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Week 6: The Subjection of Women 
 
 

1. Sex, Gender, and Feminism. 
 

You had to come to the lecture for this part. 
 
Suggested further reading:  
 

- https://sexandgenderintro.com 
 
- https://aeon.co/essays/the-idea-that-gender-is-a-spectrum-is-a-new-gender-
prison 
 
- and R.W. Connell, Gender (Cambridge: Polity, 2009). 
 

2. Mill’s Core Purpose in Subjection of Women 
 
- After telling us that he has held the opinions which follow from ‘the very earliest period 
when I had formed any opinion at all on social or political matters’, he declares that he 
will be arguing for the following contention: 
 

‘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, admitting no power or privilege on the 
one side, nor disability on the other.’ 

 
- Some familiar themes from On Liberty here – and note the claim that female subjection 
is both intrinsically and instrumentally wrong.  
 
- Notice also the attendant radicalism: total legal equality to be instituted.  
 
- This was published in 1689, when women could not vote, hold or inherit property 
independent of a husband or father, had no right of divorce, could not prosecute 
husbands for assault or rape, were systematically excluded from the professions by law, 
massively disadvantaged in education access, etc etc. In this context, demanding total 
legal equality is radical. 
 
- Chapter 1 of Subjection lays the groundwork for the argument that such radicalism ought 
to be accepted. It also contains some of the best argumentation in the book; Mill at his 
most forensic and effective as a social thinker. 
 
- After some preliminaries about the difficulty of proving a negative (i.e. that it is not true 
that women are inherently inferior to men), Mill gets stuck in by drawing on a theme of 
On Liberty: the power of dogmatic opinion over ordinary people. 
 
- Note that Mill’s task is a big one: setting out to tell his readership that the vast majority 
of them hold deep beliefs which have no good grounding in evidence or reason. 
 
- Indeed, precisely because most people accept female legal inequality unthinkingly, as 
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something both normal and natural, he’s going to have a very tough time getting them to 
change their minds simply through providing arguments.  
 
- After all, the prejudices he wants to confront are rooted in emotion and custom, not 
reason and logic. And most people, when they have their emotions and customs 
challenged, react by shutting down and dismissing challenges automatically. Mill’s 
quarrel, therefore, is ‘not having too little faith in argument, but for having too much 
faith in custom and general feeling’. Chapter 1 sets out to destroy this ‘faith’. 
 
- Mill’s strategy is to say that he will accept the prevailing custom of female subjection 
unless it can be shown that this rests not in ‘sound reasons’ but some other, discreditable 
location.  
 
- And he thinks this will be the ‘easiest’ of his tasks: sets out to show that there are no 
good reasons supporting the ‘custom and feeling’ that licenses female subjection: it is all 
a product of false belief and what On Liberty called ‘dead dogmas’. 
 
3. Origins, Violence, and Slavery 
 
- It might be supposed that ‘general practices’ are typically instituted because they are 
‘conducive to laudable ends’ – or at least once were. Mill asks the obvious question: was 
inequality between men and women set up originally after careful reflection, perhaps 
following social experimentation, in order to determine the maximal way of organizing 
social benefits? 
 
- Mill first notes that even if this were so, origins don’t by themselves legitimate present 
conditions. If times have changed, how things started out may not mean anything now. 
History by itself cannot validate present practices (e.g. patriarchy might be a hangover of 
a less economically developed time, and hence a practice we can and should leave 
behind, perhaps.) 
 
- But anyway, an appeal to origins is hopeless as a defence of patriarchy in the 1860s: the 
origins of this practice manifestly lie in domination and violence enacted by physically 
stronger men in primitive societies, codified and socially sanctioned later as things 
became more complex. 
 
- Analogy with slavery: this is a practice which clearly originates in pure violence. 
Nonetheless, in recent memory it has been legally codified and socially sanctioned – 
regulated via a ‘compact between the masters for their mutual protection’. But this did 
not make slavery just, necessary, or undertaken out of a desire to promote social benefit. 
The mere fact of slavery’s existence can be taken as no ‘presumption in its favour’.  
 
- The same goes for women’s subjection, as a matter of parallel logic. But notice also the 
rhetorical power: this book appears in 1689, just 4 years after the end of the American 
Civil War. Britain legally abolished slavery only in 1833 – but with widespread support 
from many ordinary people. Mill is playing on his reader’s existing moral commitments, 
not just drawing a philosophical parallel.  
 
- If you’re opposed to slavery, Mill is saying, then you also have to also be opposed to 
female subjection – a less immediately obvious form of oppression, but a form of 
oppression nonetheless.  
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4. Error Theory 
 
- When you go up against a popular and widely held belief, not enough to simply say it’s 
wrong. You need a plausible explanation of why so many people hold this false belief. In 
technical parlance, you need an ‘error theory’. 
 
- Mill recognizes this – and provides a powerful error theory as to why people generally 
believe in the legitimacy of female subordination. His has five features: 
 
1) Practices get normalized by social institutions; we lose sight of the origins and true 
natures of social relationships when they become everyday happenings. Replacement of 
direct male violence in public by legal inequality and private, hidden, domestic violence 
obscures the true nature of male-female inequality. A historical parallel is the Greek 
practice of domestic slavery; abhorrent to us, but unthinkingly endorsed by them 
 
2) Most people are just ignorant of history!  Don’t know the origin of social practices, 
and take for granted that how it is now is how it must always have been, and therefore 
how it must be. Continued ignorance of the historical record prevents critical self-
evaluation by social agents. 
 
3) It took thousands of years to eliminate slavery from the world; the Americans just had 
to fight a long and bloody civil war to get there. Given how obviously objectionable that 
practice is, hardly surprising that the apparently less overt and immediately oppressive 
subjection of women should catch public attention only later, and take even longer to 
eradicate. 
 
4) Mill thinks that many human beings enjoy dominating others: consciously and 
subconsciously many men had a massive motivation to extend and retain patriarchal 
privileges. But furthermore, most people prefer their power to be considered rightful and 
rightfully exercised. Most men believe their dominating status is legitimate, and also good 
for women, because they prefer to view it this way. Men (qua humans) are 
psychologically rigged up to tend towards believing in the normative acceptability and 
practical utility of dominating those they find themselves in positions of power over. 
(Bluntly: they have an incentive to believe it’s good, so they are disposed to believe that 
it’s good – but that doesn’t mean that it is good!) 
 
5) Similar process in reverse: women get extensive carrot and stick treatment to accept 
their domination, and to conform inwardly to it in psychological terms.  
The stick = social and legal punishment for stepping out of line (everything from being 
socially shunned to physically beatn). 
The carrot =  the benefits of playing by the dominators’ rules, ranging from social 
approach to economic security, all granted on condition of docile conformity.  
 
Like men, women are psychologically incentivized to believe in the legitimacy of the 
inequality they live under; it’s just easier to live in a world you think is fundamentally fair, 
rather than one that is a deep affront both to you and to moral legitimacy more generally. 
Women likely to undergo preference adaptation: accept patriarchy not because it is 
legitimate, but because it’s easier to cope with it if one believes that it is. 
 
5. Replies to Objections 
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First Objection: female subordination is ‘natural’, because women are ‘by nature’ unequal 
to men. 
 
- Mill dismisses the plausibility of this view entirely 
 
- For a start, claims of ‘naturalness’ are always suspect when coming from a dominant 
group; the dominators have a vested interest in naturalizing – thus normalizing, in turn 
legitimating – their status as dominators. 
 
- This might be an explicit attempt at deception; but it may also be because they themselves 
have come to really believe it (see above). 
 
- Dominators should not be treated with credence when they claim something is natural: 
think of Aristotle’s talk of ‘natural’ slaves, or the claim that West Africans were ‘naturally’ 
the inferiors of white Europeans. These things might have been widely believed – but 
they were a load of rubbish. Mill thinks the position of women is analogous. 
 
- No reason to believe that women’s legal and social inequality stems from an underlying 
natural inequality – indeed the evidence points instead to this being a product of present 
social practices, and those are not natural, but artifices for social control and ordering. 
 
Second Objection: domination is accepted ‘voluntarily’ by women, which signals its 
acceptability to women, and in turn generates its legitimacy: if women accept domination, it 
must be because it’s good for them, and hence it is socially acceptable. 
 
- Mill makes four replies: 
 
a) Simply not true that women uniformly accept subjugation and legal inequality: many 
examples of women demanding greater legal recognition, and an end to exclusion in 
public life (e.g. Harriet Taylor!) 
 
b) No enslaved group ever demands all of its freedom all at once – out of prudence. 
Women pick small, winnable fights on an individual basis to try and strategically 
maximize gains, knowing that they cannot safely or sanely challenge the system as a 
whole. But this means that we can’t infer from a total lack of rejection of patriarchy that 
women therefore endorse patriarchy.  
 
c) Silence and acquiescence aren’t indicators of voluntary consent when those who are staying 
silent live in fear of reprisals from their dominators. Speaking out is dangerous for women; small 
wonder that few of them do it. Surface behavior tells us nothing reliable about attitudes. 
 
d) Women are systematically manipulated and conditioned into accepting inequality from 
the day that they are born. In cases of outright slavery, men want from their slaves 
obedience and labour. Regarding women, men want that, but they also want ‘their 
sentiments’: women are subjected from childhood to processes of indoctrination that tell 
them to love their dominators. Women are raised to be – and hence to want to be – little 
more than pliant baby-factories, who live only for and on behalf of fathers and husbands. 
Any ‘voluntary’ agreement of women in their subordination is deeply suspect, as the 
subject who is consenting has been illegitimately molded by power. The normative 
significance of any voluntary consent here is thus dubious at best. 
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- All of which, for Mill, adds up to seeing that we should be utterly unsurprised if many 
people find the inequality of women to be a natural, rather than a socially artificial and 
morally arbitrary, institution. 
 
- A sober philosophical eye, however, can help recognize that the mere fact of an 
institution’s existing is no indication that it is either natural or just. 
 
6 Driving the Positive Argument Home 
 
- The rest of the chapter mounts Mill’s positive case for why the subordination of 
women is unjustifiable, and crucially why by the standards of his readers themselves it ought to 
be abolished.  
 
No More Privilege: 
 
- Mill takes it as given that the ‘age of privilege’ is over: men no longer face legal barriers 
based on birth or class, but all professions and occupations are in principle open to all.  
 
- This is seen as common wisdom: the best jobs should go to the people best able to do 
them. Furthermore, it is absurd that the state should try and legislate who is the best 
blacksmith, or sharecropper, or accountant, by trying to determine these things in 
advance: rather, free competition can settle these questions automatically. This is now held 
as common wisdom. 
 
- But surely, then, the logic applies to women: it makes no sense to legally exclude them 
from holding certain positions and employments. If they are capable of doing these jobs 
– and capable of doing them better than men – then the market will select them, and 
society will be the winner as employment follows merit. But if they are not capable, then 
they won’t get the jobs anyway under a system of free competition. So legal exclusion of 
women is either harmful to society, or simply redundant.  
 
- Mill also claims that the ‘most progressive’ societies have been those in which women’s 
freedom has most increased, and where they have gained most access to education. 
Social subordination based solely on gender stands out as a relic of a bygone era, 
predating the realization that free competition for employment is the best social policy. 
 
- His audience wants to think of itself as progressive and the height of civilized culture; 
note the rhetorical appeal here. 
 
Appeals To Experience 
 
- Mill anticipates an objection: that granting equality to women goes against the 
‘experience’ of a successful social system; mere theory that should not be put into 
practice. 
 
- But it’s a mistake to say that present social practices rest upon experience versus theory 
– after all, no other social system has ever been tried by Europeans. Saying that no society could 
be better than is presently experienced is itself a theoretical claim. Actual experience of 
egalitarianism might prove that it works better than patriarchy. Assuming in advance that 
it cannot is to beg the question. 
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- Mill uses the rhetorical strategy of appealing to his readers’ sense of being part of a 
‘progressive’ society. And although growing female emancipation alongside societal 
progress is not proof that it is a superior mode of social organization, it is nonetheless a 
‘good presumption’ in its favour. 
 
Appeals to Evidence 
 
- ‘Evidence’ is not on the side of those who favour maintaining legal inequality.  
 
- For a start, men are only exposed to the opinions of a very few women (their mothers, 
daughters, wives), and even then only to what those women dare voice to men’s faces. 
Mill thinks it is deeply naïve to not see that women will keep much to themselves – so 
men cannot sincerely appeal to women’s testimony as evidence that women favour 
maintenance of inequality. 
 
- Most men hardly know any real women at all due to the dynamics of power in a 
patriarchal society, where social and legal superiors cannot be engaged with on a basis of 
trust and honesty. Generalizing from what they do know is inevitably going to be 
mistaken. 
 
- Until we hear genuine female voices we won’t know what women really think about 
patriarchy. But that can’t happen until we have full legal equality – and indeed beyond 
that, women will also need protection from social chastisement, intimidation, and illicit 
psychological formation that presently keep women subordinated. So appeal to ‘women’s 
voices’ on these matters is a non-starter. Women need emancipation before their voices 
can be heard as their voices. 
 
- We are basically lacking in evidence on these questions – at any rate, appeals to 
evidence cannot support patriarchy. 
 
7. A Powerful Conclusion 
 
- One of Mill’s core claims in Chapter 1 is that we are not entitled to say anything about 
the ‘nature’ of women (or for that matter men), or indeed of social organization. All that 
we ever observer are the artificially induced social roles women have been molded into. Talk 
of what is ‘natural’ here is just wrongheaded. 
 
- But we must also be alert to the way talk of ‘naturalness’ operates to legitimate 
oppressive structures: 
 
a) people project their own internal assessments onto others, but then read them back as 
if they were ‘natural’ characteristics. 
 
b) in turn, the supposed ‘naturalness’ is taken to legitimate both the negative or postiive 
attitudes one feels towards others, as well as action that rewards or punishes accordingly. 
 
- As Mill puts it, ‘men usually see only what they already had in their own minds’ 
 
- We can even extend the point further: what’s so great about nature anyway? People tend to 
act as though something being ‘natural’ automatically legitimates it. But why should that 
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be so? Bad arguments often run this way: being gay is ‘not natural’; men raising children 
is ‘not natural’ – even if that’s true [which it almost certainly isn’t], so what? How could 
normative, or value-judgement, claims follow from mere naturalness? (It’s not ‘natural’ to 
wear clothes or drive cars – so are those things thereby normatively suspect? Ridiculous 
to claim so.) 
 
- Mill adds that even if the idea of ‘naturalness’ could have any normative weight, the plain 
truth is that his society is totally lacking in having any evidentiary basis for such claims. The 
best that can be offered are ‘negative suppositions’ about how present inequalities would 
be found in all human societies. Perhaps a future social science might discern laws about 
necessary social inequalities – but nobody in 1869 is in possession of such a thing. 
 

- Mill ends by reiterating and sharpening a dilemma for his opponents:  
 
1) either it’s true that women are ‘naturally’ unequal to men,  
 
or  
 
2) it isn’t 
 

If 1) is the case, then legal inequality is superfluous, because women won’t be able to 
compete with man anyway.  
 
If 2) is the case, then legal inequality is damaging and unjustifiable, because women who are 
in some respects the equals of men will be unfairly held in positions of subordination. 
 
Indeed, such subordination – economic dependence, no legal status independent of 
husbands and fathers, no right to property, forced to rear children and stay in 
households – is in effect a form of slavery.  
 
So his opponents are charged either with defending and upholding an irrelevance that 
they should consistently abandon – or of being in favour of what is effectively a form of 
social slavery.  
 
- Chapter 1 is not always presented in the clearest way, but underlying it Mill has, I think, 
some pretty powerful arguments, and when we reconstruct them charitably, his case is 
strong. Alas, things do not go so well in the Chapters 2 and 3… 


