virtue to complement his theory of
Morality. In “Thornton on Labour and Its Claims,” Mill is quite explicit
about the survey of the territory. He says

utilitarian morality fully recognises the distinction between the province
of positive duty and that of virtue, but maintains that the standard and rule
of both is the general interest. From the utilitarian point of view, the dis-
tinction between them is the following: – There are many acts, and a still
greater number of forbearances, the perpetual practice of which by all is 
so necessary to the general well-being, that people must be held to it com-
pulsorily, either by law, or by social pressure. These acts and forbearances
constitute duty. Outside these bounds there is the innumerable variety of
modes in which the acts of human beings are either a cause, or a hindrance,
of good to their fellow-creatures, but in regard to which it is, on the whole,
for the general interest that they should be left free; being merely encour-
aged, by praise and honour, to the performance of such beneficial actions . . .
This larger sphere is that of Merit or Virtue. (CW 5:650–51)

A related error collapses the domains of moral obligation and sup-
ererogation. This error claims that Mill’s theory ignores supererogation
and that there is no space in his theory for the notion of actions that are
above and beyond the call of duty. But this is clearly false, as Mill expli-
citly carves out a healthy space for these actions. The quotes above 
establish this beyond any doubt. Mill does not ignore supererogation;
these actions according to Mill’s schema are assigned to the sphere of
Worthiness or Virtue in the Art of Life. We are not morally bound to do
them, but we deserve praise, honor, and gratitude for their performance.
And they are an essential part of our good, for practices of such human
excellence, while not required of us, yet enhance the process of our self-
development and development of the highest human excellences.

The enlarged perspective on Mill’s utilitarianism as engaged with 
promoting happiness in all of the spheres of the Art of Life accurately
captures Mill’s vision, even as it raises vexing questions about how to
balance the demands and entitlements of these different categories of
actions, all of which have as their end the promotion of the good life. But
what is for sure is that the requirements of Morality, and the sanctions
attached to violations of its coercive rules, cannot be exported into the
other spheres of life. In these other spheres, the inducements of encour-
agement, praise, honor, and gratitude replace sanctions and punishments.
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Promotion of happiness remains steadfastly the justification, ground,
and controller of actions, rules, character, lives, and numerous objects 
of assessment and evaluation. It is a clear mistake to interpret Mill as
maintaining that there is a standing moral obligation to maximize 
happiness and that therefore we are always “on call” in our moral duty
to maximize the good. If we take this stance, then we play the role of the
moralist by profession. We go far beyond Mill’s actual requirements and
we work to the detriment of well-being on many occasions.

In Chapter 4, I examine in more depth the implications of this frame-
work of the Art of Life for liberty. The liberty principle propounded 
in that essay has the announced purpose of setting the reasonable and
legitimate boundaries of social and political coercion over individuals
and allowing for it only in cases of harm to others through violation of an
other-regarding duty. My argument here is designed to explore the realm
of duty and obligation. So it is not out of place to underscore that liberty
is the beneficiary of Mill’s fundamental claim that it is only in cases 
of duty that coercion and compulsion have a place. Many rival moral
philosophies carve out an assigned place for moral duties to self. This
would permit coercion in this private realm. But this path is blocked in
Mill’s theory, since he emphatically denies any place at his table for the
notion of self-regarding duty, or duty to oneself. In On Liberty Mill
strongly contrasts violations of moral duties with

the self-regarding faults . . . which are not properly immoralities, and to
whatever pitch they may be carried, do not constitute wickedness. They
may be proofs of any amount of folly, or want of personal dignity and self-
respect; but they are only a subject of moral reprobation when they involve
a breach of duty to others . . . What are called duties to ourselves are not
socially obligatory, unless circumstances render them at the same time
duties to others. The term duty to oneself, when it means anything more
than prudence, means self-respect or self-development; and for none of
these is any one accountable to his fellow creatures. (CW 18:279)

While Mill repudiates the self-regarding duties, he fully accepts and
promotes the self-regarding virtues. Self-regarding virtues have their
assigned place in the domain of Worthiness and Virtue in the Art of Life,
and therefore the rules of engagement are of that sphere.

Human beings owe to each other help to distinguish the better from the
worse, and encouragement to choose the former and avoid the latter. They
should be forever stimulating each other to increased exercise of their
higher faculties . . . But neither one person, nor any number of persons, is
warranted in saying to another human creature of ripe years, that he shall
not do with his life for his own benefit what he chooses to do with it . . . In
this department, therefore, of human affairs, Individuality has its proper
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field of action . . . Considerations to aid his judgment, exhortations to
strengthen his will, may be offered to him . . . but he himself is the final
judge. All errors which he is likely to commit against advice and warning,
are far outweighed by the evil of allowing others to constrain him to what
they deem his good. (CW 18:277)

The rules of engagement of the sphere of Morality – coercion and sanc-
tions – are out of place in the other sphere of Virtue.

Back in the territory of moral obligation, we have some enhanced
understanding of its proper scope (the sphere of Morality) and role (pro-
tection of vital human interests). With these tools, we can turn to the
issue of act- and rule-utilitarianism afresh.

Morality: Act- and Rule-Utilitarianism

Mill is regularly interpreted as both an act- and a rule-utilitarian. Some
recent commentators argue that Mill’s theory is not, as strictly defined,
either an act- or a rule-utilitarian theory or that there are problems
firmly placing him in either of these camps. Often these discussions
take place with awareness of the importance of the Art of Life as Mill’s
framework.3 The issue of act- and rule-utilitarianism must be examined
in the context of the structure of Mill’s moral philosophy and the desig-
nated scope of Morality within that framework. First, we need working
definitions of act- and rule-utilitarianism. Then we can proceed to some
textual evidence for the readings.

Both act- and rule-utilitarianism are forms of consequentialism,
according to which the rightness and wrongness of acts are determined
by their consequences, specifically, in the case of utilitarianism, the
consequences that promote happiness or utility. According to utilitari-
anism, the standard or test of the rightness or wrongness of actions is
based upon the promotion of happiness or utility and the minimization
of unhappiness or suffering which results from those actions. Both 
act- and rule-utilitarians turn to the principle of utility to ground their
decisions. According to Mill’s utilitarianism, we also critically assess or
evaluate many things like moral rules, character, the ends of all of the
practical moral arts of social and political life, and so on, by this test 
or standard of utility. In the question of the moral assessment of action,
consequentialism is contrasted with deontological theories which
maintain that certain classes of actions, like murder, lying, promise-
breaking, and so on, are wrong in themselves, and not simply because of
any bad consequences that they produce.

Act-utilitarians claim that we decide what is morally right or wrong by
examining the consequences of performing a particular act in a particular
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situation or set of circumstances. This employs a case-by-case methodo-
logy to determine right action and moral obligation. Act-utilitarianism
is a form of direct consequentialism. Moral decision-making requires
agents to scrutinize the available options or possible alternative courses
of action and choose the course of action which is most likely to produce
the maximum happiness. Act-utilitarian agents are obligated to pursue
the particular course of action that is the most likely to promote the
greatest good. Rule-utilitarians claim that moral agents perform or fulfill
their obligations by following general moral rules, and these rules are
themselves justified moral rules. These are the rules that Mill refers to
as secondary moral principles, such as the rule prohibiting murder. The
rules are justified in turn by consequences, namely, the consequences of
their being generally or widely adopted. The rules are justified if they
would produce the greatest balance of happiness over suffering if they
were generally adhered to by moral agents. As we shall see, there are 
several variants of this.

The principle of utility furnishes the test or standard for determining
morally right action. However, the question of the best strategy about how
to proceed in order to produce the greatest happiness is a separate ques-
tion. It is still left open. The most common strategy for act-utilitarians
to adopt is to follow conventional moral rules such as those prohibiting
murder and theft and enjoining promise-keeping and truth-telling. This
strategy is deemed preferable to the strategy of attempting to decide on
each occasion what will maximize happiness directly. So a “strategy
conception” of moral rules is often associated with act-utilitarianism
(Berger 1984, 82–120). There is considerable overlap between these two
approaches in practice. Act-utilitarians can and often do claim both that
the maximization of utility in particular cases provides the correct test
of right action, and also that the best decision strategy to adopt is to fol-
low justified moral rules rather than to try to calculate the utility of each
possible course of action in each case. Indeed most act-utilitarians do in
fact adopt the strategy of following justified rules, which they regard as
rules of thumb. They will follow the secondary or conventional moral
rules. Mill says that these rules can be overturned and direct appeal made
to the principle of utility in exceptional cases. We may find ourselves in
extraordinary circumstances when we must consider whether to violate
a well-entrenched secondary moral rule in order to avert catastrophe. It
is rare to encounter any form of moral theory, utilitarian or not, that
does not make allowance for non-adherence to a moral rule in order to
avoid catastrophe. Also, in circumstances in which the rules conflict, we
must determine which rule in the situation should prevail.

There are numerous varieties of rule-utilitarianism. For our purposes,
the two most prominent and promising versions are “utilitarian general-
ization” and “moral code” varieties of rule-utilitarianism. “Moral code”
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theories in turn are of two sub-varieties: actual or conventional and 
ideal moral codes. However, one notable point is that all varieties of
rule-utilitarianism maintain that the rules are of such strength that
agents are not permitted to violate or break a justified moral rule in a 
particular case just because they judge that a small increase in happiness
would result from this violation. In all varieties of rule-utilitarianism,
the justified rules are conceived to be of sufficient strength so as to resist
permitting non-adherence simply for modest increases in resulting 
utility in particular circumstances.

Act-utilitarianism does have a place for moral rules, but these are per-
ceived as general guidelines summarizing the results of the accumulation
of past human experience and wisdom. In Utilitarianism Mill sharply
replies to the objection that utilitarianism is flawed, since it requires us
to make moral decisions based upon consequences of action, and “there
is not time, previous to action, for calculating and weighing the effects of
any line of conduct on the general happiness” (CW 10:224). The objection
presumes that utilitarian agents will spend too much time calculating
consequences of available courses of action and too little time actually
acting. An additional objection claims that they are liable to err because
rational capacities are unequal to the task of anticipating all of the con-
sequences that may ensue from any of the available options. Mill’s reply
features his reliance upon secondary rules or corollaries from the principle
of utility. He responds that people have been learning about the tendencies
of actions during the whole of human history and know full well that
murder and theft are detrimental to happiness. Mill is not impressed 
by the objection. “It is truly a whimsical supposition that if mankind
were agreed in considering utility to be the test of morality, they would
remain without any agreement as to what is useful, and would take no
measures for having their notions on the subject taught to the young,
and enforced by law and opinion” (CW 10:224). Humans have acquired
considerable expertise about the effects of kinds of actions on happiness.
But there is also much room for improvement and progress. Mill signals
that he considers moral rules, just as all other precepts of the Art of Life,
to be improvable and he expects moral progress. “But to consider the rules
of morality as improvable, is one thing; to pass over the intermediate
generalizations entirely, and endeavour to test each individual action
directly by the first principle, is another. It is a strange notion that the
acknowledgement of a first principle is inconsistent with the admission
of secondary ones” (CW 10:224). The critics are here talking nonsense,
he says. Proper education ensures knowledge of the basics of right and
wrong, wise and foolish. “Whatever we adopt as the fundamental principle
of morality, we require subordinate principles to apply it by: the imposs-
ibility of doing without them, being common to all systems, can afford
no argument against any one in particular” (CW 10:225).
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Mill acknowledges clearly that moral rules are indispensable. The ques-
tion is, then, what is their status? Are they the rules of act-utilitarianism,
or the stronger rules of rule-utilitarianism?

Mill also signals that absolute moral rules that permit no exceptions
are an unattainable fantasy in real life. All moral doctrines held by “sane
persons,” he says, allow that actual moral life presents us regularly 
with situations of conflicting moral considerations. Human affairs are
so complex that

rules of conduct cannot be so framed as to require no exceptions, and that
hardly any kind of action can safely be laid down as either always obligatory
or always condemnable. There is no ethical creed which does not temper
the rigidity of its laws, by giving a certain latitude, under the moral respons-
ibility of the agent, for accommodation to peculiarities of circumstances . . .
There exists no moral system under which there do not arise unequivocal
cases of conflicting obligation. (CW 10:225)

Such complex situations of conflict are part and parcel of the moral life;
we cannot pretend that any moral philosophy will make them disappear.
Faced with real-life scenarios, having recourse to an ultimate standard to
arbitrate can therefore only be regarded as helpful by reasonable people.
When conflicts confront agents, their cultivated habitual traits of wis-
dom and virtue are also helpful.

Mill’s explanation of moral conflict resolution has implications for
the question of the plausible classification of his theory. Mill’s explana-
tion runs counter to act-utilitarian resolution. When agents engaged in
moral deliberation face conflicting rights and duties, they invoke the
principle of utility. Mill argues that utilitarianism has what many other
moral systems lack, namely, an umpire to decide which secondary prin-
ciple has authority and is determined to be obligatory. Mill states firmly
that the role and authority of the principle of utility in such cases is to
adjudicate conflicts among secondary principles. This position has a
strong rule-utilitarian tenor. We have no standing moral obligation to
maximize utility simpliciter, as act-utilitarianism might in theory sug-
gest. Mill says that “[w]e must remember that only in these cases of
conflict between secondary principles is it requisite that first principles
should be appealed to. There is no case of moral obligation in which
some secondary principle is not involved; and if only one, there can sel-
dom be any real doubt which one it is” (CW 10:226). In other words, we
do not have an ongoing duty always to maximize utility, or to break an
established moral rule simply because we calculate that doing so will
marginally increase utility. The principle of utility’s umpire role is
restricted to determining which moral rule has authority or precedence
in situations of conflict. Its authority does not extend to permitting rule
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violations to gain a small benefit. This particular scenario of moral con-
flict painted by opponents does not apply to Mill’s version of utilitarian
deliberation.

The question of the strength of the rules in utilitarianism is the sub-
ject of much discussion. Are rules to be abandoned lightly whenever it
appears that even a modest gain in utility in the circumstances can be
gained by breaking them? If so, critics of utilitarianism face an easy 
target. If rules can be easily spurned, then moral rules in such a system
are very unstable. The deportment of agents relying upon such a system
for moral deliberation would be unreliable and untrustworthy. Trust 
in the institution of moral rules and respect for such rules must be up-
held. Rule-utilitarians argue that agents should follow generally useful 
rules, because there is the real danger of undermining confidence in 
the reasonable expectation that moral rules will be respected if agents 
are encouraged to break rules on particular occasions. Rule-utilitarians
maintain that we should adhere to a rule even if on a particular occasion
following it would not lead to the best consequences. Now of course 
act-utilitarians will often do exactly the same thing, as I have noted.
Despite this convergence in practice, this factor is often perceived as 
the dividing line separating rule-utilitarians from act-utilitarians. This
is because the case-by-case methodology of act-utilitarians would, at
least in theory, sometimes appear to incline act-utilitarians to break 
the rule on particular occasions and follow the course of conduct that
would yield a small utility gain in this setting.

One further question calls for some elaboration. Rule-utilitarianism
builds in a method for mediating conflicts among moral rules when they
arise. That the theory makes provisions for an umpire in the form of the
principle of utility is one of its strong points, Mill argues. But there is
room for different readings on the question of how Mill conceives of this
mediation process. Does Mill conceive of the process as one in which the
principle of utility determines the weightiest rule, the rule which has
precedence, or does he conceive of it in terms of determining the scope
of each competing rule, with exceptions and complexities added in? In
cases of conflicts among these moral rules, there are two ways of seeing
how Mill’s theory proceeds in the adjudication. What role does the 
principle of utility play when it is invoked in the resolution of these
conflicts? Does it weigh the utilities expected to result from adhering to
one or the other of these rules? Or does the principle play the role of
examining the scope of each of the contending rules, and determining
which one, in the circumstances, has jurisdiction? This interpretive
question is difficult to settle conclusively, since Mill’s exposition uses
language pertaining both to weight and precedence, on the one hand, and
to scope and limitation, on the other. What’s more, this language some-
times is present in the same passage.

morality, justice, and the art of life
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Even essential moral rules have exceptions, as Mill explains. First, he
makes the point that secondary rules of morality are integral to his sys-
tem and fully compatible with the role of the principle of utility as the
ultimate ground. Then he explains that even rules as central to morality
as the ones prohibiting lying and requiring truth-telling have exceptions,
and certain kinds of exception are agreed upon by moralists. Mill uses
the example of that exception to the rule against lying of deliberately
acting to withhold information from someone, such as a “malefactor” or
a seriously ill person, when such withholding will prevent “great and
unmerited evil” (CW 10:223). We withhold information that a loved one
has been killed in a car accident from someone clinging to life from
injuries sustained in that same accident, until they are out of danger. Or,
if we are sheltering a woman fleeing from a husband who has threatened
to kill her if she leaves him, we lie if he comes to the door looking for
her. Then Mill adds,

But in order that the exception may not extend itself beyond the need, and
may have the least possible effect in weakening reliance on veracity, it
ought to be recognised, and, if possible, its limits defined; and if the prin-
ciple of utility is good for anything, it must be good for weighing these
conflicting utilities against one another, and marking out the region
within which one or the other preponderates. (CW 10:223)

The interpretive issue raises its head, for Mill uses words pertaining
both to weighing and to scope in this passage. In “Whewell on Moral
Philosophy,” he repeats that all moral rules have exceptions, but that
the essential point is that the exceptions must be incorporated into a
more complex rule that determines the scope of the moral rule and 
limits its authority outside of that area:

The essential is, that the exception should be itself a general rule; so that,
being of definite extent, and not leaving the expediencies to the partial
judgment of the agent in the individual case, it may not shake the stability
of the wider rule in the cases to which the reason of the exception does not
extend. (CW 10:183)

Thus there remains some uncertainty about the best mode of inter-
preting Mill’s adjudication procedure when we employ the principle of
utility in cases of apparent rule conflict. Does the principle weigh the
outcomes of following each rule, or does it determine the scope of each
rule’s legitimate authority in determining which rule to follow?

With these characterizations and preliminary discussions in mind, 
it is time to look at some textual evidence for interpreting Mill as an act-
utilitarian. There are certainly passages in Utilitarianism that appear to
support this reading. Most prominently, Mill’s initial presentation of
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the principle of utility has an act-utilitarian appearance. Recall that Mill
states that the “creed which accepts as the foundation of morals, Utility,
or the Greatest Happiness Principle, holds that actions are right in 
proportion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong as they tend to pro-
duce the reverse of happiness” (CW 10:210).

However, although there are passages in Mill’s writings that can 
plausibly be read as bolstering an act-utilitarian interpretation, there is 
a powerful and even definitive reason against accepting this as the most
accurate interpretation of Mill. Act-utilitarianism seems to be eliminated
from the competition by the very structure of Mill’s moral philosophy,
which sets firm limits on the scope of morality and obligation within
this edifice. If the scope of morality is contained and limited, then we
cannot be morally required to maximize utility on each and every occa-
sion or have a standing obligation to do so, as I argued previously. In 
the companion domains of the Art of Life, we are not obligated to maxi-
mize happiness. Indeed, we have no obligations whatsoever, although
we may have voluntary commitments. Yet it is precisely this standing
moral obligation, namely, that agents are morally required on all occa-
sions to perform that action which will maximize utility, that is a core
requirement of act-utilitarianism. However this requirement of act-
utilitarianism is specifically and repeatedly repudiated by Mill. The
objection commonly directed against act-utilitarianism that it requires
us to be “moral saints,” striving to maximize utility with every action
we take, has no traction against Mill’s utilitarianism. Mill rejects what
he disparagingly calls “intoxication with morality.” While Mill himself
did not use the words act- and rule-utilitarianism, yet his arguments 
do seem to undermine decisively any attempt to classify him as an act-
utilitarian, as this is usually defined.

If the structure of Mill’s theory rules out the prospects for an act- 
utilitarian interpretation, what are the prospects of the two leading
branches of rule-utilitarianism? The first version, utilitarian general-
ization, also looks promising at first sight. Mill makes use of it. For
example, in Utilitarianism he says that

In the case of abstinences indeed – of things which people forbear to do,
from moral considerations, though the consequences in the particular case
might be beneficial – it would be unworthy of an intelligent agent not to be
consciously aware that the action is of a class which, if practiced generally,
would be generally injurious, and that this is the ground of the obligation
to abstain from it. (CW 10:220)

Although Mill employs expressions of the utilitarian generalization
form of rule-utilitarianism on occasion, it is also ruled out. In other 
passages Mill explicitly says that simple rule generalization leaves out
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some of the elements and factors that need to be addressed by agents in
moral deliberation. For example, Mill chides Bentham specifically for
limiting consideration to such generalizations in moral reflection. Mill
says that he finds fault with Bentham because he “has habitually made
up his estimate of the approbation or blame due to a particular kind of
action, from a calculation solely of the consequences to which that very
action, if practiced generally, would itself lead” (CW 10:8). Mill points to
character traits as the features that Bentham leaves out of the picture.
For example, the general practice of theft or lying yields bad conse-
quences.

[B]ut those evil consequences are far from constituting the entire moral
bearings of the vices of theft or lying. We shall have a very imperfect view
of the relation of those practices to the general happiness, if we suppose
them to exist singly, and insulated. All acts suppose certain dispositions,
and habits of mind and heart, which may be in themselves states of 
enjoyment or of wretchedness, and which must be fruitful in other con-
sequences, besides those particular acts. No person can be a thief or a liar
without being much else: and if our moral judgments and feelings with
respect to a person convicted of either vice, were grounded solely upon the
pernicious tendency of thieving and of lying, they would be partial and
incomplete. (CW 10:7)

Further, he adds, it is an error not to consider whether an act or habit is
evidence of a pernicious character, one which is deficient in traits that
yield happiness. In sum, Mill criticizes Bentham for ignoring the import-
ance of character. In Utilitarianism Mill emphasizes the interconnec-
tion between action and the habits and characters which are reliable and
trustworthy.

But inasmuch as the cultivation in ourselves of a sensitive feeling on the
subject of veracity, is one of the most useful, and the enfeeblement of 
that feeling one of the most hurtful, things to which our conduct can be
instrumental; and inasmuch as any, even unintentional, deviation from
truth, does that much towards weakening the trustworthiness of human
assertion . . . we feel that the violation, for a present advantage, of a rule of
such transcendent expediency, is not expedient. (CW 10:223)

So Mill’s theory probably most harmoniously fits into the second 
rule-utilitarian variety of “moral code” utilitarianism. The “moral
code” version relies upon determining obligations and duties by seeing
their place in a complete moral code, a comprehensive set of moral rules.
The moral code is the one that lays out the group or set of rules of moral-
ity that produces the greatest happiness if most members of society
internalize the code and follow the rules prescribed therein. Moral codes
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in turn fall into two categories: actual or conventional, and ideal. In both
of these, Mill’s emphasis on education and development as essentially
meshed with morality can be seen as providing the necessary conditions,
the essential training and inculcation, so that the rules are internalized
and generally adopted. Thus it takes into account what Mill complains
Bentham leaves out, namely, the character and the education of moral
agents. Built into this educative process is the program for the cultiva-
tion of the traits that lead to trustworthiness and reliability, compassion
and empathy. Moral agents understand the importance of respect for and
protection of each and every person’s vital interests, the very ones that
moral rules are designed to provide for through social guarantees. Mill’s
philosophy of education is designed to provide this necessary social and
institutional support for compliance with the moral code.

What about the prospects for actual moral code versus ideal moral
code? In attempting to determine which of these two candidates offers
the best reading of Mill, we face a dilemma. The dilemma springs from
Mill’s basic faith in human progress, which includes moral progress. 
If moral codes are expected to improve over time, then both ideal and
actual moral codes bump up against this anticipated progression. The
ideal moral code reading is that the code at the core is the entire set of
rules that would produce the most happiness if it were generally
accepted and adopted. The problem facing this reading is that the con-
ception of the rules is that they are already ideal, that is, the best they
could be in their effects on human happiness. But Mill expects there to
be continual progress in the rules of morality, just as he expects con-
tinual progress within human affairs generally. In Utilitarianism he
says that “[t]he corollaries from the principle of utility, like the precepts
of every practical art, admit of indefinite improvement, and, in a pro-
gressive state of the human mind, their improvement is perpetually
going on” (CW 10:224). In “Auguste Comte,” recall, he claims that 
“the domain of moral duty, in an improving society, is always widening.
When what once was uncommon virtue becomes common virtue, it
comes to be numbered among obligations, while a degree exceeding
what has grown common, remains simply meritorious” (CW 10:338).
But if the theory posits an expectation of improvement, then the rules
within it can hardly be conceived of as already ideal. So the ideal code
reading must take account of this dilemma. One plausible interpretation
is that conduct that works for progress is situated in the terrain of Virtue
or Nobility, as Mill clearly argues in “Auguste Comte.” When improve-
ment leads to better conduct becoming generally accepted, and rules
evolve such that they become part of the actual conventional moral code
of a society, then and only then are they relocated into the terrain of
Morality from that of Virtue or Nobility. Thus the conduct of moral
reformers such as Mill in his activist battles can be conceived of as 
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providing models of virtuous activity, habitually above and beyond 
what Morality requires. Such are the exemplars of individuality that
Mill extols in On Liberty. Working for progress, the reformers would be
guided, as was Mill himself, by the spirit that in time their “uncommon
virtue” would become sufficiently common that the conduct would
enter the realm of Morality.

Conventional or popular moral rules, generally accepted, internalized,
and adhered to, do not face this problem. However, the conventional
moral code reading faces the objection that actual moral codes of any
society are noticeably imperfect and flawed – that is why Mill expects
improvement in them. While it may be a reasonable compromise to 
conceive of the conduct of moral reformers as praiseworthy virtuous
activity, yet it is somewhat unsatisfying to claim that Mill’s activist 
battles, for example to overcome domestic oppression and abuse and 
violence against women and children, can be conceived of as merely 
virtuous. One unsettling implication appears to be that domestic viol-
ence is not morally wrong until such time as the rule prohibiting such
violence becomes a part of the conventional code of a society. However,
this particular unsettling implication does not follow from the division
between Morality and Virtue. The basic rights protecting security and
liberty already prohibited the oppression and violence against women
and children that Mill battled. Such rights were already entrenched 
components of the moral code of Mill’s society. The activist battle can
plausibly be conceived of as over their application, to bring to awareness
that the accepted rights were not being reasonably applied, and perhaps
also over their extension. This interpretation of the process of moral
reform helps to soften the dilemma that moral progress poses for the
conventional and ideal moral code interpretations of Mill’s moral 
theory. So conventional moral rules, generally accepted, internalized,
and adhered to, seem to have the best fit with Mill’s conception of
Morality, as outlined in the previous section. This must be placed in 
the context of the Art of Life, in which the promotion of Virtue is a com-
panion to Morality.

This sets out the contours of Mill’s moral theory and the relationship
between the companion spheres of Morality (including justice) and
Virtue or Nobility. There are adjudication issues in determining the
proper balance among the areas of the Art of Life, when they are in 
tension or pull in different directions. Within the sphere of Morality, the
territory of the basic and vital interests, Morality prevails. But on 
the edges and in grey areas, questions remain. Mill’s moral and political
philosophy is constructed to be tested, refined, and improved in applica-
tion and practice. The discussions on liberty, education, politics and
democracy, and gender equality which I pursue in later chapters will
offer further clarifications and assessments of his utilitarianism.
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1 The literature on this question is voluminous. Some important pieces, in his-
torical order, are the following: Harrod 1936; Harrison 1952–3; Urmson 1953;
Stout 1954; Rawls 1955; Smart 1956; Mabbott 1956; McCloskey 1957; Lyons
1965; Brandt 1967; Cupples 1972; Brown 1973, 1974; Copp 1979; Sumner
1979; Berger 1984; Lyons 1994; Crisp 1997; West 2004; Skorupski 2005, 2006;
Fuchs 2006; Eggleston and Miller 2007.

2 Crisp 1997, 118. Adapted from H. J. McCloskey 1957.
3 See West 2004; Skorupski 2005, 2006; Fuchs 2006; Eggleston and Miller 2007.
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Introduction

M
ill’s essay On Liberty is frequently the first text that his readers
encounter. The core of the essay consists of an impassioned
defense of the fundamental liberal freedoms, yet the argument

of this work is intricately interwoven with the fabric of Mill’s moral and
political philosophy. Mill states the liberty principle in the early pages of
the essay. He says that the object of the essay is to argue for the principle
that should govern the extent to which society can legitimately use
coercion and control over its individual members.

That principle is, that the sole end for which mankind are warranted, indi-
vidually or collectively, in interfering with the liberty of action of any of
their number, is self-protection. That the only purpose for which power
can be rightfully exercised over any member of a civilized community,
against his will, is to prevent harm to others. (CW 18:223)

Following this initial formulation as a single principle, Mill offers
clarifications. The liberty principle is explicated in terms of a familiar
demarcation.

He cannot rightfully be compelled to do or forbear because it will be better
for him to do so, because it will make him happier, because, in the opinion
of others, to do so would be wise, or even right. These are good reasons for
remonstrating with him, or reasoning with him, or persuading him, or
entreating him, but not for compelling him. (CW 18:223–4)

This is the well-known formulation of the liberty principle, but it is not
Mill’s only presentation of the guiding principles of liberty. Several
chapters later, he explains that the doctrine of the essay can be summed
up by two maxims:
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The two maxims are, first, that the individual is not accountable to society
for his actions, in so far as these concern the interests of no person but 
himself. Advice, instruction, persuasion, and avoidance by other people if
thought necessary by them for their own good, are the only measures by
which society can justifiably express its dislike or disapprobation of his
conduct. Secondly, that for such actions as are prejudicial to the interests
of others, the individual is accountable, and may be subjected either to
social or to legal punishment, if society is of the opinion that the one or the
other is requisite for its protection. (CW 18:292)

There is now an extensive literature examining and puzzling over 
the analysis of the concept of harm at the core of the liberty principle. 
If the concept of harm cannot be pinned down, then the liberty principle
is so amorphous and woolly that its usefulness in protecting a domain 
of liberty is questionable. But this pessimistic view of the prospects of
the core principle is untenable once we realize that it fits neatly into the
structure of Mill’s moral philosophy. That Mill presents the guiding
principle of liberty in one formulation using the concept of harm and in 
a second formulation using the concept of interests is significant. It 
signals that Mill regards harm and interests as tightly linked. Mill him-
self provides the answer to this question in Chapter 5 of Utilitarianism.
The liberty principle is a principle of justice, protecting the inner sanc-
tum of the most vital human interests from the harms of incursions of
compulsion and control. In Chapter 3 on morality I looked at the struc-
ture of Mill’s moral philosophy, featuring the framework of the Art of
Life. I claimed there that the structure of Mill’s theory has significant
implications for liberty. The liberty principle is a principle of justice,
with the express mandate of guaranteeing some of the most vital inter-
ests, enshrined as rights occupying the inner sanctum of the theory. The
liberty principle marks the legitimate boundary and limit of social and
political coercion over people. Such coercion is permitted only in cases
of harm to others. Harm to others is analyzed in terms of violations of
rights or of significant other-regarding duties (grounded on the vital
interests). It cannot be traded off or outweighed merely to provide small
gains of happiness to others, even large numbers of others. This sort of
trade-off is ruled out by the structure of Mill’s theory. Liberty is named
as one of the most vital human interests, and rights and principles of 
justice are their designated protectors. Mill says

The moral rules which forbid mankind to hurt one another (in which we
must never forget to include wrongful interference with each other’s free-
dom) are more vital to human well-being . . . Thus the moralities which
protect every individual from being harmed by others . . . by being hin-
dered in his freedom of pursuing his own good, are at once those which he

liberty
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himself has most at heart, and those which he has the strongest interest in
publishing and enforcing by word and deed. (CW 10:255–6)

Thus the zone of liberty is inviolable except in cases in which another
competing right or especially weighty other-regarding obligation is at
stake. The liberty principle marks off the territory within which com-
pulsion is not legitimate.

I examined the general arguments for limiting intrusions involving
coercion to the territory of Morality in Chapter 3. In On Liberty, Mill’s
general utilitarian justification of the importance of the interests in lib-
erty and autonomy follows in Chapter 2, “Of the Liberty of Thought and
Discussion” and Chapter 3, “Of Individuality, as One of the Elements of
Well-Being.” In these chapters Mill explains and argues at length for his
claim that liberty in its many forms is a core component and precondi-
tion of human well-being and thus it merits protection as a vital interest
of the kind that grounds rights. The right to liberty of self-development,
especially the rights to individuality and autonomy, are granted special
attention. His commitments to autonomy, individuality, and more 
generally self-development are surely some of the most familiar features
of his moral and political philosophy. Since all members of society have
the right to liberty of self-development, and are wronged if they are
denied developmental opportunities to lead a life that is their own and
not imposed by others, the case for these forms of liberty goes right down
to the root of his moral and political philosophy.

Liberty of Thought and Expression

Mill’s eloquent tribute to liberty of thought and freedom of expression 
in Chapter 2 of On Liberty is required reading of the liberal canon. Free-
dom of thought and expression is a cornerstone of liberalism. Liberty 
is multi-faceted, and this core value plays a multi-dimensional role in
Mill’s philosophy. The liberty principle plays a structural role in his 
theory, marking some of the boundaries within Mill’s theory of justice.
Autonomy and individuality are core human virtues and excellences,
and key elements of and preconditions for well-being. Liberty is indis-
pensable for seeking and discovering truth. People who aspire to defend
and follow freedom of thought are on the route to intellectual cultiva-
tion. Commitment to the spirit of free inquiry and engagement in the
questioning spirit, Mill maintains, are the heart and driving force of
progress and improvement in human affairs.

Mill’s case for freedom of thought and expression considers its value
under several scenarios. His argument for liberty of thought has two
main prongs. He argues for two fundamental claims that “we can never
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be sure that the opinion we are endeavouring to stifle is a false opinion;
and if we were sure, stifling it would be an evil still” (CW 18:229). Open-
mindedness, toleration, and appreciation for the merits of the many sides
(“many-sidedness”) of cases in disputed questions, as well as patience
and empathy for opponents are all stalwart attitudes for cultivating the
virtues of reason and intellect. Open-mindedness and the capacity to be
reasonable and accepting of diversity of opinion are marks of the liberal
stance. This liberal attitude combines passionate engagement and the spirit
of inquiry with patience, acceptance, and even welcoming of dispute. Mill
himself embodied these liberal attitudes, and his life work can be seen as
an unrelenting battle with dogmatism and despotism in its many guises.
His attack on the “despotism of custom” as an enemy of freedom and
progress is part of a systematic battle against despotism in general (CW
18:272). Dogmatism tries to discredit or silence opponents and is the
enemy of liberty of thought. Equally troubling are harms resulting from
stifling free inquiry and discussion. This is connected to dogmatism,
intolerance, and, in extreme cases, even hatred of opponents. It shuts
down or impedes progress and improvement. Individual excellences are
not hoarded, in Mill’s view, but produce benefits that filter out to the
entire society. As Mill puts it, “the peculiar evil of silencing the expres-
sion of an opinion is, that it is robbing the human race” (CW 18:229).

The first branch of his argument considers the scenario under which
society tries to suppress a view that is in fact true. Mill is a fallibilist. 
He holds that humans are fallible creatures and prone to err in their 
judgments. As John Skorupski puts it, Mill “takes the fallibilist attitude
that any of the things we think we know, however seemingly certain,
could turn out to be wrong in the course of our continuing inquiry”
(Skorupski 2006, 8). Any judgment or opinion held, however certain we
may feel of its truth, yet may be false. We therefore need to guard against
our fallibility and take precautions in the light of this awareness of it.
We must allow the fullest, freest open discussion of all questions, espe-
cially controversial ones, to ensure that if the controversial claim is in
fact true, society is not robbed of the fruits of knowing the truth. Some 
of the most renowned sages and thinkers of their ages turned out to be
mistaken in their cherished beliefs. Infallibility no more attaches to ages
or cultures than to individuals. In this light, he foresees that many views
generally accepted in his time will be rejected in future. The conviction
of Mill’s age that marriage is for life and divorce is morally wrong, even
in cases of extreme marital unhappiness and domestic violence, is now
recognized as dubious at the very least.

When action is necessary, the benefits of pursuit of liberty are no less.
On the contrary, Mill says, “complete liberty of contradicting and dis-
proving our opinion, is the very condition which justifies us in assuming
its truth for purposes of action” (CW 18:231). The mark of a reasonable
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person is that she has the ability to recognize and correct mistakes.
Humans may be fallible, but errors are correctable. Experience, free dis-
cussion, and argument tend to pry errors loose, to expose them in the
light of day. A wise person’s judgment merits confidence and authority
only if these conditions are met. “The steady habit of correcting and
completing his own opinion by collating it with those of others, so far
from causing doubt and hesitation in carrying it into practice, is the only
stable foundation for a just reliance on it” (CW 18:232).

Reasonable people issue open invitations to others to dispute and
challenge their judgments, to argue with them. Acknowledging their 
fallibility, they seek reasonable confidence in their opinions by ensuring
that their beliefs are open to direct challenge and dispute. By thus
removing restraints on challenges to their beliefs, they come to rest in
such confidence as is attainable in a complex world of fallible people 
and diverse perspectives. Socrates and Christ in their times both stood
on the wrong side of the divide of popular opinion and were condemned
by the legal powers for expressing views deemed to be impious and 
blasphemous, even though they both had reached the pinnacle of wis-
dom and virtue. Mill emphasizes that the damage done in suppressing
unorthodox views does not fall only on the shoulders of the heretics.
Rather, “the greatest harm done is to those who are not heretics, and
whose whole mental development is cramped, and their reason cowed,
by the fear of heresy” (CW 18:242).

Now Mill moves on to the second division of his argument for liberty,
that scenario under which the orthodox or popular opinion is true. The
core of his argument is that even in the case of true opinion “if it is 
not fully, frequently, and fearlessly discussed, it will be held as a dead
dogma, not a living truth” (CW 18:243). Students of philosophy know
full well that writing a philosophy essay in which only one side of the
case is argued earns a poor grade. One feature that separates out those
who hold true beliefs reasonably from those who hold them as prejudices
or dogmas is whether or not the objections and opposing views are fully
understood and answered. Knowing the truth, holding to it rationally,
developing the intellect, all require that grounds of and objections to
these beliefs are equally familiar friends. This harks back to Mill’s stated
conditions for being a competent judge of value in Utilitarianism. The
difference between the wisdom of Socrates and the lack thereof of the
fool is that fools “only know their own side of the question” (CW
10:212). In On Liberty, he complements this point, proclaiming that “he
who knows only his own side of the case, knows little of that” (CW
18:245). On matters of such import, then, society should thank those
willing to argue for minority opinions and thank devil’s advocates for
serving public debate by furnishing the strongest arguments for unpopu-
lar views when no actual adherents of that view put themselves forward.

9781405150873_4_004.qxd  9/10/08  12:19 PM  Page 60



61

The vitality of convictions depends upon subjecting them to intense
scrutiny and questioning. Questioning is required in order for the con-
viction to “penetrate the feelings, and acquire a real mastery over the
conduct” (CW 18:247). In cases where this is absent these dead beliefs
are severed from feelings, imagination, and understanding and they no
longer have the power of conviction. The phrase “the marketplace of
ideas” is sometimes used to convey the Millian model of public debate
which is designed to promote the best chance for ascertaining truth. Mill
himself extols the benefits of Socratic dialogue for unearthing both error
and dogmatic belief. The counterpoise is diversity of opinions held by
people willing to argue and uphold them. Truth held as dogma has no
power to affect development of virtuous habits and character but is a
troubling influence on intellectual vice.

In real-life settings, Mill contends, few beliefs, even true ones, are 
the whole truth. Mill praises many-sidedness. There are many sides to
complex issues, and minority beliefs often contain a portion of truth
absent in the popular view. In such cases, it is “only by the collision 
of adverse opinions that the remainder of the truth has any chance of
being supplied” (CW 18:258). Despite the tendency of the human mind
to grasp onto one-sidedness, “truth, in the great practical concerns of
life, is so much a question of the reconciling and combining of oppo-
sites, that very few have minds sufficiently capacious and impartial to
make the adjustment with an approach to correctness” (CW 18:254). 
In this respect, the marketplace of ideas model is misleading, for in the
economic marketplace, the strongest wins the competition, but Mill
contends that in the public sphere of debate, minority views should be
encouraged, to allow fairness for all sides. The many-sided nature of
truth relies on open-minded habits which allow it to emerge from
reflection and discussion.

In sum, there are two interwoven strands to Mill’s case for liberty of
thought. The search for truth is an important mission of free open
inquiry. But equally important is the impact of the free spirit of inquiry
on mental, emotional, and imaginative development. If the search for
freedom of expression does not penetrate the emotions and yield con-
viction, it has done but part of its work. Mill defends liberty as bound up
with the “permanent interests of man as a progressive being,” especially
the human vital interests in mental and moral development (CW
18:224). Mental and moral development rely upon the intense, even 
passionate, desire to lead a reflective life. The absence of these desires
thwarts this developmental process.

Individual self-development is tied to freedom. But Mill thinks that
social progress is also distinctly tied to these pursuits. In other writings,
including A System of Logic, Mill pins his hopes for continued progress
in human affairs on mental development of path-breaking individuals
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and the models they set for society. He argues there that the main 
determinants of social progress are “speculation, intellectual activity,
the pursuit of truth” (CW 8:926). Pursuits of searching for truth and exer-
cising the mental capacities are thoroughly intertwined and mutually
reinforcing. When society stifles minority opinion it doubles harm by
undercutting individual and social development and by threatening
inquiries into truth.

Autonomy and Individuality

Studying the grounds for valuing one branch of liberty – of thought and
discussion – is a good entry point for probing the general case for liberty.
Mill’s case for liberty of action ensues, and in the center are arguments
for the value and benefits of autonomy and individuality for happiness.

Autonomy and individuality are core components of Mill’s conception
of self-development. Autonomy and individuality are interconnected
excellences. Individuality involves developing an identity that is authen-
tic to the person, and autonomy is clearly essential for this project. To 
be autonomous is to be self-determining and free from the dominating
will of others. Despotism and oppression are the enemies. To be in the
position of having one’s life determined by others and to be in servitude
to their will means being ruled by others rather than oneself. Mill’s 
positive case for participation rests upon the results of these activities
for developing virtues. Conversely, he argues that being excluded from
participating in decision making and being subject to commands of 
others regarding crucial intimate aspects of identity corrode the spirit.
This despotism adopts many guises and can be direct or indirect. In 
The Subjection of Women Mill’s immediate concern is with the com-
mand and obedience model of marital relations under which patriarchal
despotic husbands directly command their spouses. In On Liberty he
expresses his concern about the “despotism of custom” that often acts
indirectly to deflect individuality and induce stultifying conformism
(CW 18:272). Machine-like conformity to the customary in society is
one of the main routes for thwarting these crucial excellences and pre-
conditions of happiness. Of course, autonomy is fully consonant with
being influenced by others, especially those in one’s intimate circle, and
with carrying on dialogues and being persuaded by others. This process
is essential to the inquiring spirit of liberty and the pursuit of truth, as
we have seen. Autonomous agents generally are deeply immersed in
communities and intimate relations with others. What distinguishes
the autonomous agent from the other-determined agent is that the for-
mer makes her own choices at the conclusion of the dialogue – albeit
with due concern for the welfare of significant others. While there are
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several varieties of autonomy, Mill defends liberal autonomy, which is
organized around capacities of authenticity, reflection, deliberation, and
self-determination. Autonomous agents scrutinize and reflect upon
their options, often in dialogue with others. This reflective process leads
them to endorse and choose their plan of life, conception of the good,
commitments, communities, and most fundamentally their character.
Autonomy and individuality are connected skills and combine to enable
people to construct principled identities. These lives of their own are not
lives of isolation but generally involve interconnection with others – by
choice, not by force. And, because Mill expects diversity in life plans, a
freely chosen life of solitude is part of the range of good lives.

Mill’s argument for the value of autonomy and individuality is 
motivated in part by his apprehension about menaces from the powerful
forces of conformism. People have deep desires to belong to and be in
harmony with their family and community. However, there is a shadow
side to these needs. These laudable desires for attachment and belonging
can be manipulated by despots and oppressors so that autonomy and
individuality are frequently put under threat. Healthy autonomy and
individuality do not conflict with authentic forms of intimacy, belong-
ing, and group identity. Healthy manifestations of autonomy and indi-
viduality and of belonging and connection reinforce each other. But
there are shadow forms that mask oppression and tyranny and it is these
forms that Mill battles and fears. His arguments for freedom provide a
positive case for their immense benefits, but also strongly warn about
those forms of belonging and community that are unhealthy. They work
to diminish individuality by manipulative appeals to questionable forms
of attachment that corrode well-being. The cultural context can enhance
and support or threaten autonomy and individuality. Mill’s arguments
for individuality within community bring to the foreground some 
compelling questions for liberalism which I consider shortly using the
example of polygamy within the Mormon society of his time.

Individuality and freedom of action follow the guide set down by the
liberty principle. Individuality must be cherished and unhindered for
every member of society as long as any risk is to themselves and their
conduct does not harm others. Harm to others is analyzed as violating
other-regarding duties, especially rights, as mandated by the theory of
justice. No one, says Mill, believes that actions should have the same
degree of freedom as opinions. “On the contrary, even opinions lose
their immunity, when the circumstances in which they are expressed
are such as to constitute their expression a positive instigation to some
mischievous act” (CW 18:260). If liberty of expression becomes a pos-
itive instigation to or incitement to harm others it loses its protected
status. Opinions delivered with the intention of inciting a crowd to 
violence, rather than the intention of inviting them to express their
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thoughts and feelings in non-violent, albeit impassioned modes, furnish
examples of free expression that cross the line into harmful conduct.

Acts that harm others may legitimately be constrained, and liberty
limited, but acts that do not are in the liberty-protection zone. Diversity
of belief parallels diversity of lifestyle; both have the same aims of
advancing happiness, human progress, and pursuit of truth. Individuality
requires more than simple toleration in order to thrive; it deserves and
needs positive appreciation. It is advanced by people’s willingness to
engage in diverse experiments in living. Mill says that “if it were felt
that the free development of individuality is one of the leading essentials
of well-being; that it is not only a co-ordinate element with all that is
designated by the terms civilization, instruction, education, culture, but
is itself a necessary part and condition of all those things; there would be
no danger that liberty should be undervalued” (CW 18:261). Mill has 
special regard for the qualities of spontaneity and activity, since they act
as conformity’s antidote.

But, sadly, it is an ongoing battle to get people to recognize that indi-
viduality is indeed a chief component of happiness and of progress. If its
value were properly acknowledged, it would not be difficult to discern
the legitimate boundaries between individuality and the zone of social
control. But widely held attitudes of indifference or hostility to indi-
viduality get in the way. Individuality properly understood is not at odds
with the accumulated wisdom of human experience. Mill is careful to
give due regard to lessons learned from past history and experience. But
people should not be constrained by these past experiences if they no
longer serve the ends of happiness and especially if they are not in har-
mony with the person’s own character and feelings. Autonomous choice
must be exercised to make choices in favor of what is in harmony with
the person’s own nature, rather than what others wish for us. Customs
may be fine for customary characters, but customs do not serve as 
models for highly individual, creative, and even eccentric people. Even
good customs that harmonize well with our individual character can
ossify into dead dogmas if they are not subjected to experimentation 
and interrogation. If individuality is not recognized, we risk creating 
a culture of robots and mimicking monkeys. Mill frequently invokes the
distinction between machines and spontaneous, living organic things.
Robotic patterns of conduct that follow fashion for its own sake can 
have a stultifying impact on the character and degenerate into the very
opposite of virtue.

[To] conform to custom, merely as custom, does not educate or develope 
in him any of the qualities which are the distinctive endowment of a
human being. The human faculties of perception, judgment, discriminative 
feeling, mental activity and even moral preference, are exercised only in
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making a choice. He who does anything because it is the custom, makes no
choice. He gains no practice either in discerning or in desiring what is best.
The mental and moral, like the muscular powers, are improved only by
being used. (CW 18:262)

Habituation in the virtues of autonomy and individuality requires
active use, in other words. We should no more do things simply because
others do them than we should believe simply because others believe. If
we let others set for us our character and life plans, we behave as ape-like
mimics rather than self-determining agents. Autonomy and individuality
come together to produce a life that is our own, that is authentic to 
our character and feelings. We could well be said to be the authors of 
our own life, as long as this is understood as involving a process – a 
long process – of prior engagement with others including dialogical and
reflective elements. It is an individualized, but not an isolated, process
of self-authorship. We use and exercise all of our distinctively human
faculties if we determine and then self-determine the contours of our life.
If we allow ourselves to be unduly guided by others’ authority, then even
if we end up in the right place, this is accidental. And it is at the cost of
sacrifice of our dignity and worth. Mill’s stirring words on these few
pages of On Liberty are some of the best-known passages in his writing.

He who lets the world, or his own portion of it, choose his plan of life for
him, has no need of any other faculty than the ape-like one of imitation. He
who chooses his plan for himself, employs all his faculties. He must use
observation to see, reasoning and judgment to foresee, activity to gather
materials for decision, discrimination to decide, and when he has decided,
firmness and self-control to hold to his deliberate decision . . . It is possible
that he might be guided in some good path, and kept out of harm’s way,
without any of these things. But what will be his comparative worth as a
human being? It really is of importance, not only what men do, but also
what manner of men they are that do it. Among the works of man, which
human life is rightly employed in perfecting and beautifying, the first in
importance surely is man himself. (CW 18:262–3)

Mill is highly critical of those whom he characterizes as human
automatons. They may carry out the usual daily functions, yet they are
still starved and withered specimens rather than what they could be.
Robots and machines are not desirable models. This point applies also to
feelings, passions, and desires. Strong passions are indicative of energy,
and energetic qualities are preferable to passive indolence. Indeed, in the
absence of these virtues, Mill claims people lack a character.

A person whose desires and impulses are his own – are the expression of 
his own nature, as it has been developed and modified by his own culture 
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– is said to have a character. One whose desires and impulses are not his
own, has no character, no more than a steam-engine has a character. 
(CW 18:264)

This could rightly be said to be the very essence of individuality.
Absent this, there is no authentic character. “Human nature is not a
machine to be built after a model, and set to do exactly the work pre-
scribed for it, but a tree, which requires to grow and develope itself on 
all sides, according to the tendency of the inward forces which make it a
living thing” (CW 18:263).

The Calvinist ideal is one of his favorite targets and a prime specimen
of cramped, stifled human nature. Those who believe in a supreme Being,
he says, should have faith that this Being provided people with capa-
cities that should be cultivated rather than eliminated. Rejecting the
Calvinist ideal of self-denial and abnegation, Mill endorses the alternat-
ive Greek ideal of self-development. Contrary to misguided conformist
claims, human beauty and nobility are perfected by cultivating individu-
ality with due regard to the rights of others.

Self-development mandates that value choices thrust upon people
from the outside, not chosen by them for themselves, detract from the
value of a good life. Different experiments in living provide different
conditions needed to promote development in pluralistic societies.
What may be an obstacle or hindrance for one person can prove to be a
bonus for the next. For adventurers or entrepreneurs, stimulation and
excitement are spurs to action. However, for reflective contemplatives,
they are more likely sources of mind-clutter and distraction from medit-
ative pursuits. Humans are sufficiently different that “unless there is a
corresponding diversity in their modes of life, they neither obtain their
fair share of happiness, nor grow up to the mental, moral, and aesthetic
stature of which their nature is capable” (CW 18:270).

In sum, Mill claims that individuality is an essential component of
self-development and a condition of a happy human life. This is the 
first part of Mill’s argument for individuality. The second prong of his
argument for individuality lauds its social benefits. Individuality and
diversity are not honed at the expense of sociality, with whom they
must keep company and be in balance, but rather self-development
incorporates compassion and sociality and strengthens human bonds.
The benefits spread out generously to others. “In proportion to the
development of his individuality, each person becomes more valuable 
to himself, and is therefore capable of being more valuable to others”
(CW 18:266). Mill is careful to state that he does not advocate
selfishness, which in his mind is a surefire route to misery. “As little is
there an inherent necessity that any human being should be a selfish
egotist, devoid of every feeling or care but those which centre in his own
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miserable individuality” (CW 10:216). Respecting rights and the rules of
justice cultivates social feelings. However, restrictions in areas which
do not involve rights of others “dulls and blunts the whole nature” (CW
18:266). It is insidious despotism to crush another’s individuality.

The second prong of the argument is that self-developed people are of
great value to their fellow beings. Their originality and creativity break
open the limited varieties of beliefs, attitudes, and lifestyles prevalent 
at any time, for they have problems fitting into the relatively small range
of options currently favored in their culture. In the absence of these 
creative and original models, society runs the risk of stagnation and per-
petuation of collective mediocrity. Mill hopes that some will freely
choose to endorse and try out the models offered by these exemplars of
individuality. Many people “can respond internally to wise and noble
things, and be led to them with . . . eyes open” (CW 18:269). The “eyes
open” proviso is crucial, for without this people would still be mimics
rather than self-determining agents. Quickly follows the clarification
and proviso that this must not turn into hero worship, for any people
who attempt to impose judgments of the good on others would thereby
brand themselves as despots. “All he can claim is, freedom to point out
the way. The power of compelling others into it, is not only inconsist-
ent with the freedom and development of all the rest, but corrupting”
(CW 18:269). In an age of hyped-up conformism then, eccentricity, a type
of individuality, is especially welcome to counteract it. Eccentrics and
people of unusual originality may come up with more valuable pursuits
or ways of living that create ripple effects and in turn become more 
generally accepted by the culture. For example, vegetarianism used to be
considered a proclivity of eccentrics, but now it is almost a mainstream
diet. To be called a “granola lover” no longer is an insult, but instead is 
a compliment to a taste for healthy living. Similarly, the organic food
movement has created tastes for these products so they are now found
not only in health food stores but also occupy increasing supermarket
shelf-space. So the value of individuality does not accrue only to eccen-
trics and true originals, but the ripple effects are quite widely experienced.

Mill’s argument for freedom of expression accentuates that diversity
of opinion spurs progress and improvement. Diversity of lifestyle serves
precisely the same goal, and conformity to custom, as conformity of
opinion, equally obstructs improvement in human affairs. Progress
dwindles when individuality ceases to be a driving force in society. The
threats are the same as those faced by freedom of expression: intolerance
and the desire to compel others to be and live like the rest. This is the
tendency to turn us into moralists by profession, to expand the proper
place of rules of conduct to encompass what are correctly seen as
lifestyle or mode of life choices. Fighting the encroachments of moral-
ists by profession is one of Mill’s most cherished projects.
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The drive to be a distinct individual is a powerful motivation, even for
twins or triplets. For example, Elisabeth Kübler-Ross was born a triplet
in Switzerland, but her drive to individuality led her to become a pioneer
researcher on death and dying. Her childhood plan and dream was to
become a doctor. Her father had other plans for her future and pressured
her to work in his office until she found a suitable husband and became 
a wife and mother (Kübler-Ross 1997, 22). At great cost and effort, she
refused her father’s plans for her life and fought for a life of her own
design. She describes her unusual life plot.

I could never, not in my wildest dreams – and they were pretty wild – have
predicted one day winding up the world-famous author of On Death and
Dying, a book whose exploration of life’s final passage threw me into the
center of a medical and theological controversy. Nor could I have imagined
that afterward I would spend the rest of my life explaining that death does
not exist. (Kübler-Ross 1997, 15)

She is undeniably a true original. Her path-breaking research and clin-
ical work on the process of dying helped to shatter cultural attitudes
towards death that were the cause of unnecessary suffering and indignity
to terminally ill people. Prevailing attitudes dictated denial of death, and
terminally ill people were often prevented from even talking about their
impending death, since it was considered better to refrain from telling
them the truth about their prognosis. Kübler-Ross conducted research
into the process of dying that led to the founding of the hospice move-
ment. Her activism helped bring about a radical transformation in 
attitudes to and treatment of people with terminal illness, so that now 
it is considered unethical to deny them the dignity of communicating
with others about their condition. Kübler-Ross is an excellent example
backing up Mill’s argument that encouraging individuality allows for
the emergence of “better modes of action, and customs more worthy of 
general adoption” (CW 18:270). She is the exemplar of one who develops
her individuality, resulting in great social benefits, opening up new
social paths, and dissipating outdated cultural practices that no longer
serve to promote happiness.

Autonomy, Individuality, and Community: 
The Case of Mormon Polygamy

The virtues of and entitlements to individuality and autonomy, to an
authentic identity and a life of one’s own, are basic to the good life. 
The liberty principle is a principle of justice guaranteeing these basic
rights within Mill’s philosophy. He argues eloquently for the liberal
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essentials of freedom of thought and discussion and individuality and
autonomy. His theory is holistic, and the excellences of individuality
and autonomy are balanced with those of compassion, cooperativeness,
and community. The framework of his theory sets some clear limits to
intrusions into the domain of liberty. But in other cases, on the edges
especially, the structure offers rather a framework for deliberation.
Things change over time, and these changes, hopefully progressive
improvements, bring out new dilemmas and puzzles and new ways of
scrutinizing questions. The balancing between individuality and auton-
omy and values of culture, community, and belonging can bump up
against each other and be in tension, and sometimes radical conflict.
Mill himself presents some examples of applications of his theory in the
later chapters of On Liberty, after the early chapters in which he sets out
the liberty principle and defends some of its core forms of liberty of
thought and of individuality. One of these examples offers a useful entry
point for exploring some of the dilemmas and tensions raised by the 
balancing of individuality and community belonging.

In Chapter 4 of On Liberty, Mill looks at the case of polygamous mar-
riage within Mormon communities of his time. He uses this example 
to test the limits of application of the liberty principle. In Mill’s day, the
Mormon community had moved to then far-off Utah. Mill claims that
this remote Mormon community was suffering persecution. Some 
even advocated sending a British expedition to Utah to end this marital
practice by force.

After Mill’s strong defense of individuality and autonomy, his com-
ments on polygamy within the Mormon community come as something
of a surprise. Against the backdrop of Mill’s previous arguments about
the fundamental value of autonomy and individuality to each person,
and of the dangers of conformism in response to pressure, the question to
be asked is, under what circumstances could the women of this commun-
ity be characterized as exhibiting individuality and autonomy in their
marital choices? The standard option in this community is polygamous
marriage in which women are one of several wives. The reverse scenario
under which men are one of several husbands does not occur.

Mill says that “no one has a deeper disapprobation than I have of this
Mormon institution” (CW 18:290). Yet he claims that the women’s 
conduct in engaging in polygamy is “voluntary.” At the same time he
admits that the institution does not comply with the liberty principle,
for “far from being in any way countenanced by the principle of liberty,
it is a direct infraction of that principle, being a mere rivetting of the
chains of one-half of the community, and an emancipation of the other
from reciprocity of obligation towards them” (CW 18:290). Despite this,
he says, this kind of marital union is as voluntary as other forms of mar-
riage. In this community, the only options for women are to be one of
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several wives or to remain unmarried. Since the group has moved away,
Mill argues that outsiders would be behaving tyrannically by attempting
to stop them from living according to their divergent system of marriage.
The provisos are that they do not attack other communities, and that
they permit dissenters the right to exit the community.

Mill departs from his previous arguments in On Liberty and defends
the communal rights of the group while abandoning the substantive
rights of its individual members. He views them through the lens of the
outsider, keeping them at a distance. He loses sight of the obvious – that
this group is composed of individuals and is not a homogeneous mass.
Mill’s core point in On Liberty is that the mandate of the right to liberty
of self-development is to defend each individual’s right to autonomy 
and individuality within their society, to lead their lives according to
their own way of being. Some members of any culture will be content 
to endorse the dominant community values and traditions after due
reflection. But the mandate of liberty is to defend the rights of all mem-
bers, including dissenters and rebels. In any case, in closed religious
communities women who dissent face the force of community power,
including violence and abuse. Although in The Subjection of Women
Mill emphasizes that women’s compliance in marriage is often the
result of coercion, including violent coercion, he does not take this prob-
lem seriously in his example of polygamy.

Adopting the vantage point of the insider within his own culture, 
Mill perceives correctly that diversity, pluralism of life plans, and even
eccentricity are the natural results of individuality and autonomy. He
concludes that uniform outcomes are suspect and likely result from
capitulation to the pressures of conformity. This is a major feature of his
arguments defending individuality. Yet he does not sufficiently ques-
tion the strange and disquieting supposedly “voluntary” acceptance 
of polygamy by the women and girls of the community. Mill views the
group stereotypically, accepting too easily that their choices are all 
similar. He attacks his own society for using despotism to produce con-
formity. But the pattern of Mormon marriage, which all the evidence
suggests is even more so the result of despotism, strikes him as needing
protection from persecution by liberal outsiders. He claims that this
marital choice is as voluntary as the individual heterosexual marriage
institution of his own society. This claim was clearly false even in Mill’s
time, but is certainly so in the present time. The tinted lens of stereo-
type that he looks through leads to the expected result that Mormons all
have the same “voluntary” choices in marriage. A vantage point internal
to that community, when people are seen clearly as individuals, might
yield a different perception. Mill displays a lack of empathy and sym-
pathy for the vulnerable and powerless women and girls who are coerced
into polygamous unions. This is a lapse of judgment on his part. But it is
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an instructive error, and serves a useful purpose in illustrating how his
liberal theory has corrective insights to overturn the error.

Liberal rights to self-determination defend the right to evaluate the
meaning of our own experiences, and reach our own decisions about
what is worth pursuing. Millian persons recognize their fallibility, and
acknowledge the need for experiments and investigations to ratify their
current views about the good life, or to change them when they are
revealed as mistaken. This process of reflection about the good has 
preconditions. The rights to autonomy and individuality are socially
guaranteed. We need the opportunity to be presented with and engage
with a range of options concerning the good life for all of the elements of
this life, including most saliently educational, occupational, and marital
arrangements. We need, in other words, to be in the position such that
we are aware of various perspectives on the good life as live options, not
as distant fantasies, and we require the social conditions to nurture 
the intellectual and imaginative capacities required critically and sens-
itively to look at the available options. While our society and culture 
generally furnish the backdrop for these deliberations and imaginations,
Mill’s feared conformism occurs in cases in which the community tries
to enforce one particular conception of the good (marriage) and in the
process thwarts the vital interests which are at stake. The liberal tenet 
is that “individuals are considered free to question their participation in
existing social practices, and opt out of them, should those practices
seem no longer worth pursuing” (Kymlicka 2002, 221). Autonomy in this
context means that people are free to question and endorse, or to revise
and reject, conceptions of the good, including particular components
such as marital, educational, and occupational practices. This question-
ing is part and parcel of the healthy autonomy that does not undermine
belonging and interconnectedness. The result is that persons are in a
position to choose relationships and attachments from the perspective
of conviction and awareness, and these tend to be enduring.

Mill recognizes the role of culture and community in providing the
context of life choices. However, his preferred perspective on the com-
munity is that it will nurture and support eccentrics and true originals
who reject the prevalent range of choices offered in their society and
push back the boundaries and horizons of choice to come up with new
ways of life through their experiments in living. His assessment of the
traditional practices of the Mormon community is out of step with these
expressed commitments. It falls under the scenario he fears and combats
of the “hurtful compression” of “the small number of moulds which
society provides in order to save its members the trouble of forming their
own character” (CW 18:267–8).

Mill’s liberalism does not endorse atomism, and Millian individuals
are embedded in community. However, for liberals, the delicate balance
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between individuality and interconnection must be approached with
awareness of the hazards when the balance tips against nonconformist
members. Autonomy can fall prey to the expectations of family and
community about their children’s marital and occupational choices. 
If these go against the grain of entrenched community expectations,
they can be viewed as betrayals and the consequences can be painful.
Coercion is frequently employed under the rationale of preservation of
traditional cultural practices. This definitely clashes with Mill’s argu-
ment that preserving tradition for its own sake is not a justification for
thwarting the individuality of nonconformists. The coercion to marry
within the community is often served up as a means of preserving tradi-
tional ways or cultural practices that bond. The result is to capitulate
and allow others to determine one’s destiny and take control of major
life decisions. In such cases, there is the risk of volatile clashes between
individuality and autonomy on the one hand, and tradition and com-
munity on the other. Mill’s liberalism sets very definite limits on the
power granted to the community over individual life plans.

Mill’s reflections on polygamy, despite their disquieting tension with
the core of his arguments on individuality and autonomy, do not expose
a problem with his theory. Rather, I argue, the case underscores that it is
important to separate out his basic principles and the architecture of 
his theory from the examples he uses to illustrate the philosophy. The
examples are often outdated and not readily applicable today. Even when
the examples are current – as his cases of violence against women – it is
yet a mistake to read too much into examples. For what this particular
example exposes, I claim, is weakness in Mill’s application of his theory,
rather than a weakness in the theory itself. By regarding an entire social
and religious group through the lens of stereotype, Mill shows a failure
of empathy and sympathetic imagination in not seeing the distinct 
individuals who make up the group.

The fundamental arguments and principles of On Liberty present 
the response to this example. Mill thus corrects his own mistake. In
Chapter 5 of On Liberty Mill strongly criticizes excessive parental 
control over their children. He argues that children’s rights should be
protected by the state when their parents fail in their obligations to 
educate them. The form of education called for by his commitments is 
a liberal education. I delve deeper into Mill’s philosophy of education 
in Chapter 5.

The Subjection of Women features a very clear explanation of the basic
distinction between liberty (individuality and autonomy) on the one hand
and power over others on the other. Power over others fuels despotism
and its corruptions. The distinction between liberty and power runs
throughout his philosophical system, furnishing the means to promote
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the liberal freedoms and condemn oppressive power over others. On
Liberty uses this distinction between liberty and despotic power to
attack marital tyranny of husbands over wives and children. The state
must respect the liberty of each individual in the self-regarding sphere.
The state must equally “maintain a vigilant control over his exercise of
any power which it allows him to possess over others” (CW 18:301). The
family ought to be a sphere of friendship and equality between spouses.
It is instead a zone of despotism of husbands over wives. The state fails
miserably to fulfill its duties to protect the rights of children. Children
also suffer from patriarchal control of fathers. Children have a basic right
to an education which must include the right to be educated in the
capacities of self-development, including prominently the capacities of
autonomy and individuality. “Is it not almost a self-evident axiom, that
the State should require and compel the education, up to a certain 
standard, of every human being who is born its citizen?” (CW 18:301).
Parents have a clear duty to educate their children, and it is a “moral
crime” to fail to provide an education along with other essential con-
ditions of well-being. The state should force compliance when parents
fail to fulfill their obligations to their children. The state also has a clear
duty to ensure that all its members are properly educated.

Mill’s philosophy of education commits him to propounding an educa-
tion of a liberal kind, one that allows adults the capacities to function 
as autonomous individuals, embedded in community. These capacities
must be nurtured in childhood if they are to be sufficiently developed 
by the time children reach adulthood. These capacities do not simply
emerge on their own. This means that children have a right-in-trust to
be autonomous in adulthood (Feinberg 1983). If their childhood educa-
tion is so arranged that some possible futures are shut off as live pro-
spects when they are adults, then their rights have been violated. Mill’s
philosophy of education is set up so that parents cannot determine their
children’s future lives when they reach adulthood. The extent of legitim-
ate parental expectation is limited to the domain of hopes that their 
children will voluntarily choose to follow the traditions of community
in adulthood. Mill’s powerful arguments for liberty of thought and
expression and individuality in combination with his philosophy of 
education lead inexorably to this conclusion.

Contemporary liberals also grapple with the delicate balance between
individuality and community. As Will Kymlicka puts it, those defend-
ing traditional cultural ways have fears about liberal freedoms.

They fear that if their members are informed about other ways of life, 
and are given the cognitive and emotional capacities to understand and
evaluate them, many will choose to reject their inherited way of life, and
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thereby undermine the group. To prevent this, fundamentalist or isola-
tionist groups often wish to raise and educate their children in such a way
as to minimize the opportunities for children to develop or exercise the
capacity for rational revisability . . . Their goal is to ensure that their mem-
bers are indeed “embedded” in the group, unable to conceive of leaving it
or to succeed outside of it. (Kymlicka 2002, 228)

The Mormon community of Mill’s example fits this model. Mill’s dis-
cussion of the example is anomalous with his core commitments which
do not permit parents and communities to close off the rights to open
futures of the younger generation or of future generations. Mill’s philo-
sophy requires that adults must be able to have some ability to detach
from the customary norms of their community in order to be able to
choose to endorse or reject them. His philosophy does not have the
means to differentiate among societies in this respect. His reflections
upon the factors that cause societies to stagnate and become stationary
rather than progressive illustrate this. For example, he claims that China
is an example of a stationary society even though its customs were
designed long ago by “sages and philosophers.” But since then, he says,
they have not changed and progressed. Mill complains that they “have
succeeded . . . in making a people all alike, all governing their thoughts
and conduct by the same maxims and rules” (CW 18:273). This com-
plaint applies with equal logic to the marital rules of the Mormon com-
munity, yet Mill does not draw the proper conclusion.

Mill’s argument allows ample room for recognition of the dialogical
elements of identity construction, and for acknowledging the import-
ance of the advice and counsel of others, and allowing for the influences
of significant others. The argument pays due regard to the accumulated
wisdom, rather than the biases, of cultural tradition. But there is no sub-
stitute for the liberal virtue of the ability to prevent these influences
from becoming determinants of choices. Mill’s mantra is “persuasion,
not coercion.” When the proper liberal educational and social conditions
are secure, it is doubtful that many women would choose polygamy.
These proper educational and social conditions include the ability and
the liberty to scrutinize the reasonable range of family and marital
options available to equal and self-respecting women. Polygamy is not
likely to survive as a popular option when children are educated for free-
dom, because polygamy relies upon sanctions ranging from control and
oppression to abuse and violence against young women and girls of the
community. Mill’s philosophy does not permit supporting traditional
cultural practices that cannot survive critical scrutiny of all members of
the community, vulnerable ones as well as members of dominant groups
of the community. These are the lessons that Mill ought to draw from
his own philosophical principles and commitments.
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ch
ap

ter 5

Education: Development and Self-Development

T
he discussion thus far has offered strong indications of the signi-
ficance of education for Mill’s liberalism and utilitarianism. Mill
holds a conception of happiness organized around the notion that

human flourishing consists in the development and exercise of certain
capacities and virtues. The conception of happiness is closely linked with
liberal educational processes of development and self-development. It is
an education in the virtues which are preconditions of valuable and happy
lives. Developed and self-developed agents are pivotal to the theory. Mill’s
method for measuring value relies upon judgments and preferences of
those who have undergone a process of development in the virtues as
being positioned to make wise value discriminations. In the private
domain, where conduct does not violate moral duties, the pursuit of the
mental and moral virtues bolsters opportunities to pursue a life that is
our own, that expresses our individuality. The education of the com-
petent agents of whom Mill speaks in Utilitarianism as those best 
positioned to make judgments of value is precisely this liberal education
of development and self-development. These self-developed agents are
called upon to make reasonable and wise judgments concerning a range
of questions. For example, the moral progress and improvement which
Mill promotes rely upon the judgments of moral reformers who work 
to bring about change in certain arenas of morality. Mill’s activism on
issues such as extending the suffrage to women and reform of marriage
laws can be examined in this light. Their activities also naturally expand
into the domain of Virtue in numerous ways that go well beyond the
moral requirements and that constitute meritorious conduct.

John Stuart Mill’s philosophy of education is a model for his liberalism
that is rooted in his utilitarian philosophy and Art of Life. We have seen
how the utilitarian theory of morality is grounded on the “theory of life
. . . that pleasure, and freedom from pain, are the only things desirable 
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as ends” (CW 10:210). The utilitarian theory of life is fundamentally a
theory of the good life, which includes the moral life as one com-
partment. In Chapter 2, on theory of value, I argued that Mill propounds
a sophisticated form of qualitative hedonism in which the things which
are desirable as ends are certain kinds of complex satisfying mental
states. The principle of utility is concerned with promoting utility “in
the largest sense, grounded on the permanent interests of man as a pro-
gressive being” (CW 18:224). As a principle of the good it governs moral-
ity, but it also grounds the entire array of the moral arts and sciences.

Mill’s philosophy of education can be approached fruitfully by explor-
ing his claim in A System of Logic that education is one of the primary
moral arts. In Book VI of the Logic, Mill explores the moral arts and their
companion moral sciences. Mill’s philosophy of education fits neatly
into this structure of the moral arts and sciences. The purpose of a moral
art is to define or set down the ends that are desirable or that promote
utility, and thus ought to be aimed at. Each moral art is conjoined or
linked with a moral science that investigates the “course of nature” in
order to formulate effective means to promote the ends of the art. Mill
explains as follows:

The art proposes to itself an end to be attained, defines the end, and hands
it over to the science. The science receives it, considers it as a phenomenon
or effect to be studied, and having investigated its causes and conditions,
sends it back to art with a theorem of the combinations of circumstances
by which it could be produced. (CW 8:944)

Mill’s philosophy of education is best understood in this context.
Education is one of the more important particular moral arts and it is
paired with its companion moral science, ethology, or the science of
character formation. Mill devotes an entire chapter of A System of Logic
to an exploration of the place of the science of ethology within this
schema (CW 8:861–78). Seen in this light, it is apparent that Mill con-
strues education very broadly as the art of character formation guided by
its corresponding science, ethology. As he says in the Logic,

There exist universal laws of the Formation of Character. And since it is by
these laws, combined with the facts of each particular case, that the whole
of the phenomena of human action and feeling are produced, it is on these
that every rational attempt to construct the science of human nature in the
concrete, and for practical purposes, must proceed. (CW 8: 864–5)

If the goal of education is interpreted broadly, as the appropriate social-
ization or character formation to encourage the development of certain
character traits and the nurturing of certain human excellences, then the
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goals and principles of liberalism and utilitarianism are advanced. With
tools of social science provided by ethological research, these laws can
be aptly applied to bring about the desired ends. He adds, “[w]hen the cir-
cumstances of an individual or of a nation are in any considerable degree
under our control, we may, by our knowledge of tendencies, be enabled
to shape those circumstances in a manner much more favourable to the
ends we desire, than the shape which they would of themselves assume”
(CW 8:869–70). These goals are to educate and socialize autonomous
persons of individuality and responsible democratic citizens. The goal is
decidedly not to encourage the development of more specific forms of
personality, since this would undermine autonomy and individuality.
The point of education for freedom or autonomy is that developing these
excellences will lead to unexpected results, to a diversity of outcomes.
His conception of education is radically democratic and egalitarian, as is
fitting for his liberalism. He advocates processes of education that are
concerned not just with a narrow form of freedom, but with social, eco-
nomic, and political liberty. His conception of education for freedom is
designed to prepare people for emancipation from economic, political,
and marital oppression.

Mill’s utilitarianism and liberalism are ultimately grounded in the
principle of utility. But if the principle of utility, which governs all of 
the practical arts including education, calls for the promotion of utility,
much will depend upon the conception of utility at its core. In Mill’s
view, utility is analyzed in terms of a conception of the good that is
appropriate for human beings with a certain nature. The most valuable
kinds of happiness for humans consist in the self-development and exer-
cise of our higher human capacities. C. B. Macpherson discusses Mill’s
philosophy as an example of developmental democracy, a major model
of liberal democracy. Macpherson says that according to Mill’s model,
“man is a being capable of developing his powers or capacities. The
human essence is to exert and develop them . . . The good society is one
which permits and encourages everyone to act as exerter, developer, and
enjoyer of the exertion and development, of his or her own capacities”
(Macpherson 1977, 48). Mill’s philosophy of education sets down a pro-
gram in which people are educated in childhood to develop their human
cognitive, emotional, and moral capacities. In adulthood, this process
continues as self-development, in which the person herself develops the
higher-order capacities of autonomy, individuality, compassion, and
sociality. For this process to continue, the support of and participation in
various social and political institutions are prerequisites. For these
capacities to become stable and habitual, ongoing practice is necessary.
Such practice naturally occurs through active participation in various
social, political, economic, and domestic sites. I have already discussed
On Liberty’s arguments for the educational purposes of public debate. 
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I further elaborate Mill’s arguments for the educational potential of the
political, social, and family domains in subsequent chapters.

For many liberals, the cultivation of the rational capacities is the 
pinnacle of education. Many stop there. Mill gives its due to training the
intellect in childhood, and returns often to his conviction that cognitive
training requires active exercise of the mind, to develop habits of critical
awareness (CW 1:33–7). He expresses admiration for Socratic methods
of mental training.

The Socratic method, of which the Platonic dialogues are the chief example,
is unsurpassed as a discipline for correcting the errors, and clearing up the
confusions . . . The close, searching elenchus by which the man of vague
generalities is constrained either to express his meaning to himself in
definite terms, or to confess that he does not know what he is talking about
. . . as an education for precise thinking, is inestimable. (CW 1:25)

A key principle of his philosophy is that education does its work by
encouraging active use of our capacities rather than passive receptivity
and conformity to other people’s ideas. The use of any method of rote
learning, such as memorizing facts without understanding, does not 
promote the development of critical cognitive ability. Mill regularly
criticizes the passive sort of education which relies upon cramming. 
He describes his own education in the Autobiography and he notes 
the beneficial effects of pedagogical methods of cultivation rather than
cram. Those educated by cram “grow up mere parroters” and are thus
predisposed to lead lives of stunted conformity rather than active indi-
viduality as adults (CW 1:35).

Most boys or youths who have had much knowledge drilled into them,
have their mental capacities not strengthened, but overlaid by it. They are
crammed with mere facts, and with the opinions or phrases of other people,
and these are accepted as a substitute for the power to form opinions 
of their own . . . Mine, however, was not an education of cram. My father
never permitted anything which I learnt, to degenerate into a mere exer-
cise of memory . . . Anything which could be found out by thinking, I was
never told, until I had exhausted my efforts to find it out for myself. (CW
1:33, 35)

Unlike some other liberal theorists, Mill places equal value upon emo-
tional development. In the Autobiography he recollects and reflects
upon his own education, describing in detail its content, scrutinizing the
principles that guided it, exploring those aspects which he endorses from
the perspective of adulthood as well as those elements which he rejects
and revises (CW 1:3–191). The element he most strongly rejects is its
excessive rationalism, which, he later comments, had threatened to turn
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him into “a mere reasoning machine” (CW 1:111). The imbalance is
addressed by giving a central place to emotional and moral cultivation.
Mill’s philosophy of education has a notable place within it for the culti-
vation of the emotions and the imagination, as well as for the emotional
virtues of compassion, empathy, and sensitivity to the suffering of others.
While he appreciates the importance of reason, as his comments on
Socratic dialogue demonstrate, he maintains that this faculty must be
kept in balance. He praises his father’s use of active learning techniques,
but he does not appreciate his father’s undervaluing of emotion, which
had negative consequences on the son. He reacts against the rationalistic
excesses of his own education which produced an emotional crisis in
early adulthood. After this crisis, he recognized acutely the need for 
the “internal culture” of the feelings, and subsequently argued that the
educative process is incomplete without due attention to cultivation of
feelings and imagination (CW 1:147–57). He recommends appreciation
of poetry and encounters with natural beauty as two reliable methods for
promoting emotional sensitivity. The significance of the link Mill draws
between emotional and imaginative cultivation and the human–nature
connection will be further explored in Chapter 8 on environmental ethics.

Discussions of the liberal virtues typically point to the steadfast qual-
ities of reason, reflection, autonomy, self-authorship, and individuality
as capacities that Mill endorses. While it is certainly correct to charac-
terize Mill as a champion of these excellences, it often happens that half
of the portrait is omitted. Mill himself typically uses the phrase “mental
and moral excellences” to convey that he is not simply encouraging
intellect, and he never leaves out of the picture that half of the human
excellences are composed of emotional, compassionate, and social
capacities. In this respect, his theory is an ally of contemporary virtue
ethics and feminist care ethics in their common advocacy of feeling 
and sentiment. All these theories emphasize that affective abilities are
crucial moral and psychological capacities that are essential for personal
and moral agency. Mill champions educative processes of development
and self-development which are designed to produce habits and attitude
structures that go far beyond simple dispositions to act in certain 
characteristic ways. They have become part of confirmed character.
Utilitarianism is often depicted as focused on the promotion of happi-
ness, and indeed it is. But we should not overlook the obvious condition
of the world that means that often the efforts of moral agents are focused
as much on minimizing suffering as on promoting happiness. Self- 
development includes emotional awareness of and the capacity to respond
to the suffering of the world. Development of compassionate responsive-
ness cannot proceed in the absence of feelings. Mill’s utilitarianism is
anchored to awareness of the reality of suffering in the world and what
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this suffering means for the ethical life. The spheres of Virtue and
Morality link aspirations and duties to alleviate suffering and promote
happiness in ethical action.

Sympathetic imagination and social sentiments dispose people to be
attuned to the happiness and suffering of others. Self-development pro-
duces attitudinal structures and habitual responsiveness to others. Mill
contrasts this utilitarian sensibility with the insensitive lack of feeling
or shallowness of response of those whose self-development is off key,
whose reason and autonomy are predominant and out of balance with
emotional engagement and receptivity. Millian self-development with
virtues and abilities cultivated in balance, by contrast, habituates and
conditions people to be attentive, to recognize, acknowledge, reflect on,
and respond to the world in certain ways and not in others, and this
includes sympathetic and compassionate responses. Mill argues that the
basis of moral development, including compassion, is fellow feeling that
is a natural propensity in humans. There is a reliable natural basis for
utilitarian sentiment and it is on this foundation that moral training
proceeds. Cooperative social practice “leads him to identify his feelings
more and more with their good . . . He comes, as though instinctively, to
be conscious of himself as a being who of course pays regard to others.
The good of others becomes to him a thing naturally and necessarily to
be attended to” (CW 10:231–2).

Mill’s personal experiences, described in the Autobiography, laid the
groundwork for his promotion of emotional cultivation. Mill describes
the period of his mental crisis as having the effect of transforming both
his opinions and his character. He was depressed and dejected. He con-
fesses that “if I had loved any one sufficiently to make confiding my grief
a necessity, I should not have been in the condition I was” (CW 1:139).
He experienced his condition as absence of love and absence of feeling.
While the tradition of virtue ethics has a great deal to say about love as 
a central good of human life, other ethical theories often seem to avert
their eyes from what common sense places at a fulcrum of flourishing
life. Mill recognized poignantly the effects of absence of love on his 
psyche. He judged that his father’s educational plans had failed, erected
as they were on an excessively rationalist foundation. His education had
emphasized reason and analysis, and so he was left without a sail, “with-
out any real desire for the ends which I had been so carefully fitted out to
work for: no delight in virtue or the general good” (CW 1:143). His
depression lifted when he was moved to tears while reading a passage in
Jean-François Marmontel’s Memoires. He was relieved to discover that
he still had the capacity to feel, “some of the material out of which all
worth of character, and all capacity for happiness, are made” (CW 1:145).
From this discovery arose his conviction that internal culture is an
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indispensable condition of well-being. No longer content to grant prior-
ity to reason, action, and external circumstances, as his prior education
had insisted, he now accepted the need for cultivation of feelings and 
the receptive susceptibilities. He perceived the advantages of a holistic
model of interconnection and balance of the faculties, and rejected a
hierarchical model of capacities. Poetry, art, and nature were his reliable
sources for engendering emotional sensibility. Mill thereafter remained
a steadfast advocate for the perennial power of poetry to encourage affect-
ive responsiveness and sensibility in readers.

Mill’s transformed perspective sits well with the virtue ethical tradi-
tion’s distrust of moral theories that denigrate emotion. Millian com-
petent agents cannot rely solely on reason and dispense with emotion.
Michael Stocker, for example, argues that modern ethical theories suffer
from schizophrenia in permitting a split between emotions or motiva-
tion and value, and that values and emotions must come together if the-
ories are to have sound views about human nature and the good life. This
is especially the case when it comes to the important goods of love and
friendship whose actualization depends upon this union of value and
motivation. Recall Mill’s words about his depression. Stocker’s analysis
of the importance of emotional development and sensitive attentive-
ness is congruent with Mill’s perspective on the centrality of emotional
development to self-development. His comments also resonate with
Mill’s preference for models featuring balance between reason and emo-
tion over those with hierarchical ordering or dualistic splits between
reason and emotion. This is also a prominent theme of feminist care
ethics. Stocker argues that emotions are required for evaluative know-
ledge and so lack of emotional development can interfere with sound
evaluations. While modern theories often lose sight of the importance of
the emotions, it is actually a settled part of western ethical thought
“that being good at noticing and appreciating value – being a good judge 
– is of utmost value” (Stocker 2003, 177).

Emotions are also core to certain specific goods, as well as certain
forms of exercising the human excellences involving emotional care and
engagement. For example, in love and friendship we want to give and
receive engaged care. Stocker argues, harmoniously with Mill, that
value involves engagement of self with others. The upshot is endorse-
ment of shared emotional, interpersonal, and social life, of the entire
gamut of human emotions from sorrow and grief to happiness and joy.
As well, we need to be concerned about the specific emotions from
which we carry out action. Often what we want is not simply to do some-
thing, such as write a great novel, but we also are concerned with the
emotional tenor of action. We want engagement “rather than alienated,
machine-like, dead activity” (Stocker 2003, 182). In Mill’s exploration of
individuality in On Liberty, he draws on just this metaphor, lambasting
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machine-like activity performed by “automatons in human form” 
(CW 18:263).1

Mill’s shared agenda with virtue ethicists is that emotional develop-
ment is promoted by engaging emotionally with others. A central claim
of the feminist care ethic is that attentiveness and loving care are central
goods and that ethical knowledge is not possible without emotional
knowledge. These common commitments and goals link Mill’s theory
to the virtue tradition, with its endorsement of emotional awareness.
Mill’s endorsement of emotional intelligence is emphatic, but the 
methods he proposes are sometimes more limited in comparison with
the practices honed by some other virtue traditions. Other moral theor-
ies with sympathetic treatments of emotional virtue, such as the femin-
ist care ethic and the Buddhist tradition, have more explicit practices
and methods for training. For example, feminist care ethics promotes
emotional sensibility through everyday practice of care and nurturing of
children and “those who cannot take care of themselves” (Okin 2003,
229). In feminist ethics, such care itself often can be a virtue and a form
of practice. For thousands of years, the Buddhist ethical tradition has
developed numerous techniques and meditative practices to cultivate
the awakening and training of the emotions, to transform attitudes 
and to cultivate bodhicitta, the compassionate awakened heart/mind.
These practices range from fundamental cultivation of mindfulness and
insight, through the practices of the four positive attitudinal qualities 
– loving-kindness, compassion, sympathetic joy, and equanimity. All 
of these traditions share the conviction that emotions ought to be 
developed in tandem with reason, even when they develop different
educative strategies to achieve this.

The process of moral development, which develops empathy, sym-
pathy, benevolence, and compassion, also begins in childhood. Moral
development focuses on cultivating these positive traits while discour-
aging harmful attitudes and habits of mind like egoism, selfishness, and
self-absorption. The process of moral development educates children to
connect sympathetically with others and to enjoy their happiness. He
claims that this feeling of sympathy and connection is firmly rooted in
human nature. He says,

This firm foundation is that of the social feelings of mankind; the desire to
be in unity with our fellow creatures, which is already a powerful principle
in human nature, and happily one of those which tend to become stronger,
even without express inculcation, from the influences of advancing civil-
ization. The social state is at once so natural, so necessary, and so habitual
to man, that, except in some unusual circumstances or by an effort of 
voluntary abstraction, he never conceives himself otherwise than as a
member of a body. (CW 10:231)

philosophy of education
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He rejects the conception of moral agents as pursuing rational 
self-interest only. He is always careful to balance the intellectual/
individualist side with the moral/social side and to deplore the creation
of a hierarchy among them. Mill claims that moral development must
always accompany mental development and this has important implica-
tions for his conception of self-development as well as for his liberal
political philosophy.

These three components of mental, emotional, and moral develop-
ment are embedded in childhood education. In adulthood, the educative
process of development matures into the process of self-development
which continues under the authority of the person. In self-development,
the higher-order capacities of individuality, autonomy, sociality, and
cooperativeness are built up on the groundwork of the generic human
capacities. The higher-order capacities must also be balanced. The core
liberal capacity of autonomy is the ability to reflect on, choose, endorse,
and revise the character, relationships, projects, and life plans most
reflective of our nature. Individuality encourages our ability to explore
the range of these goods most in harmony with our abilities and particu-
larities, to pursue a life that is our own. While Mill does not believe that
individuals have fixed essences, there is a range of potential characters
and plans of life most in harmony with our individuality, and our happi-
ness is augmented by building on this basis.

Mill is well known for his defense of individuality and freedom in On
Liberty. However, Millian individuals are deeply rooted in their social
and cultural contexts and are not anomic and atomistic. Mill’s individu-
alism is characterized by its concern that the primary focus of value is
the individual and not the social group. In his view value is located in
each individual member of a community and the value of a community
flows from the value of its individual members. Individual rights cannot
easily be overturned in the name of communal values. Autonomous
individuals are self-determining creators and controllers of their lives,
and their choices and life plans reflect their particularity. Thus the intri-
cate balance of individual and social plays out.

Self-development cultivates capacities which are higher-order and
depend upon the traits developed in childhood. That is one reason why
Mill maintains that people are wronged and their right to liberty of self-
development violated if their childhood education has not inculcated
these capacities in them. I argued in Chapter 4, on liberty, that autonomy
and individuality are core components of self-development. Equally
important are the higher-order social capacities, those that draw us into
community and cooperative enterprises to work jointly with others in
the public domain for the common good. On the basis of sympathetic
connection, adults develop and exercise higher-order capacities such as
empathy, compassion, and kindness.
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Two Senses of Education

Mill’s Inaugural Address Delivered to the University of St Andrews pro-
vided an occasion for him to lay out his views about university educa-
tion. This lecture was delivered to mark his appointment to the position
of Rector of the University of St Andrews. The address casts further light
on the content as well as the principles that Mill sees as guiding this
significant moral art. In the address Mill distinguishes two senses of
education, the first much broader than the second. The larger sense
refers to the broad meaning of education as socialization elucidated in 
A System of Logic. In his Inaugural Address, Mill says of education that

Not only does it include whatever we do for ourselves, and whatever is
done for us by others, for the express purpose of bringing us somewhat
nearer to the perfection of our nature; it does more: in its largest accepta-
tion, it comprehends even the indirect effects produced on character and
on the human faculties, by things of which the direct purposes are quite
different; by laws, by forms of government, by the industrial arts, by modes
of social life. (CW 21:217)

This characterization of education seems well equipped to apply to
the broadest scope of the Art of Life. This broader sense of education is
the predominant one in Mill’s writings and the major focus of his con-
cerns. In his Inaugural Address, however, he separates out this broadly
characterized form from the narrower sense of schooling, the sense most
often used in connection with education in our culture. It is the broader
sense, however, which distinctively marks Mill out as a representative
of liberalism, the sense that education is applicable to every domain of
life and is not restricted to schooling.

The broader view is that “whatever helps to shape the human being; to
make the individual what he is, or hinder him from being what he is not
– is part of his education” (CW 21:217). But even Mill’s characterization
of what he calls the narrower sense of education – that provided primarily
by educational systems of schools and universities – is in keeping with
the tradition of liberalism and is clearly weighted in favor of a liberal
education in the arts and sciences. He defines the narrower sense as “the
culture which each generation purposely gives to those who are to be 
its successors, in order to qualify them for at least keeping up, and if pos-
sible for raising, the level of improvement which has been attained”
(CW 21:218). Mill specifically has in mind a liberal education including
arts and sciences, and he specifically repudiates and sets aside the view
that universities should include professional schools and faculties. A
university “is not a place of professional education. Universities are not
intended to teach the knowledge required to fit men for some special
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mode of gaining their livelihood. Their object is not to make skilful
lawyers, or physicians, or engineers, but capable and cultivated human
beings” (CW 21:218). Other public institutions should take on this task
of training and educating for work or the professions. “But these things
are no part of what every generation owes to the next, as that on which
its civilization and worth will principally depend” (CW 21:218). Special-
ized education is needed by a small number only. If professionals do also
acquire a university education, it should be to “bring the light of general
culture to illuminate the technicalities of a special pursuit” (CW 21:218).
University public education, although narrower in its scope than the
general sense of education, is still distinct from professional or work and
business training, and it still has as its goals to promote both intellectual
education and, to a lesser extent, moral education.

Returning to an examination of Mill’s perspective on the first, broader
characterization of education, I revisit his claim that many forms of
social institutions can shape and be affected by the qualities that this
form of education is intended to promote as part of its utilitarian com-
mitments. The goal of the art of education, as of all the practical arts, 
is to promote utility, conceived of as the development of desirable
human characteristics, specifically as the development and nurturing 
of certain human capacities and excellences. But because Mill conceives
of humans as both social beings and autonomous agents whose good
consists in exploring and developing their individuality, the educative
process must promote these interrelated goals of bringing to fruition the
progressive view of human nature and promoting a conception of the
good for humans that is at its core concerned with self-development.

John Rawls claims that Mill’s utilitarianism is a comprehensive doc-
trine, meaning that “the principle of utility . . . is usually said to hold 
for all kinds of subjects ranging from the conduct of individuals and 
personal relations to the organization of society as a whole” (Rawls
2002, 13). As a representative of the lineage and tradition of liberalism,
Mill holds the view that the heart of the educative and developmental
process is the creation and sustenance of autonomous individuals who
are prepared to participate in the public democratic forum. There are
two senses of education, broad and narrow, yet there is underlying unity.
The unified nature of the educative process comes into play because the
same educative process, in formal institutional school settings and in
other public venues, works comprehensively to produce participatory
democratic citizens and also to prepare people to lead meaningful and
autonomous lives. A precondition of this latter is, according to a tenet of
contemporary liberalism with which Mill would agree, that we “should
be free to form, revise, and act on our plans of life” (Kymlicka 2002, 222).
So Mill argues for a unified view of the educative developmental process
which serves to promote both of the above goals and ends by developing
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capacities and character traits that allow agents autonomously to form
conceptions of and choose meaningful and fulfilling lives while also
cooperating with other citizens to promote the common good in the
public domain.

While Mill is concerned to promote lifelong education and develop-
ment in the first, broad sense, he does not neglect the second, narrower
sense of education for children. He was a political and social activist and
distinguished himself by fighting, not just for universal suffrage, but also
for the universal right to schooling in the era before universal rights to
education were widely recognized. In On Liberty, as well as in other
writings, Mill argues that children have a right to an education. He says,

Is it not almost a self-evident axiom, that the State should require and
compel the education, up to a certain standard, of every human being who
is born its citizen . . . It still remains unrecognised, that to bring a child
into existence without a fair prospect of being able, not only to provide
food for its body, but instruction and training for its mind, is a moral crime,
both against the unfortunate offspring and against society. (CW 18:301–2)

Mill argues that the state ought to enforce this right, and so there is a
“duty of enforcing universal education” (CW 18:302). However, he goes
on to argue that, while the state has a duty to enforce the universal right
to education, up to certain standards, it should not itself provide univer-
sal public education. Parents should have the right to determine the
means of education for their children, and the state should subsidize the
fees of poor children to ensure they receive an education. “All that has
been said of the importance of individuality of character, and diversity in
opinions and modes of conduct, involves, as of the same unspeakable
importance, diversity of education” (CW 18:302). According to Mill,
universal state education would run the risk of undermining diversity
and individuality and of “moulding people to be exactly like one
another” (CW 18:302). In exploring the case of the Mormon community
and its educational and marital practices in Chapter 4, I took Mill to task
for granting too much parental power to parents on this matter of the
education of their children, arguing that this grants parents the right to
educate their daughters for submissiveness rather than autonomy.
However, according to Mill, state-controlled education would result in
the sort of conformity that he abhors as leading to “despotism over the
mind” (CW 18:302). State education should be one alternative among
several, he claims. Public examinations would ensure that the diverse
educational experiences live up to certain standards, although Mill does
not tackle the obvious question of how to balance diversity of experiences
with uniformity of standards as tested by public examinations. The 
aim is to make “the universal acquisition, and what is more, retention 
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of a certain minimum of general knowledge, virtually compulsory” 
(CW 18:303). Complicating his claims further, he says that to prevent
inappropriate influence by the state over opinions, these exams should
be “confined to facts and positive science exclusively” (CW 18:303). He
advocates the establishment of teachers’ colleges to train and examine
teachers, an advocacy also ahead of his time. While Mill’s perspective on
the universal right to education is in advance of his time, his views were
undoubtedly affected by his own remarkable education by his father,
received outside of any school system, and by the fact that he never
attended or taught at any university, although his books were widely
used in university instruction.

But it is not just formal and informal schooling that are sites of 
education. Mill’s views on education are expansive. According to Stefan
Collini,

Mill’s conception of society is an exceptionally and pervasively educative
one . . . he makes their effect on the shaping of character the ultimate test
of all institutions and policies, and one could without strain regard his
whole notion of political activity itself as an extended and strenuous adult-
education course. (Collini 1984, xlviii)

The educative effect of social institutions cannot be underestimated. 
All institutions can be used to promote the radically progressive, egal-
itarian, and democratic ends of Mill’s utilitarianism and liberalism.
Mill’s philosophy of education, then, cannot be understood simply by
examining those writings whose announced purpose is to discuss this
theme. Mill’s exploration of social, political, and economic institu-
tions is guided by his conviction that one of their major purposes is
educative. I explore these dimensions of his educational philosophy fur-
ther in Chapter 6 (Political Philosophy: Liberalism and Democracy) 
and Chapter 7 (Sexual Equality and The Subjection of Women). Thus 
democratic political institutions are deemed to be agents of “national
education” (CW 19:390). In some later writings on economics, Mill
argues for a form of economic democracy and workplace partnerships,
and expresses the hope that this would bring about “the conversion of
each human being’s daily occupation into a school of the social sym-
pathies and the practical intelligence” (CW 3:792). In The Subjection of
Women, he advances a classic feminist argument for the emancipation
of women and argues that the moral principle regarding gender relations,
especially within the family, should be “a principle of perfect equality,
admitting no power or privilege on the one side” (CW 21:261). The 
family should be “a school of sympathy in equality, of living together in
love, without power on one side or obedience on the other” (CW 21:295).
The family is the early major sphere of moral education.
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John Stuart Mill’s extensive writings on education, rooted in his 
utilitarianism and emancipatory egalitarian liberalism, furnish a pan-
oramic argument that formal educational systems as well as a wide range
of social, political, and economic institutions all offer opportunities for
lifelong education and self-development. This is the core statement of
the pride-of-place of educational concerns to his liberalism and utilitari-
anism, which I elaborate in the chapters on liberty, political philosophy,
and sexual equality.

note

1 Martha Nussbaum also argues for the centrality of the emotions. See, for
example, Nussbaum 2001.
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political philosophy:
liberalism and democracy

ch
ap

ter 6

Introduction

E
xploring the history of liberalism, C. B. Macpherson notices an
important shift in perspective that distances John Stuart Mill from
his mentors Bentham and James Mill. James Mill is primarily 

interested in that function of democracy which protects the interests of
citizens, but John Stuart Mill propounds more expansive conceptions of
human nature and the good, and thus has greater hopes for the prospects
of democracy. Macpherson says of John Stuart Mill:

But he saw something even more important to be protected, namely, the
chances of the improvement of mankind. So his emphasis was not on 
the mere holding operation, but on what democracy could contribute 
to human development. Mill’s model of democracy is a moral model . . . it
has a moral vision of the possibility of the improvement of mankind, and
of a free and equal society not yet achieved. A democratic system is valued
as a means to that improvement – a necessary though not a sufficient
means; and a democratic society is seen as both a result of that improve-
ment and a means to further improvement. The improvement that is
expected is an increase in the amount of personal self-development of all
the members of a society. (Macpherson 1980, 47)

This gets to the heart of Mill’s vision. The principle of utility governs
and lays out the ends of all practical moral arts, including political 
philosophy. Mill’s conception of human nature and his view of the good
appropriate for this nature, with its central place for development and
exercise of the human excellences, lead quite naturally to the normative
view of the art of politics and government in which democratic life is
intimately connected to the promotion of happiness. Mill sets out a cen-
tral criterion of good government as “the degree in which it tends to
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increase the sum of good qualities in the governed, collectively and 
individually” (CW 19:390). A major role of government is to act as an
“agency of national education” (CW 19:393). The emphasis upon the
political and civic virtues in Mill’s theory is striking, as is his com-
mitment to active participatory democracy as a powerful technique for
the practice of virtue in the public domain.

Mill’s method for measuring value uses the judgments of those who
are competently acquainted with the relevant forms of happiness. Mill’s
conception of the good and his method for measuring it are fully conson-
ant with his liberalism. The “competent agents” who have undergone a
process of development and self-development are not an elitist sub-group
of society. Rather, they comprise all adult members of society who have
been socialized and nurtured by their society to develop and exercise
their human excellences and virtues. My argument is focused on Mill’s
writings on these questions in western liberal democracies. The term
“liberal” is intended to encompass a broad spectrum of social and political
formations including social democratic societies.

Like many other liberals, both classical and contemporary, Mill holds
firmly to the belief that education and socialization are at the heart of
the projects of creating and sustaining members of society who are 
prepared for their role as democratic citizens. Modern liberal democrat
Amy Gutmann reflects similar sentiments:

Education, in a great measure, forms the moral character of citizens, and
moral character along with laws and institutions forms the basis of demo-
cratic government. Democratic government, in turn, shapes the education
of future citizens, which, in a great measure, forms their moral character.
Because democracies must rely on the moral character of parents, teachers,
public officials and ordinary citizens to educate future citizens, democratic
education begins not only with children who are to be taught but also with
citizens who are to be their teachers. (Gutmann 1987, 49)

The very same educational and socialization processes that prepare 
people for citizenship also position and support them in pursuing the Art
of Life, in leading a good life which is their own. Modern liberals agree
with Mill that a precondition of leading a good life is that we are “free to
form, revise, and act on our plans of life” (Kymlicka 2002, 222). Mill’s
moral doctrine is comprehensive, and he holds a unified view of the
educative processes that produce the abilities which are preconditions
for the character traits needed for flourishing lives.

In Chapter 5, on philosophy of education, I explored how Mill’s more
familiar writings such as Utilitarianism and On Liberty rely upon the
extensive backdrop of his views on the educative processes of develop-
ment and self-development. Mill’s procedure for measuring the value of
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enjoyments, projects, characters, and life plans is also comprehensive,
and he claims that if self-developed agents judge certain enjoyments or
projects to be more valuable, then these judgments have the best chance
of being correct in the long term. While personal autonomy in value
choices is strongly protected in the private realm (a realm characterized
primarily in terms of conduct that does not violate other-regarding
duties or rights), in the public realm democratic procedures govern
social choices.

In Mill’s theory, then, a lot rests upon these educative and socializa-
tion procedures. People need a supportive social context to provide 
the circumstances in which human excellences develop. Compassion,
empathy, autonomy, individuality, and the rest of the array of capacities
do not emerge on their own. In the absence of the institutional support
base on which liberal democracies depend, development of the mental
and moral virtues will be impeded. The institutional base provides the
social guarantees for the rights which are the entitlement of every mem-
ber of society. Absent such institutional arrangements to guarantee and
underwrite these vital interests, the rights to liberty of self-development
are violated. These principles have significant implications for Mill’s
form of liberalism. Since most people have the potential to attain the
status of self-development, the social and cultural context greatly
influence whether this potential is actualized. So Mill’s liberalism has
egalitarian inclinations. This egalitarianism emerges in his democratic
theory.

Political and Economic Democracy

The exploration of Mill’s philosophy of education paves the way for an
examination of the potential and dilemmas of his egalitarian liberalism.
Mill’s liberal vision is both clarified and tested by his writings on rep-
resentative government and political and economic democracy. Mill’s 
liberalism provides a framework for approaching issues such as the forms
of education appropriate for democratic society and the role of delibera-
tion and disagreement within a healthy democracy. His liberalism is
particularly well suited to contemporary multicultural and pluralistic
societies, since he expects disagreements and divergence. As we saw in
the exploration of On Liberty, disagreement is not simply to be tolerated.
It is to be welcomed and sought out whenever it is not readily in sight.
Intense public debates foster the mental and moral virtues but also 
serve as insurance that collectively we are making progressively better
choices. We have a better chance of getting it right if we follow these
principles. Mill is a fallibilist: he maintains that we are prone to error,
but also that we are prone to engaging in inquiries that tend to reveal
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errors and allow mistakes to be corrected. The activities of debate and
interrogation not only enhance the intellectual virtues, but also enhance
the probability that truth will prevail in the long run.

The processes of development and self-development are lifelong pur-
suits. Mill promotes active participation in political and community life
as principal avenues for these activities. On Liberty provides the general
arguments for liberty in those domains in which actions do not harm
others. The essay is an appeal for increase in public debates and discus-
sions which Mill sees as crucial means for exercise of the mental and
moral capacities. He notes:

Not that it is solely, or chiefly, to form great thinkers, that freedom of
thinking is required. On the contrary, it is as much and even more indis-
pensable, to enable average human beings to attain the mental stature
which they are capable of. There have been, and may again be, great indi-
vidual thinkers, in a general atmosphere of mental slavery. But there never
has been, nor ever will be, in that atmosphere, an intellectually active 
people. (CW 18:243)

Representative Government narrows the focus to the developmental
impact of political participation and activity. Mill highlights the benefits
of such commitments and claims that people can all participate in 
governing and benefit from the “mental exercise derivable from it” 
(CW 19:436). His warning about dangers resulting from the lack of such 
participatory activity follows:

Where this school of public spirit does not exist, scarcely any sense is
entertained that private persons, in no eminent social situation, owe any
duties to society, except to obey the laws and submit to the government.
There is no unselfish sentiment of identification with the public. Every
thought or feeling, either of interest or of duty, is absorbed in the indi-
vidual and in the family. The man never thinks of any collective interest,
of any objects to be pursued jointly with others, but only in competition
with them . . . Thus even private morality suffers, while public is actually
extinct. (CW 19:412)

There are numerous pathways into Mill’s democratic theory. In this
work I focus on his democratic liberal vision as an integral component of
the moral arts and sciences and the Art of Life. My discussion is thus
framed by Mill’s own approach in A System of Logic, where he treats
politics and government as moral arts and sciences under the authority
of the principle of utility. These arts and sciences of government and
economics have the same purpose as all the others, namely, to promote
human happiness and welfare. Their success is measured and weighed
by their achievements in the enterprise of improving human well-being,
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and this in turn is analyzed in terms of their efficacy in promoting the
virtues and excellences. Recall Stefan Collini’s perspicacious comment
that “he makes their effect on the shaping of character the ultimate test
of all institutions and policies, and one could without strain regard his
whole notion of political activity itself as an extended and strenuous
adult-education course” (Collini 1984, xlviii). This is shrewd insight
into the core vision of Mill’s liberalism. Mill’s philosophy of education
is applied to all social, political, and economic institutions. They have 
as one of their main purposes their usefulness as educational sites for
cultivation of the virtues. Mill foregrounds this function of government
early in the argument of Representative Government:

The first element of good government, therefore, being the virtue and
intelligence of the human beings composing the community, the most
important point of excellence which any form of government can possess
is to promote the virtue and intelligence of the people themselves. The
first question in respect to any political institutions is, how far they tend to
foster in the members of the community the various desirable qualities,
moral and intellectual . . . it is on these qualities, so far as they exist in the
people, that all possibility of goodness in the practical operations of the
government depends. (CW 19:390)

He adds immediately,

We may consider, then, as one criterion of the goodness of a government,
the degree in which it tends to increase the sum of good qualities in the
governed, collectively and individually; since, besides that their well-being
is the sole object of government, their good qualities supply the moving
force which works the machinery. (CW 19:390)

There is also a second element to consider. This element is ratified 
by common sense as a necessary part of any good government. But it also
leads to a prime source of contention about the character of Mill’s demo-
cratic theory. The contentious issue is the question of whether he is
most properly characterized as an egalitarian or as an elitist theorist. 
His political philosophy and democratic theory feature balance between
the principle of participation and the principle of competence. The first
element, participation, has to do most directly with utilitarian ends; the
second element, competence, has to do with the means to those ends.
This second element of the merit of a set of political institutions con-
cerns the quality of the governmental machinery. It is balanced with the
principle of participation which governs the promotion of activities to
nurture self-development. This second aspect of the merit of govern-
ments is “the degree of perfection with which they organize the moral,
intellectual and active worth already existing, so as to operate with the
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greatest effect on public affairs . . . Government is at once a great influ-
ence acting on the human mind, and a set of organized arrangements 
for public business” (CW 19:392). Within the framework of A System of
Logic, the first relates to the moral art of the end and the second relates
to the moral science concerned with formulating the best policies to pro-
mote the end of human happiness.1

Mill’s views on the development of the virtues in the economic
domain complement his views on politics and government. His com-
mitments to furthering civic virtue in the political domain are also
reflected in his later views on economic democracy. Evident in these
writings on economics are some familiar tensions and ambivalences.
Mill’s perspective on the centrality of the virtues of autonomy, independ-
ence, and cooperativeness and his battles against the vices of despotism
and dependency lead very naturally to his endorsement of the economic
arena as a potent site for education in the excellences. In these later 
writings, influenced by the utopian socialist movement, Mill argues for
participatory and democratic workplace partnerships and associations.
He greatly admires the cooperative movement in both its producer and
consumer manifestations. Producer and consumer cooperatives do not
undermine individual responsibility, he says, but they do reduce harm-
ful dependency of workers on capitalist owners. Worker cooperatives
boost the development of the communal sentiments, the desires to join
with others in shared enterprises. While Mill thought that this trans-
formation in economic relations would take some time, several genera-
tions in fact, he had great hopes that the moral regeneration and progress
of workers would lead in the long term to certain progressive forms of
economic association. This progressive formation is “not that which
can exist between a capitalist as chief, and workpeople without a voice
in the management, but the association of the labourers themselves on
terms of equality, collectively owning the capital with which they carry
on their operations, and working under managers elected and removable
by themselves” (CW 3:775).

In Mill’s eyes, these forms of economic association are more suitable
to the task of increasing human dignity than the capitalist forms which
cause unhealthy dependency. He hoped that this economic reform, or
even revolution, would bring about “the conversion of each human
being’s daily occupation into a school of the social sympathies and the
practical intelligence” (CW 3:792). Strengthening the hand of the prin-
ciple of participation in the economic domain is the awareness that con-
trived, manipulative “participation” – in which owners and managers
retain effective control of decisions yet foster the illusion that workers
have participatory input – does not result in the real thing of develop-
ment of civic virtues. The contrivance will be revealed and the result
will be frustration and alienation rather than self-development. The 
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lesson is that the participation must be authentic to have the intended
effects. Genuine control over work and workplace decisions has the de-
sired effects. Without this, participation is ersatz (Pateman 1970, 28–66).
The moral development of workers is one key factor, and Mill thinks
that those unable to overcome selfishness and develop their cooperative
abilities will remain workers for hire. Here is how Mill describes his 
projection of the progressive changes.

Associations . . . by the very process of their success, are a course of educa-
tion in those moral and active qualities by which alone success can be
either deserved or attained. As associations multiplied, they would tend
more and more to absorb all work-people, except those who have too little
understanding, or too little virtue, to be capable of learning to act on any
other system than that of narrow selfishness. (CW 3:793)

In this process, capitalism will gradually and almost spontaneously
evolve into the superior system of associations and cooperatives.

In the arena of economics, also, balancing principles of participation
and competence is still required, at least in the short term. Mill’s theory
as expressed in his later writings on economics is a form of democratic
socialism. He endorses the goal of fostering worker collectives for the
simple reason that he expects them to provide valuable training in the
social virtues. But his commitment to participation is, of necessity, 
balanced with other salient factors such as respect for existing property
rights and the legitimate claims of economic efficiency and good 
management. He condemns the poverty and dependence of the working
class as deplorable and morally insupportable, and he fully expects that
increasing economic democracy will reduce or remove these conditions.
The benefits of workplace associations are to be attained over time, thus
reducing conflicts with property rights of the owners of capital, and
there will be a natural evolution to the new economic system, or so 
he believes.

Objections: Elitism and Egalitarianism

Mill’s hopes for the prospects of liberal education for democratic prac-
tice and progress have faced objections primarily about the limitations
of his liberalism to address properly problems of inequality and elitism.
There certainly are tensions between the elitist and the egalitarian
strands of Mill’s philosophy. However, I argue that Mill’s egalitarian
commitments are more fundamental and so prevail. The right to liberty
of self-development includes the right to have one’s capacities and facul-
ties developed in childhood so that one is able to carry on the process of
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self-development once adulthood is reached. This furnishes the seed for
some of the response to these objections.

My argument thus far has focused on what I take to be the main and
fundamental lines of thought in Mill’s liberalism. At first glance, parti-
cipation seems to hold sway very thoroughly. That is, until we remember
the cautionary brakes built into Mill’s theory. Representative Govern-
ment, On Liberty, and his writings on economics display Mill’s ambi-
valence towards the members of his society whom he believes are still
developing their mental and moral virtues. His strategy is to promote a
plan for improvement which involves a delicate balancing act between
the principles of participation and competence. The depth of his com-
mitment to radical participatory democracy is demonstrated in the many
passages filled with enthusiastic endorsement of the benefits to be
gained from active, sustained, and extensive participation in political
activity. But this is balanced by and put side-by-side with his cautionary
appeals to the principle of competence, which proposes allowing those
with more expertise to put their knowledge to use in order to have an
effect upon the public good. The collective affairs of the community
should be well organized and competently administered and carried out,
and those with specialized training and expertise in administration are
in a better position to do so, he thinks. These professional bureaucrats
carry out the policies of the government of the day. Their role mirrors
that of present-day public servants and bureaucrats. The role of citizens
includes their active participation in public debates about the collective
goods, the ends to be promoted, as well as choice of their political rep-
resentatives in parliament. Recall how On Liberty contains a sustained
argument for the epistemic advantages of free and open debates for
increasing the probability that public policy will promote the general
good. In this regard, people’s freedom of expression and freedom of 
association and participation should be as extensive as possible and
untrammeled.

But yet, Mill hopes that the arguments of the wise will be listened to
with respect, given great weight, and perhaps freely granted authority.
He wants them to have influence, not control. The demeanor and con-
duct of those acting as exemplars of wisdom are governed by the prin-
ciples of the domain of Virtue and must make use of persuasion, never
coercion. The arguments of On Liberty express Mill’s sense of frustra-
tion with the “collective mediocrity” (CW 18:268) that seems to be so
powerful, paired with his argument that the way forward in progress
must involve an educative program of development of the mental and
moral virtues of all. This progressive educative process is essentially
active and participatory, and involves at its core the internalization of
and habituation in the civic virtues, which cannot happen if people are
excluded from participation and their input is sidelined. Mill hopes
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therefore that the exemplars of virtue will be listened to, that they 
will be influential, and their arguments given great weight. But he
decries the scenario under which they would exercise authority at the
expense of the development of all. As he puts it in On Liberty, his hope
is that a person who is less educated will listen to

[t]he counsels and influence of a more gifted and instructed One or Few . . .
The honour and glory of the average man is that he is capable of following
that initiative; that he can respond internally to wise or noble things, and
be led to them with his eyes open. I am not countenancing the sort of “hero
worship” which applauds the strong man of genius for forcibly seizing on
the government of the world and making it do his bidding in spite of itself.
All he can claim is, freedom to point out the way. The power of compelling
others into it, is not only inconsistent with the freedom and development
of all the rest, but corrupting to the strong man himself. (CW 18:269)

In other words, the despotism so demonstrated would immediately reveal
corruption and disregard for the interests of others; it would undercut
claims to virtue and wisdom of ones who attempt to force their 
judgments on the rest. In The Subjection of Women Mill emphasizes
how central to well-being is autonomy, and notes the contrast “between
a life of subjection to the will of others, and a life of rational freedom”
(CW 21:336). His point transfers into this context. In the public arena of
collective debate and discussion, due respect means that others must 
be persuaded, argued with, but not forced or coerced to set aside their
rational freedom to be subjected to the will of the supposedly wise,
whose very behavior in attempting to impose judgments on others raises
questions about the authenticity of their wisdom. Wise judgments 
and choices must be internally adopted and endorsed in order for self-
development to be affected. Mill’s underlying point is that wisdom is
not a possession of the One or the Few, but all have the right to pursue it.
The interiority of the process is essential for its authentication as part of
self-development. Mill interweaves his concern to have in place a public
process that will increase the prospects for better social choices, those
that in fact promote general happiness, and his concern to preserve the
integrity of the process so that it positively impacts self-development
and cultivation of the mental and moral excellences. Despotic, heavy-
handed tactics that undermine or destroy the autonomy of one’s fellow
members exact a heavy price for “correct” value choices. For in the very
process, the vices are enhanced and raise doubts about whether those
revealed as attracted to despotism can be relied upon to express wise
judgments about the public good. After all, their lack of concern for the
autonomy and dignity of others marks them out as unwise self-absorbed
egotists in Mill’s books, and thus undercuts their claim to wisdom.
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Short-circuiting the self-development of the majority will also in the
long run hamper the well-being of that majority. Mill’s vivid descrip-
tions of the great harms caused by despotism of husbands over wives in
The Subjection of Women map well onto his arguments about the detri-
mental effects of those despots masquerading as wise even though they
wield their power to impede others’ self-development.

Mill soundly rejects the “theory of dependency” which claims that
the poor must be deferential to the rich and the rich should make judg-
ments on their behalf. He has only scorn for the view that “the lot of the
poor, in all things which affect them collectively, should be regulated for
them, not by them . . . The rich should be in loco parentis to the poor”
(CW 3:759). Mill’s resounding repudiation of that argument should
undercut any claim that he countenances elitist coercion in the name of
the good of others. The wise members of society may serve as models for
others, but their role can never legitimately be transformed into that of
acting as in loco parentis. Their judgments cannot legitimately be sub-
stituted for the independent judgments of their admirers. Wise and com-
passionate people are willing only to seek a hearing for their arguments,
to have the opportunity to persuade and encourage their fellows. They
would agree with Mill’s mantra of persuasion, not coercion and control.
That is how the authentically wise (as distinguished from affluent 
privileged people with a grandiose sense of themselves and their entitle-
ments) actually behave. The virtues in Mill’s system include centrally
compassion and sensitivity to the suffering and happiness of others. The
virtues exclude self-absorption, self-aggrandizement, and the like – in
other words, the vices of elitism.

But this is not the end of the delicate balancing act of participation 
and competence. Concerns about despotism of elites are real. But Mill 
is equally concerned that the sinister interests (i.e., those interests that
conflict with the community’s general good) of the uneducated will lead
them to ignore the arguments of the authentically wise. There is much
benefit to be gained from increasing the influence, but not the despotic
power, of the wiser members of the community. The delicate balancing
act is required because, while active and effective participation is in
itself educative and conducive to virtue, danger from the operation of
the sinister interests and the purported ignorance of those who are still
developing their virtues must realistically be held in balance by giving
great weight in the public domain to the influence, as opposed to the
coercion, of the wiser members of the community. One side of the scale
appears in Mill’s famous warning in On Liberty of the danger that the
wise will be overwhelmed by the “tyranny of the majority”; it is one
obvious example of this concern (CW 18:219). But on the other side of
the scale is the argument that since the self-development that follows
from active participation brings increasing competence with it, over
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time the value of participation will take on greater weight in this bal-
ance. The harms arising from exclusion from active participation on 
the progress of self-development, as well as the loss of the infusion of
energy of those constrained in their participation, must also be taken
into account in weighing the proper balance. Mill’s arguments in The
Subjection of Women about the detrimental effects and loss of potential
value resulting from the systemic exclusion of women’s active participa-
tion and contribution to social and political life are certainly pertinent
here, since exactly the same point applies to the classist exclusion of
workers from many political and economic arenas.

Additionally, adequate tests of competence are often elusive and un-
reliable, and there is the very real danger that those deemed more com-
petent or wise are really just those in positions of power and privilege
because of their class, gender, or racial membership. Racism, sexism,
and classism produce biased judgments about the competence and abil-
ities of members of these oppressed groups; the perceived competence of
members of privileged groups is correspondingly inflated. The causal
links between income level and access to education are clear enough in
our time; in Mill’s day, the connections between class and education
were even more pronounced. In such cases, oppression and exploitation
based on class, race, and gender will be perpetuated. Mill is crystal clear
about this problem of corrupt power masquerading as legitimate author-
ity in his depiction of marital despotism. There are similar dangers of
exploitation and unequal treatment of workers arising from sinister
class interests in the political and economic domains.

Therefore much care is needed in weighing the principles of competence
and participation in political and economic arenas. Mill straightforwardly
argues that his theoretical framework uses a model of balance of these
two principles, and that the balancing act is intricate. How we interpret
and read his balancing act strongly influences whether his theory is per-
ceived as fundamentally egalitarian or as elitist. His concerns about the
dangerous combination of despotism and elitism are voiced in tandem
with expressions of the positive benefits of allowing the activities of
everyday life to operate as schools of practical education.

Egalitarian or Elitist?

In scrutinizing Mill’s treatment of political institutions, economic 
and workplace forums, and the family as educative sites, we repeatedly
encounter dynamic tensions between egalitarian and elitist themes. 
The strands of radical egalitarianism and of elitism in Mill’s thought are
readily detectable, and often appear side-by-side in his writing. In order
to determine, therefore, whether his theory is most accurately depicted
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as fundamentally egalitarian or as elitist, given that both threads are 
evident and on the surface in his writings, we must scrutinize the archi-
tecture of his moral and political theory. The interpretive principles
guiding decisions about the most plausible reading of his theory are best
explicitly formulated and defended. My arguments and readings fore-
ground and give priority to basic and foundational principles and struc-
tures over the examples Mill provides to illustrate those principles. I do
not give much weight to policies and agendas that are of the nineteenth
century and that are not commonly defended by twenty-first-century
liberals. Plural voting schemes which give more votes to some members
of society who are supposedly highly educated are a prominent example
of this, since no reasonable liberal theorist of the twenty-first century
would promote this as a serious policy proposal. Mill himself was
extremely uncertain about the wisdom of this strategy, even for his own
time. In the Autobiography, he notes that he had never discussed his
proposal for plural voting, which he tied to educational level rather than
property-owner status, with Harriet, his “almost infallible counsellor”
(CW 1:261). He says he does not have evidence that she would have
given this proposal her assent. This is a strong reason to reject the idea,
in his mind. He admits that other supporters of plural voting of his time
diverge from his preferred educational test; they want a property test 
to determine numbers of votes. This obvious classism will not do. The
only fair path to instituting a voting scheme linked to proven educa-
tional levels, he says, is to have in place a system of National Education.
Otherwise, people are doubly wronged, first by being denied an educa-
tion, and then by being denied a vote or an equal vote based upon their
lack of education. A fair and just system of plural voting is only possible
“after the establishment of a systematic National Education by which
the various grades of politically valuable acquirement may be accurately
defined and authenticated. Without this it will always remain liable to
strong, possibly conclusive, objections; and with this, it would perhaps
not be needed” (CW 1:262). This is not strong conviction. It is uncer-
tainty and wavering in the extreme.

Additionally, I distinguish, when relevant, means from ends, and give
priority to intrinsic value and ends over instrumental value and means
to those ends. Mill’s utilitarian ends of happiness as self-development
are firmly fixed; of means he is often far less certain, as his remarks 
on plural voting illustrate. He follows the theory laid down in A System
of Logic in treating policy proposals as governed by their empirically
demonstrated success in achieving the end of well-being.

Mill’s firm repudiation of despotism makes it very difficult to interpret
his theory as fundamentally elitist. He explicitly opposes policy proposals
to develop the mental and moral virtues of the elite only, and he equally
explicitly endorses the value of cultivating habits of cooperation in all
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people. “A people among whom there is no habit of spontaneous action
for a collective interest . . . have their faculties only half developed; 
their education is defective in one of its most important branches” 
(CW 3:943). In Representative Government he also raises his dispute
with elitism. He objects to the claim made by supporters of despotism
“that absolute power, in the hands of an eminent individual, would
ensure a virtuous and intelligent performance of all the duties of govern-
ment” (CW 19:399). Not so, he replies. Too much power in the hands 
of even the eminent does not answer his potent question: “What sort of
human beings can be formed under such a regimen? What development
can either their thinking or their active faculties attain under it? . . .
Their moral capacities are equally stunted” (CW 19:400). Mill here
replies to those who claim that he is overly tempted by the notion of
elites wielding power, and that he is so repelled by the idea of “the 
ignorance, the indifference, the intractableness” of people that he would
defend elites who are prepared to use power to bring about better govern-
ment (CW 19:402). For he says that “those who look in any such direc-
tion for the realization of their hopes leave out of the idea of good
government its principal element, the improvement of the people them-
selves” (CW 19:403). On the contrary, well-being depends upon two 
principles, which he explains.

The first is, that the rights and interests of every or any person are only
secure from being disregarded, when the person interested is himself able,
and habitually disposed, to stand up for them. The second is, that the 
general prosperity attains a greater height, and is more widely diffused, 
in proportion to the amount and variety of the personal energies enlisted in
promoting it. (CW 19:404)

Mill follows with an argument that should put to rest any idea that 
he is fundamentally classist and that he does not stand up for workers.
Mill sides with workers and opposes even well-meaning attempts to
marginalize them and remove their power. He decries the exclusion of the
working class from participation in government. They are marginalized
and excluded by this, and as a result their interests, as a class and as 
individuals, are ignored by those with political power. The perspectives
paid attention to are only those of the employers. Working-class per-
spectives must, he says, be listened to and not ignored. The way to have
that perspective accurately presented is to have it presented by workers
themselves, in the setting of parliament. Acting in the collective realm,
performing public duties and public service, are essential. A major 
principle for democratic governance is that of protection of interests by
the holders of those interests. Self-protection and self-dependence are
the indispensable principles. Those in positions of political power will
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ignore the interests of the disenfranchised and powerless and they will
use their power to promote their own class and individual interests.
Representative government means that “the whole people . . . exercise
through deputies periodically elected by themselves, the ultimate con-
trolling power . . . They must be masters, whenever they please, of all
the operations of government” (CW 19:422).

He says,

There cannot be a combination of circumstances more dangerous to
human welfare, than that in which intelligence and talent are maintained
at a high standard within a governing corporation, but starved and discour-
aged outside the pale. Such a system, more completely than any other,
embodies the idea of despotism, by arming with intellectual superiority as
an additional weapon, those who have already the legal power. (CW 3:943)

If Mill were fundamentally elitist, he would not express such potent con-
cern about building up the talents of the elite. His concern flows directly
from his fundamental commitments, which are liberal and egalitarian.

In A System of Logic Mill explicitly lays out the structure of his 
theoretical model and in particular how he sees the relationship
between ends and means and between art and science. A moral-art like
education has the responsibility to set out the ends that promote utility
in that domain. The corresponding moral science is responsible for
investigating what means will most effectively promote these ends. The
end of the art of education is to promote those human character traits
that are most conducive to human flourishing. The right to liberty of
self-development is a fundamental right in Mill’s system because it is
the very one that protects this educative process. Elitist policies cut
against this process and short-circuit it for those who are excluded or
whose inclusion is limited. Whenever Mill proposes them, they are
qualified and clearly marked as interim measures only. Any exclusion-
ary policies, for example proposals for voting procedures, are temporary.
No such qualifications apply to Mill’s fundamental commitment to the
right to equal self-development and its components. The right to liberty
of self-development is part of the fundamental Art of Life. Particular
political policies and strategies are part of one of the subordinate moral
arts. The structure of the theory creates the strong presumption that the
fundamental right shall outweigh the policy of the subordinate art, and
that in cases of conflict the presumption is also that the means shall give
way to the end.

Mill puts fully on display in A System of Logic his awareness of the
pitfalls of the demanding task of framing just the right means to promote
the ends of human happiness, especially in the complex sets of circum-
stances in which contemporary democracy typically occurs. He warns
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that the theorem of the moral science is not ready to be turned into a pre-
cept or rule of art until the whole of the moral scientific investigation
has been thoroughly carried out. He warns further about what will hap-
pen if the rule is framed too early.

If, in this imperfect state of the scientific theory, we attempt to frame a
rule of art, we perform that operation prematurely. Whenever any counter-
acting cause, overlooked by the theorem, takes place, the rule will be at
fault: we shall employ the means and the end will not follow. (CW 8:945)

He remarks that in practice it is often the case that rules must be formu-
lated on the basis of less than complete study, since the social circum-
stances are so complicated that perfect understanding of them may
never come to pass. He concludes then that wise practitioners will only
consider rules to be provisional, and so subject to revision and improve-
ment in the light of the experience of their application.

Much discussion in the literature examines and offers explanations
for those of Mill’s practical proposals that are classified as elitist. Ready
examples are his proposals for plural voting, public voting, and other
policies deemed to be countervailing forces to the perceived “med-
iocrity” and sinister interests of many potential voters. I contend that
drawing upon the methodology of A System of Logic illuminates the
spirit in which he presented these proposals. They are particular strateg-
ies proposed for specific sets of social and historical circumstances. Not
only are these circumstances impermanent, and constantly changing,
but our knowledge is generally incomplete and imperfect, because of 
the complexity of the social circumstances. A degree of uncertainty is
present. Dogmatism and over-confidence about policies proposed to 
promote goals are not reasonable stances to adopt. Reason calls for a
spirit of experimentation and a willingness to try out different strategies
to see how well they work. This explains the reasons for his willingness
to propose different strategies for voting to achieve his fundamental
goals. While he wavered on particular policies and strategies, his com-
mitment to the fundamental ends of his philosophy, the promotion of
human well-being and flourishing of all members of society, never
wavers in the slightest.

Mill’s emancipatory vision of education for freedom and democracy 
is still a work in progress. His vision has yet to come to fruition.
Democratic theorists are still grappling with the dilemmas of demo-
cratic systems which have not lived up to their ideals. Much of the life
seems to be drained out of the ideal of democratic participation on which
Mill pinned his hopes. The achievement of expanding suffrage for which
he fought has been turned into an exercise in which citizen participa-
tion often is limited to voting. Mill certainly never intended democratic
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participation to stop at the exercise of casting a ballot. Moreover, Mill
saw the vote as being a trust in which citizens have the responsibility to
vote for the common good rather than their own narrow self-interest.
Yet the vote is usually seen in just this light as primarily serving self-
interest. The welcome diversity of perspectives has also led to new
dilemmas as pluralism of contemporary societies leads inevitably to
moral disagreement. In his time Mill called for a revitalized view of
political life which places moral considerations at the center and which
is deliberative in its emphasis on public reasoning and rational debate.
Although this revitalization project is still in progress, we can look to
Mill’s vision of self-development and deliberative and participatory
democracy as its exemplary model.

note

1 For a classic treatment of these questions in depth see Thompson 1976, 
especially 13–90. Also see Ten 1998; Baum 2000, 2003; Riley, 2007.
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subjection of women
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ap

ter 7

Mill’s Liberal Feminism

M
ill is a classic liberal feminist. His feminist theory seamlessly
meshes with his political philosophy of liberalism and his dis-
tinctive form of utilitarianism. The arguments in The Subjection

of Women palpably rely upon the concepts and principles of liberalism
and utilitarianism: intrinsic value analyzed as happiness linked with
self-development; justice, equality, autonomy, and liberty, especially
liberty of self-development. Nineteenth-century liberal Mill draws upon
a robust philosophical heritage. As a political tradition it is both distin-
guished and radical. Some of the most revolutionary historical break-
throughs and advances in individual, social, and political progress have
been motivated by the ends and principles of classical liberalism. Mill’s
political philosophy and his moral theory directly fuel his feminist 
commitments and agendas; there is no separation between his general
liberalism and its application to the core questions of gender equality
and the emancipation of women. The theme of liberty versus despotism
and power, which is a constant presence throughout Mill’s corpus,
makes a vivid appearance in this essay.

Mill’s theory, however, is much richer than some currently popular
models of liberal feminism. It sits well with many insights that are now
frequently associated with radical feminism. We could conclude from
this that Mill’s theory is a hybrid, incorporating elements that are cur-
rently identified as components of liberal feminism, radical feminism,
and the feminist care ethic, among others.1 However, it is more plaus-
ible to argue that historical liberalism is a radical, emancipatory creed
and that propounding a watered-down version of liberal feminism as 
representing fairly Mill’s vision is inaccurate and does injustice to the
robust form. Historical liberalism, promoting the values of liberty and
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equality and universal dignity, fuelled some of the most progressive and
even revolutionary campaigns for emancipation, including movements
to abolish slavery, eliminate child labor, reduce the 16- and 18-hour 
workday to a more reasonable limit, establish basic health and safety
workplace regulations, introduce mandatory universal education and
universal suffrage, and so on. This raises questions about the adequacy
of the current characterizations of varieties of feminism. I argue that
Mill is a classical liberal feminist, and that his theory fits this mold with
distinction and panache. The fighting creed of historical liberalism is
well suited to play its emancipatory role, rather than the feeble role that
is often attributed to it, usually by opponents. Mill relied upon the the-
ory as the guiding framework in his activist battles for women’s suffrage,
reform of laws governing marriage, and campaigns against domestic 
violence, including rape and murder. That his liberalism incorporates 
a shrewd and devastatingly insightful analysis of corrupt power, oppres-
sion, despotism, and tyranny in gender and family relations is exactly
what one would expect from a theory of this lineage. If contemporary 
liberal feminism is now depicted as an insipid theory focused primarily
on securing equal formal legal rights, then that should not lead to a 
critique of Mill’s robust liberal feminist creed. It should rather lead to
revivification of liberal feminism to its fighting form. The current straw
person versions of liberal feminism should be brought up to the standard
of their venerable predecessors. There is no need to accept weak carica-
tures such as the view of liberal feminism as organized around limited
goals of achieving legal reforms. Mill fought vehemently for changes 
to the legislation governing marriage, which placed women in legal
bondage and denied them their basic legal, economic, and political
rights, but that was the beginning of his agenda, not its culmination.

Mill’s theory also anticipates some core commitments of the feminist
ethics of care, including a critique of excessive rationalism, which 
I explored in Chapter 5, on education. These points also are a perfectly
natural component of his theory, as articulated on its own terms. Mill
belongs to a line of historical moral philosophers – including David
Hume – who are sensitized to the requirement that cultivated emotional
capacities are necessary for competent moral judgment and agency.
Empathy and emotional sensitivity to the suffering of others are core
human virtues and excellences within Mill’s philosophy. In his personal
and activist life he was drawn to feminist agendas and outlooks in part
because of his keen awareness of the pains of oppression. Mill’s long-
term intimate friendship and marriage to Harriet Taylor Mill was quite
an unconventional relationship by nineteenth-century standards. They
collaborated closely on many writings and activist campaigns, so much
so that it is difficult to determine definitively the full extent of Harriet’s
impact on his thought and attitudes. His feminist inclinations were
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already evident in his early twenties and even in his teens, as his parti-
cipation in campaigns for birth control displays. Their close relationship
could not but impress upon him the pains that a loved one felt at the
social restrictions on her marital and work options. Harriet Taylor Mill’s
influence is unmistakably present in Mill’s sensitivity to the pain of
gender inequality. Mill could plainly see the debilitating effects of 
domination, inequality, and dependence in relations between the sexes.
In his writings on democratic politics and economics, Mill shows keen
insight about the debasement of human self-development caused by
class exploitation and economic dependency. In his analysis of political 
and economic inequality, he shows awareness of the corrupting effects
of power on despots and the sufferings of poverty on exploited members 
of the working class. But, perhaps fueled by personal experience, his
insights are especially compelling when he looks at women’s oppression
and the consequences that ensue when men wield their power to repress
the autonomy and individuality of their wives and children.

Two strands of Mill’s feminist argument – the case (often associated
with liberal feminism) based upon the liberal values of freedom, equality,
and self-development, and the case (associated with radical feminism)
based upon the harms of oppression and tyranny to women’s happiness
and self-development – can be detected and separated to a degree. But
only to a degree, since they are intertwined and the full impact of Mill’s
argument depends upon appreciating both aspects in synergy. It seems
obvious enough that if the foundational principle of utility calls for 
promoting happiness and reducing suffering, then the massive harms
produced by patriarchal domination must be drastically mitigated, then
eliminated, and the conditions that support well-being, characterized as
essentially involving development and exercise of human excellences,
must be advanced. Mill’s arguments in this essay, clear and reasonable
as they are, at the same time have a distinctly polemical and rhetorical
tenor to them. The Subjection of Women is a philosophical treatise with
an avowedly activist purpose. In Mill’s view it is a salvo in the ongoing
battle for human emancipation from despotism. A noticeable theme of
Subjection is his repeated comparison of slavery with women’s oppres-
sion under patriarchy. Actually, it is not so much a comparison as an
instance, since Mill argues forcefully that women’s condition in patri-
archal marriage is an example of slavery. Mill frequently invokes this
link between patriarchy and slavery, and regularly characterizes the
treatment of women in marriage as a kind of slavery. He says that “it is
the primitive state of slavery lasting on, through successive mitigations
and modifications occasioned by the same causes which have softened
the general manners, and brought all human relations more under the
control of justice and the influence of humanity. It has not lost the taint
of its brutal origin” (CW 21:264).
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This wording is no accident. It is a deliberate and calculated move on
Mill’s part, having both philosophical and activist import. Mill rightly
believed that he was dealing with long-entrenched, deeply ingrained pre-
judices that required the most finely balanced combination of reason
and rhetoric to bring them into conscious awareness in order to dissipate
and dissolve them. From our present-day vantage-point, it may seem
overheated for Mill to invoke an analogy with slavery, which now has
the appearance of a long-banished evil. But it would not have appeared so
to Mill, because as a young adult he took part in the campaign to abolish
the institution of slavery in Britain and the British empire. Even after 
it was legally abolished in Britain, it had not yet been eliminated outside
of Britain. In Mill’s lifetime, slavery was not a distant monstrosity, but a
still-living abomination. The common threads linking its horrors and
the abuses and degradations he observed in the patriarchal family would
not seem far fetched in his world.

The strands of Mill’s argument concerning the case for liberal femin-
ism include positive statements squarely grounded in the liberal goals
and principles, namely, rights, liberty, including saliently liberty of 
self-development, autonomy, individuality, and equality. The most pro-
minent source for this case is The Subjection of Women, but other state-
ments of the bedrock themes are found in writings like On Liberty. The
case is built by applying liberal principles to questions of gender and
family relations and the rights of women. Mill states the guiding prin-
ciple governing gender and familial relationships at the beginning of 
The Subjection of Women. He will argue:

That the principle which regulates the existing social relations between
the two sexes – the legal subordination of one sex to the other – is wrong 
in itself, and now one of the chief hindrances to human improvement; 
and that it ought to be replaced by a principle of perfect equality, admit-
ting no power or privilege on the one side, nor disability on the other. 
(CW 21:261)

Mill’s arguments for gender equality in this essay are grounded in a 
general defense of liberal equality, in which the circle of inclusion will
be expanded. He argues that social progress has reached the historical
point at which justice will be the primary virtue. Justice will be based 
on “cultivated sympathy . . . no one being now left out, but an equal
measure being extended to all” (CW 21:294).

Mill’s argument is impelled by his repugnance at the negative state of
the institution of marriage in his time. It was founded on the command
and obedience model of patriarchal marriage. This model of marriage is
degrading and damaging to all parties, and Mill’s goal is to propound the
positive ideal of marriage founded on equality and friendship: “[w]hat
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marriage may be in the case of two persons of cultivated faculties . . .
between whom there exists that best kind of equality, similarity of 
powers and capacities with reciprocal superiority in them” (CW 21:336).
It is a union based on equality, respect, and loving treatment. The other
forms of marital union are but leftovers from barbarism, when slavery
and rule by force were the norm. This argument has rhetorical power,
but Mill also intends it to be read as an accurate statement of history. 
He sets out an overview of the long process of gradual improvement 
and progress in human affairs, commencing with the earliest conditions
of barbarism and then moving through slow stages to a noticeably
improved state of society abiding by moral rules of justice rather than
brute force. It is only a recent development in historical progress that
moral law founded on rules of justice has stepped in to replace the law of
brute force as the regulating principle of human affairs. Mill invokes the
framework of philosophy of the social sciences, explored at great length
in Book VI of A System of Logic, where he elaborates his theories about
stationary and progressive periods of history and the causes and condi-
tions for historical and social progress that foster equality and well-being
(CW 8:911–30). However, these progressive changes have a long way to
go, he thinks, and are only in the relatively early stages of what human
beings can achieve in the right political and social contexts. The law 
of the strongest has been abandoned or is in decline in other spheres, 
but it remains in force in the family, to great detriment. “The moral
regeneration of mankind will only really commence, when the most
fundamental of the social relations is placed under the rule of equal 
justice, and when human beings learn to cultivate their strongest sym-
pathy with an equal in rights and in cultivation” (CW 21:336).

A prime focus for a liberal theorist must be the anticipated gains in
personal happiness for individual women that would result from their
emancipation. The benefits to women of release from oppression would
be immense. It would be nothing less than “the difference to them
between a life of subjection to the will of others, and a life of rational
freedom. After the primary necessities of food and raiment, freedom is
the first and strongest want of human nature” (CW 21:336). But the 
collective benefits in increased happiness would be equally impressive.
Mill holds to the conviction that the clearest indicator of the progress-
iveness or lack thereof of a society is the level of education and develop-
ment of women in that society. Experience has shown that women’s
social and political status provides “the surest test and most correct
measure of the civilization of a people or an age” (CW 21:276). He extols
the virtues of liberty and emancipation, mirroring the arguments of On
Liberty. Self-development is the core of well-being for both sexes, and so
the basic rights protected by liberalism must extend to women, since it
is an essential ingredient of all people’s happiness.
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Mill calls on all of his argumentative talents to pick away at and
attempt to overturn the outdated attitudes and attendant bad arguments
which were employed to prop up the edifice of systemic institutionalized
injustice against women. If freedom is essential to well-being, then
women’s degrading dependent position of living under the control of
others, even loving others, constitutes a denial of their basic rights.
Those who underestimate liberalism may miss the significance of Mill’s
repeated invocations of the fundamental distinction between liberty 
(a bedrock liberal value) and power (a malign source of corruption and
despotism). A liberal theorist, can, indeed must, fully endorse autonomy
and liberty while rejecting control and power over others. Liberals are
routinely accused of underestimating the harm of oppression and of mis-
understanding the relationship of freedom and power. The objection
says that the freedoms touted by liberalism are supposedly linked with
the desire for control and power over others. That this accusation does
not apply to Mill is evident when he gets to his core convictions.

The love of power and the love of liberty are in eternal antagonism. 
Where there is least liberty, the passion for power is the most ardent and
unscrupulous. The desire of power over others can only cease to be a
depraving agency among mankind, when each of them individually is 
able to do without it: which can only be where respect for liberty in the 
personal concerns of each is an established principle. (CW 21:338)

Mill’s theory quite naturally includes reliance on the positive liberal
principles of liberty and equality and also an astute analysis of the harms
of patriarchy and oppression. Mill places autonomy at the core of self-
development. He holds to it as a core capacity essential to a good life. But
Mill is also keenly aware of the fragility of this essential capacity and the
many obstacles in the path to its development and exercise. Indeed, he
anticipates and eloquently expresses many of the arguments formulated
by contemporary feminists about the diminution of women’s self- 
determination under patriarchy as well as some of the strategies for
overcoming these impediments and amplifying empowerment. Many of
these strategies are liberal basics such as equal access to education and
jobs, rights to vote, to associate in collective struggles for liberation, to
control of reproduction, to personal security, most saliently protection
from assault, and so on. Autonomy can be easily undermined, distorted,
and suppressed. The corrupting power of despotic males to corrode the
autonomy of women and children under their domination and cow them
into submission is a conspicuous focus of Mill’s passionate, unrelenting
attacks on patriarchy.

When Mill lists the most basic rights in Utilitarianism and other 
writings, he invariably prioritizes the right to liberty and the right to
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security (CW 10:250–59). Women’s physical safety was not adequately
protected, and Mill makes it one of his highest priorities to confront
social attitudes that make light of violence against women and children.
Children’s legal status was equally troubling. Children were the legal
property of their fathers, and mothers were excluded from legal authority
over their children. In Mill’s time, the legal status of women and children
in marriage and family was appalling. The “rights” of husbands included
coerced and involuntary sex with their wives – in other words, legalized
marital rape. Even if the husband was, in Mill’s words, a brutal tyrant, he
could “claim from her and enforce the lowest degradation of a human
being, that of being made the instrument of an animal function contrary
to her inclinations . . . she is held in this worst description of slavery as
to her own person” (CW 21:285).

Mill’s dissection of the harms of domestic violence, including the
impact of the terrorizing in inflicting tremendous misery and suffering,
is remarkably in advance of the time. In his day, even more than today,
violence against women and family violence were not taken seriously
and people averted their eyes from it. Mill’s utilitarian sensibilities made
him aware that many women were afflicted with raw suffering of physical
and emotional assault from which they could see no escape and so this
cause elicited his full activist and philosophical support. His discussions
of these painful topics are not restricted to The Subjection of Women.
His activist work on violence against women and children prompted
him and Harriet to report on trials involving women and children sub-
jected to brutality. The language used in these investigations is uncom-
promising. They look unflinchingly at the reality of the brutality, and
their investigations do not spare the passive onlookers of these crimes
from their moral outrage and condemnation. The diagnosis they offer of
gender oppression and domestic violence is as relevant today as it was in
the nineteenth century. For example, Harriet and John Stuart Mill write
in the Morning Chronicle on the case of Anne Bird (March 13, 1850):

Persons who are not conversant . . . with the breadth and depth of popular
brutality, have very little idea of what is comprehended in the meaning 
of the words, “domestic tyranny” . . . Every now and then the public are
revolted by some disclosure of unspeakable atrocities committed against
some of these helpless dependents – while, for every such case which
excites notice, hundreds, most of them as bad, pass off in the police reports
entirely unobserved . . . If, through the accidental presence of some better-
hearted person than these poor creatures are usually surrounded by, com-
plaint is made to a magistrate, the neighbours – persons living in the same
house – almost invariably testify, without either repentance or shame, that
the same brutalities had gone on for years in their sight or hearing, without
their stirring a finger to prevent them. The sufferers themselves are either
unable to complain, from youth or ignorance, or they dare not. They know
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too surely the consequences of either failing or succeeding in a complaint,
when the law, after inflicting just enough punishment to excite the thirst
of vengeance, delivers back the victim to the tyrant. (CW 25:1156)

As part of their campaign against violence, the Mills provide graphic,
even stomach-churning, descriptions of some horrifically brutal assaults
against women and children. Their description of the impact of the
trauma on children growing up in families where violence is prevalent is
compelling as they paint a clear picture of the ongoing cycles of suffering
and violence that can continue for generations.

Let any one consider the degrading moral effect . . . of scenes of physical
violence, repeated day after day – the debased, spirit-broken, down-trodden
condition of the unfortunate woman, the most constant sufferer from
domestic brutality in the poorer classes, unaffectedly believing herself to
be out of the protection of the law – the children born and bred in this
moral atmosphere – with the unchecked indulgence of the most odious
passions, the tyranny of physical force in its coarsest manifestations, con-
stantly exhibited as the most familiar facts of their daily life – can it be
wondered if they grow up without any of the ideas and feelings which it is
the purpose of moral education to infuse, without any sense of justice 
or affection, any conception of self-restraint – incapable in their turn of
governing their children by any other means than blows? (CW 25:1157)

Any argument that Mill’s liberalism does not have an adequate account
of the damage that oppression causes for women and children is com-
pletely mistaken.

Autonomy is a fulcrum of human well-being and the good life, but 
it requires social and cultural support for its full development and it 
can easily be deflected. One example of how this can happen is the cir-
cumstance in which adaptive preferences take the place of genuinely
self-determining, autonomous choice. In such cases women adapt their
preferences to fit with their restricted range of options, believing that
their choices are freely made, even though they have actually been sub-
verted to conform to the narrowed domain of readily available prospects.
Mill devotes considerable attention to dissecting how women’s prefer-
ences and desires are distorted and debased under patriarchy, and his
reflections are not outdated in the least. Intimate spousal and sexual
relationships are prime sites for oppression to do nefarious work to 
produce defective desires and so thwart autonomy. In many such cases,
it would be extremely difficult, although not impossible, for women to
imagine their lives taking some directions routinely open to men, and
the idea that certain options were live prospects for perusal rather than
just subjects of fantasy would be shielded from their awareness. There
have always been examples of “exceptional women” who break out of
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their assigned roles despite strong social barriers. The example of
Elisabeth Kübler-Ross which I discussed in Chapter 4 is one such case. 
It is sometimes objected that liberal feminism promotes these examples
in the spirit of “if they can do it, why can’t more women achieve inde-
pendence?” Whether such examples serve primarily as inspirational
models for emulation, or whether they more often serve to rationalize
oppression, by downplaying the power of the impediments to women’s
autonomy and emancipation, is an interesting point for reflection. Key
to Mill’s analysis is his insight that women’s deference to illegitimate
male power routinely causes them to deflect their own liberty to appease
male demands for compliance. Realistic and reasonable fear of abuse and
violence is one obvious motivator and malefactor, but the corrosive
effects of tyranny within the family can take many subtler, almost invis-
ible forms. Legitimate fear of poverty is another key factor in women’s
constricted self-determination. Barred from working for wages outside
of the home, many women were denied economic self-sufficiency and
forced into economic dependence upon men. Women then, as now, often
stayed with brutal abusers rather than face the poverty that would 
follow any attempt at independent life. Dependency in all its forms –
personal, economic, legal, and political – when substituted for indepen-
dence is a prime suspect in Mill’s analysis of the factors operating to
undermine well-being.

Liberalism defends and promotes equal rights to pursue educational
and occupational opportunities without discrimination on the basis of
gender, class, or race. Mill actively promotes women’s rights to compete
for and pursue all of the same jobs and occupations that men take for
granted as their terrain and privilege. The injustice of being barred from
occupations and education is a general one, and is very debilitating.
However, Mill argues that certain groups of women are particularly
aggrieved by being barred from pursuit of all other occupations except
managing a household. These groups include women who deliberately
choose not to marry and those whose children have grown up or have
died. In such cases, Mill argues that the impact on basic enjoyments of
life arising from “the want of a worthy outlet for the active faculties”
causes great misery for many women barred from outside employment
(CW 21:338). Women who are caring for homes and children have these
outlets for their energy and talents, he thinks. But what about those
whose children have grown up and left home? Or died? These women
have chosen and fulfilled their domestic duties, and yet have no active
outlets or employments. The costs are extreme. “What, in unenlight-
ened societies, colour, race, religion . . . are to some men, sex is to all
women; a peremptory exclusion from almost all honourable occupa-
tions . . . few persons are aware of the great amount of unhappiness even
now produced by the feeling of a wasted life” (CW 21:340).
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In a passage that could have been lifted straight out of the pages of On
Liberty, Mill sums it up: “every restraint on the freedom of conduct of
any of their fellow human creatures, (otherwise than by making them
responsible for any evil actually caused by it), dries up pro tanto the 
principal fountain of human happiness, and leaves the species less rich,
to an inappreciable degree, in all that makes life valuable to the indi-
vidual human being” (CW 21:340). The arguments used to defend liberty,
individuality, and autonomy in On Liberty have the same mandate in
The Subjection of Women. The restraints on women in marriage who
were under the legal control of their husbands, and the restraints on the
activities of women who were barred from most occupations outside of
the home were great barriers to justice and happiness.

Progress and advances in civilization have reformed most other 
institutions, but lamentably the patriarchal family remains almost
unchanged. It is also one of the last sites for early training of petty
despots who are reluctant to give up this bastion in which their aggres-
sion and violence can go virtually unchecked. Mill does not claim that
male oppression of women is the most basic form of oppression, or the
root cause of all oppression, as some forms of feminism maintain. He
propounds the more modest view that patriarchy is the most persistent
form of oppression. Patriarchal power is stubbornly enduring; its corrup-
tion trades on and gains power from the intimate nature of the relation-
ship between oppressor and oppressed. Such intimacy is absent in other
varieties of despotism. In domestic tyranny, the desire of oppressors for
power is amplified, “for every one who desires power, desires it most
over those who are nearest to him . . . in whom any independence of his
authority is oftenest likely to interfere with his individual preferences”
(CW 21:268). In the domestic sphere, closeness and intimacy prevent
individual rebellion and collective resistance and the kinds of uprisings
that often put an end to political tyrants. In marital tyranny, women
have no obvious means of collective action, and they have powerful
incentives to avoid giving offence to men. In the wave of feminism of the
1960s and 1970s, the slogan “the personal is the political” was employed
to counter women’s perceptions that their oppression was a personal,
individual problem. The result was a surge in collective agendas and
struggles. In Mill’s time, women desiring their liberty were bribed and
intimidated into giving up the struggles. “If ever any system of privilege
and enforced subjection had its yoke tightly riveted on the necks of those
who are kept down by it, this has” (CW 21:268).

In Mill’s time, it was also commonly accepted that male domination
was “natural.” Mill persistently questions the meaning and the justi-
fiability of the idea of the “natural,” since in his view this notion is fre-
quently employed to rationalize illegitimate male domination. In his essay
“Nature,” as I will examine in Chapter 8, on environmental ethics, he
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questions the soundness of this notion when it is put in the service of
hampering improvements to nature. In The Subjection of Women the
targets of his interrogation are the supposedly “natural” differences
between the sexes, particularly differences in their mental and moral
abilities. Although it was frequently asserted that men and women have
different natures, Mill asks how we could possibly know this. He uses an
apt comparison with slavery, reminding readers that questionable claims
about the inherent differences among people of diverse races were 
routinely invoked to prop up slavery for a very long time. The claims of
“natural” differences are suspect, since “unnatural generally means only
uncustomary, and . . . everything which is usual appears natural. The
subjection of women to men being a universal custom, any departure
from it quite naturally appears unnatural” (CW 21:270). Mill responds 
to the frequently posed objection that the customary form of marital
relationship was voluntarily accepted by the very women who were
putatively the sufferers. He replies that this claim is false and that actu-
ally many women fight this form of oppression. There would be many
more resistors were it not for the harsh reality that acting to complain of
abuse is often “the greatest of all provocatives to a repetition and
increase of the ill usage” (CW 21:271). Women often do not seek redress
against marital assaults because they fear reprisal.

Mill is aware that women’s desires and emotions are distorted and
deformed by oppression. This is a central theme and insight shared by all
varieties of contemporary feminist philosophies, and Mill once again is
in advance of his era in the clarity of his perception. In this most intimate
of relations, men with tyrannical tendencies want more than mere 
obedience and servitude from their wives – “they want their senti-
ments” (CW 21:271). Although threatening violence may be the extreme
strategy for gaining compliance and obedience, Mill knows that most
men do not resort to violence and “desire to have, in the woman most
nearly connected with them, not a forced slave but a willing one, not a
slave merely, but a favourite” (CW 21:271). In other forms of the master–
slave relationship the main instrument of control is fear. A pernicious
form of education for vice is practiced to deform women’s character, to
subvert their autonomy and individuality.

All women are brought up from the very earliest years in the belief that their
ideal of character is the very opposite to that of men; not self-will, and govern-
ment by self-control, but submission, and yielding to the control of others
. . . that it is their nature, to live for others; to make complete abnegation
of themselves, and to have no life but in their affections. (CW 21:271–2)

Women’s affections are thus narrowed by their socialization, and they
are expected to reduce the range of objects of their love and interest to
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husbands, children, and a small circle of intimates and friends. Wider social
and political questions are supposedly outside of their region of concern.

Mill draws out the theme of the corrupting effects on both sexes of
relationships built on dependency. Members of the working classes 
are dependent upon their political and economic masters and this has
acted to block their self-development and their interests. Women are
immeasurably more dependent upon their husbands and deformation 
of character is the predictable outcome. The social and political arrange-
ments that induce women’s utter dependence on their husbands, and
that make it their primary goal in life to marry a “suitable” man con-
spire, so that “it would be a miracle if the object of being attractive to
men had not become the polar star of feminine education and forma-
tion of character” (CW 21:272). Sexual allure appears then as essential,
and this influences them to develop the submissive traits supposedly
attractive to men. Thus is autonomy sacrificed and deflected.

It is highly detrimental to social welfare to block half of the population
from pursuing and developing their talents and excellences. Freedom of
choice over vocation is “the only thing which procures the adoption of the
best processes, and throws each operation into the hands of those who are
best qualified for it” (CW 21:273). It cannot be determined in advance of
actual experience that members of certain groups are or are not qualified
to perform a task or a job. Even if a measure of the talents and abilities of
members of large gender, racial, or national groupings could be determined
in advance for the majority of them, which is unlikely, “there will be 
a minority of exceptional cases in which it does not hold” (CW 21:274).
Mill here calls on the conviction, defended in depth in On Liberty, that
people are excellent judges of their own interests and vocations, and so
should be allowed the opportunity to pursue them. He emphasizes that a
significant cause of women’s dependency on their husbands is economic.
In his analysis of the ills of the working class, their poverty looms large.
Women’s fear of poverty were they to give up their dependency on male
economic support is a very strong inducement to cultivate submissive-
ness in domestic and social affairs. Mill relies also on his argument 
of On Liberty that only experiments in living can yield reasonable 
evidence about the most beneficial social practices and arrangements. In
gender relations, the evidence is very sparse because only one model has
been followed. “I deny that any one knows, or can know, the nature of
the two sexes, as long as they have only been seen in their present rela-
tion to one another” (CW 21:276). The result is that social science had
not yet in Mill’s time furnished reliable evidence on the question of the
differences or similarities between men’s and women’s natures.

What is now called the nature of women is an eminently artificial thing –
the result of forced repression in some directions, unnatural stimulation in
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others . . . no other class of dependents have had their character so entirely
distorted from its natural proportions by their relation with their masters
. . . a hot-house and stove cultivation has always been carried on of some of
the capabilities of their nature, for the benefit and pleasure of their masters
. . . men . . . indolently believe that the tree grows of itself in the way they
have made it grow, and that it would die if one half of it were not kept in a
vapour bath and the other half in the snow. (CW 21:276–7)

Social science was in its formative period, and the lack of reliable 
evidence about gender differences was part of the more general absence
of knowledge about society. For empiricist Mill, such substantive stud-
ies are crucial for knowledge acquisition. Absent this, we accumulate
only speculation and conjecture, not knowledge. As things stood, Mill
claims, there was massive ignorance about the influences and causes 
of human character traits. Mill carries out an investigation of the philo-
sophy of social science in A System of Logic. He discusses the work to be
done in his proposed study of the moral science of ethology – the study 
of the social and environmental influences regarding the formation of
human character and personality. This was one project that Mill never
saw to completion. On the subject of women’s capacities, he says we
already know enough “to make it a tyranny to them, and a detriment to
society, that they should not be allowed to compete with men for the
exercise of these functions” (CW 21:300). He adds that it is inconsistent
with the demands of justice to deprive them of their chance to compete
fairly for jobs and occupations.

Lest he be accused of overstating the case for the potential of abuse, it
should be clarified that Mill does agree that many, if not most, cases are
not extreme. There are feelings and interests which moderate in men the
tyrannical impulses. There are intense ties and attachments. Addition-
ally, there are the obvious factors that mitigate the corrupting impact of
power on men. These include affection and love, shared interests and
concerns about their children, and their daily life together. But Mill’s
central and uncompromising position on the matter is that power is not
freedom. His contrast between power (which he consistently associates
with tyranny and despotism) and liberty runs as a clear bright line
throughout his writing.

The insights and arguments of The Subjection of Women and On
Liberty dovetail nicely here as in other places. The practice of freedom,
for example trying out “experiments in living” in domestic arrangements
and in vocational experiments, is the way forward according to the pre-
scriptions and arguments of On Liberty. Mill rightly can be critiqued for
his dearth of imagination on the question of the sexual division of labor.
Could he have foreseen what has followed from subsequent loosening 
of rigid family structures, most significantly undermining the dogmatic
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notion that the nuclear family, composed of breadwinner husband, 
stay-at-home mother, and 2.5 children, is the only “normal” family
form? His prescription in On Liberty for many “experiments in living”
tracks a direct line to the explosion in varieties of families and myriad
ways that people now choose to define their domestic arrangements.
The traditional nuclear family has been left behind in the dust. In this
instance, Mill’s prescriptions for experiments in living have been
eagerly pursued. Mill and Harriet’s own personal experiment in living is
no longer unconventional.

Mill’s application of his philosophy of education to the family deserves
some particular attention. The family is a prime site for the moral educa-
tion of its members. How parents treat each other, whether with respect
or with contempt and abuse, has a profound impact on their children.
Mill saw this so clearly that a special component of his philosophy of
education looks at the role of the family in education. In his Inaugural
Address Delivered to the University of St Andrews, a lecture he pre-
sented on the role of university education, he makes special note of the
place of the family in education. Moral education trains the feelings and
habitual conduct, and this largely takes place in the domestic arena of
the family in early childhood (CW 21:247–8). Since much early socializa-
tion and development of human capacities occurs in childhood, the 
family is a particularly potent zone for education in the widest sense, for
cultivation of the virtues or, deplorably, the vices. Children cannot daily
witness and endure violence of the kind reported in the Mills’ Morning
Chronicle writings and be unaffected and unscarred.

Families have strong potential to operate as schools specializing in 
the training of virtues; children should be taught that “the true virtue of
human beings is fitness to live together as equals” (CW 21:294). These
domestic virtues of freedom and of living together lovingly could and
should be the norm. Parents who practice the moral virtues of equality
between the sexes and who treat each other with loving respect provide
models for their children to emulate. The training in the virtues or in 
the vices that children are habituated to in their families has the power
to influence their orientation towards liberty or towards despotism, and
it also functions as an educative site for parents.2 Although the family is
sometimes viewed as the domain of the private and the personal in liberal
theory, it has notable social and political roles within Mill’s liberalism.

But the true virtue of human beings is fitness to live together as equals;
claiming nothing for themselves but what they as freely concede to every
one else . . . The family, justly constituted, would be the real school of the
virtues of freedom . . . What is needed is, that it should be a school of sym-
pathy in equality, of living together in love, without power on one side or
obedience on the other. This it ought to be between the parents. It would
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then be an exercise of those virtues which each requires to fit them for all
other association, and a model to the children of the feelings and conduct
which their temporary training by means of obedience is designed to 
render habitual, and therefore natural, to them. The moral training of
mankind will never be adapted to the conditions of the life for which all
other human progress is a preparation, until they practise in the family the
same moral rule which is adapted to the normal constitution of human
society. (CW 21: 294–5)

The educative role of the family impacts parents in Mill’s agenda. In a
marriage of equals men would perhaps lose some of their self-absorption
and their temptation to indulge in “self-worship” (CW 21:293). Women
are not immune to the corruptions of the present family institutions.
Certain powers that are readily available to the vulnerable can also oper-
ate to educate women in the vices. They develop powers which they can
use to retaliate against bad treatment and cause misery to their hus-
bands, at the very least as a form of self-protection: as Mill describes it,
this is “the power of the scold, or the shrewish sanction” (CW 21:289).
Mill’s liberal principles thus lead him to conclude that both sexes and
society collectively would benefit from emancipation.

Objection: Mill’s Defense of Gendered 
Division of Labor

Now follows a point of real contention: Mill’s defense of the sexual 
division of labor within the family, which is the target of persistent,
strong, and perhaps legitimate objections. It is by far the most frequently
discussed objection to Mill’s feminist theory.3 Some critics go as far as to
claim that this misapplication of his theory sinks the boat of his liberal
feminism. It is too extreme to make this strong claim based on an unfor-
tunate misapplication of theory to practice. What does not follow from
Mill’s substantive theory is the conclusion Mill himself draws about
women’s choices to remain in the home after marriage. The soundness
of the basic tenets of liberalism and liberal feminism are not affected by
this faulty logic. These are unscathed by the legitimate critique of Mill’s
non sequitur about women’s choices to work or not to work for wages
after marriage.

When family income depends upon earnings, he says,

the common arrangement, by which the man earns the income and the wife
superintends the domestic expenditure, seems to me in general the most
suitable division of labour between the two persons. If, in addition to the
physical suffering of bearing children, and the whole responsibility of their
care and education in early years, the wife undertakes the careful and 
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economical application of the husband’s earnings to the general comfort of
the family; she takes not only her fair share, but usually the larger share, of
the bodily and mental exertion required by their joint existence. If she under-
takes any additional portion, it seldom relieves her from this. (CW 21:297)

In other words, those married women who work for wages undertake a
double day of work, a full day working outside the home and a second
workday of housework and childrearing, without any equitable arrange-
ment for sharing this second workload with married men. The point,
widely recognized in theory if not in practice nowadays, that liberal jus-
tice requires men to share responsibility for housework and childrearing
did not occur to Mill as a perspective calling for consideration – thus
fueling critics’ suspicions of his less than full commitment to eliminate
rather than just moderate patriarchy.

In an otherwise just state of things, it is not, therefore, I think, a desirable
custom, that the wife should contribute by her labour to the income of 
the family . . . But if marriage were an equal contract . . . it would not be
necessary for her protection, that during marriage she should make this
particular use of her faculties. Like a man when he chooses a profession, so,
when a woman marries, it may in general be understood that she makes
choice of the management of a household, and the bringing up of a family,
as the first call upon her exertions . . . and that she renounces, not all other
objects and occupations, but all which are not consistent with the require-
ments of this. (CW 21:298)

Practically speaking, then, Mill contends that domestic responsibilities
would preclude working outside of the home for the majority of married
women. Mill adds some provisos to this, but they are not sufficient to
quell the immediate objections.

But the utmost latitude ought to exist for the adaptation of general rules to
individual suitabilities; and there ought to be nothing to prevent faculties
exceptionally adapted to any other pursuit, from obeying their vocation
notwithstanding marriage: due provision being made for supplying other-
wise any falling-short which might become inevitable, in her full perform-
ance of the ordinary functions of mistress of a family. (CW 21:298)

Mill’s argument stumbles, but does not collapse, when he accepts rather
uncritically that women who choose to marry thereby choose to make
childrearing and domestic labor their sole vocation and career. As we saw
in the case of Mormon women and polygamous marriage in Chapter 4,
although he is firmly committed to the liberal virtues of autonomy and
individuality, his vision sometimes is blurred in the application of this
to cases that seem obvious to present-day attitudes. In the example of
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women’s choices in work, Mill should reasonably expect to find many
women and men both interested in and able to seek fulfillment and eco-
nomic prospects in working outside the home and childrearing. Instead,
Mill perceives married women, in this respect, as having homogeneous
desires and choices. Married men retain their individuality in matters 
of work after marriage, while married women lose it. Despite this
significant lapse in judgment, Mill’s basic points hold up rather better
over time. It should not be overlooked that he argues vehemently that a
significant number of women will voluntarily forego marriage, prefer-
ring to pursue a life of work outside of the home for which many are emin-
ently able and qualified. Even in the nineteenth century, when there
were few opportunities to test the extent of women’s abilities in many
fields of education or vocation, Mill points to numerous individual
examples of women’s exemplary talents and performance in fields like
government. The notable talents of women who govern well when cir-
cumstances have permitted (examples of Queen Elizabeth I and Queen
Victoria serve well) rebut any general claims about their lack of ability to
perform tasks generally reserved for male privilege.

Mill’s limited imagination on the question of the sexual division of
labor is all the more surprising and puzzling when we compare his 
diagnosis of the ills and barriers to self-development of working-class
men and of women. Many of their ills are traced back to similar depriva-
tions in social and political conditions needed for development and self-
development. Both groups are plagued by social injustice, by having their
self-development thwarted by systemic social conditions that hamper
their well-being and force them into conditions of dependency and 
servitude to masters. The prescriptions for their liberation also start in
the same soil of liberal values and agendas. Yet without good reason, his
vision of women’s future prospects is more compressed. In his chapter
“On the Probable Futurity of the Labouring Classes,” Mill starts off with
a direct comparison of the condition of working-class men and women
according to the theory of dependency which he rejects as a conservative
throwback and rationalization for injustice. Mill is quite scornful of 
the corruption underlying the rationalizations of the class and gender
privileges. He says that, according to the theory of dependence,

the lot of the poor, in all things which affect them collectively, should 
be regulated for them, not by them . . . It is supposed to be the duty of the
higher classes to think for them, and to take the responsibility of their lot
. . . The relation between rich and poor, according to this theory (a theory
also applied to the relation between men and women) . . . should be 
amiable, moral, and sentimental: affectionate tutelage on the one side,
respectful and grateful deference on the other. The rich should be in loco
parentis to the poor. (CW 3:759)
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What is actually needed, he says, is protection by laws, not reliance upon
the good will of supposed protectors who are often anything but compas-
sionate and loving. “The brutality and tyranny with which every police
report is filled, are those of husbands to wives, of parents to children”
(CW 3:761). In the case of the working class, he believes that the patriar-
chal system of government has had its death knell with the education of
workers. Now the era of their dependence is drawing to a close, as their
independence increases. Their future well-being from now on rests upon
their prospects for education and mental development, according to
Mill. He is hopeful for radical changes in their conditions. The parallels
between the diagnosis of and remedy for the harms to workers and women
continue, and then they abruptly end. Workers’ condition of dependency
will become more and more intolerable, until self-government becomes
the only acceptable option for them. Along with increased political inde-
pendence, the increasing economic independence, of choosing a wider
range of occupations, will be part of the new era. This applies also to
women’s economic independence, and Mill repeats his contention that
occupations should be equally open to all classes and genders.

The same reasons which make it no longer necessary that the poor should
depend on the rich, make it equally unnecessary that women should
depend on men; and the least which justice requires is that law and custom
should not enforce dependence . . . by ordaining that a woman . . . shall
have scarcely any means open to her of gaining a livelihood, except as 
a wife and mother. Let women who prefer that occupation, adopt it; but
that there should be no option . . . for the great majority of women . . . is 
a flagrant social injustice. (CW 3:765)

Yet he does not notice his lapse of allowing women only limited options
of occupation as wife and mother and occupation (apart from marriage)
of working for wages outside the home. It is laudable that he notably
classifies domestic work as an occupation, and it is a common feminist
objection to patriarchal attitudes that the unpaid work that women do
inside the home is invisible, unrecognized, and not factored into the
economy. But Mill’s unwillingness to follow his own logic, to extend 
the occupational freedom of various combinations of working within
and working without the home to both sexes, remains contentious and
deeply puzzling. Whether it springs from failure of logic and vision or
from his decision that extending the argument to its obvious conclusion
would be too inflammatory and counterproductive, Mill’s arguments
seem deficient to twenty-first-century eyes. This is all the more the case
since he foresees unlimited horizons for the future of the working class,
including the possible dismantling of capitalist relations of production
in favor of a kind of democratic socialism featuring worker cooperatives.
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However, there is no doubt concerning the power and eloquence of 
the main lines of argument in The Subjection of Women as an analysis
of the harms of patriarchy and of the benefits of sexual equality and
emancipation.
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Green Mill?

M
ill’s attitude towards nature is ambivalent. His well-known essay
“Nature” expresses some core commitments that are clearly
human-centered, and he does not hesitate to call for human

intervention in the environment when he thinks that this will lead to
reducing the harms caused by nature or that it will bring clear improve-
ments to the human condition (CW 10:372–402). In this essay Mill
rejects the view that nature provides a guide for human moral conduct.
Because of the harms wrought by nature, Mill refuses to accept that there
is a moral order in nature that humans should follow. However, this
essay sets out only one aspect of his environmental ethics and in other
writings he expresses a positive and even exalted view of the natural
environment and the human–nature connection. The natural environ-
ment has an inspiring effect on humans and encounters with nature are
powerful sources of experiences that nurture aesthetic, emotional, and
moral cultivation. Mill was an avid walker, and much of his home
schooling under the tutelage of his father James Mill took place literally
on his feet, as student and teacher discussed his readings and studies dur-
ing their walks in nature. Mill’s accounts in the journals of his walking
tours show the great pleasure and inspiration he derived from his con-
nection with nature. Natural beauty also played a significant role in 
aiding his recovery from his period of depression and emotional crisis.
Daily walks in nature were a constant feature of his life. He was an 
amateur botanist and he collected and classified plant specimens.

His connections with Romantic poets, most prominently William
Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, had a deep and enduring
impact which finds voice in his perspective on the positive role of nature
as provider and sustenance for some of the most valuable and enduring
kinds of happiness. Romantic poetry often takes nature as its subject, and
Mill expresses his susceptibility to the pleasures of reading poetry with
this focus. His reflections about the effects of encounters with great 
natural beauty reverberate throughout his writings. Yet his positive
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appreciation of nature has limits, set out by his basic philosophical 
commitments to empiricism and to a value theory that takes intrinsic
value to be located in states of consciousness. Mill is not anthropocentric,
or human-centered, as this term is used in the literature. Both he and
Bentham notably extend the circle of moral standing to include those
non-human animals capable of experiencing pain and pleasure. But he
does not accept the view of radical environmentalism that nature has
intrinsic value in itself, apart from human consciousness. Nor does he
agree with one radical environmentalist argument that human interven-
tion in the environment ought to be severely limited in order to preserve
wilderness. However, he certainly agrees that the intervention ought to
be held in check and moderated, and in this regard he parts company
with many of his fellow nineteenth-century economic theorists. He
does not see the good in destroying the environment in order to pander
to the materialism and greed of those who are already wealthy by any
reasonable standard. His theory offers a middle way between the anti-
environmentalist Lockean perspective that maintains that nature is only
a collection of natural resources and the radical environmentalist position
that claims untouched nature has intrinsic value. Mill’s commitments
allow for robust defense of limits to human intervention in the natural
environment. Both Mill and John Locke believe that nature does not have
intrinsic value. But this leaves room for a broad range of perspectives,
some more enlightened and environmentally friendly than others.

In the essay “Nature,” Mill expresses clearly the boundaries of his
positive attitudes towards the environment. Indeed, if the essay is read
on its own, one could conclude that Mill is no advocate for the environ-
ment. But the essay is just one piece of the picture, and its context is
important. Its expressed purpose is to critique arguments of some
specific opponents. The argument is part of one of three essays on 
religion. His intention is to respond to Natural Law theories of the 
cosmos, and to counter certain arguments from design used to bolster
natural law arguments for the existence of God or intelligent design in
the universe. Some of his arguments are quite heated, yet they express
his views concerning the place of environmental ethics within the con-
text of his Art of Life, which has the goal of promoting good for sentient
beings (including many non-human animals) who are capable of experi-
ences of happiness or suffering. His argument is that nature does not 
provide a guide to moral conduct for humans, contra the claims of
Natural Law theorists. Mill distinguishes two main senses of nature. 
“In one sense, it means all the powers existing in either the outer or the
inner world and everything which takes place by means of those powers.
In another sense, it means, not everything which happens, but only what
takes place without the agency, or without the voluntary and intentional
agency, of man” (CW 10:375).

9781405150873_4_008.qxd  9/10/08  12:21 PM  Page 126



127

In The Subjection of Women, recall, Mill argues vehemently against the
notion of ideas concerning what is “natural” or “unnatural” for women
and men. He argues there that notions of the natural are generally cloaks
or code for what is merely conventional or customary. In that work, he
directs his attack at those who invoke “the natural” to prop up patriarchal
ideas about what is or is not suitable for women. In the essay “Nature”
he widens the scope of this interrogation of “the natural.” He notes that
his objective is “to inquire into the truth of the doctrines which make
Nature a test of right and wrong, good and evil, or which in any mode or
degree attach merit or approval to following, imitating, or obeying Nature”
(CW 10:378). He opposes arguments that people should “conform” to
Nature. In the first sense above, we cannot avoid doing this, because all
action must conform to the laws of nature and it is physically impossible
to do otherwise. Nor could anyone reasonably dispute that it is rational
to study nature, to understand its properties and how these can promote
or obstruct our ends. This is the essence of intelligent action. However,
such conformity to physical laws is not what Natural Law theorists have
in mind. Natural Law theorists regard the rule to conform to nature as 
a moral norm, not a prudential norm. They refer to the other sense of
Nature, “that in which Nature stands distinguished from Art, and denotes,
not the whole course of the phenomena which come under our observa-
tion, but only their spontaneous course” (CW 10:380). This is Nature as
spontaneous and outside of human intervention. Some environmentalists
say that we should not interfere in the spontaneous workings of nature,
that we should leave wilderness areas be. This environmental perspective
enjoins limiting our intervention, or even leaving zones of wilderness
alone, although we obviously must alter other areas of nature in order to
meet necessities of life. It is degree of interference that is at issue. The dis-
pute concerning the proper degree of intervention in nature is sprawling
and complex. And certainly in some contexts Mill invokes the distinction
between the spontaneous and organic and the robotic and machine-like,
praising the former and disparaging the latter. In the essay “Nature,”
however, Mill’s immediate concern is with the claim that we should
“let nature be our guide” in a very general way. He says that it is patently
absurd to claim that we should follow Nature in this general sense.

If the natural course of things were perfectly right and satisfactory, to act at
all would be a gratuitous meddling, which as it could not make things better,
must make them worse . . . If the artificial is not better than the natural, to
what end are all the arts of life? To dig, to plough, to build, to wear clothes,
are direct infringements of the injunction to follow nature. (CW 10:380–81)

This, says Mill, is simply going too far, as we all approve of many 
triumphs over nature’s capacity to cause harm. For example, we approve
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of draining marshes, using lightning rods to deflect electricity, building
embankments to prevent flooding, and so on. Nature is often the anta-
gonist and enemy of humans. “All praise of Civilization, or Art, or
Contrivance, is so much dispraise of Nature; an admission of imperfec-
tion, which it is man’s business, and merit, to be always endeavouring to
correct or mitigate” (CW 10:381). The truth is that all action to improve
the human condition alters the spontaneous workings of nature. But we
cannot maintain human life without such interferences.

So this extreme interpretation will not do. Mill also critiques the
related view that we can observe the workings of Providence in the order
of Nature. He attacks the notion of the sublime, so prevalent in the nine-
teenth century, as encouraging “natural prejudices.” Certain natural
feelings can intrude and interfere with sound judgment. Encounters
with nature inspire feelings of astonishment and awe. However, we
would err if we were to conclude that the natural phenomena which
engender awe based on their vastness or power furnish models of moral
conduct for emulation. Impressive natural phenomena such as hur-
ricanes, mountain peaks, vast deserts or oceans, or the solar system
inspire feelings of sublimity and wonder in the face of this grandeur.

But a little interrogation of our own consciousness will suffice to convince
us, that what makes these phenomena so impressive is simply their vast-
ness . . . the feeling it inspires is of a totally different character from admi-
ration of excellence. Those in whom awe produces admiration may be
aesthetically developed, but they are morally uncultivated. It is one of the
endowments of the imaginative part of our mental nature that conceptions
of greatness and power, vividly realized, produce a feeling which though in
its higher degrees closely bordering on pain, we prefer to most of what are
accounted pleasures. But we are quite equally capable of experiencing this
feeling towards maleficent power. (CW 10:384)

Nature embodies also the sort of recklessness that would be pronounced
criminal in human conduct. Nature exhibits shocking disregard for
human life and well-being. Is nature a model for human moral conduct?
This cannot be reasonably maintained for “in sober truth, nearly all the
things which men are hanged or imprisoned for doing to one another, are
nature’s every day performances” (CW 10:385). Nature kills in horrific
ways, and frequently. Hurricanes, locusts, fires, diseases, and numerous
other calamities are nature’s regular offerings. Improvements consist of
overcoming natural calamities. In sum, “the duty of man is to co-operate
with the beneficent powers, not by imitating but by perpetually striving
to amend the course of nature” (CW 10:402).

This is one piece of the picture. But we get another and quite different
perspective from Mill’s reflections on the destructive human penchant
for constant growth and endless cycles of “more, more, more” which
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imprudently and insensitively harm nature and threaten nature’s ability
to provide the source of some of the most enduring and uplifting joys and
human experiences.

In contemporary dialogues on environmental ethics, Mill is often 
portrayed as a friend of the green movement and an exemplar of enlight-
ened and progressive attitudes towards the natural environment. In his
economic writings, he argues against the idea that continual economic
growth furnishes good means to promote human well-being. He argues
instead that a stationary state of growth in which both economic growth
and human population reach a state of equilibrium is better for pro-
moting happiness. Mill had long-standing concerns about overpopula-
tion and participated in activist programs, including campaigns for birth
control that had as their goal to contain human population so that the
imprint would not engender environmental destruction. He stands out
as a positive example for environmentalists, and is often contrasted 
in this regard with John Locke, whom environmentalists consider to 
personify the attitudes that have provoked the current environmental
crisis. Mill is an early advocate of sustainable development. He advo-
cates forms of sustainable agriculture. He supports individual peasant
proprietors and families working in small-scale farming, in many cases
in preference to larger-scale entrepreneurial farming businesses.

Mill’s conception of human nature grounds his views about economic
activity within the Art of Life. C. B. Macpherson explores the history of
liberalism and its core notion of individualism. The examination illu-
minates some of the grounds for Mill’s more progressive stance. Mill
rejects the notion of possessive individualism which permeates earlier
liberal thought from the time of Thomas Hobbes to that of Bentham 
and James Mill. This earlier notion regards human nature as primarily
acquisitive, as concerned with and even addicted to acquiring more and
more material possessions. Humans are regarded as being proprietors of
their own persons, and thus their persons can be conceived of as com-
modities. Market relations permeate and infiltrate all human relations.
Macpherson argues that the earlier forms of liberalism, beginning with
Hobbes, rely upon a model of human nature in which people are essen-
tially “a bundle of appetites demanding satisfaction” (Macpherson 1984,
4). Humans have infinite desires and rational conduct lies in “unlimited
individual appropriation, as a means of satisfying unlimited desire for
utilities” (5). Locke’s famous dictum sums it up. Locke claims that

every man has a property in his own person . . . The labour of his body, and
the work of his hands, we may say, are properly his. Whatsoever then he
removes out of the state that nature hath provided, and left it in, he hath
mixed his labour with, and joined to it something that is his own, and
thereby makes it his property. (Locke [1689] 1980, 19)
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Nature in itself, according to Locke, is almost worthless, requiring human
labor to add and create value. Human needs are supplied by work and
industry, and God has commanded us to labor. “God and his reason com-
manded him to subdue the earth, i.e. improve it for the benefit of life,
and therein lay out something upon it that was his own, his labour” (21).
Whatever part of nature we leave untouched by human labor simply lies
in waste. The combination of ideas that untouched nature is wasted, that
only labor adds value, and that human beings are characterized by limitless
desires to appropriate and consume have lethal consequences for the
environment. Mill rejects the stance that humans are primarily con-
sumers. “Man is essentially not a consumer and appropriator . . . but an
exerter and developer and enjoyer of his capacities” (Macpherson 1980, 48).
The human capacity for relationship and connection extends beyond our
species. Humans are not atomistic and separate, as the communitarian
critique claims liberalism asserts them to be, but they are interconnected
with other humans, other animals, and with their environment. They
are individuals, but they are also relational and social beings.

In the Principles of Political Economy, Mill expresses his distaste for
the view of humans as selfish, competitive consumers and appropriators,
which is the essence of the model of possessive individualism.

I confess I am not charmed with the ideal of life held out by those who
think that the normal state of human beings is that of struggling to get on;
that the trampling, crushing, elbowing, and treading on each other’s heels,
which form the existing type of social life, are the most desirable lot of
human kind . . .

. . . those who do not accept the present very early stage of human
improvement as its ultimate type, may be excused for being comparatively
indifferent to the kind of economic progress which excites the congratula-
tions of ordinary politicians; the mere increase of production and accumu-
lation. (CW 3:754–5)

Mill writes a passage which, almost on its own, has made his reputa-
tion as an environmentally friendly philosopher. He expresses his 
skepticism about the benefits of ever-increasing human population. He
says that the human species has already reached the level of population
needed to secure the benefits accruing from social cooperation and con-
nectivity. He adds that even under conditions in which there is enough
food, clothing, and shelter for all, there can still be undesirable crowding
of the sort that does not permit solitude. The effect is to cramp the
human spirit and to crush the environment.

It is not good for man to be kept perforce at all times in the presence of his
species. A world from which solitude is extirpated, is a very poor ideal.
Solitude, in the sense of being often alone, is essential to any depth of 

9781405150873_4_008.qxd  9/10/08  12:21 PM  Page 130



131

meditation or of character; and solitude in the presence of natural beauty
and grandeur, is the cradle of thoughts and aspirations which are not only
good for the individual, but which society could ill do without. Nor is there
much satisfaction in contemplating the world with nothing left to the
spontaneous activity of nature; with every rood of land brought into culti-
vation, which is capable of growing food for human beings; every flowery
waste or natural pasture ploughed up, all quadrupeds or birds which are not
domesticated for man’s use exterminated as his rivals for food, every
hedgerow or superfluous tree rooted out, and scarcely a place left where a
wild shrub or flower could grow without being eradicated as a weed in the
name of improved agriculture. If the earth must lose that great portion 
of its pleasantness which it owes to things that the unlimited increase of
wealth and population would extirpate from it, for the mere purpose of
enabling it to support a larger, but not a better or a happier population, 
I sincerely hope, for the sake of posterity, that they will be content to be
stationary, long before necessity compels them to it. (CW 3:756)

Mill argues that a stationary state of population and economy would not
result in stagnating human progress and happiness; quite the reverse.
Mental and moral progress and culture would be freed up by the release
from being “engrossed by the art of getting on.” The Art of Living would
thrive and prosper. Economic arts and sciences could be channeled into
their progressive forms to “produce their legitimate effect, that of abridg-
ing labour.” Up to this time, inventions had not in the least reduced the
working day or the drudgery of workers, but had only increased the 
fortunes of the wealthy. “Only when, in addition to just institutions, 
the increase of mankind shall be under the deliberate guidance of 
judicious foresight, can the conquests made from the powers of nature
by the intellect and energy of scientific discoverers, become the com-
mon property of the species, and the means of improving and elevating
the universal lot” (CW 3:756–7).

Mill argues that the stationary state would be better for all concerned:
better for humans and better for the environment. He cannot accept the
rampant materialism of his own society. “I know not why it should be
matter of congratulation that persons who are already richer than any-
one needs to be, should have doubled their means of consuming things
which give little or no pleasure except as representative of wealth” (CW
3:755). What is needed, rather, is a better means of distribution of the
wealth already accumulated. Control of the level of human population 
is a crucial means both for reducing excessive impact on the natural
environment and for providing more equitable and adequate wages and
resources to all workers. His stance recognizes the connection between
reduction of poverty and inequality within human society and control of
human destruction and unnecessary intervention into the natural envir-
onment. In this insight he agrees with many environmental activists
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and theorists who argue that inequality and forms of oppression and
exploitation that are internal to human societies, such as those based
upon gender, class, or race, are often mirrored in human activities which
play out in their exploitation and oppression of the natural environment.

Mill and Radical Environmentalism

On balance thus far, Mill appears to be an environmentally friendly
philosopher, with some provisos and limits. He argues for preserving the
environment when its resources are not needed to supply important
human needs. He lambastes materialism and greed as vices that are driv-
ing forces behind much environmental destruction. He holds a concep-
tion of human nature that rejects possessive individualism and makes
generous provision for human respect and appreciation of the environ-
ment. However, it is still an open question whether these environment-
ally friendly elements of his theory satisfy the threshold demands of
some current environmental theories which insist that a much stronger
basis is needed to respect nature and protect it from human encroachment.
Many contemporary environmental theories argue that nature has value
in itself and that the recognition of nature as a locus of intrinsic value is
necessary in order effectively to preserve it. Something has instrumental
value if it is valuable only as means to an intrinsically valuable end.
Something which is intrinsically valuable is good in itself, and not merely
as a means to a further end or in relation to something else. This envir-
onmentalist argument claims that if nature is seen as having merely
instrumental value, then the temptation to intervene and deplete it will
overpower any arguments to leave it alone. Prudence and enlightened
self-interest do not provide sufficiently strong motivation to guarantee
conduct that will preserve and respect nature.

Mill is no radical environmentalist. His attitudes are progressive,
especially for their time, but he did not make the leap of acknowledging
that the natural environment has intrinsic value on its own, apart from
any connection to consciousness. Opponents of radical environmentalism
can respond that regarding the environment as having only instrumental
value is not a recipe for or an invitation to environmental destruction.
Adopting attitudes of enlightened prudence and a sense of stewardship
towards nature on behalf of future generations would go a long way
towards its protection. In addition, much hangs upon the kind of means
and ends we have in mind when considering the usefulness of the natural
environment. One scenario occurs when we regard the environment as
being merely a collection of natural resources which by their very usage
are consumed. Intervention and depletion under such a scenario are
unavoidable. But there are alternative scenarios. If we regard the natural
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environment as the source of aesthetic and spiritual experiences which
are useful or even irreplaceable for some kinds of cultivation of the
excellences, then we will avoid interventions which destroy nature and
the possibility of such uplifting and morally regenerative encounters in
the future. Mill connects moral and emotional development with oppor-
tunities to experience natural beauty which tend to elevate feelings and
cultivate imagination. Imagination nurtures sympathy and empathy,
which are important abilities for morality and virtue. We will have
strong reasons to leave nature untouched, because such experiences are
crucial to well-being. These regenerative encounters with the environ-
ment can be described as a kind of human use of the environment, but 
of a different order than those uses which consume it. These are non-
consumptive uses of the environment, and they are not destructive of
nature, since nature must be preserved for such encounters to occur at all.

Mill clearly is unable to advocate that nature has value in itself, apart
from any relation to appreciating consciousness, since he is bound by his
theoretical commitments to restrict value to those states of conscious-
ness. However, the form of qualitative hedonism that he maintains 
has resources to bridge the gap between radical environmentalism and
consciousness-based theories of value. These resources are not available
to advocates of quantitative hedonism who claim that quantity is the only
characteristic of states of consciousness that matters for value. Quality
or kind of satisfaction matters in Mill’s qualitative theory, and this 
commitment opens up a further channel to ground respect for nature.

Radical environmentalists maintain that stewardship and enlightened
self-interest or prudence will not suffice. The human attitude towards
nature under these human-centered accounts induces alienation and
separation from nature, when what is needed is interconnection and
relation with nature, both for human benefit and nature’s integrity.
However, Mill’s qualitative hedonism does offer means for recognizing
value in the significant human relationship with the environment. To
inquire into how well this bridges the gap, I turn to environmental
philosopher Baird Callicott’s projectivist or relational account of value.
Mill’s theory cannot do as much as Callicott’s for deepening the human–
nature connection, but Mill’s philosophy has the resources to go part of
the way with Callicott’s. Certainly his theory can do more than quantit-
ative hedonism allows.

Callicott explains a key tenet of his projectivist account of value.

[T]he source of all value is human consciousness, but it by no means 
follows that the locus of all value is consciousness itself or a mode of con-
sciousness like reason, pleasure, or knowledge. In other words, something
may be valuable only because someone values it, but it may also be valued
for itself, not for the sake of any subjective experience (pleasure, knowledge,
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aesthetic satisfaction, and so forth) it may afford the valuer . . . An intrinsic-
ally valuable thing on this reading is valuable for its own sake, for itself,
but it is not valuable in itself, that is, completely independently of any con-
sciousness, since no value can, in principle . . . be altogether independent
of a valuing consciousness. (Callicott 1989, 133–4)

According to this account, it is as though value is projected onto the
environment by appreciative consciousness. Although consciousness is
necessary for there to be value, on Callicott’s view the locus of the value
is actually in nature, and nature is not valued simply because it provides
pleasure to the appreciative consciousness. The object of appreciation,
nature, is now valued for itself, and not as a means to anything further.
The projection metaphor is somewhat misleading. Perhaps it is more
accurate and helpful to say that according to this view value is embedded
in the relationship between consciousness and the object of its appre-
ciation. According to the radical environmentalist perspective, the
degree of value present will depend upon the quality of the relationship
between appreciating consciousness and nature. The highest degree of
value will be present when the appreciating consciousness is know-
ledgeable about the environment and properly emotionally attuned 
and responsive, and when the environment is relatively untouched by
human intervention.

Mill can go part of the way with this relational account. It goes too 
far, according to his theory, to make nature the locus of value. But con-
sideration of the quality of the relationship between consciousness and
nature can be built into his qualitative hedonism. Mill argues that kind
is a good-making property of happiness. The kind of enjoyment affects
the assessment of its value. While the specific discussion of kinds often
focuses upon the kinds that consist of the exercise of the human virtues,
such as intellectual, aesthetic, or compassionate enjoyments, on closer
look Mill actually has a looser notion of kinds. Kinds of satisfaction 
can be classified by the faculty affected, but kinds can also be classified
by the cause of the satisfaction as well as by phenomenal features of the
experience. This amplifies the manner in which the human–nature 
relation can affect value. If a satisfaction is one of connection or engross-
ment in natural beauty and untouched nature, then this impacts its
value. An authentic, appreciative, and knowledgeable encounter with
the environment is a spur to some of the most uplifting, regenerative,
and contemplative states of awareness, so much so that in Mill’s mind
they are the basis for what Romantics experience as transcendental and
mystical forms of tranquility, bliss, and awe.

Thus Mill’s theory has interesting resources for lifting the value of
knowledgeable, sensitively attuned responses to natural beauty. Accord-
ing to his theory, the human–nature relation enters into the evaluation

9781405150873_4_008.qxd  9/10/08  12:21 PM  Page 134



135

of happiness. The relation must be authentic, not fake. If we lack the
basics of ecological understanding, then we will not appreciate the 
difference between the beauty of pristine wilderness and the kitsch of an
artificial environment that has been devastated and then reconstructed
by human enterprise. If we are knowledgeable about the difference
between authentic and artificial nature, the educative process leading 
to this ecological understanding will likely have engendered know-
ledge and appreciation for spontaneous, untrammeled natural beauty.
Habituation in the virtues of wisdom and compassion is the best guar-
antee of their continued development and exercise. Habituation in 
the emotional, aesthetic, and imaginative virtues engendered by direct
encounters with natural beauty produce similar results.

Mill and Romanticism

Mill’s relationship to Romanticism is very complex, and a thorough
examination is beyond the scope of this work. My aims here are limited.
I explore his relationship with the Romantic poet Wordsworth in order
to illustrate some key aspects of this connection as it clarifies his envir-
onmental ethics. Mill’s ambivalence towards the natural environment
parallels his ambivalence towards Wordsworth. In his Autobiography
Mill documents the important role that Wordsworth and his poetry
played in his recovery from the “mental crisis.” It is apparent that Mill
feels deeply indebted to Wordsworth and his poetry for aiding his recov-
ery from depression. Wordsworth’s influence played a significant role in
Mill’s expansion and reweaving of his philosophy in the ensuing period.
Mill even goes as far as to describe himself as a “Wordsworthian” during
one phase of the reconstruction of his philosophy. Yet despite this Mill
draws clear boundaries around the areas of Wordsworth’s philosophy
that he thinks are reasonable and acceptable; he will not be drawn
beyond the limits set by his empiricism and associationist psychology.

Mill describes his time of mental and emotional crisis and recovery 
in the Autobiography as an “important transformation in my opinions
and character” (CW 1:137). It began as an episode of depression that he
attributed to defects and severe limitations in his own childhood private
education. Although he had been thoroughly prepared by his father
James Mill to inherit the mantle of utilitarianism, to carry forward the
utilitarian philosophy and be a “reformer of the world,” he came to 
realize that this education had been very constricted (CW 1:137). He
describes himself at that time as being like “a mere reasoning machine”
(CW 1:111). He frequently draws a distinction between living, organic,
spontaneous beings and machines and robots. Organic language and
metaphors figure prominently in descriptions of the positive personality
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traits of spontaneity and energy; correspondingly he deflates “machine-
like” passivity as unworthy.

He describes the onset of his emotional crisis as being like an awaken-
ing from a dream and as resembling “the state . . . in which converts 
to Methodism usually are, when smitten by their first ‘conviction of
sin’ ” (CW 1:137). His deployment of noticeably religious language to
describe the process raises interesting questions. He invokes the lan-
guage of spiritual crisis and regeneration and depicts the process as
transformative and involving a conversion. Mill was acutely aware of
the effects of the excessive rationalism of his education and the emo-
tional deadness that was its result. He laments that he was left “without
any real desire for the ends which I had been so carefully fitted out to
work for: no delight in virtue or the general good” (CW 1:143). Although
he explains that his crisis was silent and undetectable to those around
him, his anguish was severe. He uses lines from “Dejection: an Ode” by
Coleridge to describe his state:

A grief without a pang, void, dark and drear,
A drowsy, stifled, unimpassioned grief,
Which finds no natural outlet or relief
In word, or sigh, or tear.

(CW 1:139)

The impact of Mill’s subsequent realization of the lingering effects of
certain aspects of his childhood education, particularly its excessive
rationalism and denigration of emotion, reverberate throughout his
writing. “I, for the first time, gave its proper place, among the prime
necessities of human well-being, to the internal culture of the individual
. . . The cultivation of the feelings became one of the cardinal points in
my ethical and philosophical creed” (CW 1:147). When he recovered his
ability to feel, he recognized that emotional sensibility furnished “some
of the material out of which all worth of character, and all capacity for
happiness, are made” (CW 1:145). Poetry had provided the resources for
his retrieval of feeling, but he subsequently arrived at the conviction
that poetry was a universal source of an especially valuable form of
enjoyment. Reading poetry also helps in developing sympathetic imagi-
nation, which is a core trait of moral development. Natural beauty was
the subject of Wordsworth’s poetry and Mill believed that this was the
key to its success in engaging and engendering emotional sensibility and
responsiveness. Wordsworth has meditative inclinations. He has the
habit of combining nature and feeling as subjects, and thus each subject
reinforces the other. From his poetry “I seemed to draw from a source 
of inward joy, of sympathetic and imaginative pleasure, which could 
be shared in by all human beings” (CW 1:151). The source of joy was 
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universal, perennial, and reliable. The poetry was personally therapeutic,
but this kind of higher pleasure was general and available to anyone.
Those who portray Mill as a prime booster for the high value of intellec-
tual pleasures overlook his strong appreciation of emotional pleasures,
especially those with the combined source of poetry and nature as sub-
ject. Wordsworth’s Lyrical Ballads of 1815 furnished exactly what he
needed at the time. Primarily, this was because

these poems addressed themselves powerfully to one of the strongest of my
pleasurable susceptibilities, the love of rural objects and natural scenery to
which I had been indebted . . . for much of the pleasure of my life . . . What
made Wordsworth’s poems a medicine for my state of mind, was that they
expressed, not mere outward beauty, but states of feeling, and of thought
coloured by feeling, under the excitement of beauty. They seemed to be the
very culture of the feelings, which I was in quest of . . . I needed to be made
to feel that there was real, permanent happiness in tranquil contemplation.
(CW 1:151, 153)

Although his portrayal of this process uses religious language of 
conversion, sin, transformation, and quest, Mill does not interpret his
experiences using a religious framework. Instead, he views them entirely
within the empiricist framework of thought, feeling, and perception. 
In so doing, he draws firm boundaries and disdainfully rejects the theo-
logical metaphysics which underlies Wordsworth’s Romantic poetry.
Although his rationalism had been shattered and he lived through a
period that he describes as a conversion, he only allowed this process to
go so far.

In his period of recovery, Mill discovered that Wordsworth had 
also suffered through a similar emotional crisis “that he also had felt
that the first freshness of youthful enjoyment in life was not lasting”
(CW 1:153). In fact, Mill’s experience paralleled the Wordsworthian 
“crisis-autobiography,” which can be explored as an example of writing
about religious transformation and regeneration. M. H. Abrams argues
that Wordsworth regarded himself as adopting the role of the poet-
prophet who has undertaken the task of interpreting for his age “the
Christian pattern of the fall, the redemption, and the emergence of a new
earth which will constitute a restored paradise” (Abrams 1971, 29). This
fall occurred because humans became separated and alienated from
nature, and redemption will come from reconciliation with nature.
Abrams interprets Wordsworth’s account of his recovery as resulting
from an interaction between mind and nature. Human suffering will be
removed and the union of mind and nature will overcome our alienation
from nature and restore paradise on earth (113). Wordsworth is com-
monly regarded as being a “nature mystic” and Mill certainly sees him
in this light. In Wordsworth’s worldview, nature is not simply an object
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of beauty. It is also a source of mystical and transcendental experiences
and forms of awareness. As well, the transformative processes resulting
from encounters with natural beauty have an underlying spiritual
dimension. They are not only uplifting, but they can also lead to enlight-
enment. Wordsworth adopted the two categories of the beautiful and the
sublime for classifying experiences and valuations of natural scenes.
Abrams explains the categories. “By and large the beautiful is small 
in scale, orderly and tranquil, effects pleasure in the observer, and is
associated with love; while the sublime is vast (hence suggestive of
infinity), wild, tumultuous, and awful, is associated with pain, and
evokes ambivalent feelings of terror and admiration” (98).

I noted previously Mill’s dismissal of the interpretation of “the sub-
lime” as pointing to transcendental or mystical experiences. Mill’s atti-
tude towards Wordsworth is ambivalent; he separates Wordsworth the
poet from Wordsworth the metaphysician and assesses these two per-
sonas very differently. His evaluation of Wordsworth very much reflects
his own empiricist commitments.

Mill has strong praise for Wordsworth the poet. On January 30, 1829,
Mill took part in a debate on the topic “Wordsworth and Byron” 
with John Sterling and John Roebuck at the London Debating Society.
This event was a turning point (CW 26:434–42). Calling himself a
“Wordsworthian,” he declared publicly an important change in his way
of thinking (CW 1:153). He dissented strongly from Roebuck on the
question of the importance of cultivating feeling and he complained 
that his friend could not acknowledge that development of feeling has
value as an aid in character formation. Describing the event in the
Autobiography Mill says that Roebuck

wished that his feelings should be deadened rather than quickened . . . He
saw little good in any cultivation of the feelings, and none at all in cultivat-
ing them through the imagination, which he thought was only cultivating
illusions. It was in vain I urged on him that the imaginative emotion which
an idea when vividly conceived excites in us, is not an illusion but a fact, as
real as any of the other qualities of objects; [and does not imply] anything
erroneous and delusive in our mental apprehension of the object. (CW 1:157)

Mill’s notes for this speech reveal the depth of the division between
himself and Roebuck. Mill invokes his doctrine of self-development and
his test based upon competent acquaintance. He draws a clear line
between those whom he believes are and are not entitled to claim to be
adequately informed on the question under debate. His notes are sharp
and pointed.

Begin . . . by reprehending any attempt to turn Wordsworth into ridicule . . .
I am perfectly willing to refer all my ideas on this subject to the verdict of
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those among my audience, and no doubt there are many, who are my
equals or my superiors in intellectual and moral cultivation. But I cannot
consent [ page ripped] those the judges of it, whom I consider as my infer-
iors in both. (CW 26:434–5)

In this speech and in several essays on literary criticism, Mill emphas-
izes Wordsworth’s superior talent for describing nature and its effect
upon human feelings in such a manner that this indeed aids cultivation
and elevation of feeling and imagination. Poetry’s ability to evoke tran-
quility is highly prized. One role of the poet is to cultivate taste in the
audience and this task includes educating readers to appreciate emotion.
The noble end of poetry is its role in “acting upon the desires and charac-
ters of mankind through their emotions, to raise them towards the per-
fection of their nature” (CW 1:414).

Mill looks to Wordsworth as the guide for learning how to cultivate
elevated feeling, but he sets clear boundaries to the counsel he accepts.
In his debating speech he says “I have learned from Wordsworth that it is
possible by dwelling on certain ideas to keep up a constant freshness in
the emotions which objects excite . . . to connect cheerful and joyous
states of mind with almost every object” (CW 26:441). It is noteworthy
that the variant reading for “dwelling on certain ideas” in the above 
passage is “a proper regulation of the associations” (CW 26:441). This
signals that Mill regards associationist psychology as a key tool for 
analyzing how poetry works to affect its readers’ emotions. He wants to
avoid any recourse to unruly metaphysical claims.

Setting limits to the changes and upheavals in his thought, Mill couples
his strong praise for Wordsworth the poet with equally strong rejection
of Wordsworth the philosopher and metaphysician. According to Mill,
there is a difference between describing feelings, for which Wordsworth
has superior talent, and being able to analyze them, which he does badly.

If people tell me then of his exaggeration and mystification of this, his 
talking of holding communion with the great forms of nature . . . I allow
that this is nonsense but the introduction of this into the present question
is charging Wordsworth the poet with the faults of Wordsworth the meta-
physician . . . [T]he tendency of a man who by a long indulgence of particular
trains of association, has connected certain feelings with things which excite
no such feelings in other men, if he then attempts to explain is very likely
to go into mysticism . . . he looks beyond them and conceives something
spiritual and ideal in them which the mind’s eye only can see – witness the
mysticism of devotion – communion with God etc. (CW 26:440)

Mill contends that his own associationist psychology is adequate for the
task of analyzing the lofty ideas that Wordsworth mistakenly believes have
religious sources. John Ruskin also links these lofty ideas to theological
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origins. Mill examines Ruskin’s analysis of the idea of the sublime in
order to counter his appeal to religious metaphysics. Mill has a substitute
analysis based upon empiricist associationist psychology. Whether the
associationist explanation for the lofty ideas of the sublime is convincing
is an interesting question to ponder.

Mill sets out his views on associationism in editorial footnotes to 
the second edition (1869) of his father James Mill’s Analysis of the
Phenomena of the Human Mind (Mill, James, [1869] 1967).1 In these 
editorial footnotes, Mill attempts to account for the imposing character
and loftiness of the ideas and feelings of the sublime. Ruskin argues 
in Modern Painters that the lofty ideas are “embodied in the universe,
and correspond to the various perfections of its Creator” (CW 31:224).2

According to Mill’s way of thinking, this claim is another variant of the
ideas that he disputes in the essay “Nature.” These ideas of the sublime,
Mill admits, are more complex and imposing than our ordinary ideas and
feelings. Yet, he says, while Ruskin is quite successful in making out his
case, he believes that associationism can provide an alternative analysis
of these elevated ideas. Since complex ideas often do not resemble the
simpler ideas out of which they are generated through the operations 
of psychological laws of association, the lofty feelings of supposedly 
mystical experiences of nature can be perfectly well explained using
other ordinary ideas and feelings. Mill offers the general claim that “the
things which excite the emotions of beauty or sublimity are always
things which have a natural association with certain highly impressive
and affecting ideas” (CW 31:224). For example, the idea of infinity, or
magnitude without limit, is sufficient to explain the impressiveness of
such feelings. Recall Mill’s comments that from Wordsworth he learned
to generate emotions by “dwelling on certain ideas” or by “a proper 
regulation of the associations.” This method will suffice for explaining
the generation of lofty ideas. Mill himself signals his awareness that a
strong defense of associationism is required, yet his defense is noticeably
less robust than his strongly dismissive conclusion.

“Theism,” the last of Mill’s three essays on religion, is a companion
piece to “Nature.” In this essay he argues against the proof of God’s exist-
ence based upon an argument from consciousness, or the idea that if we
can clearly and distinctly conceive of the idea of a God who is perfectly
powerful, wise, and good, this idea must correspond to a real object.
While this proof which appeals to reason is of a different order from 
arguments based upon direct experiences of the mystical order of nature,
Mill’s estimation of it illustrates his reasons for rejecting the metaphys-
ical claims of Wordsworth and nature mystics. Mill says that when

we are told that all of us are as capable as the prophet of seeing what he
sees, feeling what he feels, nay, that we actually do so, and when the
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utmost effort of which we are capable fails to make us aware of what we are
told we perceive . . . the bearers may fairly be asked to consider whether it
is not more likely that they are mistaken as to the origin of an impression
in their minds, than that others are ignorant of the very existence of an
impression in theirs. (CW 10:444–5)

Mill’s argument here is similar to his claim that mystics and those 
of religious faith are mistaken in their analysis of their experience.
Applying the above line of argument to the case of nature mysticism, it
appears that he believes that the lofty feelings and thoughts that he has
experienced from his encounters with nature are essentially the same 
as the experiences that Wordsworth and many others have attempted 
to describe as mystical experiences in their encounters with natural
beauty. This is an interesting example of the radical disconnection
between the worldview and experience of the religious skeptic and that
of the religious devotee and mystic. Many who believe that they have
had mystical experiences in nature claim that they cannot doubt the
veracity of their experience; skeptics reply that they are indulging in 
fantasy and confusing imagination and reality.

There is a palpable lack of connection between Mill’s experiences of
nature, as inspiring and therapeutic as they were for his recovery from
depression, and descriptions of mystical experiences in nature. While it
is unlikely that the question of the status of transcendental or mystical
experiences of nature can be decided with any degree of certainty (and
certainly not here), yet it does seem that Mill has not fully appreciated
the experiences of transcendence which he condemns as nonsensical.
The journals of Mill’s walking tours illustrate well both what unites
him with and draws him to poets of nature as well as what divides 
him from them. Nature brings him great pleasure and joy; it charms him
and induces feelings of tranquility and harmony. Its beauty uplifts 
him and is an antidote to depression. But the flashes of the transcend-
ental vision that inspire Wordsworth are absent from Mill’s accounts 
(CW 27:455–636).

The general question is not easily settled. However, it is an interesting
question to consider whether Mill’s theoretical commitments place him
in an awkward position when he dismisses the religious interpretation
of mystical experiences out of hand. In the realm of value theory, recall,
he propounds qualitative hedonism in which value resides in pleasur-
able experiences, and certain kinds of satisfying experiences are more
valuable than others. His test for measuring value is the preference of
competent agents who are acquainted with these satisfying experiences
and who are in a position to be knowledgeable judges. He is referring 
to the educative process of development and self-development. Mill
exemplifies the perspective of the religious skeptic. His own test for the
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value of experiences holds that those competently acquainted with 
the experiences are the ones “entitled to an opinion” or competent to
make the judgment of value, as he argues in his debating speech defend-
ing Wordsworth. But Mill’s writings do not give any evidence that he 
has experienced the forms of mystical awareness that Wordsworth,
Coleridge, and other Romantics claim to have experienced. Mill sets 
out elaborate views on the education and nurturing of human capacities.
But he disdains spiritual cultivation. He believes that he is entitled to
judge and dismiss as nonsensical claims about the reality and value 
of the sacred, even though he has not undergone a process of spiritual
cultivation, including participation in practices such as meditation and
contemplation. This is the dilemma of the religious skeptic. While 
some mystical and other sacred experiences may be experienced spon-
taneously, many, if not most, arise from the very sort of cultivation and
development process that Mill sets out for reason and feeling. Religious
skeptics hold back from engagement in the very practices that in many
cases provide the training and cultivation which are the background and
preconditions for experiencing the sacred. Mill chides Roebuck for doing
something similar in dismissing the power of feelings.

There is a radical tension in Mill’s views on this question. If he were to
follow his procedure for other sorts of cultivation, he would feel it neces-
sary to at least experiment with or try out a religious or spiritual practice
before he would accept that he was qualified to judge these experiences.
It would be an example of his favored “experiments in living.” But it is
difficult for one committed to skepticism to follow this program.
Although as a skeptic he has not taken part in religious institutions and
groups or undergone any of the techniques of prayer or meditation which
have been used in many spiritual traditions to make students receptive
to the sacred, he feels entitled to judge and dismiss the claims of those
who have undergone these processes of development of their spiritual
capacities.

Despite his rejection of the religious dimension of the human–nature
connection, Mill’s arguments for the importance of preserving the nat-
ural environment to promote crucial human ends stand out and entitle
him to be regarded as an exemplar of progressive human attitudes
towards nature.

notes

1 John Stuart Mill’s editorial footnotes to this work also appear in CW
31:93–256.

2 Mill’s reference is to John Ruskin, Modern Painters, 5 vols. (London: Smith,
Eider, 1851–60).
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I
n some ways it is plausible to think of Mill’s metaphysics and epi-
stemology as the culmination of British empiricism and as a natural 
transition to the logical positivism of the early twentieth century. 

In saying this, however, I don’t want to denigrate the importance of
Mill’s work. Mill takes ideas planted by philosophers like Berkeley and
Hume and works those ideas out with the kind of detail that is necessary
to critically evaluate them. This step is crucial even if the end result is
often the rejection of the views.

In all of his major works Mill tried to work out carefully a radical 
foundationalism and an equally radical reductionist program that would
allow one to employ inductive reasoning to move from non-inferential
knowledge of subjective phenomena to the world of common sense and
science. If Mill’s metaphysics and epistemology do not have as hon-
ored a place in the pantheon of great works by the modern philosophers,
it is only because he rarely displays the kind of originality or rhetor-
ical flair that so characterized such figures as Descartes, Berkeley, and
Hume. Indeed, it is clear that Mill himself thought that he was largely
building on and refining the ideas of others. His restriction of epistemic
foundations to mental phenomena (modifications of the mind) of which
we are directly aware was a theme that consistently ran though the work
of many of his immediate predecessors and contemporaries. His analysis
of causation and his insistence that only induction could advance one
beyond the phenomenologically given to any genuinely new knowledge
were elaborations (albeit often more sophisticated elaborations) of ideas
introduced by Hume. Even the reduction of propositions describing the
physical world to propositions describing “the permanent possibilities of
sensation” was already hinted at (albeit not as explicitly or consistently)
by Berkeley. Where Mill is most original, he is often least plausible. His
apparent endorsement of induction as the source of even elementary
knowledge of arithmetic and geometric truths, for example, isolates him
from even his most staunch fellow empiricists.

9781405150873_4_009.qxd  9/10/08  12:22 PM  Page 147



Richard Fumerton148

Still, to characterize Mill only as someone primarily interested in
developing the views of others is to radically understate his contributions
to metaphysics and epistemology. Although he often did not anticipate
many of the critical problems that were to beset the reductionist programs
of the positivists, he took the views of the British empiricists to the
point at which others could begin to see clearly some of the enormous
obstacles those views must surmount. That transition from the sketch
of interesting new and original ideas to clearly worked out views whose
vulnerability becomes exposed was an enormously important develop-
ment in the history of philosophy. Nor should one downplay the signi-
ficance of his role as critic of other philosophers. An Examination of Sir
William Hamilton’s Philosophy, for example, is a work truly impressive
not only as a vehicle through which Mill developed his own views, but as
a tribute to the often highly sophisticated theories of philosophers who
through the many accidents of history have not survived as dominant
figures, but whose work is often every bit as sophisticated as that of 
present-day metaphysicians and epistemologists. A System of Logic is
far more than a work on logic. It engages a vast array of problems, from
issues concerning the foundations of knowledge, the philosophy of 
language, the metaphysics of causation, and ultimately even to the
metaphysical underpinnings of value judgment.

Radical Empiricism

It is often surprisingly difficult to characterize the central tenets of major
movements in philosophy. Philosophers are, after all, radically individu-
alistic and there are fundamental disagreements on major issues among
philosophers who historically fall within a given camp. Radical empiri-
cism is no exception to this rule. Locke, Berkeley, Hume, and Mill are all
classified as empiricists, but they have significantly different views about
the nature of mind, physical reality, ethical judgments, and justification
and knowledge. If there is one doctrine most commonly associated with
empiricism, however, it is the view that all ideas are copies of prior
impressions. Everything we can think of, according to the empiricist,
results from ideas that come to us as “copies” of the data received
“directly” in sense experience.

The view as just stated is obviously implausible. We have ideas of
mermaids, unicorns, and centaurs, for example, and we have never run
into any such creatures (or, more precisely, have never had experiences
of such creatures). There is, however, a relatively quick fix for the funda-
mental idea behind empiricism. The idea of a unicorn, one might sup-
pose, just is, roughly, the idea of a white horse combined with the idea of
a horned head. It is only simple ideas that are copies of prior impressions
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of sense. Our minds can use imagination to mix and match these simple
ideas in all sorts of wondrous ways. The complex ideas so formed may 
or may not “match” or “correspond” to anything that anyone has ever
experienced or will ever experience.

It is one thing to claim that all simple ideas are “copies” of what has
been presented to us in sense experience. It is another to specify precisely
what is given to us in sense experience. The radical empiricists denied
that physical objects or the non-relational properties of physical objects
are given to us through the senses. Rather, they claimed, we are directly
aware only of fleeting and mind-dependent sensations/perceptions/
ideas of sense (the terminology varied from philosopher to philosopher).
Twentieth-century philosophers often called the perceiver-dependent
objects of which we are directly aware in sense experience sense data.
There were many arguments for this claim, all of them highly controver-
sial. One of the most common was an argument from perceptual relativ-
ity. It seems at least initially plausible to claim that the character of
what we are immediately aware of in sense experience causally depends
as much on the perceiver and various conditions of perception as on any
properties that belong to an external object. An object that looks round
to a creature with our kind of eye, might look oval to a creature with
another kind of eye. An object that looks red to you under one set of con-
ditions (lighting conditions for example), might look yellow or orange
under other conditions. Indeed, there seems to be a clear sense in which
the apparent shape of an object constantly changes as our perspective on
that object changes. But physical objects and their objective properties
are, by definition, perceiver-independent. They are supposed to have, as
Hume said, an independent and continued existence. What we are aware
of in sense experience is perceiver-dependent and fleeting. It is, there-
fore, not a physical object with its properties.

That there is a “gap” between subjective appearance and external real-
ity, might seem an easy enough claim to accept, but the existence of the
gap raises enormous epistemological and metaphysical problems – prob-
lems that are still debated vigorously. If all of our simple ideas are ideas
of subjective sense impressions, then how do we form the idea of phys-
ical objects at all? The logical consequence of this radical empiricism
might seem to be the view that Hume so poetically expressed in the
Treatise of Human Nature:

Now since nothing is ever present to the mind but perceptions, and since
all ideas are deriv’d from something antecedently present to the mind; it
follows that ’tis impossible for us so much as to conceive or form an idea of
any thing specifically different from ideas and impressions. Let us fix our
attention out of ourselves as much as possible: Let us chase our imagina-
tion to the utmost limits of the universe; we never really advance a step

introduction and background
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beyond ourselves, nor can conceive any kind of existence, but those per-
ceptions, which have appear’d in that narrow compass. This is the universe
of the imagination, nor have we any idea but what is there produc’d.
(Hume [1739–40] 1888, 67–8)

Radical empiricism with its insistence that all complex ideas must be
built out of simple ideas that are copies of prior impressions seems to
invite a skepticism about even the intelligibility of thought about a
world of perceiver-independent physical objects. As we will see, this is 
a problem with which Mill was centrally concerned.

Even if one concedes the intelligibility of thought about external 
reality, the same radical empiricism that restricted simple ideas to ideas
of prior sense impression also raised enormous epistemological prob-
lems. Virtually all of the radical empiricists (and Mill was no exception)
were committed foundationalists. All knowledge and justified belief
rests ultimately on a “foundation” of truths we know or justifiably
believe directly, without inference. If you think about the vast majority
of what you think you know and justifiably believe, it probably won’t be
that hard to convince yourself that you have the relevant knowledge and
justified belief only because you can legitimately infer what you believe
from something else different that you know or justifiably believe. You
probably think that George Washington was the first president of the
United States. And if you ask yourself how you know this, you will prob-
ably offer as your evidence that you’ve read various history books that
appear to be reliable, or that you’ve seen relevant monuments, or that
your junior high school history teacher told you that he was. Of course,
these other purported truths can get you knowledge of Washington’s
presidency only if you know or justifiably believe them. Garbage in –
garbage out. The following principle was virtually taken for granted by
the vast majority of epistemologists in the history of philosophy:

To be justified in believing P by inferring it from E one must be justified 
in believing E.

The vast majority of empiricists, I would argue, accepted yet a stronger prin-
ciple, a principle we might call the Principle of Inferential Justification (PIJ):

(PIJ) One is justified in believing P by inferring it from E only if (a) one is
justified in believing E and (b) one is justified in believing that E makes
probable P (where E’s guaranteeing the truth of P would be the upper limit
of E’s making probable P).

Insistence on the second clause might again seem part of common sense.
If someone claims to have good reason to believe that you will live a long
life and offers as his evidence that you have a long “life-line” on the palm
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of your hand, you would probably challenge his evidential claim by
insisting that he has no reason to believe that there is any connection
between a long life-line and a long life.

The first clause of PIJ is a premise in a classic argument for founda-
tionalism. The argument goes as follows:

1 If the only way to know or justifiably believe any proposition P is to
infer it from something else E1, then from clause (a) of PIJ, one knows
or justifiably believes P only if one knows or justifiably believes E1.

2 But if the only way to know or justifiably believe any proposition P is
to infer it from something else, then to know or justifiably believe E1
one must infer it from something else E2, which one must infer from
something else E3, which one must infer from something else E4,
and so on ad infinitum.

3 A finite mind cannot complete the infinite regress described in (2), 
so if the only way to know or justifiably believe anything is through
inference, we have no knowledge or justified belief.

4 It’s absurd to suppose that we have no knowledge or justified belief
(we wouldn’t even be able to justifiably believe this).

Therefore,

5 There must be knowledge or justified belief that does not depend on
inference, and all knowledge and justified belief must “rest” on such
knowledge or justified belief.

With clause (b) of PIJ there is yet another regress that looms. To justifi-
ably believe P on the basis of E1, one must not only justifiably believe
E1, but one must justifiably believe that E1 makes likely P. If all
justification were inferential, one would need to infer that E1 makes
likely P from something else F1, which one would need to infer from F2,
and so on. But one would also need to justifiably believe that F1 does
make likely that E1 makes likely P and one would need to infer that
from something else G1 which one would need to infer from G2, and so
on. But one would also need to justifiably believe that G1 makes likely
that F1 makes likely that E1 makes likely P, and one would need to infer
that . . . Unless there are foundations to knowledge and justified belief,
one would need to complete an infinite number of infinitely long chains
of reasoning.

It is one thing to claim that there must be direct knowledge or non-
inferential justification. It is another to figure out what constitutes 
such knowledge and what actually can be known in this way. And this
brings us to another central tenet of radical empiricism. The same direct
acquaintance that yielded the content of simple ideas was also taken to
provide us with epistemological foundations. We are non-inferentially
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justified in believing that we are in pain, for example, because we are
directly and immediately aware of the very pain that is the “truthmaker”
for our belief. It is precisely because the empiricists thought that we 
are never directly acquainted with physical objects and their properties
that truths about the physical world were rejected for inclusion in the
foundations of knowledge. The idea that we don’t infer that we are 
in pain is also, plausibly, just part of common sense. When you hit me 
on my kneecap with a hammer, it is hardly as if I infer the presence of
searing pain from the fact that I am bleeding profusely and appear to be
screaming at the top of my lungs. The knowledge is more direct than
this. So the most radical of empiricists wanted to restrict all foundational
knowledge of contingent truth to knowledge of the current contents of
one’s mind. As we will see Mill adopts a slightly more liberal founda-
tionalism that includes direct knowledge of past experiences revealed
through memory.

Contingent truths are truths that describe the world as it happens to
be. Necessary truths describe the world as it must be. And most of the
radical foundationalists wanted to include in the foundations at least some
simple necessary truths – simple truths of arithmetic and geometry and
some conceptual (analytic) truths (that bachelors are unmarried, that
parents have children, that squares have four sides), and, perhaps, some
principles of reasoning (propositions of the form E entails, or, even,
makes probable P). More often than not these empiricists tried to locate
the truthmakers for even necessary truths “in the mind.” So for Hume,
necessary truths were made true by “relations between ideas.” By locating
the truthmakers in mental states the empiricist maintained a continuity
between the account they gave of foundationally known necessary truths
and foundationally known contingent truths. Both rested on a direct
awareness of what goes on within the confines of one’s mind.

The problem of skepticism loomed large given the radical empiricist’s
rather spartan foundations for knowledge and justified belief. The road
back to common sense is long and winding once one restricts one’s 
available premises to truths about the contents of one’s mind. A great
deal depends, of course, on what one takes oneself to know concerning
the principles that sanction inferences from the foundations. An argu-
ment is deductively valid when its premises entail its conclusion, when,
that is, it is absolutely impossible for its premises to be true while its
conclusion is false. Even the most radical of skeptics in the history of
philosophy typically allowed themselves knowledge and use of deduct-
ively valid reasoning as a way of moving beyond available foundations.
The difficulty, of course, is that one can’t move very far that way. There
is a sense in which the conclusion of a deductively valid argument is
already implicitly contained in the conjunction of the argument’s pre-
mises. One can’t get from what one seems to remember to anything
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actually having happened through deduction. One can’t get from the
world of subjective appearance to the world of objective fact through
deduction. While some of the most radical skeptics insisted that the
only legitimate form of reasoning was deductively valid reasoning, it was
more common for radical empiricists to allow the legitimacy of at least
some forms of non-deductive reasoning. And one of the most promising
candidates for such reasoning was what is often called enumerative
induction.

Inductive reasoning involves two kinds of conclusions. But all induct-
ive arguments move from observed correlations between properties or
kinds of events to the relevant conclusions. The more ambitious induc-
tive reasoning will move from the fact that all (most) observed F’s have
been G to the general conclusion that all (most) F’s are G. We observe a
finite amount of metal that is heated and that expands and we infer from
this that all metal expands when heated. A less dramatic inductive argu-
ment moves again from the premise that all (most) observed F’s have
been G, together with a premise describing something as F, to the con-
clusion that that thing is also G. Neither sort of argument is deductively
valid. The turkey that expects to be fed when called shortly before
Thanksgiving quickly discovers that observed correlations aren’t guar-
anteed to continue into the future. But, just like the turkey, we seem to
be willing to “bet our lives” on projecting discovered correlations. Every
time you take a drink of water expecting it to quench your thirst rather
than kill you, you are, arguably, betting your life that an observed corre-
lation will continue into the future.

Mill clearly allowed induction as a legitimate method of expanding
knowledge. Indeed, as we shall see, he appeared to argue that so-called
deductive reasoning was really a disguised form of inductive reasoning.
As we shall also see he seemed to argue (against many of his fellow
empiricists) that even mathematical reasoning was fundamentally
inductive. Whether or not induction is a legitimate form of reasoning, it
isn’t easy to see how one can move far beyond the radical empiricist’s
foundations to the conclusions of common sense using only deductive
and inductive reasoning. In particular it is difficult to see how one can
get to the external world. Inductive reasoning allows one to project only
observed correlations. But if one is never directly aware of anything 
but sensations or perceptions, then how do we observe the correlations
between perceptions and physical objects that must be described in 
the premises of an inductive argument? The same Hume who argued
that our imagination is limited to perception also noted the obvious
difficulty in trying to reason our way inductively to the physical world:

The only conclusion we can draw from the existence of one thing to that 
of another, is by means of the relation of cause and effect, which shews,
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that there is a connexion betwixt them, and that the existence of one is 
dependent on that of the other. The idea of this relation is deriv’d from past
experience, by which we find, that two beings are constantly conjoin’d
together, and are always present at once to the mind. But as no beings are
ever present to the mind but perceptions; it follows that we may observe a
conjunction or a relation of cause and effect between different perceptions
but can never observe it between perceptions and objects. ’Tis impossible,
therefore, that from the existence or any of the qualities of the former, we
can ever form any conclusion concerning the existence of the latter, or ever
satisfy our reason in this particular. (Hume [1739–40] 1888, 212)

Although the problem is not discussed nearly as much, one must also
wonder how inductive reasoning can get one from apparent memory to
knowledge of the past. To reason inductively one would need to rely on 
a premise correlating apparent memory with past events. But to use such
a premise one would need (by PIJ) to have reason to believe it. But how
could one discover that in the past when we seemed to remember having
done something we did it without relying on memory, the very memory
reliability of which is to be shown!

Mill was acutely aware of both problems and, as we shall see, tried
desperately to solve them, albeit in radically different ways. It is pro-
bably no understatement to suggest that throughout his metaphysics,
epistemology, and logic, Mill was driven to find a way of reconciling
common sense with an appropriate respect for Hume’s arguments
against it.
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A
s we noted in the last chapter, Mill, like almost all of his pre-
decessors and contemporaries, thought it obvious that some form
of foundationalism was true:

Truths are known to us in two ways: some are known directly, and of
themselves; some through the medium of other truths. The former are the
subject of Intuition, or Consciousness; the latter, of Inference. The truths
known by intuition are the original premises from which all others are
inferred. Our assent to the conclusion being grounded on the truth of the
premises, we never could arrive at any knowledge by reasoning, unless
something could be known antecedently to all reasoning. (CW 7:6–7)

Firmly in the tradition of his fellow British empiricists, Mill also
seemed to think that it was simply obvious that the data of which we are
directly and immediately aware are the contents of mind – sensations,
ideas, sentiments, beliefs, and the like. Propositions describing the
occurrence of the “phenomena” are the truths that can be known non-
inferentially and that constitute the foundations of all other knowledge.
There is but one means of moving beyond knowledge of what we 
apprehend directly to knowledge of truths describing what is not before
consciousness, and that is through inductive reasoning. Since induct-
ive reasoning always requires awareness of correlations among the
occurrences of various phenomena, Mill, like Hume before him, was
convinced that we could never really reach any conclusions that take 
us beyond the realm of the phenomenal. Unlike Hume (more like
Berkeley), Mill thought that he could reconcile this conclusion with
common sense – if we understand properly the content of ordinary
everyday beliefs, we’ll find that there is a sense in which such beliefs
never really require us to advance beyond complicated claims about the
kind of phenomena with which we are directly acquainted. We’ll have
much more to say later about Mill’s attempts to reconstruct the content
of ordinary beliefs so as to make them amenable to inductive proof.

Initially, there might seem to be nothing very interesting or ori-
ginal about the truths Mill identifies as foundational. One is, however,
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immediately taken aback to find that the examples Mill gives of truths
known immediately include not only descriptions of present conscious
states, but also descriptions of past conscious states:

Examples of truths known to us by immediate consciousness, are our own
bodily sensations and mental feelings. I know directly, and of my own
knowledge, that I was vexed yesterday or that I am hungry to-day. (CW 7:7)

One might initially put this down to carelessness but it seems clear that
Mill did not think that one’s knowledge of one’s own past conscious states
through memory was inferential knowledge – or, if it was inferential
knowledge, it clearly constituted an exception to his otherwise excep-
tionless principle that all inferential knowledge required inductive 
reasoning. His most extensive discussion of the epistemic status of phe-
nomenal truths (truths about the qualitative character of experience)
presented to us through memory is in a long footnote in An Examination
of Sir William Hamilton’s Philosophy from which I here quote:

Our belief in the veracity of Memory is evidently ultimate; no reason can
be given for it which does not presuppose the belief, and assume it to be
well grounded. (EWH 209)

Perhaps to reassure himself that he is not out on a limb here, Mill does
claim that all of his predecessors who attempted to secure knowledge
from a foundation consisting of truths about sensation, also “gave”
themselves memory-based knowledge of their immediate phenomenal
past (EWH 210n). But philosophy is one field in which there simply is no
safety in numbers, and it is worth exploring the issues raised here in
more detail, for they invite questions that threaten to undermine Mill’s
entire project.

There are, it seems, only two real possibilities. Either (a) Mill thought
that through memory one could know directly and immediately at least
some truths about the past or (b) he recognized that there is a sense in
which truths about the past are implicitly inferred from present memory
“experience,” but held that the non-deductive principle sanctioning the
inference is known directly (through intuition). If (a) is true, Mill is in
danger of losing any clear criteria to characterize foundational knowledge;
(b), on the other hand, is simply incompatible with the entire thrust of
an epistemology that allows only inductive reasoning as a legitimate
epistemic tool for advancing knowledge. Let me elaborate.

Although Mill sometimes seems to eschew introspection as a way of
determining what can or cannot be known directly, there are a number
of passages in which he does seem to identify what is directly known
through consciousness with what cannot be doubted or what cannot be
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believed falsely. He recognizes, of course, that there is enormous debate
about such questions as whether we can apprehend directly physical
objects and their properties – this is one of the primary themes discussed
in connection with Hamilton’s philosophy. And he certainly doesn’t
think that one can decide that issue simply by paying close phenomeno-
logical attention to the character (the intentional character) of one’s 
sensory states and the beliefs to which they give rise. But here he is prim-
arily concerned with confusion that is likely to beset the philosopher
who has become so accustomed to various associations of phenomena
built up from earliest experience that the philosopher cannot separate 
in thought that which involves inference from that which does not. So
consider, for example, your expectation that the drink of cold water will
quench your thirst, or that approaching the fire will warm you. While
Mill (and almost all of his predecessors and contemporaries) takes it to
be virtually uncontroversial that such beliefs can only be inferentially
justified (see Chapter 9), he also realizes that one will typically be
unaware of any conscious inference from available premises to the relev-
ant conclusion. The expectations are, in a sense, spontaneous. They 
are the product of endless exposure to correlations that have created in
us a Pavlovian response to the relevant stimuli. Some contemporary
philosophers might even suggest that at least some of the relevant
responses to stimuli are now a product of evolution. We are born with
dispositions to respond to various sensory stimuli with certain beliefs.
But in the context of justification, the spontaneous character of a belief
does not settle the question of whether one needs other justified belief 
in order for the belief to be justified. If all this is so, how, then, can one
recognize genuine foundational justification?

Mill does seem to think that we can identify that which is truly given
(non-inferentially) to consciousness with that about which we cannot be
mistaken:

Consciousness, in the sense usually attached to it by philosophers, – con-
sciousness of the mind’s own feelings and operations, cannot, as our
author [Hamilton] truly says, be disbelieved. (EWH 172)

And again:

The facts which cannot be doubted are those to which the word conscious-
ness is by most philosophers confined: the facts of internal consciousness;
“the mind’s own acts and affections.” What we feel, we cannot doubt that
we feel. It is impossible to us to feel and to think that perhaps we feel not,
or to feel not, and think that perhaps we feel. What admits of being
doubted, is the revelation which consciousness is supposed to make (and
which our author considers as itself consciousness) of an external reality.
(EWH 168)

logic and epistemology
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In these passages, Mill certainly seems to be implying that the mark of
what is truly presented directly to consciousness (in a way that affords
us direct, non-inferential knowledge) is that there is no possibility of
doubt concerning its existence. The impossibility of doubt isn’t the
same thing as the impossibility of error, but again in this context (and
the tradition in which this locution is used), one might reasonably infer
that for Mill the given in consciousness is the truthmaker for a pro-
position that can be infallibly believed. The tradition of identifying 
genuine foundations with indubitability is, of course, most famously
associated with Descartes. Descartes sought to identify secure founda-
tions upon which he could build an ideal system of knowledge. And he
proposed indubitability as the criterion for inclusion in the foundations.
Descartes suggested that we should purge from the foundations any
belief if we can conceive of possessing whatever justification we have for
the belief while the belief is nevertheless false. As we saw in Chapter 9,
the rationalist Descartes, and all of the radical empiricists, rejected as
foundational any belief about the physical world. The best evidence we
could have in support of some claim about the physical world is the “tes-
timony” of our senses when the object is supposed to be in front of us in
broad daylight. But no matter how vivid our sensations, it seems that we
have little difficulty imagining that those sensations occur in the con-
text of a vivid dream or a hallucination. Mill like Descartes sometimes
seems to embrace the very strong Cartesian requirements for founda-
tional knowledge.

But here one must wonder how Mill can possibly recover in the founda-
tions of knowledge his experiential past. Philosophers have worked 
hard through fanciful thought experiments involving illusion, halluci-
nation, dreams, and the like, to convince us that sensory experience is
never an infallible source of knowledge about the external world, but it
takes almost no effort at all to convince even the most philosophically
unsophisticated that apparent memory, even apparent memory of what
seems to be the relatively immediate past, is fallible. To be sure, there is
a use of the expression “I remember that . . .” which makes it “factive”
(in the use of that term made by Williamson 2000). There are a host of
expressions describing intentional states (psychological states that have
an “aboutness”) whose correct use implies that what the state is about
obtains. So “I know that P,” “I see that P,” “I remember that P,” “I real-
ized that P,” and many similar locutions, all imply that P is the case –
these expressions are used factively. Others, like “I fear that P,” “I hope
that P,” “I believe that P,” are obviously used in such a way that the
state described can obtain whether or not P is the case – these verbs 
are not used factively. So there is almost certainly a use of “I remember
that P” that can express a truth only if P. But it seems equally obvious
that we can have a “non-veridical” counterpart of memory and that,
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consequently, we need a more neutral expression that can describe that
state that we often confuse with veridical memory. Let us say that S
seems to remember that P when we want to leave open the question of
whether or not what S seems to remember actually occurs. And it seems
just obvious (particularly to those of us who are getting a bit long in the
tooth) that one can seem to remember that P, indeed, that one can
vividly seem to remember that P, even when P never happened. If Mill
allows in the foundations of empirical knowledge truths about one’s
experiential past, he has allowed into the foundations of knowledge
beliefs that are fallibly believed (beliefs whose justification does not
guarantee the truth of what is believed).

Once we allow in the foundations of knowledge one sort of fallible
belief – belief in the past prompted by present memory – it’s hard to see
how one can maintain a principled objection to those philosophers who
claim to know directly certain truths about the physical world where
the occasion of such knowledge is the occurrence of sensory states that
give rise to (fallible) beliefs about the external world. To be sure a sen-
sory state can occur in the absence of the physical object we take to be its
cause, but then an apparent memory experience “of” a past sensory state
S can occur in the absence of the sensory state S we take to be its cause.

In contemporary epistemology there is an increasingly popular view
called externalism. Many externalists divorce completely the idea of a
non-inferentially justified belief from the idea of an infallible belief. So,
for example, the reliabilist suggests that a belief is non-inferentially justi-
fied if it is reliably produced where the “input” of the belief-producing
process is something other than a justified belief. We may well have
evolved in such a way that we now respond to sensory stimuli or appar-
ent memory with beliefs about the external world and the past respect-
ively. And if these beliefs are true more often than not, then they are 
reliably produced. A crude reliabilist will take these reliably produced
beliefs to be not only justified, but non-inferentially justified. Given the
passages quoted earlier, however, it is hard to imagine that Mill was a
tentative forerunner of externalist epistemology.

If including beliefs about the past in the foundations of knowledge
threatens to open the floodgates to spurious claims of direct knowledge,
option (b) discussed above threatens to open the floodgates to unwanted
non-deductive principles of reasoning that go well beyond Mill’s 
treasured principle of induction. Within the framework of traditional
foundationalism Mill is, of course, right in suggesting that there is no
possibility of reasoning to the conclusion that memory is generally reli-
able.1 Any such argument must appeal to evidence, and in the passing of
a moment, that evidence will be “lost” to the past. Its “recovery” will
involve relying on memory. It is particularly obvious that an inductive
justification of the reliability of memory is a non-starter. It is the essence
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of inductive reasoning that the person who employs it reaches a con-
clusion based on past observed correlations among phenomena. But to
get that knowledge of past correlations, one cannot avoid relying on
memory.

It is to Mill’s great credit that he realizes the enormity of the problem
here and that he doesn’t try to hide it.2 But understanding that one faces
a problem and having a solution to that problem consistent with the sys-
tem of philosophy one defends are not the same. In the end, Mill seems
resigned to arguing that we simply have no choice but to concede that
memory gives us knowledge of the past. We need to make such an
assumption if we are to have any chance of knowing anything beyond
the momentary, fleeting, contents of our minds. But skeptics have never
been much impressed with the philosopher’s plaintive appeals to what is
needed in order to get the knowledge we would like to have. Descartes
needed knowledge of a non-deceiving God, Berkeley may have needed a
God to keep in existence a world unperceived by finite minds, and Mill
needed knowledge of past experiences. But what has philosophical need
got to do with what one is philosophically entitled to claim? Mill knows
perfectly well that there are all kinds of philosophers convinced that 
his attempts to regain knowledge of the external world by performing
inductions on experiential phenomena will itself be doomed to failure. 
If he were to conclude that he does so fail, would he also give himself
whatever epistemic principles were needed to convert beliefs in material
objects prompted by sensory states into knowledge?

Mill on Our Knowledge of the External World

Even if one does give oneself unproblematic access to past experience, 
an epistemologist restricted to the foundations Mill recognizes faces
formidable difficulties securing knowledge or even justified belief about
the physical world. How does Mill rescue justified belief in the physical
world from a stark foundation that consists solely of knowledge of pre-
sent and past experiential states and a view of reasoning that recognizes
only induction as a means of projecting past correlations among phe-
nomena into the future? How does he solve Hume’s problem? You will
recall from Chapter 9 that Hume argued that if all we know directly are
truths about perceptions, we can use induction only to make predictions
about perceptions. While we can correlate sensations with sensations,
we can’t correlate sensations with anything other than sensations.

The solution, Mill argues, is to understand clearly the content of
beliefs about the physical world. Such beliefs should be understood as
beliefs in “the permanent possibility of sensations.” Some earlier repres-
entative realists wanted to construe the secondary qualities of objects 
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as “in” the objects only as powers to produce certain sensations under
certain conditions. So to take a fairly plausible example, one might sup-
pose that the sourness of a lemon is “in” the lemon only as its power to
produce in normal people that familiar sour taste sensation. The reluc-
tance to put the sourness of the lemon “out there” in the lemon had
something to do with the realization that the way a thing tastes obvi-
ously depends on the subject tasting that thing. If you have a really bad
cold and bite into a lemon, it won’t taste sour. Just as some would argue
that beauty is in the eye of the beholder, so many contemporaries of Mill
would argue that the sourness of the lemon is in the taste buds of the
beholder. But once one begins down this path it is difficult to stop.
Apparent color just as obviously depends on the perceiver and the con-
ditions of perception. Artists are particularly sensitive to the changes in
apparent color as the light gradually changes throughout the day. And
anyone who has worn sunglasses realizes that what color things seem 
to have depends very much upon the medium through which the light
waves travel. Indeed, if we look at a colored object under high magni-
fication the color either disappears or changes radically. So color often
went the way of taste. And one can see how shape might soon follow 
if our reluctance to postulate a reality corresponding to appearance is 
a function of our realization that the appearance is clearly dependent 
on the perceiver and on the conditions of perception. Like Berkeley and
Hume before him, Mill thinks that there is no principled way to separate
the secondary qualities from the so-called primary qualities (qualities
that exist not only in the world of subjective appearance but in the
object). Mill’s solution was to reduce all claims about the physical world
to claims about the existence of permanent powers to affect sentient
beings in certain ways under certain conditions. Physical objects, he
said, are the permanent possibilities of sensation. As we will see in 
some detail in the next chapter, Mill’s view admits of different possible
interpretations. For now, however, we will note only that Mill’s solution
to the epistemological problems of perception stands or falls with his
account of what we mean when describing the physical world, and 
we will examine and evaluate that analysis in some detail in the next
chapter.

Mill on Our Knowledge of “Necessary” Truths

Not content with attempting to establish that observed correlations
among phenomena allow one to inductively establish truths about the
physical world, Mill also infamously seemed to claim that induction
was the source of even general knowledge of the most basic axioms of
arithmetic and geometry. Always distrustful of claims to know through
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“intuition,” Mill argued that we reach such conclusions as that “no
space can be enclosed by two straight lines” inductively (CW 7:231–3).
After examining indefinitely many pairs of straight lines, none of which
enclose a space, we arrive at the conclusion that no two straight lines
enclose a space. As such the inference is no different in principle from an
inference from what we observe happening to individual pieces of metal
when heated to the conclusion that all metal expands when heated.3

Mill is well aware that his position on this matter will be rejected 
by most philosophers and again, to his credit, he carefully considers and
attempts to reply to objections. The first such objection centers on the
plausible observation that there is a crucial difference between discover-
ies of fundamental arithmetic and geometrical truths, and discoveries of
empirical regularities. The former can be known without relying on
sense experience, solely by employing thought experiments. The latter
cannot. We cannot discover that a stone thrown in water sinks, Mill 
concedes, just by thinking about stones and water (CW 7:233). We can
discover that 2 + 2 = 4, or that equilateral triangles are equiangular 
triangles, just by thinking about the subject matter of these claims.

Such an objection, Mill argues, misses its mark for while it does point
to a crucial difference between the kind of inductive evidence available
in support of “necessary” truths in contrast to the kind of inductive 
evidence in support of empirical truths, the reasoning in both cases is
still inductive. We need not leave the confines of our minds to discover
the axioms of geometry because the mental pictures we form there
exemplify the very properties we are trying to correlate in the premises
of our inductive argument. Mental pictures of straight lines contain real
straight lines in a way that mental pictures of stones in water do not con-
tain either stones or water. The distinction between so-called a priori
knowledge of generalizations and a posteriori knowledge of generalizations
is simply a distinction between inductive generalizations processing
correlations of phenomena that can occur in the mind as opposed to 
correlations of phenomena that exist outside the mind (as permanent
possibilities of sensations).

Even if the initial objection can be met this way, it will soon be 
followed by the complaint that Mill’s account of the relevant reasoning
fails to distinguish generalizations which are necessarily true, and
known to be necessarily true, from those that just happen to be true 
(CW 7:236–8). We know not only that no two straight lines enclose a
space, but also that it is impossible for two straight lines to enclose a
space. We may know on the basis of inductive evidence that metal
expands when heated, but there is surely a clear sense in which we also
realize that this generalization is not necessarily true. No matter how
many pieces of metal we heat and observe expand, we understand clearly
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that it is always possible, if exceedingly unlikely, that the very next piece
of metal will contract or disappear in nihilo when heated. If we induc-
tively establish both the generalizations we regard as necessarily true
and those we regard only as contingently true, then what accounts for
our radically different view of the nature of the two kinds of truths?

This objection surely is ultimately devastating to Mill’s position. 
He attempts to reply to it but it is difficult to see how the reply is 
even prima facie credible. His reply begins by arguing that claims about
truths being necessary are only claims about what is or is not con-
ceivable. To assert that it is necessarily true that no two straight lines
enclose a space is only to claim that we cannot conceive of two lines
enclosing a space. But our inability to conceive the negation of a so-
called necessary truth, Mill seems to argue, can be traced to the fact that
the relevant invariable associations that confirm such truths have been
found to hold from the earliest moments of our consciousness. Even 
our imagination never produces anything but two straight lines that fail 
to enclose a space. But such a reply seems to miss the point. The effects
of the earth’s gravitational field have been experienced from our earliest
moments as well, but we have no difficulty conceiving of a body not
falling to the surface of the earth when released. Even if all of the pairs 
of lines (external and internal) we have examined fail to enclose a 
space, why can’t we conceive of two lines which do? Mill’s critic is not 
claiming that the falsehood of necessary truths is inconceivable in the
sense that it is causally impossible for us, or difficult for us, to conceive
of a world in which they are false. The critic is claiming that, is imposs-
ible in a stronger sense for us to conceive of a world in which they 
would be false. We can’t conceive of two straight lines enclosing a space
because it is in the nature of straight lines that such a possibility is pre-
cluded. And no inductive evidence seems relevant to establishing that
conclusion.

Although Mill is well known for his claims that so-called necessary
truths are knowable only through inductive reasoning, it is worth noting
that his subsequent discussion of the issue in A System of Logic, at the
very least, muddies the waters. In his later discussion of inductive 
reasoning, Mill characterizes a kind of reasoning that is improperly
called inductive and gives as an example the way in which we conclude
after looking at a single triangle that all triangles have angles adding 
up to 180 degrees. He suggests that it is better to call this induction “by
parity of reasoning” (CW 7:290). Shortly thereafter he characterizes New-
ton’s discovery of the binomial theorem as a priori. These admissions
seem starkly inconsistent with his earlier vehement and unqualified
insistence that inductive reasoning is the only source of knowledge
available for the discovery of mathematical truths.
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Mill’s “Reduction” of Deductive Reasoning 
to Inductive Reasoning

Mill’s A System of Logic is not nearly as valuable today as a work 
in logic as it is as a work in metaphysics and epistemology. Modern 
predicate logic has supplanted Mill’s now outdated categorizations of
argument kinds. Still, the work contains many intriguing suggestions.
The most startling is that all genuine reasoning is inductive reasoning.
What’s more, Mill seems to argue that all inductive reasoning is itself
inference from particulars to particulars (CW 7:193). When we conclude
that all metal expands when heated after observing individual pieces 
of metal expand when heated, the universal conclusion is just our way of
marking the fact that for any particular metal we heat next, it will
expand. Of course, one needs only to state the thesis clearly in order to
see that it is in danger of becoming merely verbal. One hasn’t avoided 
a universal conclusion by thinking of the conclusion sanctioned by the
inductive evidence as one about all particular unexamined and future
pieces of metal that have been heated. There is good reason to think that
Mill believed that universal generalizations were themselves just con-
junctions of particular propositions. That all men are mortal is equival-
ent to that Jones is a man and is mortal, and that Smith is a man and is
mortal, and . . . And so on until we have named all of the men. Of course
the fact that we need to add this last part with the italicized “all” indic-
ates why the proposed translation must fail (as a meaning analysis). But
in any event, if Mill believed that general propositions were themselves
conjunctions of particular propositions, his claim that all reasoning is
from particulars to particulars immediately becomes less mysterious.

If Mill’s claim that inductive reasoning always takes one from particu-
lars to particulars is itself at best misleading, his further thesis that 
syllogistic reasoning is not genuine reasoning at all, is even more puz-
zling. When we conclude that John is mortal based on the premises that
all men are mortal and that John is a man, it certainly looks as if we are
engaged in genuine deductive (not inductive) reasoning. Mill, however,
tries to convince us that the general proposition in the syllogism is just 
a kind of reminder that you have, or at least have had, at your disposal an
array of particular propositions which would allow one to inductively
infer that John is mortal. The conclusion about John is a conclusion
based on “forgotten facts” about particular men dying (CW 7:193).

Now construed literally as an attempt to reduce deductive reasoning
to inductive reasoning the above seems just wrong. There is a relation 
of entailment between the premises of a syllogism and its conclusion
which we can “see” and which we can use to draw out of a universal
claim various consequences. Deductively valid arguments are simply
not disguised inductive arguments. But Mill is probably not really trying
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to make a point of logic. His concern is better construed as one of episte-
mology. If one is to know something about John’s dying, Mill is arguing,
no argument whose premises describe universal truths about the mor-
tality of man will capture the structure of the evidence upon which one
bases one’s conclusion. One’s justification for believing the conclusion
of an argument based on its premises is never any better than one’s
justification for believing the premises, and the epistemologist’s task is
to lay bare the structure of the evidence upon which one relies in 
reaching a conclusion. In this context Mill’s claim becomes relatively
straightforward. If he’s right, one’s evidence for believing that all men
are mortal is itself observations of correlations between particular 
individuals being men and those men eventually dying. Knowledge of
those particulars allows one in a sense to infer the universal proposition
that all men are mortal, but if Mill’s earlier claim is also true, then the
intermediate universal conclusion is just our way of reminding our-
selves that whatever particular conclusion we next draw about the mor-
tality of some particular man will be inductively supported. We can now
see how Mill might argue that it would be more perspicuous to represent
the relevant reasoning as an inductive argument that proceeds directly
from observed men dying to the conclusion about John’s mortality.
Furthermore, if Mill’s views discussed in the previous section were 
correct (they are not) and there is no way of knowing any general truth
other than through inductive reasoning, then this reconstruction of all
reasoning as moving inductively from evidence describing correlations
among particulars to conclusions projecting those correlations in the
case of new particulars would seem quite plausible.

Mill on the Ground of Inductive Reasoning

We have discussed at some length the fundamental role that inductive
reasoning plays in Mill’s epistemology. As we have seen, Mill seems
almost obsessed with construing all reasoning as implicit inductive 
reasoning. But why should one suppose that inductive reasoning itself 
is legitimate? What grounds do we have for supposing that the premises
of an inductive argument make probable its conclusion? Why should we
assume that just because we have always found F’s followed by G’s the
next F we find will also likely be G? Mill is sensitive to the fact that this
question needs to be answered, but it is not at all easy to make sense of
the answer (or answers) he gives.

On the face of it, Mill seems to offer the straightforward, if counter-
intuitive, suggestion that we justify our reliance on induction by 
inductively establishing that induction is reliable. But he gets off to a bad 
start by first putting the point in terms of an assumption or axiom that
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inductive reasoning requires. Mill claims that whenever we reason
inductively, we take as an axiom that the future will resemble the 
past in relevant respects, or that nature is uniform in relevant respects
(CW 7:306–7). At one point, he even seems to suggest that if we take this
assumption as an implicit premise we can transform inductive argu-
ments into syllogistic deductively valid arguments. Instead of reasoning
from observations of F’s which have been G’s to the conclusion that the
next F will be G, we can make explicit the premise that if observed F’s
have all been G’s that indicates that there is uniformity in nature with
respect to F’s being G’s. That premise with our observation of F’s which
are G’s will allow us to deduce that the next F we observe is a G.

You will recall from the previous section, however, that Mill believes
that it is a kind of illusion to suppose that we can really advance our
knowledge through any sort of syllogistic reasoning, and so it is not 
surprising that he later (CW 7:572) makes clear that one isn’t really 
getting anywhere by trying to transform inductive arguments into
deductively valid syllogisms. The major premise does no epistemic
work – the argument is only as good as is the inference from observed F’s
being G’s to particular conclusions about unobserved F’s being G’s.

The whole discussion is complicated by the fact that Mill sometimes
seems to run together the question of how we justify our belief that
inductive reasoning is legitimate with the quite different question of
how we can justify our belief in the law of causality, the principle that
everything that happens has a cause, where causation is understood 
in terms of Humean constant conjunction. The principle that the 
universe is deterministic is a contingent proposition that can plausibly
be regarded as itself the conclusion of an inductive argument. Mill’s
famous methods of discovering causal connections sometimes seem to
presuppose the principle of determinism. So, for example, if we discover
that the only common denominator to events preceding an event of kind
B is an event of kind A, then we can deduce from the principle that
everything has a cause and a crude regularity theory of causation, that 
A is the cause of B. But that reasoning is only as strong as is the conclu-
sion that everything has a cause. Mill construes the inductive reasoning
that supports the law of causation as a relatively straightforward, if 
ultimately implausible, argument from success. As we examine care-
fully one kind of phenomenon after another, Mill argues, we find again
and again (through induction) that we can subsume the phenomenon
under universal laws. We simply project such success in the cases 
in which we have yet failed to look, or look hard enough, to find the
exceptionless regularities. It is interesting to speculate as to how Mill
would react to the relatively sanguine reaction of most contemporary
physicists to the conclusion that there exists fundamental indetermi-
nacy at the quantum level.
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However we evaluate Mill’s claim that the thesis of determinism is
inductively confirmed, we are still left without an answer as to how 
we could establish that inductive reasoning is legitimate. The relevant
truth we need to know is that the premises of an inductive argument 
do indeed make probable its conclusion. How can we use induction to
confirm that proposition? It is tempting to suggest that in a confused
way Mill’s discussion of this issue was a harbinger of contemporary
internalism/externalism disputes in epistemology. Contemporary extern-
alists such as reliabilists argue that a method of forming beliefs results 
in justified beliefs if as a matter of contingent fact the belief-forming pro-
cess is reliable when it comes to producing true beliefs (conditionally, if
the belief-forming process is belief-dependent, i.e. takes as input beliefs;
unconditionally, if the belief-forming process is belief-independent, 
i.e. takes as input stimuli other than beliefs).4

I have argued elsewhere5 that if one accepts something like a 
reliabilist account of justified belief, there is no objection in principle to
using a reliable belief-forming process in order to discover that that very
process is indeed reliable. If inductive reasoning is generally reliable
then its output beliefs are justified. If one wants to find out whether or
not inductive reasoning is reliable one can simply remember (assuming
that memory is reliable) past successful uses of inductive reasoning in
order to inductively conclude that induction is reliable. This suggestion
would, of course, strike someone like Hume as being almost comical.
The idea that one could use a method of reasoning to ascertain whether
or not it was reliable seems pathetically question-begging. But Hume
wasn’t an externalist about justification. Hume wanted some sort of
direct and immediate access to the legitimacy of inductive reasoning,
and without such access he was convinced that we would be unable to
satisfy the philosophical demands of reason with respect to grounding
appropriately our reliance on induction.

For some reason Mill didn’t seem bothered by the idea that there is no
viable alternative to using inductive reasoning to establish its own legit-
imacy. He couldn’t bring himself to introduce a faculty of “intuition”
the purpose of which was to allow us to see that inductive reasoning was
reliable. And it is perhaps small wonder that a philosopher who couldn’t
convince himself that we can just see by the light of reason that 2 + 2 = 4,
wouldn’t be able to convince himself that we can just “see” the truth of
the far more complicated principle of induction. But if anyone should
have been sensitive to the charge that he was begging the question in
using induction to ground induction it should have been Mill. Such 
a charge lay at the heart of his complaint that syllogistic reasoning could
hardly be thought of as a (non-question-begging) way of increasing our
knowledge. In the end, though, perhaps all we can do is speculate that
one of the pivotal philosophical figures closing out the nineteenth century
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would have been far more comfortable in the company of late twentieth-
century epistemologists who, through their externalist analyses of 
epistemic concepts, took a radical naturalistic turn in epistemology.
Coming full circle to the issues raised at the start of this chapter, Mill
could take fundamental belief-forming processes such as memory and
induction to need no further “ground” than that provided by a nature
that cooperates so as to insure that the beliefs produced in this way are
usually true. On the other hand, if Mill were vulnerable to the seduction
of contemporary naturalistic approaches to epistemology, it is not clear
what would motivate him to labor so hard in an effort to restrict avail-
able legitimate belief-forming processes to just introspection, memory,
and induction.

Mill’s Methods

In the preceding discussion we have focused heavily on the way in which
Mill thought one could employ enumerative induction to justify beliefs
about the world, and even about mathematical truths. No discussion of
Mill’s epistemology would be complete, however, without examination
of his famous methods for discovering causal connections. The methods
go beyond enumerative induction, and derive, in part, from his meta-
physical views about the nature of causal connection. We’ll critically
evaluate that account in more detail in the next chapter, but for now it
suffices to note that Mill, like Hume before him, supported a version of
the so-called regularity of causation. Mill says:

To certain facts, certain facts always do, and, as we believe, will continue
to, succeed. The invariable antecedent is termed the cause; the invariable
consequent, the effect. And the universality of the law of causation con-
sists in this, that every consequent is connected in this manner with some
particular antecedent or set of antecedents. (CW 7:327)

He goes on to note that:

It is seldom, if ever, between a consequent and a single antecedent that this
invariable sequence subsists. It is usually between a consequent and the
sum of several antecedents; the concurrence of all of them being requisite
to produce, that is to be certain of being followed by, the consequent. In
such cases it is very common to single out one only of the antecedents
under the denomination of Cause, calling the others merely Conditions.
(CW 7:327)

So, for example, I might well describe a dropped match as the cause of
the fire in my basement despite the fact that I know full well that it is
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only the dropped match in the presence of oxygen, flammable material,
the absence of a sprinkler system, and so on that would have been 
followed by the fire.

The regularity theory of causation faces enormous difficulties as an
account of the meaning of causal claims. We’ll briefly discuss some of
those problems in the next chapter when we evaluate this fundamental
metaphysical claim. But for now, it is important that we see Mill’s
Methods against the backdrop of his idea that causality is all about 
regularities in nature. While Mill unquestionably endorsed the idea that
causation is nothing but regularity, it might be more plausible to sup-
pose that his famous methods presuppose only what we might call a 
generality theory of causation. Like the regularity theorist, the general-
ity theorist insists that particular causal claims presuppose regularities
between kinds of events. Unlike the regularity theorist, a generality the-
orist leaves open that the relevant laws might themselves invoke some
strong notion of necessary connection.

With the presupposition that causal connection is underwritten by
regularities, or at the very least generalities, in nature, Mill introduces
his methods for discovering the cause of some phenomenon we are
investigating – methods that do seem undeniably to capture certain
commonsense considerations we take into account in investigating
causes. Again, the methods are not altogether new. Some of them get at
least inspiration from Hume’s “Rules by which to judge of causes and
effects” in A Treatise of Human Nature. But Mill’s statement of the
methods is perhaps the clearest, most comprehensive, and, certainly,
most influential of the early attempts to set out the epistemology of
causal knowledge.

The first of Mill’s Methods he calls the Method of Agreement. And he
states it this way:

Method of Agreement

If two or more instances of the phenomenon under investigation have only
one circumstance in common, the circumstance in which alone all the
instances agree is the cause (or effect) of the given phenomenon. (CW 7:390)

The basic idea is simple and familiar. Suppose that my television occa-
sionally has a distorted picture and I’m trying to figure out what causes
the interference. I started paying attention to various conditions that
immediately precede the problem when it occurs. On Monday, I notice
that the interference was preceded by my wife’s using her hairdryer, 
the stereo’s playing in the living room, strong winds outside, and my
neighbor’s mowing of her lawn. On Wednesday the interference begins
again. The stereo is playing, my neighbor is mowing her lawn, and there
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are strong winds, but my wife isn’t using the hairdryer. On Friday when
the interference begins, the stereo is playing, but my wife isn’t using the
hairdryer, my neighbor isn’t mowing her lawn and there are no strong
winds. I’m now in a position to conclude (tentatively) that it is the stereo
playing havoc with my television.

As Mill himself concedes (CW 7:390), employment of the method car-
ries with it a number of often highly problematic assumptions. Perhaps,
most obviously, we are presupposing that we have isolated from among
the indefinitely many antecedent conditions those that are candidates
for the cause. Many more things were happening prior to the problem
with the television than we enumerated in our example. Indeed, there
were certain kinds of events that occurred every time the disturbance
occurred, kinds of events that we are confident had nothing to do with
the interference. As we’ll see this confidence is often underwritten by
use of other methods. But we are also presupposing that the cause of the
interference on Monday was the same kind of condition that caused that
interference on Wednesday and Friday, and that we weren’t dealing with
a case of causal overdetermination. It is possible, for example, that the
hairdryer in conjunction with some other unobserved condition was 
the cause of the interference on Monday, while the strong winds in con-
junction with yet other conditions was the cause on Friday. Or it might
be that the hairdryer or the high winds were each independently causally
sufficient for the distortion on the television screen. It may be that if 
we make specific all of the background assumptions employed in our
reasoning, we really have a case of enthymematic deductive reasoning.

Enthymematic reasoning is reasoning that relies on unstated, and 
perhaps not even consciously entertained, premises justified belief in
which is nevertheless necessary to justifiably infer a given conclusion.
So, for example, when I come home and find my window broken and my
valuables missing, I’ll immediately infer that I’ve been robbed. But there
probably is no legitimate reasoning that takes us directly from those
premises to that conclusion. I know that windows don’t spontaneously
break every so often and I know that it is not an acceptable custom in our
society for people to borrow valuables when random window breakings
occur. I know that valuables don’t disappear into thin air as a result of
window breakings. I know all this and much more, and, arguably, if I 
didn’t have that background knowledge (or at least background justified
belief), I wouldn’t be entitled to infer that I’d been robbed.

In like fashion, I’m suggesting that the use of Mill’s Methods might
often be best seen as deductively valid reasoning from the observations
described in the method supplemented by background premises which if
justified allow us to deduce the conclusion in question.

We noted that the method of agreement can go wrong in all sorts of
ways. Our background assumptions may fail to be true or even warranted.
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Use of the second method, the Method of Difference, can help lessen the
possibility of error:

Method of Difference

If an instance in which the phenomenon under investigation occurs, and
an instance in which it does not occur, have every circumstance in com-
mon save one, that one occurring only in the former; the circumstance in
which alone the two instances differ is the effect, or the cause, or an indis-
pensable part of the cause, of the phenomenon. (CW 7:391)

So in our example of the distortion of the television picture, if we find
that there are four factors, A, B, C, and D, which are always followed 
by distortion, but then find that when we remove D, the distortion 
disappears, we then tentatively conclude that D was the culprit. The
method of difference is particularly useful when the candidates for cause
are easy to manipulate. So I can yell at my wife to stop using the
hairdryer and see whether the interference stops. And I can get up and
turn off the stereo to see whether that makes a difference (hence
“method of difference”). If we knew in advance that the cause was one 
of A through D, then we could, of course, deduce that none of A through 
C is the cause, at least the full cause, once we have those conditions 
and we don’t have the interference. The full cause of a kind of event X,
you will recall, is that kind of condition or set of conditions which is
invariably followed by events like X. Once we don’t have the distortion
even as we have A, B, and C, we have eliminated A, B, and C as the full
cause.

Once again, it is important to emphasize that we are describing the
use of a method against idealized and often problematic background
assumptions. As Mill would be the first to point out, we are unlikely to
have isolated all of the relevant candidates for the full cause. We 
typically have very little idea of what the full cause of even familiar 
phenomena is. I turn the light switch and the light goes on. Is the turning
of the switch the full cause? Hardly. I know it has something to do with
wires hooked up to still more wires that eventually connect to a generat-
ing plant somewhere, but the truth is I don’t know much about electrical
power or how it works. So when I get up to turn off the stereo and find
that the interference stops, I might easily overlook the possibility that it
is actually the hairdryer with the stereo that is causing the interference.
Neither by itself is causally sufficient – they only produce the effect
when operating in conjunction.

There is, of course, nothing to prevent one from using both the method
of agreement and the method of difference together. And with that in
mind Mill (somewhat arbitrarily) gives a separate label to the joint use 
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of the above methods (arbitrarily, because, of course, one could give a
separate label for the joint use of any number of different methods):

Joint Method of Agreement and Difference

If two or more instances in which the phenomenon occurs have only one
circumstance in common, while two or more instances in which it does
not occur have nothing in common save the absence of that circumstance:
the circumstance in which alone the two sets of instances differ, is the effect,
or cause, or an indispensable part of the cause, of the phenomenon. (CW 7:396)

Since as the name implies, the joint method is nothing more than the
use of both the method of agreement and the method of difference, there
is no reason to discuss it in any more detail. It obviously combines what-
ever virtues each method has individually.

The Method of Residues is a prescription for how to identify causes
against a background of prior causal knowledge. Mill states it as follows:

Method of Residues

Subduct from any phenomenon such part as is known by previous 
inductions to be the effect of certain antecedents, and the residue of the
phenomenon is the effect of the remaining antecedents. (CW 7:398)

So if (and of course this is a big if) you find that A, B, and C are followed
by X, Y, and Z, and you have already established that A is the cause of X,
and that B is the cause of Y, then you can justifiably start speculating
that C (the residue, that which is left over) is the cause of Z. So suppose 
I drink red wine, with a hot dog, and also eat (perhaps for the first time)
fried squid. I know that drinking red wine gives me heartburn, and eat-
ing hot dogs gives me a stomach ache. Sure enough, I have the heartburn
and the stomach ache, but this time I also begin to vomit. I may well
begin to suspect that the fried squid has something to do with this unan-
ticipated result. Again, it seems obvious that the reasoning is highly
enthymematic. As Mill himself would emphasize, you would have to
antecedently know not just that A and B are the cause of X and Y respect-
ively, you would also have to know that C is the only other antecedent
condition that is a plausible candidate for the cause of Z. As we have
already had occasion to note in discussing the method of agreement,
there are always indefinitely many other circumstances that occur along
with the occurrence of A, B, and C, any one of which might be the cause
of Z. Unless one combines the method of residues with one or both of
the methods of agreement and disagreement, it’s hard to see how one can
get very far with this “process of elimination.”
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The Method of Concomitant Variations

Whatever phenomenon varies in any manner whenever another phenom-
enon varies in some particular manner, is either a cause or an effect of 
that phenomenon, or is connected with it through some fact of causation.
(CW 7:401)

When I began to suspect that the stereo had something to do with the
interference with my television picture, I might have investigated fur-
ther by moving the stereo closer and farther from the set. Suppose that as
I move the stereo closer, the picture gets worse, and as I move it farther
away, the picture gets better. Common sense would certainly suggest
that I have gained more evidence for the conclusion that the stereo is
indeed the culprit.

It is not entirely clear to me that the method of concomitant variation is
distinct from the method of difference. The various forms of picture dis-
tortion are, after all, distinct events, each requiring a causal explanation
(on the supposition that there is a cause of the phenomenon). I suspect
that the proximity of the stereo is a cause of that severe picture distortion.
I then remove the stereo from that place and that distortion no longer
occurs. Another less severe problem still exists with the picture and I
might suspect that problem has as its cause the new location of the stereo.
As I move it again, I see that the difference in location results again in 
a difference in the picture. The method, then, might be construed as
repeated application of the method of difference, together with, perhaps,
reliance on an inductive principle that where we find a certain kind of cause
responsible for a certain kind of effect, and we have another presumed
effect similar to the first kind of effect, we should look for a similar sort
of cause. The principle probably does have significant (enumerative)
inductive support. So, for example, if we find that a given disease is often
carried from one person to another by insects, and we are searching for
the causal explanation of how another different disease gets transmitted
from one person to another, we would probably be well advised to search
for some sort of organism that moves from person to person.

notes

1 As we will see later, in connection with Mill’s inductive justification of
induction, certain externalist approaches to knowledge of reliable belief-
forming processes might actually allow one to use the very process one is
investigating in order to certify its reliability.

2 The same cannot be said for a great many of Mill’s predecessors and con-
temporaries. Often it seemed that either they didn’t realize the threat of 
skepticism with respect to the past, or they realized it and chose to ignore it.
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3 As we’ll see in the next section, it may be misleading to describe the conclu-
sion of an inductive argument as a generalization. In a sense we must explain,
Mill seems to hold that all inference is from particulars to particulars.

4 The best and clearest statement of such a view is still, arguably, Goldman
1979. Although he flirted with importantly different variations on the origi-
nal theme, I think it is fair to suggest that Goldman eventually returned to the
heart of the views defended in this classic piece (for at least one fundamental
concept of justification).

5 The theme runs through much of Fumerton 1995, but is developed most thor-
oughly in Chapter 6.
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Physical Objects as the Permanent Possibility 
of Sensations

I
n Chapter 10, we discovered that Mill seems committed to a meager
foundation for knowledge consisting of what we can know directly
about present and past experience. Furthermore, he allowed himself

only induction as a means of moving beyond those foundations. In
Chapter 9, we noted that radical empiricists working within such a
framework face enormous difficulties avoiding radical skepticism. In
particular, it is difficult to see how one can justify belief in propositions
describing the physical world. Indeed, given the radical empiricist’s
claim that all simple ideas are copies of what is given to one in sense
experience, it is difficult to see how one can even find intelligible
thought about a world of mind-independent, enduring physical objects.
As we noted briefly in the last chapter, Mill’s solution to both problems
is to construe claims about the physical world as equivalent in meaning
to complex claims about experience.

As I argued in Chapter 10, one can get a feel for the view by looking
first at a more modest claim accepted by most empiricists and, prob-
ably, even most rationalists. At the time Mill wrote, almost everyone
accepted a so-called primary/secondary quality distinction. One of the
most common philosophical views about our relation to physical
objects through perception was a view called representative realism.
The representative realist rejected what Hume called the view of the
vulgar, a view that has more recently been called naive realism, or, more
politely, direct realism. The direct realist claims that in perception 
we are directly and immediately aware of physical objects and at least
some of their properties. Relying heavily on facts about the way in
which our perceptual experience is affected by our environment and our
sense organs, the representative realist argues that experience cannot
give us direct knowledge of a perceiver-independent world. Rather, we
must think of physical objects as entities that affect us in various ways.
They leave their mark, their image on the mind, and we must infer their
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presence from that mark or image. The expression “impression of sense”
was often used and it conveys the idea nicely. Just as a signet ring leaves
its impression on the wax, so also, physical objects leave their “impres-
sion” on our mind through the senses. Just as one can “read off” certain
characteristics, e.g. the shape of the ring’s surface, by looking at the
impression it made on the wax, so also, one can read off certain charac-
teristics of physical objects by paying attention to the “impressions”
they make on the mind. But while one can, perhaps, discover the shape
of the ring by looking at the wax impression, there are other characteris-
tics of the ring that are not revealed through the wax impression. And
indeed, there are properties of the impression that are not necessarily
properties of the ring. The wax might be red, for example, while the ring
is silver. And that’s the idea behind the primary/secondary quality dis-
tinction made by most representative realists. Some of the properties
exemplified by the mental ideas or impressions are also in the physical
object that caused them. But others are not, at least they are not in the
object in the way in which they are in the mental representation of 
the object. Let me explain further.

Start with a relatively easy example. We say of sugar that it is sweet
and lemons that they are sour. In what does the sourness of a lemon con-
sist? What makes it true that a lemon is sour? It surely has something to
do with that familiar sour taste sensation that one gets when one bites
into a lemon. But is the sourness of the taste sensation “in” the lemon?
Can one even make sense of that idea? To be sure, along with our phys-
ical constitution, there are properties of the lemon that cause it to taste 
a certain way to us. It is also obvious that we do describe lemons as being
sour. But is there any more to the sourness of the lemon than the fact
that it would cause in us under certain conditions that familiar sour
taste sensation?

Just as many representative realists became convinced that the sour-
ness of the lemon was nothing more than the lemon’s power to produce
in “normal” humans under “standard” conditions a sour taste sensa-
tion, so also many were convinced that the color of objects was nothing
more than the causal power certain objects have to produce in “normal”
people under “standard” conditions certain color sensations. It is prob-
ably no accident that the view became popular around the time people
were discovering more and more powerful ways to magnify the appear-
ance of objects. One can’t help but notice that the colors one associated
with the object often change or disappear as one examines the object
under magnification. But long before high-powered magnification, all of
us have always known that the colors that appear to us vary dramatically
depending on the conditions of perception. If you paint landscapes for
any length of time, you’ll start noticing that the way things look varies
dramatically depending on the time of day and year, the cloud cover, and
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neighboring objects. Most of us have put on various sorts of sunglasses
and have noticed the often dramatic change in the apparent color of what
we see. It is really hard to figure out what the “real” color of the object 
is given that it presents so many different appearances under so many
different conditions. Indeed, it seemed to the representative realist that
it was better to let color go the way of sourness. We say of objects that
they have a given color, but all that we could mean is that the object
would cause under certain conditions a certain color sensation. A phys-
ical object is blue if it would “appear blue” to a normal person under
standard conditions.

In his Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous, Berkeley relen-
tlessly exploits the arguments for thinking that the secondary qualities
of objects are only in the object as powers, to conclude that there 
is no principled distinction between them and the so-called primary
qualities – qualities that were supposed to be properties both of the ideas
or images and also of the object that caused them. The shapes, textures,
motion, and so on that appear to one directly, he argued, are no less 
perceiver-dependent than taste and color. Whatever one says about the
latter, one should say about the former. And this is precisely the sugges-
tion that Mill is following in trying to understand our assertions about
the physical world so that such assertions are both intelligible and epis-
temically accessible. Just as a great many earlier philosophers conceded
that the taste of an object is nothing but a power to produce a taste sensa-
tion, so Mill wants to argue that the physical object itself is nothing but
a permanent possibility of sensation.

Now the above crude sketch of Mill’s view still suggests two import-
antly different, though closely related, theories. On the one view, as Mill
describes it:

External things exist, and have an inmost nature, but their inmost nature
is inaccessible to our faculties. We know it not, and can assert nothing of it
with a meaning. Of the ultimate Realities, as such, we know the existence,
and nothing more. But the impressions which these Realities make on us 
– the sensations they excite, the similitudes, groupings, and successions 
of those sensations, or, to sum up all this in a common though improper
expression, the representations generated in our minds by the action of the
Things themselves – these we may know, and these are all that we can
know respecting them. (EWH 9–10)

This is essentially the last attempt Hylas (Berkeley’s foil in his Three
Dialogues) makes in an effort to rescue an intelligible concept of mater-
ial objects before his complete capitulation to Philonous’s (Berkeley’s
protagonist) idealism (the view that there exists nothing but minds and
their ideas). Such a view would certainly have a claim to being one
according to which the concept of a physical object just is the concept of
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a permanent possibility or power of producing sensations of various
sorts. In the language of contemporary predicate logic, claims about the
existence of physical objects are existential claims whose variables
range over objects other than sensations, but whose predicate expres-
sions are exhausted by causal descriptions of the ways in which those
objects affect sentient beings. So on such a view to assert that there
exists something rectangular and brown might be to assert that there
exists that which could (lawfully) cause in a subject the visual sensation
of seeming to see something rectangular and brown, and is such that if 
it were causing such a sensation and the subject were to have the kines-
thetic sensation of initiating a certain grasping motion, and if conditions
of perception were normal then it would also produce the tactile sensa-
tion of seeming to feel something rectangular, and . . . The analysis
trails off in this way to indicate that there is an indefinitely complex
array of possible sensations that could and would be produced under the
relevant conditions.

It is important to recognize that Mill has no principled objection to 
the intelligibility of the above view. It is, however, probably not the
understanding he wanted of permanent possibilities of sensations. In 
An Examination of Sir William Hamilton’s Philosophy Mill describes 
a version of what he calls the doctrine of the Relativity of Knowledge
with which he is clearly sympathetic:

the sensations which, in common parlance, we are said to receive from
objects, are not only all that we can possibly know of the objects, but are all
that we have any ground for believing to exist. What we term an object is
but a complex conception made up by the laws of association, out of the
ideas of various sensations which we are accustomed to receive simultane-
ously. There is nothing real in the process but these sensations. They do
not, indeed, accompany or succeed one another at random; they are held
together by a law, that is, they occur in fixed groups, and a fixed order of
succession; but we have no evidence of anything which, not being itself 
a sensation, is a substratum or hidden cause of sensations. (EWH 8)

If Mill is endorsing this view, then his identification of material (physical)
objects with the permanent possibilities of sensations is his attempt to
formulate one of the earliest and clearest versions of reductive phenom-
enalism. Reductive phenomenalism is best understood as the view that
assertions about the physical world are equivalent in meaning to inde-
finitely complex subjunctive conditionals that make assertions about
what sensations would follow others.1 That Mill can most naturally be
read as a phenomenalist is evidenced by passages such as this:

I believe that Calcutta exists, though I do not perceive it, and that it would
still exist if every percipient inhabitant were suddenly to leave the place,
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or be struck dead. But when I analyze the belief, all I find in it is, that were
these events to take place, the Permanent Possibility of Sensation which 
I call Calcutta would still remain; that if I were suddenly transported to the
banks of the Hoogly, I should still have the sensations which, if now pre-
sent, would lead me to affirm that Calcutta exists here and now. (EWH 253)

The idea Mill is putting forth is strikingly similar to at least one passage
in Berkeley’s Dialogues. Berkeley (through his spokesman in the dia-
logue, Philonous) has convinced Hylas that there exists nothing but
minds and sensations. But he also tries to convince us that this view is in
perfect accord with common sense and implies no sort of skepticism.
Hylas is bewildered by that suggestion and raises a number of objections.
Among others, he complains that this sort of “idealism” is incompatible
with the commonsense view that the world has existed long before 
people walked its face (long before creation). When explaining how he
can make sense of objects coming into existence before sentient beings,
Philonous says the following:

Why I imagine that if I had been present at the creation, I should have seen
things produced into being; that is become perceptible, in the order
described by the sacred historian. (Berkeley [1713] 1954, 245)

But while Berkeley clearly toyed with Mill’s idea of understanding
objects in terms of possibilities of sensation, more often than not he
seemed to retreat to ideas in the mind of God to secure for objects their
independence of human sentient beings.

As I indicated above, there are two ways in which one might naturally
understand Mill’s idea that physical objects are permanent possibilities
of sensation. They are (a) physical objects should be understood as poten-
tial causes (unknown as to their non-relational character) of various 
sensations, and (b) physical object claims should be understood as com-
plex conditional claims about what sensations a subject would have
were he to have certain others. The two views are strikingly similar.
Both rely crucially on subjunctive or counterfactual conditionals des-
cribing the sensations a subject would have under certain conditions.
However, (a) commits the theorist to the existence of something other
than sensations; (b) does not. But it is precisely for that reason that
despite the valiant efforts of twentieth-century positivists, reductive
phenomenalism wilted before devastating objections.

The first and most obvious problem for phenomenalism, the one
labeled by R. M. Chisholm (1948) as the problem of perceptual relativity,
virtually cries out to be noticed in Mill’s various characterizations of the
permanent possibilities. For the reductive analysis to work, for Mill to
secure a meaning for physical object claims that allows one to establish
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such claims solely through correlations discovered among sensations,
the antecedents and consequents of the subjunctive conditionals must
make reference to nothing other than sensations. And here the phenom-
enalist’s critic simply waits patiently for the phenomenalistic analysis
to be offered. Mill’s crude analysis of his belief about Calcutta clearly
fails the test of a successful phenomenal translation. If he were trans-
ported to the banks of the Hoogly he would have various sensations.
Perhaps he would, but our translation of what we believe into phenom-
enal language must replace reference to the physical location, the banks
of the Hoogly, with a purely phenomenal description of experience. But
how would that translation proceed? If I were to have the sensations of
floating through the air and have the sensations of seeming to see a river
and if I were to have the tactile sensations of ground beneath me then I
would have . . . But this isn’t going to work. There are indefinitely many
real and imaginable places that are visually indistinguishable from 
various places along the banks of the Hoogly. Moreover, as Chisholm
pointed out, what sensations a subject would have even if one could
“fix” the subject’s relevant “location” (again, something the phenom-
enalist must do without referring to physical space or physical spatial
relations) depends on the state of the subject’s physical organs of sense.
Blind people wouldn’t have any visual sensations were they on the
banks of the Hoogly. A person whose entire body had been anesthetized
would have no kinesthetic or tactile sensations. And one can’t revise
one’s conditionals so as to take account of the absence of these physical
conditions without violating the phenomenalist’s commitment to fully
reducing talk about the physical world to complex talk of phenomena.

Wilfred Sellars (1963) presented an argument against phenomenalism
which in many ways was quite similar to Chisholm’s. Sellars stressed
that subjunctives of the sort used in a phenomenalist’s analysis of the
meaning of physical object claims assert lawful connections between
their antecedents and their consequents. To be sure, the antecedent
might be only a non-redundant part of some complex condition that is
lawfully sufficient for the antecedent, but given the phenomenalist’s
ontological commitments the other conditions presupposed must 
themselves be purely phenomenal. But, Sellars argued, there simply are
no laws of nature correlating sensations. As we noted earlier, Mill was 
a Humean about laws of nature. Laws assert only exceptionless correla-
tions between phenomena.2 But ask yourself whether you can describe
any universal truths describing sequences of sensations. Is it true that
whenever anyone seems to see a table and seems to reach out and touch
it that person seems to feel one? No it isn’t. Dreams, illusions, hallucin-
ations, and people with anesthetized hands testify to the fact that 
there is no genuinely lawful connection between these sensations. Can’t
we “save” the regularity by making the relevant description of the
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related sensations complicated enough? Do it, the phenomenalist’s
critic insists. There are too many causally relevant physical conditions
of perception to allow one to construct genuine lawful regularities in the
world of phenomena, and for that reason the antecedents of subjunctive
conditionals used by the phenomenalist must make reference to normal
or standard conditions of perception where such reference can only be
construed as implicit acknowledgment of a world different from, but
causally relevant to, sensation.

Given the limits of space, I won’t try to defend Mill against these enor-
mously powerful objections. I would, however, argue that he might have
been better off had he construed the permanent possibility of sensations
in the first of the two ways identified earlier. Provided that he could come
up with an inductive argument for the principle that everything has 
a cause (something he claims he can do – A System of Logic, Book III,
Chapter 5) he wouldn’t necessarily encounter insurmountable episte-
mological problems by allowing in to his metaphysics entities whose
sole function was to plug nomological holes in “gappy” correlations
among sensations. Furthermore, he would have had a much more nat-
ural way of attempting to secure meaning for “bare” existential claims
about physical objects, claims which provide no “setting” for the actual
and possible sensations described by the relevant counterfactuals. How
would a phenomenalist, for example, understand the bare existential
claim that there exists something somewhere in the universe that is
brown? If a subject were to have the visual experiences we would associ-
ate with canvassing the entire infinite universe that subject would even-
tually have the visual experience of seeming to see something brown?
Hardly. How would one successfully distinguish phenomenologically
covering the universe from moving around in slow circles in empty
space? With Hylas’s model of matter as the thing unknowable in itself
but the potential cause of sensations, one has a solution, at least, to this
problem. The analysis of what is clearly a non-hypothetical claim begins
with the existential claim that there does exist some x which (lawfully)
could produce the relevant sensations and which would produce certain
others under normal (perhaps statistically defined) conditions.3

Mill’s Metaphysics of Causation

In Chapter 10 we discussed Mill’s Methods and noted that they seemed
to be underwritten, at least in part, by his analysis of causation. Mill was
clearly a regularity theorist and was following closely in the footsteps of
Hume. The regularity theory of causation was one of the most dramatic
(and strikingly original) results of trying to follow rigorously the empiri-
cist’s injunction that we recognize as legitimate only ideas that are
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either copies of prior impressions, or built up out of ideas that are copies
of prior impressions. Hume famously sought in vain for that impression
which gives rise to the idea of causal necessary connection. Because his
paradigm of causal connection was action and reaction, Hume tried to
find the source of his idea of causation in the experience of one billiard
ball striking another and causing it to move. But all he found focusing on
the particular sequence of events was one billiard ball’s coming into
physical contact (he called this spatial contiguity) with another just
prior to (temporal contiguity) the other billiard ball’s movement. In his
dismissal of any interest in the metaphysician’s idea of an insensible
necessary connection, Mill seems equally confident that there is nothing
more to be found in experience. Almost all of the rationalists who pre-
ceded Hume thought of causation as “powers” that reside in the objects
that are causes, but they had very little to say about just exactly what
these powers were or how we were supposed to get an idea of them. Both
Hume and Mill were convinced that you would look in vain for causal
connection focusing on some sequence of particular events. You will
never find your idea of causal connection until you start thinking about
sequences of events of the same kind, and find in nature the patterns or
regularities that, according to them, define the existence of causal con-
nection.4 The idea of causal connection just is the idea of regularity.

While the basic idea behind the regularity theory seems clear enough,
it is not that easy to refine it. For one thing, one needs to find a way of
specifying more clearly the idea of regularity that is the heart of the the-
ory. In Hume’s classic statement of the (objective) regularity theory (see
note 4), he says, in effect, that one “object” X causes another “object” Y
when all objects resembling X stand in relations of spatial and temporal
contiguity to objects resembling Y. But it is odd to talk of objects as 
the relata of causal connection. And the notion of resembling to which
Hume appeals is hopelessly vague. Every two things resemble each other
in infinitely many ways and are different in infinitely many ways.
Should we not conclude that the one billiard ball caused the other to
move because when I throw a pea at a boulder the boulder doesn’t move?

In an interesting comment in his “rules” by which to judge of causes and
effects, Hume suggests that when different objects cause the same effect
it is by means of common properties the objects have. And reference to
properties will be enormously helpful to the regularity theorist. An object
doesn’t cause anything. Rather it is an object’s having a certain property,
an object’s undergoing a certain change, standing in certain relations to
other objects that is, properly speaking, the cause of another object’s
acquiring a property, changing, standing in new relations to other objects.
Once we have reference to properties in the perspicuous formulation of a
causal claim, we have a relatively straightforward way of specifying the
relevant regularity that the regularity theorists view as the truthmaker

9781405150873_4_011.qxd  9/10/08  12:23 PM  Page 182



183

for the causal claim. Crudely put, a’s being F just prior to a’s being G is
the (full) cause of a’s being G when it is true that whenever something is
F it is immediately afterwards G. When other objects are involved the
analysis gets a bit more complicated. We can say that a’s being F under
conditions C1 and standing in relations R to b which is G under condi-
tions C2 causes b to be H when it is true that whenever one thing is F
under conditions C and stands in relations R to another different thing
which is G under conditions C2, that other thing then becomes H.

Again, as we noted in our earlier discussion of Mill’s Methods, Mill
would be the first to admit that we often succeed only in identifying 
a part of the complete cause of some phenomenon. In claiming that 
that part is “the” cause, we are, presumably, claiming that there is some
more complex condition of which it is a (non-redundant) part, where the
relevant regularity obtains between the occurrence of that kind of com-
plex condition and the occurrence of the kind of phenomenon we take to
be the effect.

It is perhaps a tribute to the lingering force of radical empiricism that
the regularity theory is still probably the received view among contem-
porary philosophers despite what appear to be devastating objections to
the view. Probably the most well-known problem the view faces is that
of distinguishing between genuinely lawful regularities of the sort that
might seem to generate causal connections, and accidental regular-
ities which clearly do not. I have a certain unique pattern of fingerprints,
call it alpha pattern of fingerprints. My grandmother also has a certain
unique pattern of fingerprints – call it beta pattern. As it turns out I meet
my grandmother only once just as she is about to die. The second before
she dies I reach out and touch her hand. Did my touching her hand cause
her to die? Surely, we are not forced to that conclusion. But given the
hypothetical situation the following general claim is true: whenever a
person with alpha pattern of fingerprints touches the hand of a person
with beta pattern of fingerprints the person with beta pattern of finger-
prints dies. One might be tempted to suppose that one can deal with the
problem by stipulating that the relevant regularities must have a certain
number of instances, but it won’t be difficult to come up with artificially
contrived situations in which the non-lawful regularity has a great many
instances, and it won’t be difficult to come up with genuine laws that
have few or no instances (think of Newton’s first law of motion).

Even if one finds a solution to the problem of distinguishing genu-
ine laws from spurious laws, a daunting task, one still faces problems
involved in distinguishing genuinely causal laws from non-accidental,
but non-causal regularities. So to take a well-known example, we know
that the rapid fall of a barometer under certain conditions precedes
stormy weather. The regularity exists, but we don’t think of the barome-
ter’s fall as the cause of the storm.

metaphysics
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The above is intended to give the reader only a feel for the kinds of
problems that beset a regularity theory. And I’m not suggesting, of
course, that there are no solutions to the problems. It is fair to suggest,
however, that neither Mill, nor Hume before him, seemed to fully appre-
ciate the extent of the problems, nor did they seem to have much to say
by way of solving those problems.

In discussing Mill’s Methods, I suggested that at least some of those
methods could best be seen as involving enthymematic reasoning that
presupposed Mill’s account of causation. More carefully, however, I sug-
gested that they need only presuppose what I called a generality theory of
causation. Like the regularity theory, the generality theory argues that
the truthmaker for a causal claim is a law of nature. Unlike the regularity
theorist, however, the generality theorist will often deny that one can
understand laws as mere regularities. The philosopher who identifies
only with a generality theory is more likely to be sympathetic to the idea
that there are those “mysterious” metaphysical ties in nature eschewed
by both Hume and Mill. Even the generality theory is not without its
critics, however. It has become commonplace to view the microworld as
governed by indeterministic laws. There simply are no universal regular-
ities governing, say, the time it will take a radioactive element to decay.
And some philosophers will claim that an indeterministic universe is
still compatible with the existence of causal connections between par-
ticular events. So consider again the example of partial causation and
let’s use an example once put forth by Carl Hempel (1966) (though in the
context of developing an account of what he called probabilistic explana-
tion). Jim was playing with Sally who had a bad cold, and shortly there-
after Jim got a cold. Probably, most of us would not argue with the
supposition that the cause of Jim’s getting the cold was his contact with
Sally. Is it a law of nature that whenever anyone comes into contact with
someone who has a cold, they also get infected? Hardly. It isn’t even true
that people usually get a cold when they come into contact with an
infected person. So far, though, there is no real problem for Mill. He will
treat this as a case of partial causation. Strictly speaking the full cause of
infection is a much more complicated condition that includes not just
the contact but the precise nature of the contact and countless conditions
and relations that obtained at the time of the contact. Here we will (and
must) find the relevant regularity if our causal claim is true. But suppose
(perhaps implausibly) that the world of disease is just as indeterministic
as the world of quantum particles. There simply are no universal laws to
be discovered. The phenomena are “governed” only by various statistical
claims about the percentage of people who become infected under the
relevant conditions. If this were the way of things, would we take this to
entail that there was no causal connection in the case described? If the
answer is “No,” then even a generality theory is suspect.
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There may be a solution to the problem that one can employ within
the spirit of regularity/generality theories of the sort endorsed by Mill.
Some, for example, would argue that the key is to find the right stat-
istical regularity that can underwrite a causal claim. But so-called 
statistical-relevance models themselves face a host of problems, discus-
sion of which would take us too far afield.

Mill as Direct Reference Theorist

In recent years there has been a marked surge in references to Mill, but
primarily on a subject about which Mill wrote relatively little, philo-
sophy of language. So-called direct reference theorists often refer approv-
ingly to the doctrine Mill appears to defend in A System of Logic that the
meaning of a proper name is the referent of that name.

First a bit of background. There was enormous controversy for a very
long time concerning the meaning of names, both names for kinds of
things (common nouns) but also names for particular objects (proper
names). One natural view was that a proper name, unlike a description
of a thing, is a mere label for the thing named. That view, however, cre-
ated all sorts of puzzles – puzzles that often led philosophers to exotic
metaphysical commitments. Consider, for example, such commonplace
assertions as the following:

1 Pegasus doesn’t exist.

If the meaning of a name is the thing the name refers to, then either
“Pegasus” is meaningless or (1) is not only false, but, arguably, necessar-
ily false. But “Pegasus” is clearly not a meaningless expression, and (1) is
true. In the grips of the theory that names are mere labels, some philo-
sophers suggested that perhaps we should acknowledge that there are
things (like Pegasus) that don’t exist, but it is perhaps understandable
that many found it a bit disconcerting that the universe is populated by
such shadowy entities as “beings” that don’t exist.

Or consider another familiar datum that puzzled philosophers for 
a very long time. We can make interesting and informative identity
claims using proper names. None of the following seem trivial:

2 Hesperus is Phosphorus (where “Hesperus” was used to refer to the
morning “star” – actually the planet Venus – and “Phosphorus” was
used to refer to the evening “star” – also the planet Venus).

3 Mark Twain is Samuel Clemens.
4 Deep Throat is W. Mark Felt.

metaphysics
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If the meaning of a name is just the referent of the name, then anyone
who understands (2)–(4) should immediately just see that they are 
true. But it was an important scientific discovery that Hesperus is
Phosphorus, a fact not known to some that Mark Twain is Samuel
Clemens, and a discovery of great political interest that Deep Throat and
Mark Felt are the same man.

In his classic “On Denoting” Bertrand Russell proposed a solution to
these (and other) puzzles. Russell in effect claimed that even proper
names were “disguised” descriptions – definite descriptions. A definite
description is a noun phrase that begins with the definite article – e.g.
“the tallest man in America,” or “the author of Tom Sawyer.” Russell in
turn suggested that we can understand definite descriptions as equival-
ent to general claims about existence. The assertion that the F is G is 
just the claim that there is one and only one thing that is F and that thing
is also G.5 “Pegasus” in (1) has the meaning of just such a description –
perhaps something like “the winged horse that Perseus captured and
rode” and the claim that Pegasus doesn’t exist is just the claim that it is
not the case that there is one and only one thing that is a winged horse
that Perseus captured and rode. “Hesperus” had some such meaning as
“the brightest light appearing in a certain region of the morning sky.”
“Phosphorus” meant something like “the brightest light appearing in 
a certain region of the evening sky.” And, of course, it was a matter of
considerable interest that it turns out that the one and only brightest
object in the morning sky is also the one and only brightest object in 
the evening sky. One can easily see how a similar story could be told 
to explain the informative character of (3) and (4).

Despite its enormous appeal and power to solve puzzles, Russell’s 
theory has come upon hard times. Largely due to the influence of Saul
Kripke’s Naming and Necessity (1980), many contemporary philo-
sophers became convinced that we should return to the so-called direct 
reference theory. While their arguments are complicated, one can get a
feel for them by considering the difficulty in actually coming up with
plausible definite descriptions with which we can identify the meaning
of names. In some cases, we have relatively little difficulty in thinking 
of definite descriptions that we believe pick out the item named. So, 
to take a much-used example, I believe that Aristotle is the philosoph-
ical teacher of Alexander. But if “Aristotle” means “the teacher of
Alexander” then I couldn’t even make sense of someone’s claiming to
have discovered that Aristotle did not, in fact, teach Alexander. That
claim would be equivalent to the claim that the teacher of Alexander
didn’t teach Alexander – a clear contradiction. But I can make sense 
of the claim, and thus I clearly don’t really regard “Aristotle” and “the
teacher of Alexander” as synonymous. Alternatively, there are other
names I use successfully to refer even though I would be hard-pressed to
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come up with any definite descriptions that I even believe pick out the
person named. So, for example, I might tell someone that Scattergood is
a private school, but I seem to have no particular definite description in
mind when I use the name “Scattergood.” I don’t even think of it as the
school named “Scattergood” as I suspect that there may be more than
one school with that name.

While I don’t in fact think that the above arguments give good reasons
for abandoning Russell’s approach (see Fumerton 1989), many philo-
sophers have been persuaded that one should think more carefully before
abandoning the slogan that the meaning of a name is its referent. Many
of those also think that the meaning of certain general terms like “man”
or “gold” is the class of things to which those expressions refer. And at
least for the idea that a proper name has as its meaning its referent, some
claim to find their inspiration in remarks made by Mill.

Mill begins his discussion of names by apparently repudiating what he
takes to be Hobbes’s suggestion that names signify ideas (CW 7:24–5).
He goes on to make a distinction between concrete names and abstract
names, where the former signify objects, and the latter attributes or
properties (CW 7:29). This is followed in turn by a distinction between
names that are connotative and names that are non-connotative. A 
non-connotative term denotes (refers) directly. A connotative term 
also denotes, but “implies” an attribute (CW 7:30–31). If we look at his
examples, the connotative terms denote what they do through reference
to a property that all of the things picked out by the term have. So, for
example, “man” is a common noun that picks out all sorts of individual
men. It picks out those men (it denotes the class of men) by its implicit
reference to the property of being a man that all those men share. About
proper names (Caesar, Washington, etc.), Mill says that they are non-
connotative, that they “denote the individuals who are called by them;
but they do not imply any attributes as belonging to those individuals”
(CW 7:33). This does seem to be in stark contrast to the Russellian idea
that names are disguised definite descriptions. As we saw above, if
Russell is correct, then when I use the name “Caesar” I am (if success-
fully referring) picking some individual out but only as the unique bearer
of certain attributes (properties). So if one focuses on these passages, one
can see how contemporary direct reference theorists might view Mill as
the historical model of the philosopher who holds that the meaning of a
proper name is its referent – that one cannot distinguish between the
sense of a name and the thing named.

The above, however, barely scratches the surface of Mill’s extens-
ive discussion of kinds of names and kinds of propositions. And the 
discussion is particularly difficult for contemporary philosophers given
the arcane terminology Mill brings to his various distinctions. Care-
ful contemporary direct reference theorists will often shy away from
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unequivocally attributing to Mill something like their view. And they
are probably well-advised to use such caution. First, we must remember
Mill’s controversial analysis of claims about the physical world. As 
we saw, all talk of physical objects is translatable into talk about the 
permanent possibilities of sensations. And if the interpretation offered 
earlier is correct, talk about the permanent possibilities of sensations is
equivalent in meaning to complex subjunctive conditionals describing
the experiences one would have were one to have certain others. It is not
at all clear how one can directly “name” the fact that is the truthmaker
for the subjunctive conditional. Indeed the physical object as an entity
referred to in the subject term of a claim seems to “disappear” on Mill’s
understanding of the claim. Consider an analogy. Suppose I decide to give
the name “Fred” to the average man. I want the name to refer directly (to
be non-connotative in Mill’s sense). But there is an obvious problem. 
It takes but a little reflection to realize that claims about, say, the height
of the average man are complex claims about the results of certain math-
ematical operations performed on the heights of individual men. We’ll
“translate” away any apparent reference to an average man, and with our
translation we’ll be left without any obvious candidate for the “directly
referring” name “Fred” to denote. As far as I can see that’s what happens
to most candidates for the referents of most names on Mill’s phenom-
enalistic analysis. To be sure, it is not uncommon for philosophers to
“bracket” some of their philosophical views in discussing other issues.
And, indeed, it seems relatively clear to me that in A System of Logic
Mill didn’t want to presuppose his controversial metaphysical views.
Nevertheless, if we put together a view that is consistent with all of
what he has to say, the theory of proper names as mere labels for the
thing named does not sit well.

There are still other passages that present difficulties for the inter-
pretation of Mill on names. We noted earlier that Mill seems to reject
Hobbes’s suggestion that names refer to ideas rather than things to
which the ideas correspond. And in keeping with this thought, he 
suggests (CW 7:35) that “When we impose a proper name, we perform 
an operation in some degree analogous to what the robber intended in
chalking the house [a robber who marks a house with chalk to remind
himself that that’s the house he is going to rob].” So far, so good. But
then he adds:

We put a mark, not indeed upon the object itself, but, so to speak, upon the
idea of the object. A proper name is but an unmeaning mark which we con-
nect in our minds with the idea of the object, in order that whenever the
mark meets our eyes or occurs to our thoughts, we may think of that indi-
vidual object. (CW 7:35)
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And this idea seems to be the antithesis of the direct reference theorist
who didn’t want anything in the mind of the person using the name to be
the vehicle through which reference was achieved.

It may be, of course, that Mill did not have a consistent view. And
even if he were a direct reference theorist it is not clear how he would
have handled the problems which the descriptivist tries to solve. But
this would not be peculiar to Mill. While many direct reference theorists
articulate at some lengths their criticisms of Russell, they often struggle
mightily to explain the various puzzles to which Russell’s theory was a
solution. There are at least some signs that Mill may have been seduced
by his view of names into thinking that there are things that don’t exist.
He does say that “all names are names of something, real or imaginary”
(CW 7:27). And later in discussing our thoughts of a loaf of bread eaten
yesterday, a flower about to bloom tomorrow, and a hobgoblin, he says:

But the hobgoblin which never existed is not the same thing with my idea
of a hobgoblin, any more than the loaf which once existed is the same thing
with my idea of a loaf, or the flower which does not yet exist, but which
will exist is the same with my idea of a flower. They are all, not thoughts,
but objects of thought; though at the present time all the objects are alike
non-existent. (CW 7:51–2)

It would be more than a little ironic if the empiricist’s empiricist, the
philosopher who sought to avoid commitment to a mysterious matter 
as the unknown cause of our ideas, ended up committed to a universe
populated by entities that have being but no existence.

Before ending this brief discussion, it will be good to remind the reader
once again how much of a very brief and broad-stroke overview it has
been. The general theory of names, language, ideas, and truth that Mill
addresses in A System of Logic cannot be treated in any but a cursory
way in this brief space, and there is a great deal to be said by way of altern-
ative readings of most of what Mill says about these matters.

Mill’s Metaethics

It is perhaps fitting that this book ends by coming full circle. It is doubt-
less true that Mill will be better known in centuries to come for his
views in ethics and political philosophy than his views in epistemology
and metaphysics. But for a radical empiricist who was clearly interested
in reducing talk of problematic entities and their properties to descriptions
of the “phenomenal” data of which he thought we had a clearer grasp,
there is surprisingly little direct discussion by Mill of how to understand
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ethical claims (the subject matter of what philosophers sometimes call
metaethics). To be sure, one can infer from the way he presents his util-
itarianism that he thinks that the concept of being intrinsically good or
desirable as an end is more fundamental than the concepts of right and
wrong action. He seems to take the claim that the only thing desirable as
an end is pleasure and freedom from pain to be simply an alternative way
of stating the greatest happiness principle (the principle that actions are
right in proportion as they tend to produce happiness). And the most
obvious explanation for this is that he simply takes for granted a version
of consequentialism. The consequentialist is convinced that we can
define talk about right and wrong in terms of talk about the way in
which actions produce intrinsically good and bad consequences. To be
sure, there remain controversies over whether Mill was an act- or a 
rule-utilitarian. But his discussion of the role rules play in reaching eth-
ical conclusions, and his account of how we come by these “corollaries”
to the principle of utility seem to me to leave little doubt that he is, at
heart, an act-utilitarian. He doesn’t think rightness and wrongness are
defined by rules. Rather, he thinks that rightness and wrongness are a
function of long-term consequences of individual acts in particular set-
tings. There are further issues facing any consequentialist concerning the
questions of whether it is actual, or probable or possible consequences of
an act whose value defines rightness and wrongness. If one does move to
possible consequences one needs a way of adjusting value that takes into
account probability before one “sums” values of consequences (where
the standard way of doing this is to multiply value by probability).

If we assume that Mill did think that one could find conceptual 
connections between right and wrong, and good and bad, that would 
still leave open this critical metaethical question: what does it mean to
say of something that it is intrinsically good? There are passages in
Utilitarianism that are at least suggestive of Mill’s position. But there is
another striking passage in A System of Logic that suggests that he may
have held a more surprising view still.

In Utilitarianism, the first hint of a metaethical position concerning
the analysis of intrinsic desirability comes in the context of his discus-
sion of the way in which intellectual pleasures are superior to bodily
pleasures. He doesn’t spend a great deal of time explaining precisely
what the distinction is between the two sorts of pleasures. The bodily
pleasures presumably include those associated with food, drink, and sex.
But food, drink, and sex all surely have associated with them an aesthetic
component, and one might suppose that aesthetic enjoyment falls on 
the intellectual side of pleasure. Operationally, we might suppose that
the physical pleasures are those “lower” animals are capable of experi-
encing, while the intellectual pleasures are those that only persons can
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experience. In any event, he seems to think that it is pretty obvious that
intellectual pleasures are superior to physical pleasures both in quantity
and quality. I take it that when he talks about their quantitative superi-
ority he means to be suggesting that the activity that yields the intellec-
tual pleasure, yields more net pleasure (a greater balance of pleasure over
pain) than the activities associated with the physical pleasures. Why? It
seems that Mill thinks that intellectual pleasures last longer, are less
costly, and have less of a downside in terms of accompanying pain.
Sexual gratification, he probably thinks, is short-lived. The indulgences
of a libertine exact a long-term price on the body and the mind. The 
pleasures involved in enjoying stimulating intellectual discussion, liter-
ature, and art are lasting in the sense that we can return to them in 
imagination at will. Furthermore, they involve relatively little cost or
risk. That’s the idea. But, of course, the real world is more complicated.
Van Gogh’s relentless pursuit of artistic perfection may have cost him
both his sanity and his ear. The frustration one feels when one fails 
to achieve philosophical understanding is real and, often, unpleasant.
But none of this is all that relevant to uncovering Mill’s metaethical
position. It is his discussion of the alleged qualitative superiority of
intellectual pleasures over bodily pleasures that gives us a clue. In one 
of the few places that Mill uses the expression “means” in discussing 
an ethical judgment he says the following:

If I am asked what I mean by difference of quality in pleasures, or what
makes one pleasure more valuable than another, merely as a pleasure,
except its being greater in amount, there is but one possible answer. Of two
pleasures, if there be one to which all or almost all who have experience of
both give a decided preference, irrespective of any feeling of moral obliga-
tion to prefer it, that is the more desirable pleasure. (CW 10:211)

There is a great deal of debate concerning just how to interpret this
“competent judge” test of intrinsic superiority. In particular, one can
wonder whether Mill meant to claim that all or almost all of those com-
petent will always in all circumstances choose an intellectual pleasure
over a physical pleasure – a wildly implausible claim – or whether he
meant only that if we were forced to choose between a life containing
only one of the two sorts of pleasures, we’d all choose a life with the
intellectual pleasures. But for our purposes here it doesn’t matter. The
point is that he appears willing to define the comparative notion of being
intrinsically better than. Specifically, he seems willing to define the 
relevant concept in psychological terms. But if he is willing to define 
the comparative “better than” in terms of being preferred to or desired
more than, then one might surmise that he would be willing to define
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the non-comparative “good in itself” in terms of being desired for its
own sake. Such an approach still leaves open the question of precisely
whose desires define the critical concept. Shall we define intrinsic desir-
ability in terms of what most experienced people desire for its own sake?
Or shall we relativize desirability to individuals – X is desirable as an end
for S when S desires X as an end?

In seeking to reduce morality to psychology, Mill might seem to be
following once again in the footsteps of Hume. Hume famously sug-
gested that we will never find the subject matter of our moral judgments
until we turn our attention inward “and find a sentiment of disapproba-
tion, which arises in you towards this action.” (Hume [1739–40] 1888,
469). He went on to suggest:

So that when you pronounce any character or action to be vicious, you
mean [my emphasis] nothing, but that from the constitution of your
nature you have a feeling or sentiment of blame from the contemplation 
of it. (469)

He went on to compare talk about value with talk about so-called 
secondary qualities of things, where a secondary quality of an object (see
earlier discussion) is that object’s disposition to produce in you a certain
subjective response – the sourness of the lemon is allegedly nothing 
but the capacity of that lemon to produce in a normal person a sour taste
sensation (469).

That Mill may have been a Humean on matters metaethical might
further be implied by his famous (infamous) proof for the principle of
utility. While one is warned by Mill himself not to make too much of its
status as “proof,” Mill does clearly try to move from psychological facts
about what people desire as an end to conclusions about what is in fact
desirable as an end. Relying on the inference, he concludes first that
since each person desires as an end his or her happiness, that person’s hap-
piness is desirable as an end to him or her. He then somehow tries to get
to the conclusion that the general happiness is desirable as an end to the
aggregate (though I’ve never run across anything even remotely plaus-
ible as a defense of this problematic move).

More controversially still, one might wonder if one can’t detect yet
another Humean influence on Mill’s metaethical views. In his Treatise,
Hume is said to have introduced the claim that there is an is/ought gap.
He complains about philosophers who go on and on describing how
things are and all of a sudden start talking about how things ought to be,
and he demands a reason for “what seems altogether inconceivable, how
this new relation can be a deduction from others, which are entirely 
different from it” (Hume [1739–40] 1888, 469). In A System of Logic
Mill says something strikingly similar. While describing the subject 
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of morality as art, Mill contrasts science with morality. He says the 
following:

It is customary, however, to include under the term Moral Knowledge, 
and even (though improperly) under that of Moral Science, an inquiry the
results of which do not express themselves in the indicative mood, or 
in periphrases equivalent to it; what is called the knowledge of duties,
practical ethics, or morality. (CW 7:943)

He goes on to say:

Now the imperative mood is the characteristic of art, as distinguished
from science. Whatever speaks in rules or precepts, not in assertions
respecting matters of fact, is art; and ethics or morality is properly a por-
tion of the art corresponding to the sciences of human nature and society.
(CW 7:943)

Earlier I speculated about Hume’s influence on Mill’s metaethics. While
Hume himself sometimes seems willing to view moral claims as equiva-
lent in meaning to psychological claims, there are other passages in
which Hume seems to be suggesting that moral judgments have no truth
value. If one emphasizes these passages, Hume might be construed 
as the forerunner of twentieth-century non-cognitivists – philosophers
who modeled ethical statements on meaningful discourse that is not
descriptive. So emotivists, for example, suggested that ethical state-
ments should be thought of as expressing attitudes rather than describ-
ing them (much the way that “Ouch” expresses but does not describe
pain). Prescriptivists, by contrast, wanted to model the meaning of 
ethical statements on the kind of meaning imperatives have. To claim
that abortion is morally wrong is to issue the imperative “Stop abor-
tion.” (Notice how little difference it would make to her message
whether the pro-life demonstrator put on her sign “Stop abortion” rather
than “Abortion is wrong.”) In the passage quoted above, one might 
wonder whether Mill is at least toying with a view very much like 
twentieth-century prescriptivism.

Of course, all these speculations are based on very little textual 
evidence. And one must wonder why, if Mill held either of the views dis-
cussed above, he didn’t straightforwardly say so, particularly in his most
important ethical work Utilitarianism. While it may not be the most
charitable interpretative stance, one might wonder if Mill didn’t realize
at some level that the metaethical views to which he was inclined don’t
obviously sit well with the normative ethical theory he was determined
to defend. If one is trying to base morality on psychology, for example, it
seems almost preposterous to suppose that people are impartial in the
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way that Mill’s utilitarianism demands. And if they are not, it is unclear
why they would describe or prescribe as right all and only actions that
lead to the general happiness.

notes

1 This sort of phenomenalism had its heyday in the early part of the twentieth
century. See Ayer 1952 for a youthful and exuberant (if not very careful)
defense of the view, and C. I. Lewis 1946 for one of the clearest and most
sophisticated presentations and defenses of phenomenalism.

2 Of course, they don’t really assert only exceptionless correlations among phe-
nomena. To this day, regularity theorists like Mill are plagued by the problem
of distinguishing lawful from accidental regularities. In the few places where
Mill addresses this problem, he simply turns to the subjunctive conditional in
explaining the difference. The fundamental problem for a regularity theorist,
however, is to specify the truth conditions for contingent subjunctive condi-
tionals without invoking the concept of law we are trying to analyze using
subjunctives. We’ll say more about this shortly in our brief discussion of
Mill’s metaphysics of causation.

3 For a full defense of this sort of view, see Fumerton 1985, chapters 4–6.
4 Hume’s view was actually a bit more complicated. Hume famously gave his

readers a choice between two different definitions of cause. One we might call
subjective; the other, objective. On the subjective definition (and paraphras-
ing liberally), X causes Y when X is temporally and spatially contiguous with
Y (he later expressed doubts about the necessity of spatial contiguity) when
the idea of X gives rise to the idea of Y and the experience of X gives rise to the
expectation of Y. The objective definition that parallels Mill’s more closely
defines causation in terms of regularity – and is the inspiration for the so-
called regularity theory of causation. On this definition, X causes Y when the
relative contiguity exists and when all events (objects Hume calls them)
resembling X stand in like relations of contiguity to objects resembling Y.
Obviously, much has to be done explaining the relevant notion of resemb-
lance. I’ll talk about this more in connection with Mill.

5 The claim is essentially general because the assertion that there is one and
only one thing that is F is, on Russell’s view, equivalent to the claim that
there is something x that is F and that all things y are such that if they are F
they are identical with x.
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