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Week 8: The Advantages of Equality 
 

1. He for she? 
 
- Ended last week noting Mill thinks men will have to enable female emancipation; 
women too subjugated to manage it alone. 
 
- Men (and the powerful in general) won’t give up power and advantage unless there is 
some benefit to them.  
 
- Women can’t force men to relinquish their dominance. So it’s up to men to appeal to 
men to set women free. (This seems plausible in 1869; less so now.) 
 
- Chapter 4 concerned with making the case to men as to why they as men will benefit from 
female emancipation.   
 
- Objection to Mill: ‘What good are we to expect from the changes proposed in our 
customs and institutions? Would mankind be at all better off if women were free? If not, 
why disturb their minds, and attempt to make a social revolution in the name of an 
abstract right?’ 
 
- Mill replies: only men could voice such an objection. To the question cui bono? (who 
gains?), the answer for women is obvious: they would be freed from an institution that is 
effectively slavery! 
 
- Although it might be contended that evils arising from equality would outweigh any 
goods, it cannot seriously be maintained that there would be no good at all. To women, it is 
manifestly the opposite. 
 
- Furthermore (and changing tack somewhat) Mill recognizes that regarding the holders 
of power and advantage, ‘there are many persons for whom it is not enough that the 
inequality has no legitimate defence; they require to be told what express advantage 
would be obtained by abolishing it’. So Mill sets out to show what ‘express advantage’ 
men themselves would gain from female emancipation.  
 
2. The Corruption of the Male Psyche  
 
- Massive implications of reorganizing the family on lines of justice, given how much the 
family influences our moral outlooks and social lives. If we aspire to a society of justice 
and fair treatment, it will be a disaster if the young are raised to see one half of the 
population trammeled under foot from day one. Marriage inequality is a block to social 
justice. 
 
- Men are corrupted, psychologically, by living in patriarchal arrangement, in particular 
the family.  
 
- Many assume that all women are inferior to them – and are thus rendered fools, blind 
to the variety of human difference and expertise, unable to take advice and guidance 
from competent women in their lives.  
 
- Others recognize the superiority of some women – and assume the role of hypocrites 
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so as to shut out women, protecting access to authority and benefits that cannot be 
honestly justified.  
 
- Either way, gender inequality is bad for men. Because of having ‘taken the trouble to be 
born’, men think that they can or must issue commands to women – and the effect is to 
degrade their moral psyches. 
 
3. The Connection to Society at Large 
 
- Mill returns again to his theme of overall social progress, assuming his audience is as 
desirous of this as he is. 
 
- But the most progressive society can never be fully achieved until ‘the citadel of the 
enemy’ is attacked – and that means gender inequality instituted in law. 
 
- For individuals to live on just social terms, they need legal equality, and this itself is a 
prerequisite for social progress – and also a Christian society. Mill bluntly insists to his 
readers that a truly Christian society is one in which men and women exist on a footing 
of legal equality. Again, note the rhetorical power of this in 1869. 
 
- As well as this deep claim about justice, Mill insists that equality has more tangible 
benefits: 
1) ‘double the mass of mental faculties’ (currently excluded, or wasted on drudgery of 
housework) 
2) Lack of genuine competition from talented women means standards amongst men are not 
driven up.  
 
4. The Positive Influence of Egalitarian Personal Relationships 
 
- Traditionally women have had a softening influence on morals, characters, and tempers of 
men. He attributes this not to their ‘nature’ (remember previous discussions about this!) 
but to the very fact that they have been dominated and weaker, historically. This has 
meant that women have had a long-standing incentive to avoid conflict and violence – 
and hence developed a repertoire of techniques for diffusing confrontational situations.  
 
- Historical case study: chivalry. Origins of this actually in women’s strong interest in 
getting men to stop treating women as exchangeable – and thus, violently acquirable – 
property. Chivalry a female innovation to control violence. 
 
- Mill however recognizes that the practice of chivalry fell well short of the theory: 
chivalry gave no reliable protections or guarantees of security – more a sort of attempt to 
improve a weak position…which can only be provided by meaningful coercive 
enforcement of law. (Nonetheless, the ‘softening’ was still good for men and women.) 
 
- Women are good at upholding public opinion and the ‘general view of things’ – again, a 
product of their socialization, but can still have a useful restraining influence on men. 
Docile, empathetic, deferential women (because so socialized) restrain proud, impetuous, 
violent men (because so socialized). 
 
- Is this then an excuse for the status quo?  
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- No: precisely because women are stunted and narrowed by social conformity, allying their 
views to popular opinion often does more harm than good.  
 
- Example: ‘addiction to philanthropy’; women from upper echelons of society want to 
help the poor, but fixate on moral crusades towards prevailing standards of decency, 
instead of coming up with solutions to tackle real underlying problems. Good intentions 
lead to misguided social schemes.  
 
- This would be avoided if women could enter the social sphere on terms of equality. 
Emancipation would keep the benefits of women’s ‘softening temper’, whilst losing the 
disadvantages of forcing them into narrow and socially unhelpful roles. 
 
5. The benefits to men as husbands 
 
- Mill switches focus back to individuals, specifically to husbands 
 
- Women who depend on men for financial security and social acceptance have a strong 
incentive to block husbands from experiments in living. 
 
- Not because women are inherently more conservative than men (although society does 
tend to mold them that way).  
 
- Rather, because women have been socialized to do nothing but conform, experiments 
in living with threaten social status and financial security will quite reasonably from the 
women’s perspective be viewed as a dangerous threat.  
 
- Such female hostility will extend to caring about the interests of their family, and of the 
prospects of their sons and daughters (who must find respectable husbands) – and 
eccentricities by husbands can put all that in jeopardy.  
 
- Also, women have had to sacrifice their independence and personal liberty for the sake 
of their husbands. So why should they in turn be asked to indulge the husband in 
controversial experiments in living, which may put the family at risk? 
 
- If women are socialized into being mere ‘auxiliaries of public opinion’, then they will 
inevitably put the brakes on social experimentation. But this will be a disaster for social 
progress – and potentially to the individual flourishing of his own male readers too. 
 
- The result, Mill presses home, is that at present marriage threatens to be a trap for both 
parties. Ambitious, vibrant, socially adventurous young men who get hitched to socially-
stunted women will be brought down by them in turn (and this isn’t, really, the women’s 
fault).  
 
- Ironically, a happy marriage might be worst of all: a man who truly loves his wife is most 
likely to want to please her, and thus to sink to her level.  
 
- Good and bad marriages, in conditions of patriarchy and legal inequality, are bad for 
men. Even in cases where there is lots of love and little abuse, it doesn’t change the 
overall conclusion. 
 
6. The Importance of Genuine Intimacy   
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- A further and serious problem Mill wants to emphasize is that there can be no genuine 
intimacy for people who are radically unequal. 
 
- ‘Unlikeness may attract, but it is likeness that retains’. Successful marriage requires the 
capacity to be in close-knit company for years at a time, without degrading into 
antagonism and dislike. 
 
- When people are very unlike, they will fail to share the identity of interests and tastes, 
and become conscious of their differences – which leads to antagonism and resentment. 
(Mill avoids all talk of divorce in The Subjection, a contemporary minefield he seeks 
expressly to avoid getting involved in at all.) 
 
- The well bred and well behaved may develop a sense of mutual toleration – but for Mill 
marriage should aspire to be more than that.  
 
- If a man forces a woman to yield to him via his superior coercive power, then all he will 
create is bitterness and suffering. 
 
- At present, marriage practically guarantees these pathological outcomes, by enshrining 
at its heart inequality between men and women, thus virtually guaranteeing that they will 
diverge in tastes, passions, interests, etc.  
 
- Legal equality should help to promote mutual respect and happiness for both parties. 
This leads to the possibility of intimacy and genuine friendship meaning sustained, long, and 
happy marriages. 
 
- And Mill thinks that it is just the case that a marriage orientated around friendship and 
lover, rather than domination and subordination, is better for everyone.  
 
7. Mill’s closing arguments 
 
- Final sections make appeal to empathy of male readers. Asks men to put themselves in 
women’s shoes; see what is at stake for them. 
 
- Tries to draw attention, in the end, not just to what men have to gain, but also to ‘the 
unspeakable gain in private happiness to the liberated half of the species; the difference 
to them between a life of subjection to the will of others, and a life of rational freedom’.  
 
- Appeals to readers’ own sense of the importance of freedom, and own tendency to be 
hypocrites in such matters.  
 
- Most men are apt to discount importance of freedom from subjective perspective of 
others; treating it as of secondary importance if (say) somebody’s material needs are met. 
But each man has ‘quite a different standard when he is deciding for himself’. 
 
- Not just that most people think that they can ‘manage’ their own affairs best, rather 
than having somebody else do it. Also that there is an essential dignity and pride in being 
the one who does the managing for oneself.  
 
- Importance of freedom not merely instrumental, relates intrinsically to one’s sense of 
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one’s importance as an agent. The desire and reality of ‘working out one’s own destiny’ is 
a deeply important aspect of a mature and developed human life. 
 
- Women feel exactly the same about this as men do. Or at least, would do if society didn’t 
socialize them so as to eradicate and suppress such impulses. ‘Let him rest assured that 
whatever he feels on this point, women feel in a fully equal degree.’ 
 
- Reminds men what it felt like to cease being a boy, and become an independent man. 
Comparable to release from physical bonds, or taking off a heavy weight. Men thus 
ought to empathize with women, and move to a fairer – legally equal – state of social 
relations as a result. 
 
- And beware the price of not extending this freedom: women will find ways to fight 
back! They can’t do this directly, so will instead attempt manipulation of husbands and 
family. But this corrupts family relationships, and puts men and women into states of 
mutual antagonism.  
 
- Final empathic appeal: the sad condition of women when they are past child-rearing age 
and left alone with old husbands with whom they share little in common. Such people 
are presently left bereft of meaning and purpose. Compare to a man who retires from 
work, and finds only emptiness and boredom rather then leisure and enjoyment. 
Systematically doing this to women in society is cruel.  
 
- Mill thinks that in 1869 there are structural guarantees to make women’s lives empty and 
unfulfilled. Society is thus needlessly inflicting profound suffering on huge swathes of the 
population. Marriage is not the only case (think of the bad luck of being born poor), but 
in the case of marriage ‘this sentence is imposed by actual law, and by customs equivalent 
to law’. This is inexcusable – why compound the miseries of the world, for not better 
reason than to pander to the paranoia and jealousies of men? 
 
- The final case, for Mill, is thus ultimately quite a simple one:  
 
1) Female inequality deprives society of women’s talents 
2) More fundamentally, it renders women’s live more miserable and unfulfilled than any 
grounds of necessity could possibly justify 
3) The subjection of women thus ‘dries up…the principle fountain of human happiness, 
and leaves the species less rich, to an inappreciable degree, in all that makes life valuable 
to the individual human being’. 
 
- So the final appeal, it seems, is to a principle of humanity: to the inherent justice of female 
emancipation, and the widespread human flourishing we can expect to accompany it. 
Again, this seems to me a point where it is hard to say that Mill’s argument is 
distinctively, in the end, utilitarian.  
 
8. Some Depressing Remarks 
 
- Mill might have been too optimistic; throughout The Subjugation of Women he tends to 
elide marriage equality with social equality more generally. Seems to think that as soon as 
marriage equality is achieved, social equality will automatically follow – and history 
indicates that this is not the case. 
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- Perhaps Mill is merely being strategic here: arguing for the achievable goal (marriage 
equality), whilst not drawing attention to the difficulties of enacting social change that go 
far beyond the law. 
 
- But more troublesome is something I’ve deliberately glossed over thus far: that Mill 
seems really to think that legal equality is all that’s required to generate social equality. But 
this isn’t true: in reality legal equality does not necessarily, immediately, or even at all, 
translate into effective social or political equality. 
 
- Think of e.g. domestic abuse, or the gender pay gap that still persists. 
 
- Ironically, this is in some ways a deeply Millian point: societies aren’t ruled only by laws, 
but also by opinions.  
 
- Now illegal to pay women less than men. But not illegal to think – consciously or 
subconsciously – that women are worth less than men, or are less able than men, and 
hence that it’s OK to appoint them to lower grade positions, or offer them contracts that 
pay less, or to take advantage of their socialized tendency to avoid conflict and hard 
bargaining by offering them a lower starting salary.  
 
- Similarly, an equality bill passed in Parliament will not by itself change attitudes to how 
women and men are judged differently on appearance and expected to conform to very 
different social roles (for example, turn on your TV and see how many ugly men there 
are, vs. unattractive women). 
 
- True, we don’t live in Victorian patriarchy. But we don’t have gender equality, either. 
Mill’s apparent optimism notwithstanding, it seems irrefutable that legal equality alone 
does not guarantee social equality. 
 
9. A more upbeat finale  
 
- Although he confines it to one paragraph at the end, Mill does briefly advance a 
positive case for marriage and social equality, which he puts in quite literally romantic 
terms. 
 
- Suggests that a marriage based on love, friendship, and equality, is really the very 
highest form of human association, leading to genuine and profound flourishing. 

 
‘What marriage may be in the case of two persons of cultivated faculties, identical 
in opinions and purposes, between whom there exists that best kind of equality, 
similarity of powers and capacities with reciprocal superiority in them — so that 
each can enjoy the luxury of looking up to the other, and can have alternately the 
pleasure of leading and of being led in the path of development — I will not 
attempt to describe. To those who can conceive it, there is no need; to those who 
cannot, it would appear the dream of an enthusiast.’ 

 
However, Mill goes on: 
 

‘But I maintain, with the profoundest conviction, that this, and this only [i.e. true 
love and friendship], is the ideal of marriage; and that all opinions, customs, and 
institutions which favour any other notion of it, or turn the conceptions and 
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aspirations connected with it into any other direction, by whatever pretences they 
may be coloured, are relics of primitive barbarism. 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 sympathy with an equal in nights and in cultivation.’ 
 

 
-Again, we have Mill’s oft-stated conviction that equality brings social progress, and that 
is a good thing. 
 
- But there’s something more than that here, too. I see here a legacy of Harriet Taylor 
and Mill’s love, which as far as we can tell really was a relationship of mutual respect, 
trust, and friendship. Mill is reporting from his own experiences – telling us he knows 
that equality is best, because he’s really lived it. 
 
- Few in Victorian England had really lived it. Mill loved his wife from afar for many 
years, then spent a brief number of years with her – and then had to go on for the rest of 
his life alone. What shines through in these passages, however, is Mill and Harriet’s love, 
as something truly enriches human life. It is perhaps a beautiful portrait of a man far 
beyond the limits of his time.   
 
- Whatever you think of the philosophy Mill put forward, don’t lose sight of the deeply 
human quality of his work. That, in many ways, is what is most valuable about him and 
what he did.  


