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John Stuart Mill
1806—1873

The name John Stuart Mill has become synonymaous with genius. But for the Victorians it was also
associated with outrageously radical views: Mill advocated sexual equality, the right o divorce,
universal suffrage, free speech, and proportional representation. He first gained public attenrion as
a social reformer, promoting the rationalist ideas of his godfather, Jeremy Bentham, founder of
Unilitarianism. Mill went on to become the era’s leading philosopher and political theorist, an
cutspoken member of Parliament, and Britain's most prestigious proponent of women's rights,

Mill's education is legendary: the Victorians were fond of social experiments, bur few
were stranger or more disturbing than James Mill's efforts to prove thar a child could learn so
much so early in life. He began teaching his son Greek at the age of three, making him memo-
rize long lists of Greek words and their English translations. He also *home-schooled” his son
in history, languages, calculus, logic, political economy, geography, psychology, and rhetoric.
The boy's responsibilities included tutoring his younger siblings—eventually, eight of them—
in these subjects. All this went on while his father, busy writing his multivolume History of
British India, surveyed his children from the other end of the dining-room table.

As Mill's Awtobiography shows, the human cost of the experiment was high. In an early
draft he wrote that “1 . . . grew up in the absence of love & in the presence of fear.” His stern
father denied Mill bath pleasures and playmates, and so dominated the boys mother that he
interpreted her submissiveness as indifference to his existence. At fourteen, when his father
declared his education finished, Mill had, by his own account, the knowledge of a man of
forty—but he still could not brush his own hair.

Undaunted by such trivia, Mill decided he wanted to be “a reformer of the world.” When
he was seventeen, he founded the Uilitarian Society, which vigorously debated how w achieve
the Urilitarian goal of bringing the greatest happiness to the greatest number of people. Bur ar
twenty he was plunged into depression when he realized that achieving all his goals would not
satisfy him: “I seemed o have nothing lefr to live for.” Overwork and the utter neglect of human
emotion in his otherwise comprehensive education led Mill o a nervous breakdown in 1826.

Discovering that “the habit of analysis has a tendency to wear away the feelings,” Mill
eradually recovered by reading poetry, especially that of Wordsworth. The poet aroused his in-
terest in “the common feelings and common desting of human beings.” Despire his assessment
of himself as an “unpoetical nature,” Mill became one of the most asture critics of his genera-
tion, recognizing before anyone else the unusual strengths and psychological motivations of
both Tennvson and Browning. His essay Whae is Poerry? (1833) argues that crue poerry ex-
presses the passionate, solitary meditations of the author; it is not so moeh heard as “overhearnd.”

In 1823 Mill followed in his father's footsteps by taking a clerkship in the Examiner's Office
of the East India Compary, the commercial enterprise that, in effect, poverned British India. He
eventually headed the department, as his father had before him. The center of his professional life,
however, was his own writing and political activism. His position allowed him time to become an
energetic propagandist for radical causes and legal reform—he was even arrested ar age seventeen,
a few weeks after the job began, for distributing information on birth conrol. He also edited the
Lomidon emd Wesmminster Review (1836-1840), while writing important essays on Coleridge and Je-
remy Bentham. His Svstem of Logic (1843) and Principles of Poditical Economy (1543} immediately
became standard works in the field; he followed these with influential books on philosophy, poli-
rics, and economics, including Thoughts on Parliamentoy Reform (1839), Unliimianiem (1861),
Representative Government (1861, and Auguste Comee and Positism (1865).

The most significant event of Mill's adulr life was meeting the brilliane and beauriful Har-
riet Taylor in 1830. She shared his radical views on women's rights, and they soon formed an
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intimate friendship. But she was married and the mother of three children, o fact which lent
piquancy to their effores to establish the legal right of divoree. They finally married in 1851, af-
ter the death of her hushand. Mill claimed that she deserved equal credic for his works, calling
them “joint productions” of their intellectual life together. “When two persons have their
thoughts and speculations completely in common,” he wrote in his Aunobiography, it is of lic-
tle consequence . .. which of them holds the pen.” After Harriet Taylor died in 1858, her
davghrer Helen became Mill's companion; she carried on their work in woman's rights ineo
the twentieth century.

Mill retired from the East India Company in 1858 when the British government ool
over the company's affairs. Although he refused to seek votes or curry favor with any con-
stituency, Mill was elected Member of Parliument for Westminster from 1865 to 1888, making
memorable speeches on behalf of palivical reform, Trish frecdom, and women's voting rights, A
century ahead of mainstrenm Anglo-American lawmakers, he demanded nonsexist language
for legislation, including a proposal that the Second Reform Bill {1867} be rewritten to replace
the word "man”™ with the word “persen.” After his defear in the election of 1868, Mill spent
most of his remaining vears in Avignon, France, where he died in 1873,

In the twentieth century, Mill's reputation has been sustained by the continuing rele-
vance of his work, On Liberry (1859) has become the elassic defense of the individual's right,
in a modern society dominated by bureaucracy and mass culture, to resist the constraints of
both government and public opinion. The Subjection of Women (1869} insists thatr men should
grant “perfect equalicy” to women, demonstrating that “what is now called the nature of
women is an eminently artificial thing—the result of forced repression in some directions, un-
natural stimulation in others.” Finally, the Awaobiography (1873} poignantly applies these in-
sights to the construction of the author’s own identity, revealing how Mill's life was shaped by
the forced repressions and stimulations of his unusual family environment.

These three works also embody Mill's distinetive qualities as a writer and thinker: he ad-
vances his arguments with exceptional clarity, anticipating objections and providing interest-
ing examples to prove his poines; he makes his appeals to the reader on the basis of reason, ne
matter how emotionally charged the topic may be; and he displays an underlying concern for
what is good for the public ar large. Mever content merely o assert human rights or display
moral outrage, Mill dedicared himself to convincing others that freedom of thought and ac-
rion—for women as well as for men—is not simply right but beneficial ro society as a whale,

For additional resources on Mill, go to The Longman Anthology of British Literatire Weh
site at www.ablongman.comfdamroschbritlicie.

fom On Liberty
from Chapter 2. Of the Liberty of Thought and Discussion

The rime, it is ro he hoped, is gone by, when any defence would be necessary of the
“liberty of the press” as one of the securities against corrupt or tyrannical govern-
ment. = = = If all mankind minus one, were of one opinion, and only one person were
of the conrrary opinion, mankind would be no more justified in silencing that one
person, than he, if he had the power, would be justified in silencing mankind. Were
an opinion a personal possession of no value excepr to the owner; if to be obstructed
in the enjoyment of it were simply a private injury, it would make some difference
whether the injury was inflicted only on a few persons or on many. But the peculiar
evil of silencing the expression of an opinion is, that it is robbing the human race;
posterity as well as the existing generation; those who dissent from the opinion, still
more than those who hold it. If the opinion is right, they are deprived of the
opportunity of exchanging error for truth: if wrong, they lose, what is almose as great




