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Week 1: Mill’s Life, and the Introduction to On Liber ty  
 

 
1. Advance Warning: General 
 
- These lectures will not be like your others. I hold heterodox views about what 
philosophy is, and how it is best done. 
 
- Philosophy is an inherently contested discipline. What it even is, is up for grabs. You 
can and ought to question everything about how and what you are doing. 
 
- Furthermore, our subject will be political philosophy, and that’s not like other forms of 
philosophy 
 
- And political philosophy inevitably interacts with moral philosophy – and that’s not like 
other forms of philosophy, either. (Or so I think.) 
 
- I also take a position on how to read political philosophical texts from the past.  
Namely, that we take the fact that they are from the past very seriously. Context matters.  
 
- To understand Mill, we will need to take account of the fact of history, not just 
philosophy. 
 
 
2. Advance Warning: Specific 
 
- These lectures are going to be close readings of Mill’s work, in sequence. I’m going to 
work chapter by chapter (rather than plucking the arguments free standing regardless of 
where they come from), taking account of biographical and historical factors as we go 
along 
 
- Important to remember that the two essays we will be doing close readings of are not 
straightforwardly books of or about philosophy. They are not the sort of things the 
Faculty library is stuffed with. 
 
- Instead, they are live interventions in what Mill experienced as on-going debates. 
 
- Intended to be read by ordinary (if educated) people. 
 
- Yes, they contain philosophical arguments – and we will be concerned with the 
consistency and plausibility of those arguments. 
 
- But Mill had other purposes beyond simply articulating philosophical positions. And 
those may turn out to be important to our understanding.  
 
- I don’t think Mill was a first rank philosopher. He often argues badly, or at least less 
than convincingly. 
 
- And he was frequently a bad writer. DO NOT WRITE LIKE MILL! 
 
- But we can gain a lot through being charitable. Putting the best spin we can on Mill’s 
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case, and seeing if we can make it stronger. (Often my heart is with Mill, but my head 
cries out for a better case.) 
 
- If you want to do any preparatory reading, read the relevant chapter of each next 
session. Well work in terms of: 
   Week 2: Chapter 2 of On Liberty 
   Week 3: Chapter 3 of On Liberty 
   Week 4: Chapter 4 of On Liberty 
   Week 5: Chapter 5 of On Liberty 
   Week 6: Chapter 1 of Subjection of Women  
   Week 7: Chapters 2 and 3 of Subjection of Women 
   Week 8: Chapter 4 or Subjection of Women 
 
 
3. John Stuart Mill: The Man Himself 
 
Early Years 
 
- Born in 1806, oldest of nine children. 
 
- Father was Scottish political economist James Mill, his mother was Harriet Burrow. 
 
- James Mill was also a tyrant, who first squeezed the life out of Harriet, and then turned 
his attention to the young J.S. 
 
- James Mill friend and follower of legal reformer and philosopher Jeremy Bentham – 
both utilitarians. 
 
- Elder Mill subscribed to Bentham’s dictum that ‘that action is right which promotes the 
greatest happiness of the greatest number’. 
 
- Ostensibly a democratic and egalitarian outlook: utilitarianism sees the role of the good 
moral person as being increasing sum total of happiness in the world. 
 
- James Mill and Bentham’s understanding was very narrow, however, and ‘happiness’ 
effectively meant ‘pleasure’. 
 
- Strange consequence of this outlook: who holds the pleasure/happiness doesn’t matter – 
what matters is the sum total. Implies that some people can be sacrificed to promote the 
pleasure/happiness of others – so long as the sum total goes up. 
 
- Sacrifice is what James Mill did to his son, turning him into an experiment to create the 
‘perfect’ utilitarian being, an instrument to promote utility. 
 
- John Stuart was raised with the aim of creating a totally selfless utilitarian agent who 
acted only to promote the happiness of others. 
 
- Mill’s childhood was stolen from him, and he suffered extensive psychological trauma 
 
- Educated intensely, he learned Greek by 3, Latin by 5. By 8 he had read six of Plato’s 
dialogues (in Greek). By 10 he was doing high-level arithmetic and logic. 
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-Alongside this he was the tutor for all his younger siblings – menaing he never had a 
moment to be an actual child with a childhood. 
 
- As he got older, his father used him as a permanent scribe for his own works, including 
the enormous (and highly racist) A History of British India. 
 
- In his teens, Mill would work 5-9am for his father, then teach his siblings unti 5pm, and 
then study until he passed out. With no days off. 
 
Breakdown 
 
- in 1820 Mill encountered Bentham’s writings on Utilitarianism (his father had 
previously kept them from him). He responded enthusiastically, at least initially. 
 
- Initially, he took up the creed with evangelical fury 
 
- But around 1826-7, he came into contact with intelligent people outside of the sect, and 
began to question his own indoctrination – and what his father had done to him. 
 
- The result was a severe mental collapse, what we’d call a nervous breakdown. 
 
- Mill later helped pioneer the genre of writing we call autobiography. His own 
Autobiography was published only after he died, but is a fascinating text. 
 
- Mill massaged much of his own history – but his resentment of Bentham and James 
Mill still burns through. 
 
- J.S. would continue to publicly affirm that utilitarianism was the best creed politically as 
regards social reform – but in ordinary moral life it was an impoverished outlook that did 
harm to its adherents. 
 
- Mill’s famous judgement on Bentham was that he was a ‘narrow man’. 
 
- Mill recovered gradually from his breakdown, in particular by reading poetry (especially 
Wordsworth). Also broke from his earlier Utilitarian circles. 
 
- But he never really resolved the tensions between his public commitment to 
utilitarianism in terms of public reform, and his view that it was a morally impoverished 
dogma for the individual. 
 
Harriet Taylor 
 
- The other crucially important fact to know about Mill’s life is his tragic romance with 
Harriet Taylor. 
 
- Mill met Taylor in 1830, when she was 22. 
 
- She was, however, already married to John Taylor, and with two children 
 
- Mill seems to have fallen instantly in love – and stayed there for the next 28 years 
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- But this was the nineteenth century, and divorce was not an option 
 
- Incredibly, John Taylor allowed Mill and Harriet to spend long periods of time  
together, tolerating a celibate friendship between the two – something Mill later used as 
evidence that men and women could have true ‘friendship’ based on a ‘marriage of 
minds’. 
 
- John Taylor died of cancer in 1849. Mill and Harriet married in 1851 (led to some 
serious protest; Mill cut off contact with his mother and some siblings due to their 
opposition) 
 
- But both Mill and Harriet were sickly; he had TB, she had bronchitis. In 1858, whilst 
visiting France, Harriet was seized with an attack of bronchitis and died at Avignon. Mill 
was, understandably, devastated. 
 
- Their relationship was of deep importance to Mill: in the Autobiography he claimed 
Harriet was a greater genius than he, and the source of all his best ideas. 
 
- Historians are doubtful of Mill’s claim, but it is certainly true that she was radically 
disadvantaged by the fact of being a woman – and this affected Mill deeply. 
 
- The intimacy and egalitarianism of their relationship influenced Mill intellectually and 
politically, as did the fact that Harriet was a radical reformer, demanding the full legal 
equality of women. 
 
- But Harriet’s death was a personal tragedy for Mill, and greatly exacerbated his life-long 
depression. 
 
- We are dealing with a very sad man, almost broken in some regards.  
 
- He was a very hard worker, who churned out millions of words on a huge range of 
subjects from logic to political economy to history. We will examine only a tiny fraction 
of those.  
 
- I urge to you to keep all of the above in mind. We are not dealing with a philosopher 
locked away in his ivory tower, but a damaged man who put himself very much in the 
public line of fire.  
 
- This should caution us regarding how we treat what he wrote and thought, and what it 
can mean to us. 
 
4. On Liberty  – The Introduction 
 
A Historical Setting 
 
- Mill packs an awful lot of philosophical work into this short introduction, and paying 
close attention can help us see where his argument is going to end up going. 
 
- Mill starts by immediately narrowing the field of inquiry: the ‘liberty’ we are concerned 
with is not that ‘of the will’, i.e. of metaphysical questions about free agency, but of ‘the 
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individual’. That is, Mill simply excludes metaphysics, and concentrates solely on politics. 
(Does he move a bit fast here?) 
 
- We might next expect Mill to offer a definition of the liberty of the individual, or of 
what his argumentative goals are going to be. But instead we get a history of what ‘the 
liberty of the individual’ previously meant. 
 
This has three distinct epochs: 
 
1)  A primordial period of chaotic antagonism was replaced by the emergence of strong 
leaders who imposed order. Over time, these ‘vultures’ were themselves subject to 
constrain by the ruled – who demanded protection from rulers not just each other – and 
this was the emergence of the first understanding of liberty: a guarantee of protection 
from the evil intentions of rulers.  
 
2) The second epoch grew out of the first: rulers came to be seen not just as sources of 
security, but as servants of the people. The people in turn demanded that they have a say 
in how government was organised. A new form of liberty was thus demanded: the liberty 
to choose, influence, and even be, governors. This was the stage Mill thought that most 
advanced European societies had reached – although some, like Britain, were pushing at 
its limit. 
 
3) The third epoch was the one Britain was entering into as he wrote: when threats to 
liberty came not just from rulers, but from the majority of other individuals in a society, 
who often demonstrated extreme intolerance of those unlike them. This threat was not 
simply to body and possessions (as in earlier epochs), but to agent’s characters themselves. In 
the most advanced state of society, threats to liberty come in many forms – and some of 
the most dangerous are about ‘enslaving the soul itself’. 
 
- Mill really wants to drive this later point home. When a majority feels itself in power, 
there is very little that can be done by a minority to forcibly hold it back.  
 
- Thus Mill is not narrowly concerned only with laws. He is also deeply concerned about 
opinions, which he believes can ‘penetrate deeper’ and ‘enslave the soul itself’. 
 
- But there is cause for hope: majorities have not yet learnt their power – and so 
principles and beliefs can be inculcated that will mold this power in better ways than it 
threatens to impose. 
 
- Notice the rhetorical power of what Mill is up to: he paints a picture of upward progress, 
appealing to his readers’ belief in their status as the most advanced people on earth. He is 
also warning them that they are running out of time, and must act fast, for the world is 
a’changin.  
 
The Philosophical Statement 
 
- With his scene set, Mill then moves to tell us what the chief goal of the essay will be: 

 
“The object of this Essay is to assert one very simple principle, as entitled to 
govern absolutely the dealings of society with the individual in the way of 
compulsion and control, whether the means used be physical force in the form of 
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legal penalties, or the moral coercion of public opinion. That principle is, 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. 
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.” 
 

- There is A LOT packed in here. The ‘One very simple principle’ turns out not to be so 
simple, as he immediately starts qualifying ! 
 
- At any rate, the subject is clearly very wide: not just physical, but also moral control via 
public opinion. The principle applies to both agents as individuals, and as agents of the 
state. 
 
- But Mill seems clear that the only grounds for interfering with the liberty of another is 
‘self-protection’… 
 
- …which he immediately goes on to qualify as including also preventing ‘harm to 
others’. Which isn’t necessarily the same thing as ‘self-protection’ at all.  
 
- So the ‘one very simple principle’ isn’t getting off to a very simple start! It appears to 
include: first and third party relationships, claims on behalf of others, claims regarding 
individuals and collectives, private citizens and agents of the state, and physical as well as 
moral coercion.  
 
- And matters get even more complicated. Mill immediately goes on: 

 
“His own good, either physical or moral, is not a sufficient warrant. 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 opinions 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, or visiting him with any evil in case he do otherwise. To justify 
that, the conduct from which it is desired to deter him, must be calculated to 
produce evil to some one else. The only part of the conduct of any one, for 
which he is amenable to society, is that which concerns others. In the part which 
merely concerns himself, his independence is, of right, absolute. Over himself, 
over his own body and mind, the individual is sovereign.” 

 
- Mill is introduces even more caveats:  
1) Rules out ‘paternalism’ (loosely conceived); individuals must decide for themselves. 
2) But his anti-paternalism is limited in scope: even if we are forbidden to use physical or 
moral coercion, we can still remonstrate, reasons, argue with people to try and change 
their minds. We don’t have to simply do nothing. 
[This seems at first to make sense, but examples easily show the complications, e.g. 
walking over landmines; the influence we exercise over each other when we debate moral 
issues. We’ll see in future weeks that Mill himself commits all sorts of non-simple 
philosophical acrobatics in this area.]  
 
- Mill also adds a notorious further qualifier: the ‘very simple principle’ applies only to 
‘adults’ He means this literally (children are excluded) but also figuratively as a basically 
racist qualification. ‘Backwards’ societies are not included under the principles remit. 
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(Remember that Mill worked for the East India Company, and held many of the 
standard views of his time. Should we judge him, morally for this? Or try to understand 
him, historically as a product of his period? Deep questions are raised here – some we 
shall return to in later weeks.) 
 
Rejecting Abstract Rights? 
 
- Strikingly, Mill claims that he will ‘forgo any benefit to my argument’ that might be had 
from appealing to ‘abstract rights’ as a thing ‘independent of utility’. 
 
- This is interesting, as in fact appeal to ‘abstract rights’ stands to cause a lot of trouble to 
utilitarians, who are officially interested in promoting the maximum happiness/pleasure 
of the greatest number. 
 
- Rights, after all, are typically used to put a break on the means of maximizing 
pleasure/happiness. (For example, you have a right to your organs, and you get to keep 
them, even if by cutting you open and redistributing you organs to five needy patients, I 
could better maximize happiness.) 
 
- But even if Mill isn’t being entirely candid when swearing off the use of ‘abstract rights’, 
what is interesting is his connected claim that he understands the ‘principle of utility’ as 
being understood ‘in the largest sense, grounded in the permanent interests of man as a 
progressive being’. 
 
- Again, this will turn out to be much more complicated than Mill initially makes it seem. 
But the basic idea is that happiness is best promoted by leaving people to their own 
devices, trying different ‘experiments’ in how to live, to find out what works for them. 
To us it sounds almost obvious – but to Mill’s contemporaries it was radical stuff. 
 
- We should note, however, that Mill makes the claim not as a straightforward matter of 
principle, but as an empirical claim (i.e. one based on facts and experience). We can spell out 
the structure of his argument a bit more clearly: 
 
Premise 1: The best state of affairs is to bring about that which maximizes happiness. 
Premise 2: The best way to maximize happiness is to allow individuals to live their own 
lives as freely as possible, as they see fit. 
Premise 3: The ‘one very simple principle’ enables Premise 2 to be actualized. 
Conclusion: Adopt the ‘one very simple principle’ 
 
- Quite a few problems with this argument, but let’s focus on just one: is it true that 
happiness is maximized by allowing people to live free, unhindered lives?  
 
- Consider a thought experiment to the contrary:  
‘Imagine a world in which an all-powerful government agency for raising children, via 
careful indoctrination and use of propaganda, mind control techniques, drugs, education, 
etc, creates a society in which individuals are brought up to only take happiness in a very 
small number of things…things which happen to be prescribed by the government. This 
race of people have known nothing else, and are completely incapable of choosing for 
themselves. If suddenly granted autonomy, rather than experiencing fulfillment and 
increased happiness, they would experience panic, disorientation, and terror’ 
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- In that scenario, adopting the ‘very simple principle’ would NOT increase total 
happiness. The principle of utility would not be promoted – and so the principle of 
liberty should apparently not be adopted. 
 
- This slightly silly example would be resisted by Mill, who would point out that he 
qualified the principle of utility as being understood in terms of humans as ‘progressive 
beings’ – and the sort of creatures just described are not ‘progressive beings’. So does the 
thought experiment fail as a counter-argument to Mill? 
 
- Not necessarily – because on what authority does Mill get to claim that humans are 
progressive beings? Some (e.g. social conservatives) have denied that this is true of many 
people.  
 
- And what’s more important, the commitment to humans as ‘progressive beings’, or the 
principle of utility? If they do come into conflict, which does Mill want to prioritize? (It’s 
not good enough to simply assume that they cannot conflict. We need to know what to do 
if they do, as they surely might.)  
 
- In other words: does utilitarianism ground the principle of liberty, or is it the other way 
around? The Introduction is unclear whether Mill is arguing from utilitarianism to 
establish other conclusions, or taking other premises in order to argue for utilitarianism  
 
- This tension, I will suggest over the following weeks, never really gets resolved.  
 
- Does that mean Mill was simply a bad philosopher? Let’s not be hasty. Recall the 
context, the audience. In Victorian Britain, the utilitarian calculation would often come 
out quite straightforwardly in terms of taking easy, basic measures to improve the lives of 
millions – at least if the political will was there.  
 
- What is Mill up to in his opening? Is he trying to articulate the best, most water-tight 
philosophical case? Or is he deploying a range of rhetorical moves to try and win a 
political fight? Are these aims in tension? If so, is that a necessary consequence of trying 
to marry the messiness of real politics, with the purity of philosophy?  
 
- These are questions to which we shall repeatedly return.  


