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Introduction

1

Because both supporters and critics of liberalism view John Stuart
Mill as formulating many of its key theoretical underpinnings, a truly
comprehensive assessment of his thought is essential to any evaluation
of liberalism itself. Such an assessment has proved to be elusive. It is
evident, of course, that Mill contributes to liberalism by defending
free speech and arguing for the liberation of women. But precisely be-
cause this aspect of his writing speaks so forcefully and persuasively on
matters of intimate and immediate concern to us, it has tended to blot
out sections of Mill’s thought he himself considered crucial to his
overall scheme. Thus, he attached importance not only to the generic
individual and his rights, but also to the cultivation of persons who re-
alized freedom through the power of self-command, including excep-
tional individuals, or geniuses, as well as to the forging of bonds that
would cultivate a just moral conscience and higher forms of social
unity. Not all of these additional elements are recognizably liberal. In-
deed, some can be viewed as bringing tension to bear from either the
Left or the Right on liberalism and its focus on free human conduct.
In pursuit of such diverse goals, Mill drew not only from classic liber-



alism, but also from ancient thought, religious practices, and romanticism,
proposing a new moral outlook that built upon the strengths and overcame the
weaknesses of each of these currents in Western culture. This book, then, seeks
to reopen the debate regarding the genesis and development of John Stuart
Mill’s political and moral thought.

The centrality of Mill’s position in Western political philosophy cannot be
overemphasized, though it has been frequently misconstrued and, frankly,
oversimplified by critics and admirers alike. Mill’s education was classical. He
was not only familiar with, but to certain extent in love with, the political and
ethical world of the Greeks. The intellectual world of his youth combined
openness to radicalism in the form of Jeremy Bentham’s extreme variant of em-
piricism—an uncompromising brief on behalf of the utilitarian principle—
with a suspicion bred by his contact with the ancients that not every idea of the
good is reducible to gross pleasures. During the latter stages of his formative
years, Samuel Taylor Coleridge introduced Mill to German romanticism’s cri-
tique of empiricism. Standing at the crossroads of the fundamental divisions in
Western political thought, Mill set out to integrate the insights of the ancients
and empiricism’s critics into the liberal mainstream.

“So far as I have any general object at all,” Mill writes in a private correspon-
dence while reformulating his political philosophy, it is to “do most to forward
that alliance among advanced intellects and characters of the age, which is the
only general object I have in literature or philosophy.”1 His goal was an-
nounced publicly in the preface to The System of Logic Rationative and Deduc-
tive: “To cement together the detached fragments of [philosophizing], never
yet treated as a whole; to harmonize the true portions of discordant theories, by
supplying the links of thought necessary to connect them, and by disentangling
them from the errors with which they are always more or less interwoven.”2

How much richer and deeper our understanding of the liberal political tradi-
tion would be if we took seriously such an important and overlooked element
of Mill’s corpus. Can the older, virtue-centered tradition of the ancients be
made to mesh with the modern political, jurisprudential, and economic focus
on human equality and freedom? Can empiricism’s grounding of human free-
dom in the natural right of every individual to secure his or her self-preserva-
tion and self-interest be reconciled with Immanuel Kant’s grounding of free-
dom in the capacity of human beings to act out of respect for the rational moral
law? Mill thought so, and his work as a whole attests to the ambition and com-
prehensiveness of such a task. His thought challenges the position that the an-
cients and modern suffered an irreconcilable breach and that the foundational
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assumptions of German romanticism are at loggerheads with its supposed
counterpart, British empiricism.3

The most original feature of my interpretation in this book is that it presents
a Mill who argues that the Anglo-Scottish liberalism established by Thomas
Hobbes, John Locke, David Hume, and Adam Smith was capable of being re-
formed so as to incorporate the insights of the ancients and romantics, thereby
developing more robust ideas of liberty, morality, and human excellence. Mill
argues that the positive conception of freedom as a self-directed, radically self-
defined moral existence is not as opposed to the classic liberal tradition as orig-
inally thought. Instead, he used ancient thought to help negotiate the differ-
ences between empiricist and romantic currents of modern political theory. He
adopted and modified the ancients as he rallied traditional liberalism to meet
and incorporate romanticism’s challenges: developing a conception of liberty
that centers on self-legislation and self-determination, establishing justice as an
ethical outlook and not mere adherence to rules, and embracing the tasks of
cultivating human perfection and general moral development. In a word, Mill
drew from ancient and romantic thought to reconcile conflicts and antinomies
that were confusing and hobbling classic liberalism—liberty and virtue, self-
interest and morality, equality and human excellence.4

Unfortunately, contemporary political theory has not been fully equipped to
investigate this feature of Mill’s political philosophy. For most of the postwar
era, academic liberals and many of their best-known critics formed an unwit-
ting alliance, promulgating the view that liberal political theory, on the one
hand, and theories of politics that dealt with moral development, better and
worse ways of life, and human perfection, on the other, represented rival and
incompatible frameworks. Classic liberalism for these academic commentators
is in direct opposition to the cultivation of virtue typical of ancient philosophy,
the moral outlook needed to live in conformity with universal norms,5 and the
self-developed, self-realized individuality that characterizes romanticism.6 To
this alliance of advocates as well as critics, classic liberalism offered merely the
articles of a peace treaty among individuals with diverse conceptions of the
good but common interests in self-preservation and prosperity; the good liberal
society required no more than the proper configuration of rational self-inter-
ested activity.

In recent years, influential commentators on political thought have begun to
question the adequacy of this depiction of liberalism. Some scholars are return-
ing to the fountainheads of liberal thought to ask to what extent liberalism
might be able to respond to these criticisms within its own tradition. Some an-
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alysts are discovering, for example, that seminal liberal thinkers recognized that
our desires can mislead us and hold back our moral agency. Certain character
traits were necessary for what they considered higher types of desires.7 Other
theorists are revising the prevailing view of liberalism by identifying the recon-
ciliation of putatively competing traditions in surprising ways. For example,
the combination of liberalism and republicanism, which until very recently
would have been considered an implausible, if not impossible, combination,
has begun to affect and invigorate the study of American political thought.8

This book contributes to the scholarship that reexamines liberalism’s con-
tent and claims. I argue that the older predominant understanding of liberal-
ism’s distinct aims that places it in fundamental conflict with those of ancient,
religious, and romantic outlooks has been dramatically overemphasized—so
much so that the influence of these perspectives on Mill’s political philosophy
has either been written off altogether or at best given a superficial glance.9 For
instance, I contend that contemporary theory’s focus on empiricism’s emphasis
on the freedom to pursue one’s private passions—most notably, for private
property—combined with its concentration on Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s and
Kant’s proposition that the free individual transcends subjection to the natural
mechanism of desire and inclination contributes to commentators’ overlook-
ing Mill’s position that his reconciliation project bridged the gap between the
empiricist and romantic wings of modern political philosophy.

In short, most contemporary commentaries on Mill are one-sided. They
tend to concentrate only on a part of Mill’s thought: the many circumstances in
which free choice is to be permitted and the fewer instances in which it might
be limited.10 The damage that results has to do not only with the broad range
of Mill’s contributions, but even with those elements of Mill’s thought that are
emphasized, namely, the assessments of utilitarianism and the character of lib-
erty. If one read many of Mill’s expositors, one would never know that Mill was
deeply concerned with reconciling the ancient and modern conceptions of lib-
erty and justice, consistently attentive to the problem that English liberalism
had not sufficiently broken with Christianity, and persistently focused on clos-
ing the political differences between Enlightenment liberalism and its roman-
tic critics. Of course, we can hear echoes of these concerns in his better-known
works, On Liberty and Utilitarianism, in which references to the personalities,
events, and teachings of the ancient, medieval, and Continental worlds are fre-
quent. But a full understanding of the role these references play in Mill’s teach-
ings requires that we turn our attention to a wider range of material produced
by Mill than commentators have included in their treatments thus far.11
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Such a broadening—which would have to include Mill’s assessments of
Plato (chapters  and ), Athens and Sparta (chapter ), the ancient and mod-
ern conceptions of justice (chapters  and ), empiricism’s and romanticism’s
competing conceptions of liberty (chapter ), Hume’s and Smith’s theory of
moral sympathy (chapter ), Kant’s conception of the moral conscience (chap-
ter ), revealed Christianity and the Enlightenment’s natural religion (chapters
 and )—discloses that the full meaning of On Liberty is not revealed unless
one takes into account integral themes of the Mill corpus. It reveals that Mill’s
On Liberty is not primarily directed at Christianity’s hold on the Victorian
mind or the hold of a monolithic opinion of any kind.12 A broader reading of
Mill reveals that On Liberty’s concern about these limitations on freedom is an
integral part of Mill’s fundamental goal to reform English liberalism and the
one-sided or distorted moral development of the West, which has pitted the
goal of developing and perfecting the individual against the aim of ensuring 
the equality and moral development of the general public (chapter ). For in-
stance, by taking into account Mill’s posthumous publications on Christianity,
we learn that the fundamental point of Mill’s discussion of freedom of thought
in chapter  of On Liberty is the Anglo-Scottish Enlightenment’s failure to
break with the Christian tradition of obedience and fear of the creative will
(chapters  and ). According to Mill, if English society is to generate a com-
prehensive morality for the future, the Anglo-Scottish Enlightenment’s univer-
sal rules of justice and reformed Christianity, or natural religion, must be aug-
mented by civil practices and values that support high ambitions, the pursuit of
distinctiveness, and the self-respect that engenders human conduct that rises
above narrow self-interested activities.

Situating On Liberty in the context of the Mill corpus also shows that his goal
in chapter  of that work is to establish a quality which characterized ancient
thought but is noticeably absent in modern thought: an idea of the best life, or
summum bonum. I show that Mill’s envisioned highest type of individual is a
step to overcoming the problems stemming from the one-sided divisions in
Western morality and to harmonizing and synthesizing the constituent ele-
ments of a morality that cultivates the complete human character: creative in-
dividuality and just conduct. This book explains that On Liberty considers two
different standards of this highest type of individual. On the one hand, Mill
puts forth an ideal that synthesizes ancient and modern conceptions of liberty,
encouraging strong desires and wills toward goals that serve the public good,
while also protecting the freedom and security of all citizens. On the other
hand, Mill establishes a romantic-expressive idea of the best life that is charac-
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terized by spontaneity, struggle, and self-development, with the individual ex-
periencing conflict between himself and the prevailing norms and practices of
society. I examine both visions of human development—showing what they
invoke, what qualities they exemplify, how they are similar, how they are differ-
ent, how they both stood in opposition to English liberalism, and why, in Mill’s
view, the romantic-expressive conception of human development is ultimately
preferable. I explain how Mill integrated this expressive conception of liberty
with the dialectics of Coleridge and the German Romantics to introduce a new
conception of Bildung, or culture, into English liberalism that synthesizes what
an individual uniquely contributes to society and what the values of the society
make him or her, a back and forth that leads to higher forms of individuality
and greater social and political unity.

What my book shows, then, is that Mill both acknowledges and attempts to
integrate the fundamental divisions in Western political and moral thought.
He touches and transforms almost all significant currents of thought as his as-
sessment of their advantages and disadvantages directly contributes to his envi-
sioned morality of the future. The book also provides insights into our con-
temporary intellectual landscape. It shows that, by incorporating the insights
of the ancients and the romantics within the liberal mainstream, Mill worked
to tame the Continental opposition to traditional liberalism while purging the
latter of its emphasis on prosaic and bourgeois aims. Today we see liberalism’s
opponents on the Left and Right spinning their wheels attempting to offer al-
ternatives to liberalism—reconstituted republicanism, revised critical theories,
and revaluated outlooks centered on human excellence.13 Mill’s thought raises
the possibility that these so-called alternatives are rooted in liberalism itself
through its absorption of the criticisms of its former opponents.

This book emphasizes and assesses Mill’s appropriation of various schools in
the history of political and moral thought, so I should clarify what I mean by
ancients, religious, classic liberal, and romantic. By ancients, I am primarily re-
ferring to the political philosophy of Plato and the political practice of Athens
in the Periclean Age. Mill studied and evaluated Plato’s effort to join different
ends: the cultivation of wise, creative individuals liberated from society’s con-
stricting norms and the development of common ethical bonds. He studied
Athens to discover the qualities of character and practices that led to an explo-
sion of creative energy and human agency.

By religion, I am referring to Mill’s assessment of the advantages and disad-
vantages of Christianity, the natural religion of the Enlightenment, and his
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proposed Religion of Humanity as moral outlooks. Mill approached religion as
a source of morality with two questions in mind: Is belief in the gods necessary
to establish an object of the good by reference to which all of our conduct is to
be judged? Is religion necessary for establishing an imaginative picture of hu-
man perfection? The relation between philosophy and religion is also of crucial
interest to Mill, as he believes both to be the key creators of the values that ani-
mate society.

By classic liberal, I am referring to Anglo-Scottish philosophers—Hobbes,
Locke, Hume, and Smith, among others—whose thinking contributed to the
protections of freedoms of religion, speech, representation, and the accumula-
tion and protection of property in the United Kingdom and much of the West.
Mill’s critical engagement with this school, of which he was a part, centered on
two key themes: Does empiricism’s negative notion of liberty, with its focus on
what cannot be done to the individual, fail to cultivate a truly free will and thus
undermine human agency, which is necessary for progress and the protection
of liberty itself ? Does empiricism’s position that our general ideas simply reflect
the particular features of the experiences from which they originate render it in-
capable of explaining universal moral norms and so of refuting the charges of
egoism and immorality?14

Finally, by romanticism I am referring to the revolution in philosophy, liter-
ature, and criticism that originated with Rousseau, flowered during the so-
called Sturm und Drang period in late eighteenth-century Germany, spread to
the English poets Coleridge, Percy Bysshe Shelley, and others, included Kant,
and deeply influenced G. W. F. Hegel. Mill’s thinking was spurred by a variety
of the romantics’ critiques of early modern liberalism: freedom could never
simply mean the untrammeled pursuit of one’s empirical desires; morality
could not be so deeply interconnected with utilitarian calculations of pleasure
and pain; a psychology of mind could not be based on a subject-object duality
which depends on a mind separate from the rest of the world. In Germany (and
to a lesser extent in England) the Romantic movement had two interrelated, yet
competing, currents of thought, expressivism and moral idealism, and Mill
consistently engaged both. The dual focus in expressivist thinking, as most
fully represented by Friedrich Schiller, Friedrich Schelling, and Friedrich Höl-
derlin, was the cultivation of the individual’s unique capabilities and the Imag-
ination’s or the Artist’s synthesizing of the distinct contributions of these indi-
viduals into deeper modes of social and political unity. Moral idealists—most
notably, Kant and Johann Fichte—claimed that humans’ ability to transcend
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impulses and desires as well as choose for themselves distinguishes us from
other animals and makes moral conduct possible and that moral freedom re-
quired transcending all desires for the good of the morally right.15

Throughout the book, I also examine the most serious challenges to Mill’s
project to reconcile the putatively alternative currents in Western political
thought. For instance, like Mill, Friedrich Nietzsche claims that the central dis-
putes of the Western philosophic and cultural tradition are of secondary im-
portance and that modern democracy has the potential to reconcile these dif-
ferences. But to Nietzsche, the unifying theme of Western values has been the
centuries-long taming of the will characteristic of Platonism, Christianity, the
Enlightenment, and German idealism; a tradition that is united in elevating
the weak over the strong. He argues that, unlike the ancient Greeks and Ro-
mans, moderns confront the lack of transhistorical values with a weak will and
heavy conscience. Thus while Nietzsche values the promotion of the strong will
and creative spirit, he argues that regenerating excellent individuals requires go-
ing beyond integrating either ancient virtues or romantic self-development
with liberal democracy. In his view, such reconciliation projects will accelerate
mass homogeneity because they reflect the Western tradition’s decay and reveal,
“to what extent the judgment of the exhausted had penetrated the world of val-
ues.”16

I also examine Alexis de Tocqueville’s differences with Mill’s project. Tocque-
ville, unlike Mill, sees modern and premodern regimes as fundamentally dis-
tinct and opposed social states. He rejects Mill’s vision of a democracy in which
creative individuals originate alternative experiences that allow people to dis-
cover the best life and have the opportunity to gain more control over their
mental and moral faculties. Tocqueville maintains that the substantive out-
looks of exceptional individuals and the mass in modern democracy are funda-
mentally the same and that the public is primarily focused on improving its
material well-being and has little concern for alternative ideas and social prac-
tices.17

Finally, the book explains how the prevailing interpretations of Mill in the
academy contribute to a restricted conception of liberalism. The dominant
view of Mill, notably articulated by Isaiah Berlin, recognizes the competing
emphases in Mill’s thinking regarding liberty, moral integration, and human
excellence. But Berlin is unable to discover coherence among these different
aims and so concludes by suggesting that the central tenet of liberalism is
choice, a claim based on Mill’s confusion concerning political philosophy’s
proper goals. Revisionist interpreters of Mill, such as Alan Ryan, identify a co-
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herent doctrine in Mill’s thinking but neglect most of his ethical and moral
concerns in favor of a focus on when behavior infringes on the rights of others.
As a result, the debate on Mill in the academy has centered on a traditional in-
terpretation of a confused Mill unable to reconcile conflicting views and a revi-
sionist portrayal of an incomplete, prosaic Mill.18 Given these interpretations,
it is not surprising that in recent decades the predominant view of liberalism
became synonymous with indifference to substantive moral concerns, hostility
to human bonds that hold societies together, and antagonism to human excel-
lence. Is it any wonder that many deem Mill a boring political philosopher?

Recent scholarship on Hegel and republicanism has begun reconsideration
of the conflict between theories of individual liberty and community.19 A
reevaluation of Mill’s liberalism gives us a deeper understanding of the largely
untapped middle ground between these two alternatives. This book shows that
a seminal writer in the liberal tradition critiqued liberalism’s weaknesses—its
abstract individualist methodology, its lack of universal aims, its failure to cul-
tivate a positive conception of the human good—with a forcefulness that is
usually associated with critics of liberalism. A close analysis of Mill’s thought
will make it possible for us to see that liberalism is not necessarily as restricted
an outlook as many of its critics and defenders believe.
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Chapter 1 The Moderns

and Plato

Late twentieth-century analyses of Plato highlight how the many
paradoxes, tensions, and dramatic settings in which the Platonic dia-
logues occur often seem to undermine the substance of Plato’s foun-
dational and doctrinal assertions—the doctrine of ideas, the pure
spirit, philosopher-kings, among others. These commentaries reopen
questions that were shut down in the wake of the midcentury totali-
tarian verdict dealt to Plato by R. H. S. Crossman, Karl Popper, and
others.1 This closed view of Plato as a monolithic dogmatist had lim-
ited analysts’ ability to understand modern, as well as ancient, politi-
cal thought.

John Stuart Mill, for instance, considered Plato the most significant
influence on his “mental culture,” claiming no modern thinker had
been influenced by Plato as much as he had.2 In many of Mill’s works
there are numerous accounts, some quite specific and comprehensive,
of Socrates and Plato. Nonetheless, the commentators on Mill who
enjoyed the greatest influence in the last half of the twentieth century
simply rejected the possibility that Mill appropriated aspects of Plato’s
thought. Whereas Plato, Isaiah Berlin insists, founded the belief in
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immutable, undivided truths, the importance of Mill lies in his complete rejec-
tion of this teaching. Alan Ryan, upon identifying a Platonic strain in Mill’s
thought, dismisses any further investigation of this point because “Mill’s age
had not learned to see Plato as a totalitarian.”3 Part of the damage from this
void in Mill commentaries is the fact that it ignores the broad range of Mill’s
contributions to political philosophy, for example, his position on Plato and his
project to reconcile the competing currents in Western morality. Yet it not only
limits key elements in his thought while overemphasizing others, but also
misses the fuller, richer idea of liberty he intended.4

MILL AND PLATO

While all of Mill’s major writings refer heavily to Socrates and Plato, Mill was
determined to develop and publish a comprehensive position that dealt solely
with Plato. This desire is dramatically expressed in letters to his wife and in Di-
ary entries he wrote in the winter of , when coughing fits and blood-ridden
phlegm convinced Mill he was suffering from tuberculosis, the same disease
that killed his father. Confronting the possibility of an early death, Mill felt a
great impetus to produce a series of essays on the most important questions,
“which thinkers . . . after us may nourish themselves with & then dilute for
other people.” Most are not surprised to find on Mill’s agenda the themes pub-
lished in On Liberty, The Subjection of Women, and the Three Essays on Religion,
but few expect to find Plato.5

In , Mill used the opportunity of reviewing George Grote’s Plato, and the
Other Companions of Sokrates as a venue to publish his comprehensive position
on Plato. He reread all of the Platonic dialogues, in the original Greek, while
alone in southern France as he worked on the essay. “The chief occupation of
this year,” Mill wrote to Grote at the end of , “has been with Plato,
Socrates, and you: and there could not have been to me, a pleasanter one.” In
this letter, Mill immodestly states that no single essay discusses Plato as thor-
oughly as the one he was then completing.6

Mill had also published works regarding Plato during the s, the period
when he was reevaluating empiricism’s positions that reason is exclusively the
instrument of the passions and that our general ideas simply reflect the partic-
ular features of the experiences from which they originate. In –, Mill
published translations with commentaries of four Platonic dialogues for the
Monthly Repository. The series proved to be popular. Indeed, in the Autobiogra-
phy Mill notes that in the late s he was surprised to discover that these dia-
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logues and commentaries had been read and “their authorship known, by more
people than were aware of anything else which I had written up to that time.”
Mill was set to publish work on five more dialogues when the editor, W. J. Fox,
decided to move the journal toward a different intellectual orientation for prac-
tical considerations.7

In his introduction to the volume of Mill’s Collected Works that houses the
nine translated dialogues and commentaries, F. E. Sparshott reflects the trend
by contemporary analysts to dismiss Mill’s interest in Plato. Sparshott asks,
Why is Mill interested in the Platonic dialogues? Unable to answer his own
question, he guesses that Mill chose to translate the following dialogues—
Protagoras, Phaedrus, Gorgias, Apology, Charmides, Euthyphro, Laches, Lysis, and
Parmenides—to support Friedrich Schleiermacher, who contributed to the Pla-
tonic revival in Germany during the s and s. Mill, Sparshott conjec-
tures, set out to reinforce Schleiermacher’s goal of founding a popular Platonic
canon.8

Indeed, Mill is in accord with Schleiermacher’s position that Socrates’ pri-
mary contribution to philosophy consists not in the specific truths he pro-
posed, “but in the improved views which he originated respecting the mode in
which truth should be sought.”9 However, it is unlikely Sparshott’s conjecture
that Mill was reinforcing Schleiermacher’s project to establish a Platonic canon
is right, as Schleiermacher considered the Gorgias and Apology irrelevant, possi-
bly fraudulent, dialogues.10 Mill also barely recognized Schleiermacher’s work;
and he opposed the positions held by Schleiermacher (among other commen-
tators on Plato) which dismissed dialogues that did not contribute to a coher-
ent Platonic outlook and held that Plato’s positive assertions—such as the doc-
trine of Ideas and the Myth of Er—were direct outgrowths of Plato’s dialectical
investigations. Finally, Mill opposed the position held by Schleiermacher and
others that Plato was a prophet of Christianity and transcendental philoso-
phy.11

A more promising avenue of inquiry for discovering Mill’s intent in translat-
ing and commenting on Plato’s dialogues is provided by the anonymous an-
cient commentator, who suggested that studying Plato enables us to contem-
plate Plato’s teachings and discover our own assumptions and questions about
the world. This commentator reports the myth that “Plato himself, shortly be-
fore his death, had a dream of himself as a swan, darting from tree to tree, caus-
ing great trouble to the bird catchers, who were unable to catch him. When
Simmias the Socratic heard this dream, he explained that all men would en-
deavor to grasp Plato’s meaning, none, however, would succeed, but each
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would interpret him according to his own views, whether in a theological or a
physical or any other sense.”12 From this perspective, the reader of Plato must
confront contradictory teachings, myths, irony, and dialogues in which the au-
thor never speaks for himself, so any commentary on Plato teaches as much
about the assumptions and concerns of the commentator as it does about Plato
himself.

Mill’s actual analysis of the dialogues focuses on themes that are central to
both Plato’s and Mill’s political philosophies. In Mill’s account, the Charmides,
Laches, Euthyphro, and Lysis show how dialectical investigations are the key
method of overcoming the greatest human problem, what Socrates calls our
common ignorance in thinking that we know when we do not. This theme is
central to Mill’s On Liberty: “Where there is tacit convention that principles are
not to be disputed, where the discussion of the greatest questions which can oc-
cupy humanity is considered to be closed, we cannot hope to find that generally
high scale of mental activity which has made some periods of history so re-
markable.”13 Mill’s commentaries and analyses of the Protagoras and Gorgias
examine Plato’s positions on the relation between individual happiness and
virtue. Accordingly, Mill opens Utilitarianism with the statement that the rela-
tion between virtue and happiness has bedeviled political philosophy “since the
youth Socrates listened to the old Protagoras, and asserted . . . the theory of
utilitarianism against the popular morality of the so-called Sophist.”14 Finally,
Mill’s attention to the Phaedrus and Parmenides is devoted to the proper rela-
tion between philosophy and poetry, philosophy and faith: namely, the philo-
sophical quest to discover the truth and the creation of ennobling religious and
poetical teachings. These concerns are central to the Three Essays on Religion, in
which Mill examines and explores the “most painful position to a conscientious
and cultivated mind, to be drawn in two contrary directions by the noblest ob-
jects of all pursuits, truth, and the general good.”15 In short, studying Mill’s
evaluation of Plato provides insights into the political philosophies of both
Plato and Mill himself.

Mill’s interest in Plato—and in classical political thought and practice more
generally—should not come as a surprise. He began to study the works of
Homer, Herodotus, Thucydides, Xenophon, Plato, and Aristotle as a child.16

As early as , in commenting on Tocqueville’s thesis that modern democracy
distorts intellectual thought, Mill argued that it was “incumbent upon those
who had the power to do the utmost towards preventing” the decline of classi-
cal studies.17 Friend and foe alike criticized Mill for placing such high value on
the study of Plato and the ancients and for calling for a reconciliation in “that
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age old conflict between the ancients and the moderns.”18 In response to Her-
bert Spencer’s criticism that his vision of higher education placed too much
emphasis on the ancients, Mill wrote, “In regard to classical instruction, I do
not altogether agree with you that the side favourable to it is too strong; for I
think there is a growing reaction to the opposite extreme, producing a danger
on that side which being the side most in harmony with modern tendencies has
the best chance of being ultimately the stronger.”19 Mill also was a central
figure in the debate among mid-Victorian intellectuals on the significance of
the art, religion, and politics of ancient Greece. As his friend and biographer
Alexander Bain pronounces, Mill “was a . . . Greece-intoxicated man,”20 and
to ignore as much is to do Mill’s legacy a great injustice.

THE PLATONIC REVIVAL

Mill was not alone in his philosophical engagements with Plato. A crucial mo-
ment in Western intellectual history began at the start of the nineteenth cen-
tury, when philosophers, poets, and historians throughout the West turned to
Plato for help in understanding the sources of and cures for the materialism and
disunity of the age. This Platonic revival, which originated in Germany decades
earlier and spread to England during the early Victorian period, did not pro-
duce a unified view of Plato. On the contrary, the treatment of Plato by one
writer often came in reaction to another, and soon there were Romantic, but
also Hegelian and even Empiricist Platos, and some thinkers, such as Mill, de-
veloped positions on Plato that reflected the views of the different schools of
thought. The significance of this discussion and its continued reverberations in
modern thought has been too little appreciated by contemporary commenta-
tors on political theory.21

Here I will briefly review the competing appropriations of Plato by various
schools in the cultural and philosophical spectrum of Europe in the nineteenth
century. Several conclusions emerge from such a review. First, on an abstract
plane, one learns that the supposed mutual incomprehensibility of intellectual
traditions originating on the Continent as compared to the putatively more
sensible kinds in Great Britain is a modern myth. The cultural unity of Europe
among the higher echelons of the elite was still a factor in the nineteenth cen-
tury, and these elites were still required to learn something of ancient Greek his-
tory, language, culture, and politics. Thus, when Schiller and Hölderlin wrote
about ancient Greek dramatists and philosophers, they were quite comprehen-
sible to Shelley and Coleridge across the channel.22 In turn, philosophers and

The Moderns and Plato14



classicists on the Continent closely studied and debated Grote’s works on Plato
and the ancients. Nietzsche, for instance, cites Grote’s works repeatedly in his
lectures on ancient philosophy in the s, particularly noting Grote’s posi-
tion that Socrates orchestrated his death in order to help found philosophy as a
way of life; Nietzsche himself eventually put forward that view in The Twilight
of the Idols.23

But it is not only that the philosophers, poets, and classicists talked to and
understood one another. To think that the foundational assumptions of Ger-
man romanticism were at loggerheads with its supposed counterpart, British
empiricism, would be equally erroneous. This capacity, displayed by some
members of the European intellectual elite—most notably, Mill24—leads to a
second discovery: Mill used Plato to help negotiate the disputes between both
empiricism and romanticism and the ancients and moderns as part of his proj-
ect to overcome the one-sided development of Western morality. Mill learned
distinct lessons, positive and negative, from Plato, the romantics, and the em-
piricists and formulated a new outlook that built upon the strengths and over-
came the weaknesses of each.25

For instance, seminal thinkers from the Anglo-Scottish liberal tradition, in-
cluding Hobbes, Locke, and Hume, saw liberty in terms of removal of con-
straints on individual action. This negative notion of liberty focuses on what
cannot be done to the individual. Mill was aware of and impressed by the criti-
cism of this vision provided by the Continental thinkers such as Kant: that if
our understanding of liberty is restricted to what others cannot do to the indi-
vidual by the exercise of their wills, society will ignore the task of cultivating
self-mastery and thus truly free individuals.

In offering a response to this criticism on behalf of empiricism, Mill believed
it was necessary to include the insights of Plato as well as of the romantics. He
concluded that Plato also had a deep understanding of what was required—
what qualities had to be encouraged—if societies were to arrive at an ethics ca-
pable of fostering developed forms of individuality and human agency. And it
was precisely the seriousness with which Plato, Coleridge, Fichte, and other an-
cients and romantics pursued this question that convinced Mill that the domi-
nant “individualist” theories of his own school of empiricism were weak in
comparison: both the ancients and the romantics help us recognize that indi-
viduals have the capacity to shape and master their own character.

But Mill was also aware that both the ancient and romantic conceptions of
liberty involved risks. Despite his happiness at finding in Plato and romantic
sources a serious consideration of what was involved in perfecting the individ-
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ual, he recognized that they offered no protection against the emergence of
overly willful and tyrannical types like Alcibiades or Napoleon, individuals
who strive to overcome conventional norms in order to attain private gain at
the public expense. This recognition of the potential dangers posed by human
creativity spurred Mill to develop an entirely new moral theory for empiricism,
which was already withering from Kant’s and romanticism’s criticisms.

In short, it turns out that Mill directly engaged Plato and took very seriously
the nineteenth-century debate between empiricism and romanticism on the
character of liberty, morality, and human perfection. In that context, Mill
worked very hard to incorporate the insights of Plato, Coleridge, Kant, and
other ancient and romantic sources to develop a liberal political philosophy
that would reform an English liberalism that refused to take responsibility for
developing the motives and practices that lead to self-mastery and the exertion
of human energy. As John Skorupski puts it, “[Mill’s] chosen role is to educate
the serious-minded; his philosophical stance is numbingly comprehensive, lu-
cid, and systematic. . . . If Bacon wrote philosophy like a Lord Chancellor, Mill
all too often writes like a self-appointed Royal Commission.”26 The result is a
version of liberalism that has a richer, fuller notion of the individual: not just as
a bearer of a limited number of rights, but also as a person who can and should
be cultivated in a particular direction, including the ability to amend oneself.

PLATO AS POET

The mystical and poetical Plato of the English Romantics—Shelley, Coleridge,
William Blake, among others—predominated among the writers who read
Plato seriously in England during the first third of the nineteenth century. Plac-
ing dialogues such as the Symposium and the Phaedo at the forefront of the Pla-
tonic corpus, the romantic poets viewed Plato as a dramatist and author of in-
spiring myths whose whole approach to the world was the antithesis to the
materialism and utilitarianism that in their view debased the contemporary
age. To these poets, Plato cultivated the moral sensibilities of humanity by
painting pictures of a more pervasive beauty that lay beyond the civilized
world: the doctrine of recollection indicated how civilization’s norms enervated
humanity, and the immortal soul told how real life began when the soul was
freed from bodily appetites. Ignoring Plato’s argument that poets merely imi-
tate the tastes and passions of the audience that have been shaped by conven-
tions,27 Shelley, William Wordsworth, John Keats, and many other romantics
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were inspired by Plato to find individual perfection, the beautiful itself, and
their own souls through poetry that returned the individual to nature.28

The key contemporary intellectual influence on the English poets was the
expressive current of the German romantics—Johann Herder, Schiller, Höl-
derlin, to name a few—who called for liberation from the modern outlook of
Aufklärung, materialism and utility, which stood in contrast to the ancient
Greek ethos of wholeness and harmony.29 Typically, the German romantics’
view of history begins with the description of the unconscious, undiffer-
entiated unity of the ancients, then moves into a period of sustained estrange-
ment between thought and action, subjective will and objective good. These
divisions, in turn, drive a historical process back toward unity at a higher level
of coherence and awareness. Among the ancient Greeks whom they idealized
and in the future for which they held such high hopes, the German romantics
saw images of the harmoniousness for which they so ardently yearned. As
Schiller put it, “What single modern steps forth, man to man, to strive for the
prize of humanity with a single Athenian? Whence then, with every advantage
of the race, this disadvantageous relation of individuals? In what consisted the
qualifications of a single Grecian to represent his time, and why may not a sin-
gle modern attempt the same? Because all-uniting nature had imparted her
forms to the former, and all-dividing intellect her own to the latter.”30

Schiller blamed the spiritual deadness of his age on science and a fragmented
civil society—on the physicists and astronomers who taught that the sun is
merely a ball of fire and the society of specialization that truncated our faculties
and restricted social intercourse. He lamented what was sloughed off as the nec-
essary price for progress, in society and science alike. Overwhelming indiffer-
ence had permeated social interactions, charged Hölderlin, and was causing so-
cial and political atrophy. Only culture would enable people to regain mutual
regard in their interpersonal encounters and to forge bonds of solidarity and
trust in the rules and institutions that govern meaningful connections between
people. It was therefore crucial that artistic and educative energies be activated
in an attempt to reestablish binding values of coexistence. The culture that the
romantic-expressivists imagined had the doubly imposing tasks of liberating
individuals from the constraints of custom and convention, allowing them to
realize their unique nature in the full, while also synthesizing the highest con-
tributions of individuals into new values and deeper social and political inte-
gration.31

It was the general view of the German Romantics that Plato, standing at the
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dawn of humanity’s divisions, recognized the role of the artist as a vital cultiva-
tor of wholeness and unity.32 Plato’s art itself reflected his understanding of the
proper relation between the parts and the whole. Plato was “able, with much
dexterity, but in a natural way, to produce a dialogue, to distribute the subject
matter appropriately among the persons carrying on the discussion, to have
each person think in character and allow him to speak occasionally, and yet to
keep sight of the whole. The unity of the ultimate purpose joined the manifold
parts to each other so fortuitously that the thread of the conversation could 
be followed without confusion, and that the subject mastered remained in
sight.”33 The German Romantics embraced many of Plato’s specific moral
teachings as well. They saw Plato’s teaching regarding the One and the Many as
a forebear of their own belief in an absolute unity and harmony behind the
many-colored, ever-shifting mass of phenomena. The Phaedrus and the Sympo-
sium, which expound Plato’s philosophy of love, were seen as an anticipation of
the romantics’ conception of eros—the universal, eternally creative, and gener-
ating force which operates through an infinite chain of conflicts, giving unity
and continuity to finite, divided forms of being.34

To be sure, the British Romantics were far less united in regard to the impli-
cations of Plato’s and their own art.35 In Wordsworth’s view, Plato’s Doctrine of
Recollection—whereby the “path of recollection” starts from an experience of
perplexity and the discovery of one’s ignorance—expresses the poets’ goal to
disengage the self from the distorting thoughts and experiences of society, al-
lowing the individual to rediscover his most natural sentiments and feelings.
Through this conflict between the natural and social selves, the individual re-
turns to nature at a higher level as the conflict engenders range, depth, and sen-
sitivity in one’s self-awareness.36

The poet, in Wordsworth’s account, recognizes that the human mind has the
potential to be excited, beautiful, and dignified, and that one era is elevated
above another in proportion as the mind is so cultivated. “To endeavour to pro-
duce or enlarge this capability [of the mind] is one of the best services in which,
at any period, a Writer can be engaged, but this service, excellent at all times, is
especially so at the present day. For a multitude of causes, unknown to former
times, are now acting with a combined force to blunt the discriminatory pow-
ers of the mind, and unfitting it for all voluntary exertion to reduce it to a state
of almost savage torpor.” The goal of poetry is to create “excitement in co-exis-
tence with an overbalance of pleasure”; its aim is to regenerate humanity’s feel-
ings, to extend their sympathies, and enlarge the capacity “of being excited
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without the application of gross and violent stimulants.” The poet considers
humanity and nature “as essentially adapted to each other, and the mind of
man as naturally the mirror of the fairest and most interesting qualities of na-
ture.” Ancient poets like Plato, Lucretius, and Catullus were more aware of po-
etry’s task than contemporary poets, asserts Wordsworth. Writing at the time
civilization was founded, they recognized the tension between nature and arti-
fice, using language that was daring and figurative to identify the primary laws
of nature.37

Coleridge, like the German Romantics, identified a more politically con-
structive, form-making role for the poet than Wordsworth did. The poet did
not merely present ordinary things in unusual and uplifting ways; rather, the
imagination of the poet was to embrace every facet of life, shaping and trans-
forming it into one harmonious, beautiful entity. “The poet, described in ideal
perfection, brings the whole soul of man into activity, with the subordination of
its faculties to each other, according to their relative worth and dignity.”38 In
true Platonic fashion, Coleridge argued it is illuminating to evaluate all par-
ticular phenomena—most notably, the state—in light of the true, universal
“idea.” It is “that conception of a thing which is not abstracted from any par-
ticular state, form or mode in which they may happen to exist at this or that
time,” states Coleridge. “Nor yet generalized from any number or succession of
such forms or modes; that which is given by the knowledge of its ultimate
aim.39 Coleridge makes the argument for a political order in which a constitu-
tional monarchy maintains a dynamic equilibrium between the traditionalism
of the aristocracy and the innovation of the commercial and intellectual classes.
Coleridge, who praised the philosopher-kings, the perfected individual, and
the perfect state of Plato’s Republic, envisaged a new church, or “clerisy” as he
named it: a caste of higher-type men who mediated and synthesized the contri-
butions of the two great classes and devoted attention to the development of a
national culture. Coleridge identified moral cultivation as “the harmonious de-
velopment of those qualities and faculties that characterize our humanity,” and
it was on this type of education that he placed his highest hopes.40

Shelley did not draw lessons about hierarchy and philosopher-kings from
Plato. Not that Plato failed to politically inspire Shelley. One of Shelley’s great-
est poems, Prometheus Unbound, derives from his reading of Plato and Aeschy-
lus; its theme is the never-ending battle between good and evil that is found in
Plato’s Statesman and Aeschylus’s Prometheus Bound. Plato inspired Shelley on
two levels. The Platonic dialogues featuring the skeptical questioning of dogma-
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tism encouraged Shelley to compose essays such as “Refutation of Deism,”
which assessed the advantages and disadvantages of faith and atheism. The dia-
logues featuring Plato’s imaginative powers, which posited that education and
virtue could overcome corruption, emboldened Shelley to proclaim that the
poet is someone “divine” who can apprehend the good and teach his readers. Af-
ter rereading chapter six of the Republic, Shelley commented that “if ever the
world is to be arranged upon another system than that of the several members of
it destroying & tormenting one another for the sake of the pleasures of the
senses, or from the force of habit and imitation; it must start from” the principles
of moral education in the Republic.41

In Shelley’s account, the imaginative powers of Plato and all poets require
not only the ability to combine diverse elements into a coherent, harmonious
whole; they also must have a mediating power that apprehends a superior real-
ity, creating a link between the known world and the transcendental realm. The
objects initiated by the great poet are the eternal Forms discerned through the
veil of fact and particularity. The poet “strips the veil of familiarity from 
the world, and lays bare the naked and sleeping beauty, which is the spirit of its
forms.” This poetry is particularly important in periods such as the present
when, “the excess of the selfish and calculating principle, the accumulation of
the materials of external life exceed the quantity of the power of assimilating
them to the laws of nature. The body has become too unwieldy for that which
animates it.”42

Shelley often borrowed Plato’s metaphors and adapted them to produce
something personal and distinctive. For instance, in Plato’s Myth of Er the uni-
verse is explained as a series of concentric circles, resembling vessels that fit into
one another and are shaded in various colors. To those individuals who live a
virtuous earthly existence, a wonderful thousand-year voyage through the
heavens awaits them.43 Shelley utilized this cosmology to explain a world that
is beautiful in important respects, but not nearly as beautiful as the highest cir-
cle. In his elegy on the death of Keats, Shelley wrote,

The One remains, the many change and pass;
Heaven’s light forever shines, Earth’s shadows fly;
Life like a dome of many coloured glass,
Stains the white radiance of eternity
Until Death tramples it to fragments—Die
If thou wouldst be with that which thou does seek!44

The British Romantics’ main contribution to the debate on Plato was their
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serious treatment of Plato’s artistic imagery and dramatic structure, their gen-
eral promotion of his thinking at a time when eighteenth-century Anglo-Scot-
tish Enlightenment writers had largely ignored Plato’s thought, and their argu-
ment that Plato gave poets a unique responsibility to use their imagination for
cultivating the individual’s and community’s ethical sensibilities. Mill was read-
ing Wordsworth and Coleridge closely during the time he was publishing
translations of Platonic dialogues with commentaries. But whereas the roman-
tics believe Plato used artistic imagery to give popular and figurative form to
moral truth, Mill counters that Plato developed poetic metaphors to cover up
or hide reason’s limited understanding of morality. Nonetheless, while Mill
criticized most of Plato’s specific poetic teachings, he acquired from the roman-
tic thinkers an appreciation for Plato’s attempts as a poet to cultivate the ethical
sensibilities of the individual and the community. This contribution of the ro-
mantics to the debate over Plato as well as Mill’s own assessment of romantic art
would directly contribute to Mill’s positions that political philosophers had a
poietic task of establishing the proper ends of a political society and that En-
gland needed an aesthetic culture to cultivate exceptional individuals who
would channel their energies to practices that further the public good.

HEGEL’S PLATO

It was Hegel’s account of the ancients in general and of Plato in particular that
was the most significant of the century, and as such, not surprisingly, the source
of critical commentary for generations to come throughout Europe. For Hegel,
the Sophists and Socrates initiated the critical break and duality in Western cul-
ture from which it was only now beginning to recover, more than two millen-
nia later. Prior to the Sophists, Greece had been characterized by a prereflective
culture free of the tensions between the private and public self, the inner and
external world: every individual in Athens embraced the laws and customs;
each and every one of them experienced in his own person the collective con-
sciousness of the entire polity. In contrast to later ages, the Athenians did not
regard their social norms and institutions as alien or oppressive and hence did
not attempt to distance themselves from them. The only problem with Athe-
nian culture was that it was experienced without being understood, a problem
Socrates drove a decisive wedge into.45

This incapacity to ground the religious beliefs and cultural mores of the 
polis in a deeper, more comprehensive understanding was first manifested, ac-
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cording to Hegel, when the Sophists submitted them to the scrutiny of re-
flective reason. The Sophists initiated the shift from the objective to the sub-
jective, from universal to individual standards, and slowly individual resolve
began to assert its rule over the authority of tradition and objective law.
Socrates participated in the Sophistic revolt against unthinking allegiance to
customs and morality. But he also initiated the shift in moral sensibility from
Sittlichkeit to Moralität. Before Socrates the Athenians obeyed customs and 
derived their ethical life from the ordinances of the polis. Now Socrates intro-
duced a reflective moral conscience according to which the individual sought
to determine what is right and good from within. Thought became free, and
the individual asserted his right to evaluate his own conduct. By this process the
Athenians abandoned the religion of the poets and the moral ordinances of the
polis and turned to their own subjective reflection for moral guidance.46

Hegel recognizes Socrates’ reflective morality as a key step to human free-
dom, but he also sees that this form of conscience, when isolated from other
considerations, leads to radical subjectivism and ultimately nihilism. Hemmed
in as it is by the self, reflective morality addresses only a part of our psychic
world, and so will not always correspond to what is objectively rational. In the
short run, Socrates’ opposition to accepted Athenian norms led to his trial and
death. To Hegel, Socrates’ death was not unjust but tragic because “in what is
truly tragic there must be valid moral powers on both sides which come into
collision; this was so with Socrates.” In the long run, Socrates initiated the
long-standing split in Western culture between the harmony and unity of the
Greek world and the different quests for subjective freedom through philoso-
phy, Christianity, and, later, commercial activity.47

In Hegel’s account, Plato’s genius was his recognition that the substantive
ethics of his age were being undermined by free thought. On the one hand,
Plato intensified this crisis in a dialogue such as the Protagoras, which displays
the use of the negative, critical dialectic in freeing people from what is custom-
ary. On the other hand, dialogues such as the Parmenides and the Gorgias fea-
ture Plato’s speculative or positive dialectic, which affords insight into how 
reason or wisdom can overcome such contradictions. Plato attempted to over-
come the ethical crisis by constructing a new republic on a new universalistic
ethos that reestablished shared moral understanding. Plato failed, in Hegel’s
view, because he was either unwilling or unable to completely confront the
problem, as he did not integrate the newly founded subjective freedom with his
prescribed universal outlook (an understanding that Hegel would ascribe to
Rousseau). Plato’s political plan did little to heal the breach between subjective
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notions of right and objective dictates concerning it; on the contrary, his pro-
posals institutionalized the schism. Plato’s republic places too many restrictions
on marriage, the family, property, and reason itself. Plato failed to reconcile the
relation between the particular and universal good.

Hegel believed Plato’s true contribution to the resolution between subjectiv-
ity and objectivity had less to do with his political program and more to do with
his discussion of the nature of “universals.” The empiricism of the Sophists and
Socrates sought meaning of abstract terms such as justice and courage through
an accumulation of instances that exemplified the quality of the item under dis-
cussion. Plato argued that one must go the other way: understand a term or
thought in its ideal, absolute reality and then assess the instances of its applica-
tion to concrete circumstances. In Hegel’s account, Plato’s doctrine of ideas is
an artistic metaphor designed to help us see that the sensations of external ob-
jects and forces that occur in our consciousness do not give us a view of reality.
They are not themselves truly real. The ideal form of a concept is the species or
genus, of which the particular instance is a more or less degraded representa-
tive. Hegel concedes that Plato did not focus enough attention on the process
of transition from ideal reality to concrete instance. But Plato’s contribution is
nonetheless a signal one. He introduced the intellectual world to ideal concepts
that interact with, without ever being enclosed by, the temporal order. In
Hegelian terms, Plato discovered Spirit.48

To Hegel, the conflict that developed at the inception of Western political
philosophy is being resolved in the contemporary period. Indeed, there is a par-
allel between Hegel’s analysis of the evolution of thought from the Sophists,
through Socrates, and culminating in Plato, on the one hand, and the one that
starts with empiricism, proceeds through Kant, and moves to its final stage
with Hegel himself. Like the Sophists, the empiricists of the Enlightenment
undermined the belief in objective truth, which was now represented by the
“innate universals” posited by thinkers such as René Descartes. Like Socrates,
Kant established the sovereignty of the individual moral conscience: a liberat-
ing but potentially destructive political morality. But whereas Plato ultimately
failed, Hegel succeeds. Hegel’s modern state reconciles the antinomies that
Plato was unable to overcome—reason and freedom: an objective and univer-
salistic ethos, the moral and intellectual achievement of postclassical subjective
freedom.49

Throughout Europe for the remainder of the nineteenth century, Hegel’s ac-
count of Socrates and Plato, both in what it accepted and what it criticized, be-
came pivotal to the analysis of Greek philosophy and politics. As most com-
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mentators on Plato maintained the Hegelian conviction that all philosophy is a
system in which all parts are pieces of an interconnected whole, they exerted
enormous energy explaining how each particular dialogue was like a spoke in a
wheel and fit into an overarching Platonic outlook. Many commentators—
Eduard Zeller and Benjamin Jowett were the most influential in Germany and
England, respectively—set out to deepen Hegel’s view that Plato’s seemingly
contradictory teachings could be explained by his use of two different kinds of
dialectic. Other commentators influenced by Hegel discovered unity in the di-
alogues by placing them in a putatively chronological order of development: a
utilitarian dialogue such as the Protagoras was situated among Plato’s early writ-
ings, while the substantive ethics found in the Gorgias landed it in a more ma-
ture period.50

Like Hegel and the Hegelians, Mill will focus on how Plato used different di-
alogues to reconcile the particular and universal good. But Mill’s explanation as
to why Plato was unable to accomplish this task will differ dramatically from
that of Hegel. Mill rejects the position that Plato failed because he did not inte-
grate the subjective freedom he was stimulating with his newly discovered uni-
versals. In Mill’s account, it was Plato’s failure to discover universal moral ideas
to structure human conduct that led him to place restrictions on subjective
freedom. Plato’s failure served as an additional spur for Mill to reform empiri-
cism’s associational psychology and moral theory, which was being assaulted by
Kant and other Continental thinkers.51

PLATO AS SKEPTIC

Hegel’s reading of Plato did not go uncontested. Grote’s Plato, and the Other
Companions of Sokrates was the most comprehensive and innovative response.52

Grote’s claim was provocative: he presented Plato as a protoempiricist. His
four-volume work treats the dialogues as distinct pieces published over a period
of fifty years, and each dialogue is analyzed in its own right, not as part of a gen-
eral outlook. Grote’s study is one of the first products of Victorian-era classical
scholarship to be studied closely by classicists and philosophers on the Conti-
nent.53 His thesis that the Platonic dialogues resist interpretive closure failed to
supplant the Hegelian approach, but Grote raised difficult challenges to those
commentators who were quick to assume a coherent, unified Platonic outlook.

Grote inverts Hegel’s position. He does this by highlighting the image of
Plato as the dialectical, skeptical, and critical thinker over the one in which
Plato rises to more metaphysical heights.54 He believes Plato’s genius lies in his
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contributions to a culture that allows critical inquiry to go forward. It lies in
Plato’s capacity to give life, in literary form, to the first bursts of subjectivity
with the ability to challenge the unified and unreflective morality of the social
structures we are all born into. Grote’s preference for Plato’s negative and criti-
cal views plainly owes a great deal to empiricist philosophy, which posits that
knowledge requires for its supporting ground some specific sensory or percep-
tible experiences. Grote read Plato as someone who decomposed universal be-
liefs and values into their constituent parts—humanity’s most basic passions
and interests. In this way, he compared Plato’s dialectic to the modern scientific
method, which gains knowledge of physical phenomena by reducing them to a
few simple regularities or laws. Such a dialectical outlook, Grote insisted, is cru-
cial to a democratic people, who must learn to judge abstract proposals and val-
ues from the perspective of their own interests and needs. Accordingly, Grote
rejects Plato’s notion that a virtue such as justice is a good in itself. He supports
Glaucon’s and Adeimantus’s view in the Republic that many of the obligations
of justice are odious and that an individual acts justly when he recognizes a ben-
efit to be gained from the just behavior of other people. In Grote’s view, a just
morality is the general recognition that the widespread interdependence of in-
terests requires civil association.55

Like Hegel, Grote divided the Platonic dialogues according to a negative and
positive dialectic. But Grote’s distinction was based on the “dialogues of search”
and the “dialogues of exposition.” The dialogues of inquiry were an extension
of the Socratic method, while in the dialogues of exposition Plato proposed po-
litical and ethical norms. For Grote, Plato was on the right track in the critical
dialogues when he dismantled and challenged the unreflective views of his in-
terlocutors. He was much less impressed with Plato’s positive ethical and moral
teachings.

Grote’s criticism is simple: Plato failed to subject his moral doctrines—the
ideal city run by philosophers, the immutable and eternal forms lurking be-
hind a slew of images and opinion, virtue as knowledge—to the same kinds of
critical questioning that were employed to confront and undermine the unre-
flective outlook of Socrates’ fellow citizens. Why, asks Grote, does Plato not
challenge the position in the Republic that justice is an intrinsic good? Plato’s
just individual attains happiness in book  of the Republic because he is wholly
self-sufficient, but in book  Plato explains that men come together to form a
simple community by reference to their presocial desires and needs, for exam-
ple, food and shelter; needs that persist and extend as Plato constructs a more
luxurious, elaborate city. Grote writes, “Plato appears so anxious to make out a
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triumphant case in favour of justice and against injustice, that he forgets not
only the reality of things, but the main drift of his previous reasonings.”56

Grote concludes that Plato’s ethical teachings ignore human nature, the social
environment, and the critical dialectic.57

Grote refused to impose any sort of coherence upon Plato’s statements and
confined himself to detailed examinations of them as they appeared in each di-
alogue. He judged it “scarcely possible to resolve all the diverse manifestations
of the Platonic mind into one higher unity. . . . Plato was skeptic, dogmatist,
religious mystic and inquisitor, mathematician, philosopher, poet (erotic as
well as satirical), rhetor—all in one: or at least all in succession throughout the
fifty years of his philosophical life.”58 Grote’s study was a salutary and impor-
tant antidote to the ceaseless attempts by commentators of his age to overlook
or explain away contradictions, ambiguities, and omissions in Plato’s thought.

Mill, like Grote, argues that there is an inconsistency in the Platonic dia-
logues. But unlike Grote, he claims that this inconsistency is explained by
Plato’s recognition of problems within empiricism, rather than by his aban-
donment of empiricism. Plato, Mill argues, recognized that dialectical in-
quiries reveal that the foundation of our moral ideas is not discovered by
methodological observation and logic. The quest to obtain knowledge of be-
liefs by resolving them into particular elements often fails. Consequently, Plato
developed poetic metaphors and teachings to cover up reason’s limited under-
standing of morality. Still, Mill insists that a reformed Platonic dialectic con-
tributes to qualities of character—reason, desires for distinctiveness, the sense
of duty to oneself—that will promote human agency and the protection of lib-
erty itself, and he devotes an enormous amount of mental energy to identifying
ways to situate this dialectic at the center of society.
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Chapter 2 Liberty and the Just

Moral Conscience

27

What excited Mill about reading Plato was what he saw as Plato’s at-
tempt to join different ends: creative individuals and the universal
good. On the one hand, the Platonic dialogues cultivate reason and
aim to create individuals liberated from society’s constricting norms.
On the other hand, the dialogues are concerned with the development
of common ethical bonds. But Mill believed Plato was unable to rec-
oncile these goals and ultimately upset this balance when he allowed
the need for stable social forms to overtake the dialectical, liberating
side of his thinking, especially in works like the Laws.1 Mill saw Plato
as erring too much on the side of social unity at the cost of creative in-
dividuality. He aims to harmonize Plato’s two ends: Mill wants noth-
ing less than to combine the cultivation of human faculties and the
fostering of higher modes of individualism with the pursuit of the
common good as understood in an overarching morality of justice
and more extended forms of social unity. Empowered by the roman-
tics’ critiques of empiricism and cognizant that the backdrop of his
own time is much different from Plato’s fifth-century Athens, Mill is
confident that Plato’s roadblock needn’t be our own.



That Mill’s thought on Plato should focus on the problem of reconciling the
egalitarian precept of social unity and the elitist position of developing creative,
wise individuals is not surprising. Plato’s political dialogues regard the rec-
onciliation of these contrasting goals as a most fundamental problem, a prob-
lem Mill does not see as insoluble. In the Statesman, for instance, the Eleatic
Stranger initially discusses the limitations of the rule of law: Rules suffer from a
generality that limits their applicability in diverse and new circumstances; laws
also fetter those who are wisest, the individuals with the best understanding of
how to govern. But eventually the Eleatic Stranger enlarges his perspective and
presents the rule of law as the least bad of the realistic political alternatives: the
rule of law based on consent is the best we can expect in practice. Why? The im-
mediate cause is that people generally mistrust those who hold power over
them and insist on having political matters in their own hands, installing their
own opinions as laws and customs. But such a moderate polity does not end the
tension between the wisest and the city. The freezing of practices into rules that
are sacred, inviolable, and unchangeable is a primary source of the tension be-
tween philosophy and politics, especially because the wise must follow rules
that are inferior to them in understanding and the law has to punish those who
challenge it. Can the philosopher accept such restrictions? Plato’s Statesman
does not provide a definitive answer, although the ultimate fate of Socrates sug-
gests he would not have obeyed a law forbidding him the pursuit of philoso-
phy.2

Mill focuses attention on Plato’s attempt to reconcile the goals of creative,
wise individuals and the universal good because Mill himself mulled over this
tension much of his life. In On Liberty, for instance, Mill puts at the very center
of his argument the objectives of freedom and justice: the goal of cultivating
self-commanding individuals, including geniuses; within a society that ensures
the liberty and moral development of the general public. Mill also is concerned
with freedom and the general good in the Platonic dialogues because nine-
teenth-century philosophers and commentators on Plato—most notably,
Hegel—focused on this theme. These thinkers fiercely debated and divided on
the relation between Plato’s critical epistemology that cultivated reason and
freedom and his proposals of absolute truths and unconditioned moral values.
In Mill’s account (as I explain in this chapter), these conflicting emphases in the
dialogues lay in Plato’s fear that reason—or empiricist philosophy—is not dis-
covering the good or foundation of virtue. Further, the liberating dialectic sows
confusion over what is right and wrong, good and bad. In Mill’s view, conse-
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quently, Plato’s dialogues coupled dialectical investigations of moral ideas with
artistic images that cultivated feelings of sociality and harmony.

The writings examined in this chapter center on moral theory: Mill’s assess-
ments of Plato’s moral teachings, Adam Smith’s theory of moral sentiments,
and Kant’s conception of the moral conscience. I explain how Mill confronted
Plato’s moral theory as part of his recognition of the limitations of empiricism’s
positions on associational psychology and morality. All of this contributes to
Mill’s developing a conception of justice to challenge Kant’s position. This ex-
amination and exposition of Mill’s theory of justice also establishes a recurrent
theme in Mill’s thought that bears importantly on On Liberty; namely, that the
formal liberties of justice can be effective only when there are individuals with
qualities that rise above narrow, self-interested activities. For a just society to
avoid corruption and generate progress, individuals must develop the capacity
for self-mastery and the exertion of human energy. All of these positions are in-
tegral parts of Mill’s project to harmonize two ends: the cultivation of self-
defining, self-commanding individuals and the development of higher modes
of social unity.

PLATO’S TWO CONCEPTIONS OF VIRTUE

Like Hegel, Mill emphasizes Plato’s inability to develop a moral theory that rec-
onciles the pursuit of particular and universal goods. But Mill rejects Hegel’s
position that the true significance of Plato is his theory of the forms, where
truth is discovered in all its conceptual purity. Mill does not identify the doc-
trine of the ideas, the pure spirit, or other notions of universal truth as impor-
tant components of Plato’s political philosophy. He also concurs with the ro-
mantics that Plato utilized art to cultivate the ethical sensibilities of the
individual and the community, yet he rejects the romantics’ contention that
Plato recognized art to be the foundation of ethics. Mill counters that Plato
never comprehended the philosophic foundation of moral behavior and
turned to art and poetry to cover up and mitigate philosophy’s limitations. This
mélange of influences, agreements, and differences contributes to Mill’s refor-
mulation of empiricism’s moral theory.

Thirty years before the publication of Grote’s Plato, and the Other Compan-
ions of Sokrates, Mill put forth the view that it is not possible to ascribe specific
political and moral positions to Plato. The conflict between different dialogues,
Plato’s failure to appear as his own person in the dialogues, and the consistent

Liberty and the Just Moral Conscience 29



use of irony all preclude confidence in any one position.3 Plato taught a “mode
of philosophy”—a method to discover and understand the truth—but he did
not create a “philosophy of beliefs” or discover a coherent set of conclusions.
With the notable exception of his endorsement of Plato’s natural religion in the
Statesman, Mill considers Plato’s moral teachings ill-conceived and notes, “The
affirmative Socrates only stands his ground because no negative Socrates is al-
lowed to attack him.” Plato, Mill continues, is the great puzzle to posterity that
he is because of his refusal to make explicit the internal opposition or di-
chotomy in his own thinking: the presentation of absolute moral and religious
truths in some cases, the liberating method of the dialectic in others.4

Of course, Mill’s general agreement with Grote that Plato was contradictory
is not a surprise. They were personal friends, and Mill considered Grote an heir
to Bentham’s and his father’s utilitarianism. But Mill’s affinity with Grote
should not be taken to mean he had no position of his own. Mill did not believe
that distinguishing Socrates’ and Plato’s views was pivotal to understanding
Plato, and there are other significant differences. Most important, Mill viewed
Grote’s account of Plato as a reflection of a long-standing problem with em-
piricism’s view of liberty and morality that Plato himself had partly recognized
and that Rousseau, Kant, Coleridge, and others had recently criticized.5

Mill argues that there is a conflicting idea of virtue in the Protagoras and Gor-
gias that crystallizes a general fault line in the Platonic dialogues on the relation
between individual happiness and virtue. In the Protagoras Socrates’ response to
his interlocutor’s queries invokes a utilitarian doctrine worthy of Epicurus and
Bentham: Socrates describes virtue as the knowledge of which actions will pro-
duce more pleasure and less pain. There is no discussion of virtue as a general or
universal good or as something to be pursued for its own sake. Mill points out
that this line of argument can be found in a number of the dialogues. In the
Laws, for instance, Plato goes further and indicates that all people cannot be
persuaded to practice virtue if they do not believe it will produce some kind of
reciprocal benefit. Thus, whether true or not, it is necessary to go along with 
rewards-based arguments on behalf of virtue. In this line of Plato, virtue, what-
ever its merits, fails to compel the public in and of itself.6

Influential commentators often criticize Mill, who in Utilitarianism iden-
tifies the Socrates of the Protagoras as an advocate of utility, for opportunisti-
cally enlisting Socrates as a utilitarian.7 But Mill states in Utilitarianism that
Socrates advocated utilitarianism in this dialogue (Protagoras). This noncontro-
versial assessment about the Socrates of the Protagoras is not an explanation of
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Socrates’ general outlook. Mill argues in other essays that Socrates and Plato
present distinct ideas in different dialogues on the character of virtue.

Indeed, Mill does not consider Plato (or Socrates) to be a utilitarian. Rather,
“it is doubtful whether [Plato] has adopted on the original foundation of
virtue, any fixed creed.” This is because in the Gorgias, too, Socrates teaches
that knowledge is virtue. However, Mill points out that the substance of this
knowledge and its relation to individual happiness are explained differently in
this dialogue. The Socrates of the Gorgias makes a clear distinction between
pursuits of knowledge as a universal good that a person chooses for its own sake
and actions that result in individual happiness. Whereas in other dialogues, like
the Protagoras, Socrates collapsed virtue, happiness, and knowledge into the
same notion, in the Gorgias a chasm opens up between virtue and happiness. In
particular, Socrates’ claim that somehow the just person who is persecuted, im-
prisoned, tortured, and universally despised is “better off” than an unjust rich
and powerful neighbor who is universally loved strikes Mill as going much too
far. Indeed, Mill believes that the chasm created by Socrates, in his description
of the just individual who is calumniated and persecuted, between what is good
for the body and good for the soul is so wide that no one could be asked to em-
brace virtue unless he already was predisposed to do so. The Republic and the
Philebus, Mill continues, also sever the relation between our desires for happi-
ness and the quest for knowledge for its own sake, as justice is synonymous with
the complete supremacy of reason in the soul irrespective of the condition of
the body. Too often in these dialogues, in Mill’s view, virtue requires the painful
and unworldly overcoming of private good for the sake of reason and the soul.8

EMPIRICISM’S LIMITED UNDERSTANDING

OF MORALITY

To explain the inconsistencies in Plato’s dialogues, Grote had argued that
Plato—for reasons Grote could never fully comprehend—periodically aban-
doned empiricist philosophy that decomposed general ideas into their con-
stituent parts. Mill gets past Grote’s stumbling block by adopting and modify-
ing Coleridge’s critique of associational psychology to explain that Plato’s
empiricism was unable to discover knowledge. Here Mill turns to the concept
that in his other writings would become central to his critique of empiricism’s
moral philosophy: morality and virtue as products of “mental chemistry”; the
associational process whereby the mind creates complex ideas that are unique
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and in and of themselves, standing above the psychical particulars from which
they originate.

In the moral theory of Hobbes, Locke, and Hume, there are no universal
moral ideas: morality is based on experiences that attain pleasure and avoid
pain, which allows us to relate ourselves to others so that we may maximize our
happiness. In this account of mental association, the guiding principle is that
the parts that the analysis yields are the genetic antecedents of the complex idea
that is being studied. The many thoughts and goings-on of the mind are
deemed to be analyzable into simpler elements of feelings because the inventive
process of the mind consisted of reconciling the unit images of the senses. The
task of the philosopher is to show how complex moral ideas consist of combi-
nations of original images of perception. When Hobbes, Locke, and Hume
provide an account of a moral idea, they identify the various simple ideas that
contribute to it and the sensory character of the simple ideas themselves.9 From
this perspective, Grote claimed that Plato’s dialectic discovered the specific sen-
sory or perceptible experiences of our moral ideas.

Mill counters that there are processes of learning which, while originating
from psychical particulars, create ideas that are qualitatively distinct from their
antecedents. The mind often fuses new structured wholes as it forms general
ideas from different elements, a process Mill describes as mental chemistry.
When associations have been repeatedly experienced simultaneously, then each
impression brings forth readily and immediately the idea of the whole group.
Those associations often melt and coalesce into one another and appear not as
several ideas, but as one. Consequently, many of our moral ideas or complex
wholes differ in kind from the sum of the simple ideas that contribute to them.
And as the simple parts that contribute to these ideas are now viewed from a
new disposition, Mill distinguishes the “genetic antecedents” that originate a
complex idea from the “metaphysical parts” that participate in the idea itself.
That is, the simple elements that contribute to an idea undergo a qualitative
change and are no longer intelligible when they are parts of a new dispositional
whole. Just as the elements of oxygen and hydrogen are not recognizable when
composing water, the sensations that antecede moral ideas also are beyond
recognition. “Mental chemistry,” Mill summarizes, is “the view that when a
complex feeling is generated out of elements very numerous and various . . .
the resulting feeling always seems . . . very unlike any one of the elements com-
posing it, [and] very unlike the sum of those elements.” The general idea be-
comes essentially prior to its parts.10

Mill is arguing that the human mind is not aware of many of the simpler
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parts that cluster into complex ideas. This lack of understanding of our own
thoughts is exacerbated by our tendency to unite around our contemporary
ideas and practices, which are based on the overcoming or negation of previous
experiences. As one mode of thought succeeds another, whatever new view of
truth it contains is overemphasized, and whatever truth possessed by the older
conception is undervalued. Moral terms such as virtue, justice, and loyalty are
incapable of revealing all of the properties that have contributed to their for-
mation.11 The hidden characteristics of our complex ideas limit the ability of
dialectical inquiries to decompose general beliefs and values into some specific
sensory or perceptible experiences.

Mill’s thesis of mental chemistry is in part a concession to Coleridge’s (and
more broadly, Kant’s) critique of empiricism’s understanding of the Composi-
tion of Forces. It is a reaction to how Hobbes and Locke had studied abstract
principles by adding the simple effect of one force to the separate product of the
other and put down the sum of these separate effects as the joint consequence.
Coleridge argued that this mechanical outlook is a limited view of psychology
that treats the mind as exclusively passive. The mind, as explained by empiri-
cism, merely accepts sensations and, from these, concepts are formed that leave
no room for the active mind. More specifically, Coleridge rejected empiricism’s
position that all knowledge begins with psychical particulars and then proceeds
by way of association to complexity. He argues that this type of associational
thinking is a lower or “mechanical” form of understanding. In addition to this
“mechanical faculty,” Coleridge posits an “imaginative faculty” of the mind in
which images of sense are material that the mind assimilates, blends, and trans-
forms based on its ideas. “In all processes of mental evolution,” states Cole-
ridge, “the objects of the senses must stimulate the Mind; and the Mind must
in turn assimilate and digest the food which it thus receives from without.”12

Coleridge is not going as far as Hegelian idealism and stating that there is no
such thing as immediate experience—sensations of isolated particulars “with-
out meaning or relation.” But he is arguing that our most important experiences
are in “some way intellectual and [infused] with thought.” Empirical studies
and profound experiences without an animating thought or prior idea are im-
possible, and discoveries and lessons learned are primarily the product of minds
with ideas. Empiricism, says Coleridge, denies the higher plateaus of awareness
and understanding and drags human thought to the level of animals.13

Mill attributes to a distinct type of association what Coleridge attributes to a
distinct faculty. In the chemical mode of combination, when simple elements
are joined, a qualitatively new property or entity comes into being. Merely
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adding together the simple elements that generate this new property will not
produce the entity, as the relational properties of the elements are transformed
in composing the whole. Mill’s argument is that the chemical mode of combi-
nation that occurs in the natural world also occurs regularly in mental associa-
tions.14 The Laws of Obliviscence function in our interactions both with na-
ture and each other: “that when a number of ideas suggest one another by
association with such certainty and rapidity as to coalesce together in a group,
all those members of the group which remain long without being attended to,
have tendencies to drop out of consciousness.”15 Our axioms in mathematics
and logic, Mill argues, originate ultimately in the total cumulative effect of ex-
periences, but we go well beyond these original points of sensation when utiliz-
ing them. In our understanding that there is an independent external world—
most notably, in our ability to judge distances—Mill explains that we are ulti-
mately dependent on a collection of previous sensations, but that the standards
that enable us to make practical evaluations do not directly refer back to these
specific points of inception. Our notions of “Virtue” and “Duty,” Mill contin-
ues, are the same as those of “Extension, Solidity, Time, [and] Space,” as none
are exact copies of the impressions of our senses. All of these ideas “are con-
structed by the mind itself, the materials alone being supplied to it,” and have
an independent life beyond the sensations that originated them. In our social
life, many psychical particulars “present the character of objectivity”—a com-
mon, public world: “The world of possible sensations succeeding one another
according to laws, is as much in other beings as it is in me; it has therefore an ex-
istence outside me; it is an External World.”16

Mill’s reformed associationism, which moves empiricism’s moral psychology
in the direction of its romantic critics, was facilitated by the English Roman-
tics, who had a strong preference for concrete, practical, empirical commen-
taries, which resulted in far fewer theoretical explanations and comprehensive
criticisms of associationism than those espoused by their German counter-
parts.17 Wordsworth, for instance, both distinguished and collapsed the role of
the Imaginative and Mechanical faculties of the mind. The Imaginative is the
creative faculty because it introduces new elements into the intellectual uni-
verse; nonetheless, he continues, “is it not less true that the [Mechanical] as she
is . . . active, is also . . . a creative faculty?” Further, while the Mechanical fac-
ulty is creative, the Imagination is associative: both faculties “modify . . . cre-
ate . . . and associate.”18 While Coleridge drew sharper distinctions between
the Imaginative and Mechanical faculties than Wordsworth, he never argued
that associationism lacked important explanatory value. Indeed, the proximity
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of Mill’s and Coleridge’s positions is revealed by their respective views that each
thinker is reconciling or creating a synthesis with the opposing schools of em-
piricism and romanticism. In consequence, as Mill claimed mental chemistry
to be higher-order associations, so Coleridge maintained that mechanistic
thinking is a more simple type of understanding.19

Ignorance of mental chemistry, Mill concludes, is a fatal blow to the empiri-
cist philosopher who submits existing ideas, laws, and institutions to the test of
their own critical rationality. As many of our most important moral ideas have
characteristics different from their antecedents, the quest to obtain knowledge
of the social world by resolving it into parts and reducing all knowledge to a few
lawlike regularities often fails. A psychology based on traditional empiricist as-
sumptions leaves too many general ideas unexplained.

PLATO’S MORAL QUANDARY

Mill argues that the limitations of empiricism’s moral psychology explain the
difficulties that confront Plato’s dialectical searches for the sources and mean-
ing of morality: “The inquiries of Plato into the definitions of some of the most
general terms of speculation are . . . indeed, almost perfect examples of the
preparatory process of comparison and abstraction; but from being unaware of
the law just mentioned [mental chemistry], he often wasted the powers of this
great logical instrument on inquiries in which it could realize no result, since
the phenomena, whose common properties he so elaborately endeavored to de-
tect, had not really any common properties.”20 Mill discovers in the new laws
of association the solution to the problem that he believes bedeviled Plato.
How can one be confident that the morality that inclines individuals to be 
just will not immediately dissolve under the acid of the dialectic? Plato, Mill
charges, was unable to discover the basis for justice, so he restricted the cultiva-
tion of reason to a small group of philosophers and statesmen while severing
the proper relation between cultivating liberated individuals and general moral
development. As Mill is much more confident than Plato that a just moral con-
science can be generated, he is not fearful that a democratized dialectic and cre-
ative individuality will be politically dangerous. His reformed psychology al-
lows him to go down the path that Plato feared:

Moral associations which are wholly of artificial creation, when the intellectual cul-
ture goes on, yield by degrees to the dissolving force of analysis: and . . . the feeling
of duty, when associated with utility, would appear equally arbitrary if there were no
leading department of our nature, no powerful class of sentiments, with which that
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association would harmonize, which would make us feel it congenial, and incline us
not only to foster it in others (for which we have abundant interested motives), but
also to cherish it in ourselves, if there were not, in short, a natural basis of sentiment
for utilitarian morality, it might well happen that this association also, even after it
had been implanted by education, might be analysed away.21

The conflict in Plato’s thinking, according to Mill, is based on a moral
quandary that the ancient philosopher confronts. Plato promotes the dialectic
as an essential tool for self-knowledge and wisdom. These self-regarding quali-
ties directly contribute to individuals’ ability to gain command of their actions
and fully realize their natural capacities. Nonetheless, “though the premises of
this argument are profoundly true, they only prove that the knowledge in ques-
tion is one of the conditions of virtue, but that it is not virtue in itself.” Plato
himself recognizes that justice as well as knowledge is needed to cultivate self-
developed individuals; otherwise, some individuals adopt goals that lead to
pleonoxia: the view that power is the one thing people need to be happy. Or, as
Mill would put it in a different context, “It is a very imperfect education which
trains the intelligence only, but not the will.” Plato, in Mill’s view, knows that
his portraits of wisdom deepen the understanding of this virtue to those predis-
posed to embrace it, but that they are unlikely to sway those who are not al-
ready motivated to cultivate the mind. “How to live virtuously, is a question the
solution of which belongs to the understanding: but the understanding has no
inducements which it can bring to the aid of one who has not yet determined
whether he will endeavor to live virtuously or not,” notes Mill. “It is impossi-
ble, by any arguments, to prove that a life of obedience to duty is preferable, so
far as respects the agent himself, to a life of circumspect and cautious selfish-
ness.”22

The aporia in Plato’s teachings stems from his realization that the dialectic,
which fosters qualities such as reason and creativity, does not discover the
nomoi necessary for justice and order. Rather, the dialectic reveals that many of
our cherished and most fundamental views are devoid of rationale. At the end
of many of the dialogues, Mill insists, no one ends up with a better under-
standing of what courage or justice is, as the dialectical inquiries do not dis-
cover anything: “The dialogues [never] exhibited a consistent system of opin-
ions, always adhered to and always coming out victorious. . . . [S]o far is this
from being the case, that the result of a large proportion of them is merely neg-
ative, many opinions in succession being tried and rejected, and the question
finally left unresolved. When an opinion does seem to prevail, it almost always
happens that in some other dialogue that same opinion is either refuted, or
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shown to have difficulties which, though frequently passed over, are never re-
solved.” The dialectic mainly reveals our ignorance and what kinds of criteria a
good argument must meet. It shows how our moralities do not derive from rea-
son and that reason itself could not constitute the ultimate source of authority.
Mill concludes that Plato probably felt that many of our moral understandings
are what Locke identified as “mixed modes”: our moral values are simple im-
pressions and ideas that have been combined more or less arbitrarily from past
experiences.23

Empiricism’s restricted psychology, Mill concludes, contributes to the inabil-
ity of both Plato and the contemporary liberal tradition of Hobbes, Locke, and
Hume to discover the foundation of morality. What distinguishes Plato from
contemporary empiricists is his recognition that his attempts to exclude belief in
anything that could not be demonstrated by methodological observation and
logic are failing. Plato continues to search for a totality or a spirit to our general
ideas as he recognizes the possibility that they are not the simple product of the
empirical arrangements that contributed to their formation. Mill explains and
criticizes Bentham’s attitude toward Socrates and Plato as a symptom of a more
general intellectual limitation of contemporary empiricism:

Socrates and Plato are spoken of in terms distressing to his [Bentham’s] greatest ad-
mirers; and the incapacity to appreciate such men, is a fact perfectly in unison with
the general habits of Bentham’s mind. He had a phrase, expressive of the view he
took of all the moral speculations to which his method had not been applied, or
(which he considered as the same thing) not founded on a recognition of the moral
standard; this phrase was ‘vague generalities.’ Whatever presented itself to him in
such a shape, he dismissed as unworthy of notice, or dwelt upon only to denounce as
absurd. He did not heed, or rather the nature of his mind prevented it from occur-
ring to him, that these generalities contained the whole unanalyzed experience of the
human race.24

In criticizing empiricism, Mill incorporates and critiques the Hegelian and
romantic conceptions of Plato as well. Like Hegel, Mill believes Plato recog-
nizes that new moral norms are required to overcome the challenge posed by
the reflective intellect. And again, like Hegel, Mill believes Plato failed to rec-
oncile the pursuit of particular and universal goods. But Mill does not embrace
Hegel’s view that Plato developed two dialectics—one to undermine the old
ethical order, another to posit that the rational is the spiritual, which is the very
essence of the universal—and that Plato failed because he did not integrate the
subjective freedom he was stimulating with his newly discovered universals.25

In contrast, Mill argues that Plato’s dialectic revealed the limited capacity of
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reason. It was Plato’s failure to discover universal moral norms that led to his re-
strictions on the subjective will. Plato’s dilemma lay in his restricted under-
standing of moral psychology, which prevented him from identifying how the
passions themselves are part of a complex mix that creates moral sentiments
reconciling particular and general interests. “The feelings of the modern mind
are more various, more complex and manifold, than those of the ancients ever
were,” summarizes Mill. “The modern mind is, what the ancient mind was not,
brooding and self-conscious; and its meditative self-consciousness has discov-
ered depths in the human soul which the Greeks and Romans did not dream of,
and which would not have been understood.”26

In Mill’s view, while Plato was right to recognize that reason alone is power-
less to constrain the passions, that does not mean that there are not emotions
and other human qualities that can aid reason in doing so. If philosophic rea-
son cannot discover justice, that does not mean that individuals won’t be moti-
vated to act justly by a combination of reason and moral sentiments that derive
from promptings such as the desire for self-preservation. If individuals cannot
be induced to seek justice solely through reason, they might still be called to do
so through moral sentiments rooted in fear, especially fear of abuse or death at
the hands of others. By explaining how independent moral sentiments derive
in part from passions, Mill is attempting to offer a solution to the problem of
justice despite a circumscribed view of reason. Hegel overcomes Plato by claim-
ing that a worthy or good life involves some sort of reasoned identification with
modern institutions, most notably the state. Mill will propose to overcome
Plato by identifying how fear, social sympathy, and moral education can be
combined to forge a just moral conscience that enables an individual “to attach
himself to the collective idea of his tribe, his country, or mankind, in such a
manner that any act hurtful to them rouses his instinct of sympathy and urges
him to resistance.”27 Liberty, in short, requires moral development, not wis-
dom, and justice is built in part upon the moral emotions and is not derived
from philosophic reason.

Mill wishes Plato had managed to articulate an argument on behalf of
morality and ethics; one that made it possible for societies to rely on something
more than the interdependence of interests. Regretfully however, Mill endorses
the romantics’ position on Plato: Plato depended exclusively on his imagina-
tion and art. Unable to construct a coherent foundation for justice, states Mill,
Plato’s dialogues are bifurcated between two conflicting goals: the philosopher’s
often “deconstructive,” destabilizing search for absolute truth and artistic im-
ages that cultivate at best an ethical sensibility of wholeness and harmony. But
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whereas the romantics believe Plato used artistic imagery to give popular and
figurative form to the truth, Mill counters that Plato developed poetic meta-
phors to cover up or hide reason’s limited understanding of morality. Plato
came to the conclusion, Mill summarizes, “that objections insoluble by dialec-
tics could be made against all truths; and, the ethical and political tendencies of
his mind becoming predominant . . . he came to think that the doctrines which
had the best ethical tendency should be taught, with little or no regard to
whether they could be proved true, and even at the risk of their being false.”28

For instance, Mill argues that Plato’s concept of the Ideas contradicts the
suppositions of the dialectic. It assumes that ultimate understandings are ex-
ogenous creations of nature or the gods, existing by themselves, belonging to
another world, and that the conventional opinions we construct are imperfect
attempts to conform with these absolute truths. Mill notes that in the Phae-
drus, Phaedo, and important sections of the Republic, the doctrine of the Ideas
is posited without serious opposition. It is only in the Parmenides that the
young Socrates’ view on this question is subjected to debate and criticized. But,
Mill adds, Parmenides, after rejecting Socrates’ formulation, concludes this dis-
cussion by teaching that philosophy and dialectics would be impossible unless
this doctrine is admitted as the truth! Mill surmises that the concept of the
Ideas as well as other important views Plato does not subject to the dialectic is
part of the artistic and ethical side of Plato’s thinking that stems from his belief
that people need myths and views that foster unity, loyalty, and contentment.
While the dialectic expresses the side of Plato’s thinking that stands opposed to
orthodoxy, the doctrine of Ideas reflects his understanding that an imaginative
idea of the good must be fostered to generate human sociality and prevent po-
litical decay, something impossible to achieve through philosophic reason.29

Mill recognizes what motivates Plato’s limited and hidden use of the dialec-
tic: philosophers who overemphasize the critical and destructive side of the
philosophic task risk provoking popular resentment while promoting the 
disintegration of social norms. “Whatever encourages young men to think 
for themselves,” Mill writes, “does lead them to criticize the laws of their coun-
try—does shake their faith in the infallibility of their fathers and their elders,
and make them think their own speculations preferable. It is beyond doubt that
the teachings of Sokrates, and of Plato after him, produced these effects in an
extraordinary degree.” Frustrated by his inability to discover justice, Plato in
the dialogues increasingly became concerned with the character and disposi-
tion of the philosophers and legislators, while “laws, together with established
customs . . . were his real rules of justice for the citizen.”30
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Political philosophy, counters Mill, must be concerned with the qualities of
the potentially good citizens from humble backgrounds, such as Aristedes, as
well as with the virtues for what Plato considered the highest types. Mill main-
tains that Plato’s self-awareness of the limitations of his own moral theory led
him to become distrustful of the dialectic itself. In Plato’s last dialogue on poli-
tics, the Laws, Mill is unable to find it at all. Perhaps, Mill speculates, an older
Plato worried that his followers were simply too one-sided in their use of the di-
alectical method and that philosophy had become a dangerous political tool.
Mill criticizes Plato for subordinating the dialectical and liberating features of
his thought to the artistic, ethical, and hierarchical currents. Mill concludes
that Plato, the founder of the philosophic spirit and method and of many of
our “moral and religious props,” is honored more for the latter than for the for-
mer.31

THE GOOD AND THE RIGHT

What is the substantive character of the moral outlook that answers the ques-
tion Mill believes Plato is unable to overcome: Why would a self-commanding
individual be just to others? In Utilitarianism Mill provides a succinct answer:
“As between his own happiness and that of others, utilitarianism requires him
to be as strictly impartial as a disinterested and benevolent spectator.”32 To
Mill, the developed individual is both good and right: the self-commanding in-
dividual rises above base impulses by both pursuing self-defined goals and re-
sisting the temptation of unjust acts.33 Mill’s invocation of Adam Smith’s “im-
partial spectator” in defining the right requires a brief review of Smith’s account
of sympathy—one of the most comprehensive statements by an empiricist on
the moral conscience. This review will enable us to see how Mill builds a bridge
between the moral theories of empiricism and Kant, while overcoming a key
weakness he discovers in Plato’s political philosophy: the limitation of self-
commanding individuals to a select few.

Adam Smith interpreted sympathy as a type of fellow feeling: the imagina-
tive situating of ourselves in the setting of another, representing to ourselves
what we would perceive, understand, and do were we in another person’s cir-
cumstances. To Smith, these natural, subrational capacities for sympathy and
imagination enable us to evaluate the passions that move an agent to action,
whereupon we determine whether an agent has acted with the virtue of propri-
ety. Sympathy and imagination also enable us to judge whether an agent’s ac-
tions produce gratitude or resentment in those upon whom the action falls,

Liberty and the Just Moral Conscience40



providing the basis for discerning the merits of an agent’s conduct. In short,
spectators praise or blame virtuous and vicious behavior on the basis of their
sympathy for both the propriety of an agent’s passions and the feelings of the re-
cipients of the action.34

For Smith, the moral bonds of society are traceable to the natural desire to be
admired by others. We abstract from individual cases to principles based on re-
peated experiences. Just as we judge others, we evaluate ourselves as we feel oth-
ers interpret us, seeking to understand what pleases or disturbs them, attempt-
ing to enter into the minds and feelings of others. The moral conscience is
established as we start basing our activities on an imagined “impartial specta-
tor,” a “sense within the breast of the individual” of what is considered generally
appropriate and meritorious behavior. The moral conscience is our view of
what this impartial spectator would sympathize with in this or that situation.
The conscience consists primarily of norms and rules attained through experi-
ence of what people generally approve or disapprove. For Smith, a moral world
stands above or outside the individual, and one’s standards of right and wrong
are based on an objective order. But this order is not based on a rational order
or divine being. It is a moral order immanent to human experience.

In Smith’s experiential account of the moral sentiments, he adheres to Lock-
ean principles of association: complex phenomena of the human mind arise
out of more simple and elementary impressions and ideas. Moral beings and
sentiments “are founded on, and terminated in, these simple ideas we have re-
ceived from sensation or reflection.” Moral ideas, therefore, become norms for
attaining pleasure and avoiding pain, and more specifically rules and maxims
about how to so relate ourselves to others that we maximize our pleasures and
minimize our pain. In short, upon the associationist account of motivation, all
apparently nonegoistic motives such as moral sympathy and the moral con-
science turn out, given the Lockean mode of analysis, to be after all egoistic.

Smith extends, but does not break from, Locke’s associationism by doubling
the strains of associations. First, we have desires and actions that are centered
on the consciousness of the self; and beyond that there are feelings that derive
from the censure and approval of others. “We begin,” states Smith, “to examine
our own passions and conduct, and to consider how these must appear to them,
by considering how they would appear to us if in their situation. We suppose
ourselves the spectators of our own behavior, and endeavour to imagine what
effect it would, in this light, produce upon us. This is the only looking-glass by
which we can, in some measure, with the eyes of other people, scrutinize the
propriety of our own conduct. If in this view it pleases us, we are tolerably
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satisfied.”35 As we become habituated to observing ourselves from others’ point
of view, our emotions are themselves shaped so as to diminish the motivation to
act from a vulgar or narrow sense of self-love. As Smith identifies this matrix of
associations, he explains that the moral conscience is established as we mediate
between our feelings. The capacity that grants us this moral conscience is sym-
pathy.

SYMPATHY AND MORAL BEHAVIOR

Reasoning such as that of Smith, charges Mill, acts as an acid that dissolves our
commitment to moral claims by pointing to their low and pleasure-based aims
rather than to their pleasure-based origins. Utility is the starting point, not the
endpoint, of morality. But not only does this argument on morality tend to dis-
credit it; in addition, the thesis assumes that morality is the mere mechanical
effects of incentives, a move that at the same time relativizes morality to the
pain and pleasure calculations of every single moment, calculations that quite
easily shift from situation to situation, person to person, and society to society.
Morality and sociability, Mill counters, do not arise naturally in the course of
the growth of human associations. While sympathy—the identification of feel-
ings of others with our own—is a key source of the moral commitment to re-
specting the rights and well being of others, it is not identical to it. Sympathy
explains everything about the feelings, except the substantive moral character
of the feelings themselves: our praise and blame influence conduct, reflecting
what we desire to encourage and what we seek to limit, but they do not neces-
sarily reflect a substantive moral outlook, since an agent’s conduct could be re-
sponding to the sympathetic feelings of others “without any moral feeling in
our minds at all.” In short, moral sentiments cannot be solely the internalization
of others’ valuations because their values may or may not be based on a moral
outlook. Rather, Mill insists, respect for the rights of others must become an
end in itself: “[The moral sentiments] must in this manner have become a mo-
tive, promoting us to the one sort of acts, and restraining us from the other
sort.”

Mill believes that the conflation of sympathy and morality continues the
empiricist tradition of wrongly ignoring a central element in the constitution
of a moral consciousness: the role of the active mind in transforming psychical
particulars into independent, general ideas that are in and of themselves. The
strictly inductive method of the empiricists, he insists, denies them the ability
to formulate an understanding of the development of universal, disinterested
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norms. There is a greater whole that transcends its parts that the empiricists
simply fail to acknowledge at best—fail to even see, at worst. “This portion of
the laws of human nature [mental chemistry] is the more important to psy-
chology,” Mill concludes, “as they show how it is possible that the moral senti-
ments, the feeling of duty, and of moral approbation and disapprobation, may
be no original element of our nature, and yet may be capable of being not only
more intense and more powerful than any of the elements out of which they
may have been formed, but may also, in the maturity, be perfectly disinter-
ested.”36

In Mill’s view, empiricism’s failure to recognize that the whole idea is not just
the sum of its parts, and that it can be qualitatively different from those parts,
lends credibility to Kant’s and other moral idealists’ claim that the moral con-
science is either innate or somehow not the product of experience. When
“phaenomena have been very often experienced in conjunction . . . it is impos-
sible to think the one thing disjoined from the other”; consequently, “the
facts . . . answering to those ideas come at least to seem inseparable in exis-
tence,” and “the belief we have in their coexistence, though really a product of
experience, seems intuitive.”37 Mill agrees with Kant that the breed of psychol-
ogy employed by empiricism has been incapable of explaining genuine univer-
sality and so of refuting the charges of egoism and immorality. Indeed, Mill’s re-
visionist psychology is to provide a new defense for empiricism against Kant’s
claim that moral conduct is disinterested activities that transcend experience. In
the Critique of Pure Reason, for instance, Kant creates a division between a phe-
nomenal or empirical world that is strictly governed by the laws of nature and a
noumenal or intelligible world governed by the laws of freedom, which denies
that the everyday world of sense, experience, and circumstances generates
moral sentiments. Similarly, in the Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals
Kant distinguishes between nonmoral inclinations such as desires and needs
and the moral motive of obeying the moral law out of respect for the moral law,
severing any links between the passions and ideas of moral worth.38

Although Mill embraces Kant’s position that the moral conscience provides
an ethical outlook for all human conduct, Mill’s moral psychology attributes
this universal will to a distinct type of association derived from experience,
rather than to a distinct faculty of the mind that is independent of experience.
They arrive at similar conclusions, but one through experience, the other
through a priori reason. The members of “the German school of metaphysical
speculation,” charges Mill, “prefer dogmatically to assume that the mental dif-
ferences which they perceive, or think they perceive, among human beings, are
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ultimate facts, incapable of being explained or altered, rather than take the
trouble of fitting themselves, by the requisite process of thought, for referring
those mental differences to the outward causes by which they are for the most
part produced, and on the removal of which they would cease to exist.”39 To
Mill, Kant and his followers confuse the possession of a moral conscience with
the capacity to acquire it. The political problem with this aspect of Kant’s
thinking is not the contemporary critique that it subordinates our various con-
ceptions of the good and unrealistically strips the individual of identity and
community.40 Rather, Mill maintains Kant unrealistically assumes a just moral
outlook and community. In short, Kant assumes too much, not too little: “Peo-
ple are mostly so little aware how completely, during the greater part of our spe-
cies, the law of force was the avowed rule of general conduct . . . and from how
recent a date it is that the affairs of society in general have been even pretended
to be regulated according to any moral law.”41

Weaving his way through empiricism and moral idealism, Mill ascribes a
more specific, substantive character to the moral conscience than Smith.
Whereas Smith spoke of an individual guided by an “impartial spectator,” Mill
describes an agent who is as “impartial as a disinterested and benevolent spec-
tator.”42 Here Mill’s moral conscience comes closer to Kant’s categorical im-
perative: the idea that the individual embraces a moral outlook that is right in
itself and not for a particular type of opinion or situation or group of persons.
But like Smith and unlike Kant, Mill maintains it is a matter of experience and
habituation to learn to view how one’s activities affect others: only through as-
sociation do we learn to feel what is appropriate to feel and, correspondingly,
what it is appropriate to praise and blame, what a good and what a harm is.

Mill argues that Enlightenment thinkers underestimated the social condi-
tions required for the cultivation of just moral sentiments. Most eighteenth-
century philosophers assumed that such a moral sensibility would generate
spontaneously after Christianity’s decline. They believed moral feelings “to be
more deeply rooted in human nature than they are; to be not so dependent, as
in fact they are, upon collateral influences.”43 Mill counters that, while condi-
tions and ideas may be associated, there are variations in just how they are con-
nected, as different orders among sensations are associated with stronger or
weaker ideas. Associations between social conditions and ideas that contribute
to mental chemistry and become powerful independent entities derive from
clear, regular, and habitual connections. “A conjunction,” he writes, “however
close and apparently indissoluble, between two ideas, is not only an effect
which association is able to produce, but one which it is certain to produce, if
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the necessary conditions are sufficiently often repeated without the interven-
tion of any fact tending to produce a counter-association.”44 Accordingly,
there is a far stronger sociological current in Mill’s political philosophy than in
that of his Anglo-Scottish forebears. Mill places far more emphasis than Locke,
Hume, and Smith on reforming and constructing civil society—nongovern-
mental institutions and practices such as the family, school system, voluntary
associations, property relations, religion—to generate the mental chemistry
that will form a coherent moral will for modernity. And in so arguing, Mill
helps establish within the liberal tradition the long-standing complaint against
liberal formalism, initiated by Rousseau and stated succinctly in Karl Marx’s
“On the Jewish Question,” that the informal practices of liberalism create in-
equalities that cancel out its published principles of equality: the formal equal-
ity established by the public sphere creates conditions that allow domination to
occur in the private sphere so that the goal of equality is not fulfilled.45

THE FAMILY AND MORAL CONSCIENCE

Mill argues that the subjugation of women prevents the formation of a just
moral conscience, as it creates two contradictory social conditions. On the one
hand, the distinguishing feature of modernity is that individuals are “no longer
born to their place in life” and are free to utilize their talents “to achieve the lot
which may appear to them most desirable.” On the other hand, laws and insti-
tutions continue to exclude half of the persons from the “higher social func-
tions” because of the “fatality of birth.” Mill points to the incongruity of such a
situation. It is “as if a gigantic doleman, or a vast temple of Jupiter Olympus,
occupied the site of St. Paul’s and received daily worship, while the surrounding
Christian churches were only resorted to on Fasts and funerals.”46

These contradictory social conditions, Mill charges, prevent the formation
of the habits and ideas that cultivate the individual’s capacity to be concerned
for the rights of others as well as their own. “The education given to the senti-
ments,” he argues, “by laying the foundation of domestic existence upon a rela-
tion contradictory to the first principles of social justice, must, from the very
nature of man, have a perverting influence of such magnitude, that it is hardly
possible with our present experience to raise our imaginations to the concep-
tion of so great a change for the better as would be made by its removal.”47

Among men of good character, the conflicting conditions sow moral confu-
sion, while among the worst of men the condition of force and obedience re-
garding the treatment of women cultivates a class of tyrants. Concomitantly,
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among the most active and energetic women the absence of liberty leads to a
willful pursuit of power through the control of others in the family: “To allow
to any human beings no existence of their own but what depends on others, is
giving far too high a premium on bending others to their own purposes.”48

Among weaker women, by contrast, the tyranny fosters a passive, submissive
character.

Mill claims that because the private sphere predominates over the public
sphere in modern life, civil institutions such as the family play a crucial role in
establishing a spirit of justice in society. “Citizenship in free countries,” he
states, “is partly a school of society in equality; but citizenship fills only a small
place in modern life, and does not come near the daily habits of inmost senti-
ments.”49 Because the modern family, the most fundamental unit of sociality
and the venue where children learn social norms, is based on inequality, En-
glish society is unable to cultivate fully a just morality. To place women on a
more equal setting in the family, Mill makes his well-known proposal that hus-
bands and wives develop a division of labor based on their respective strengths
and weaknesses. This doctrine of reciprocity and equal rights is not solely con-
cerned with every individual expanding his or her respective capacities and
happiness.50 It also is pivotal to the cultivation of a morality of justice that will,
in turn, infuse society as a whole. Equal rights and reciprocal relations between
marital partners are “the only means of rendering the daily life of mankind, in
any high sense, a school of moral cultivation.” Such a justly constituted marital
relationship forges a highly cultivated sense of self-control in which an individ-
ual learns to show consideration for other human beings. The parents show
children by both example and precept that reciprocity contributes to one being
both respectable and able to respect; and that the way one develops views and
proper concern for one’s self is inseparable from the process by which one takes
into account the views and well-being of others:

What is needed is, that it [the family] should be a school of sympathy in equality, of
living together in love, without power on one side and obedience on the other. This
it ought to be between the parents. It would then be an exercise of those virtues
which each requires to fit them for all other associations 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 hu-
man progress is a preparation, until they practice in the family the same moral rule
which is adapted to the moral constitution of human society.
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The family becomes the “school of virtues for freedom,” training individuals in
the moral qualities that enable them to act justly in their associations through-
out society.51

JUSTICE AND OTHER OBLIGATIONS

In developing his argument for the modern moral conscience, Mill distin-
guishes justice from other obligations in a variety of ways. Justice is the preem-
inent moral obligation—it is necessary to the very existence of society. Unlike
other obligations, justice is based on precise rules and enforced through vio-
lence. Justice is also primarily, although not exclusively, a negative virtue as it
centers on not harming others. Finally, Mill argues that an individual can be
just without embracing other qualities of character that contribute to self-de-
veloped or higher forms of individuality, but that self-developed individuals
must be just. Mill’s theory of justice anchors his views on the proper relation
between a culture that cultivates character and a rule-abiding morality.52

Mill derives a pivotal feature of his conception of justice from premises at
least in part borrowed from the natural law jurists. Central to Mill’s argument
on the distinctive character of justice is the idea of the perfect obligation, while
other duties are identified as imperfect obligations. The distinction between
perfect and imperfect obligations had been initiated by Hugo Grotius and elab-
orated by Samuel von Pufendorf. Grotius’s distinction is based on the reciproc-
ity of rights: perfect or complete rights involve property ownership, contracts,
and other rules of agreement which are enforced through violence because their
violation directly threatens the security of individuals. Imperfect or incomplete
rights, such as the poor’s claim for charity from the wealthy, are not enforceable,
as they are not based on reciprocal responsibility. They are not essential to soci-
ety’s survival. Pufendorf focuses on responsibilities, not rights. He argues that
perfect duties are those on which the very existence of both the individual and
society is dependent. The performance of perfect duties could be enforced by
either violence in presocial existence or through the courts in society; a perfect
duty in society is always precise, explaining exactly how much money or service
each obligation requires. In contrast, imperfect duties improve the quality of a
society but are not necessary for its self-preservation. Imperfect duties are not
specifiable.53 Locke, Hume, Smith, and other members of the Anglo-Scottish
tradition remain within this general framework. All agree that positive virtues
such as beneficence are an extra: they make society flourish and happy; but re-
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spect for the life and property of others is essential for a society to sustain itself.
As Smith puts it, “Beneficence . . . is less essential to the existence of society
than justice. Society may subsist, though not in the most comfortable state,
without beneficence: but the prevalence of injustice must utterly destroy it.”54

In Mill’s account of justice, the individual has the perfect or absolute duty to
live in accordance with a largely commutative idea of justice that specifies the
sorts of harm that can be done to another individual’s person, property, and
reputation as well as the specifications of punishment and redress of those in-
juries. Broadly speaking, just individuals respect the rights they themselves en-
joy, making civil peace possible. They are angered by violations of rights even if
those violations do no harm to themselves and conversely do not resent a harm
to themselves unless it is of a “kind which society has a common interest with
them in the repression of.” Their sense of justice is irretrievably linked with
their idea of a social good. In contrast, as the virtues of charity and benevolence
are not linked to either the security of society or our own rights, they are prod-
ucts of compassion and nonenforceable. “Justice implies something which it is
not only right to do, and wrong not to do, but which some individual can claim
from us as his moral right,” Mill summarizes. “No one has a moral right to our
generosity and beneficence, because we are not morally bound to practise those
virtues towards any given individual. . . . Wherever there is a right, the case is
one of justice, and not of the virtue of beneficence.”55

A pivotal point of departure between Mill’s view of justice and that of nat-
ural law jurists and Anglo-Scottish thinkers is Mill’s bid to explain justice as an
ethical outlook. The natural law jurists conceived of justice as the following of
a set of rules that protected the rights that one enjoyed. “Justice,” according to
Grotius, consists entirely in “abstaining from that which is another’s” regardless
of whether one has good or bad motives. Locke recognizes the value of moral-
ity but held that “whatever standard soever we frame in our minds the idea of
virtues or vices, . . . their rectitude, or obliquity, consists in the agreement with
those patterns prescribed by law.” Smith divorces the idea of justice from ethics,
as one could not assume an individual would be impartial on issues that di-
rectly affect his self-interest. To Smith, virtues require individual evaluation of
ends or rules rather than simply following the rules themselves, and in matters
of justice “the man who refines the least and adheres with the most obstinate
steadfastness to the general rules themselves, is the most commendable and the
most to be depended upon.”56 In contrast, the just person for Mill is not sim-
ply the one who follows rules that protect the rights of others. The Millian idea
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of justice is intended to apply to the moral maxims of sincere and conscientious
individuals in everyday life.

Indeed, Mill is suspicious of the attempt to divorce acting justly from being
just. He argues that the just person is not simply the one who follows rules that
protect the rights of others. Human nature left to take care of itself inevitably
decays, and Mill questions the value of an administration of justice that focuses
exclusively on perfecting the machinery, the rules, and contrivances of its oper-
ation, while ignoring the task of moral education. Justice, a normative good,
cannot be so mechanized. We mustn’t forget the lessons of the ancients, “that
there is an incessant and ever-flowing current of human affairs toward the
worse, consisting of all the follies, all the vices, all the negligences, indolences,
and suppinenesses of mankind.” “Any society . . . which is not improving, is
deteriorating.”57 The value of the State, Mill argues, in the long run

is the worth of the individuals composing it; and a State which postpones the inter-
ests of their mental expansion and elevation to a little more of administrative skill, or
that of semblance of it which practice gives in the details of business; a State which
dwarfs its men, in order that they be more docile instruments in its hands even for
beneficial purposes—will find that with small men no great thing can really be ac-
complished; and that the perfection of the machinery to which it has sacrificed
everything will in the end avail it nothing, for want of the vital power which in order
that the machine might work more smoothly, it has preferred to banish.58

Mill recognizes that individuals without a just disposition should not be
considered unjust if they do not break the rules of justice; rather, these individ-
uals are “not consciously just” (emphasis added). They slide by without initiat-
ing trouble more by passivity than any greater concern with justice or the social
good. He argues that a moral outlook that closes the gap between just actions
and the just being must be cultivated and sustained continuously. While law
and public opinion are external sanctions that enforce justice, the ultimate
source of this quality is the moral conscience: “a feeling in our own mind; a
pain, more or less intense, attendant on violation of duty, which in properly
cultivated moral natures rises, in the more serious cases, into shrinking from it
as an impossibility.”59

This moral conscience motivates the just individual to adhere to the rules of
justice because of the self-respect that it generates, states Mill. It operates on a
higher plane, one not so lofty as the ancients’ perfected individual but not as
low as the Anglo-Scottish thinkers’ rule-following person. The just individual
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exemplifies self-control. He is neither driven by unbridled passions nor cowers
in fear of the law. His refusal to harm others is part of his perseverance in a self-
commanding life. “The word ‘do’ must be understood as including forebear-
ances as well as acts.”60 This self-command is a characteristic of developed in-
dividuality. As Mill puts it, “If the desire of right and aversion to wrong has
yielded to a small temptation, we judge them to be weak, and our disapproba-
tion is strong. If the temptation to which they have yielded is so great that even
strong feelings of virtue might have succumbed to it, our moral reprobation is
less intense. If again, the moral desires and aversions have prevailed, but not
over a very strong force, we hold that the action was good, but that there was lit-
tle merit in it; and our estimate of the merit rises, in exact proportion to the
greatness of the obstacle which the moral feeling proved strong enough to over-
come.”61

In describing this inner court of conscience, Mill’s thought is moving closer
to that of Kant, who defines the moral conscience as a “state of consciousness
which in itself is duty,” meaning it is the “moral faculty of judgment passing
judgment on itself.” The moral conscience does not evaluate actions in relation
to external laws and criteria but acts as reason itself evaluating our conduct.
This “inner judge” of the moral law by which everyone “find themselves ob-
served, threatened, and in general kept in awe” issues warnings before an action
is undertaken and prosecutes after the deed is done. These internal disputes be-
tween our desires and conscience are not settled amicably, according to Kant, as
“the judge of conscience has to pass sentences, acquitting or condemning. An
acquittal does not bring reward or happiness but only a relief of anxiety.” Moral
conduct consists of acts that overcome what the individual really wants. As we
do not have a rational will that is perfect and automatic, we often feel the moral
law operating within us as a constraint because it reacts against the pull of our
desires.62

Mill and Kant part company at Kant’s claim that the moral conscience is
based on contracausality: choosing one course of action while preferring an-
other. In Mill’s account, the just moral conscience creates the desire to do right:
just acts are forms of self-fulfillment, not self-renunciation. This moral con-
science is derived from human nature, human equality, and reason. The moral
conscience is rooted in a feeling of resentment common to all animals: a desire
to harm those who have hurt, or those who it thinks are about to hurt, itself or
its young. Mill also refers to the key role of sympathy in reformed civil societies
that promote equality. Free individuals, feeling themselves equal to their fellow
citizens, can, through their imaginations, enter into sympathy with the lives of
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their compatriots. Here the individual learns to be compassionate and respect
the rights of others, literally feeling what another human being is feeling. Fi-
nally, these feelings of resentment and compassion must be mobilized by moral
education so that an individual, “by virtue of his superior intelligence, even
apart from his superior range of sympathy,” shrinks from activities that would
conflict with the basic rights of others and resents actions that harm society as a
whole.63 “The object of moral education,” Mill summarizes, “is to educate the
will: but the will can only be educated through desires and aversions; by eradi-
cating or weakening such of them as are likeliest to lead to evil; exalting to the
highest pitch the desire of right conduct and the aversion to wrong; cultivating
all other desires and aversions of which the ordinary operation is auxiliary to
right, while discountenancing so immoderate an indulgence of them, as might
render them too powerful to be overcome by the moral sentiment, when they
chance to be in opposition to it.”64

Mill and Kant agree that many individuals are conflicted by morally respon-
sible and irresponsible motivations. But they disagree when Mill insists that
this is not a conflict between an individual and some outside or transcendent
power. Mill never refers to morally just behavior as “other-regarding conduct”
(despite this term’s being the subject of countless books and essays on Mill), as
it indicates moral conduct requires transcendence of the self and its desires.65

The two motives that compete with one another here come from the appetites,
from the desires the individual has. Reason will point us in the direction of
higher and lower aims; it also will help us determine what will happen as a con-
sequence of a choice we make—but the choice of ends is always going to be a
choice of desires, and never between reason and desire. The just individual does
not cheat, steal, or partake in other actions that harm others, because his moral
conscience informs his desires and prevents him from taking actions that—in
his view—reflect a debased character.

“I” am both parties in the contest; the conflict is between me and myself; between
(for instance) me desiring a pleasure, and me dreading self-reproach. What causes
me, or if you please, my Will, to be identified with one side rather than with the
other, is that one of the Me’s represents a more permanent state of my feelings than
the other does. After the temptation has been yielded to, the desiring “I” will come
to an end, but the conscience stricken “I” may endure to the end of life. I therefore
dispute altogether that we are conscious of being able to act in opposition to the
strongest present desire or aversion. The difference between a bad and a good man is
not that the latter acts in opposition to his strongest desires; it is that his desire to do
right, and his aversion to doing wrong, are strong enough to overcome, and in the
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case of perfect virtue, to silence, any other desire or aversion that may conflict with
them. It is because this state of mind is possible to human nature, that human beings
are capable of moral government: and moral education consists in subjecting them
to the discipline which has most tendency to bring them into this state.66

Mill’s moral conscience is a bid to provide us what Kant’s moral reason is sup-
posed to provide, but without the problematic distinction between an empiri-
cal world driven by the laws of nature and a noumenal world animated by the
laws of freedom, which diminishes the moral worth of different types of desires,
experiences, and circumstances.

NATURE AND MORALITY

Mill’s reform of empiricism’s conception of justice—especially his position
that human nature left to itself will inevitably decay—seems to suggest that he
sides with Rousseau and Kant’s position that humanity is capable of lifting it-
self above the “slavery” imposed by nature. In opposing the natural law jurists,
Rousseau had argued that if the moral law did not exist in the state of nature,
then it must owe such reality as it now possesses to the political community and
positive law—in which case, it cannot constitute an independent, natural stan-
dard above them. On the contrary, the moral law is then an artificial human
creation, wholly subordinated to the needs of politics and positive law, which
are different from one society to another. To Rousseau, “the historical debate
over the character of the state of nature” delves into “the relative causal and on-
tological priority of morality on the one hand, and (politics) on the other.” And
in refuting the natural law view of a self-subsisting morality, Rousseau argues
that the full development of humankind’s reason and consciousness is depen-
dent on politics. Rousseau, in short, founded a new and radical separation be-
tween the moral-cultural world and nature.67

Kant substitutes reason for Rousseau’s politics. In the Preface to the second
edition of the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant writes that “reason has insight only
into that which it produces a plan of its own” and that “it [reason] must not al-
low itself to be kept, as it were, in nature’s leading strings, but must itself show
the way with principles of judgment based on fixed laws, constraining nature to
give answers to questions of reason’s own determining.” It is due to this ordi-
nance, Kant continues, that the scientific study of nature now makes huge ad-
vances, “after having for so many centuries been nothing but a process of
merely random groping.”68 The Critique of Practical Reason continues this line
of reasoning: freedom of the will is consistently opposed to the necessity of na-
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ture, and the fundamental problem of practical philosophy is posed as one of
reconciling natural and free causality. This Kantian distinction of nature and
freedom contributes to the concept of the nature-nurture dichotomy that ani-
mates contemporary popular discourse and literature.69

Once again, however, Mill weaves together a position that straddles empiri-
cism and romanticism. While opposing traditional empiricism’s restricted con-
ception of nature as matter in motion, Mill also rejects Rousseau’s and Kant’s
positions that a political or moral outlook permits the transcendence of our an-
imal selves. “If, as is my own belief,” he writes, “the moral feelings . . . are ac-
quired, they are not for that reason less natural. It is natural to man to speak,
reason, to build cities, to cultivate the ground, though these are acquired facul-
ties. . . . Like [these] acquired capacities, the moral faculty, if not a part of our
nature, is a natural outgrowth from it . . . and susceptible of being brought by
cultivation to a high degree of development.”70 In a sense, Mill returns to clas-
sical political philosophy or, more specifically, to Aristotle’s conception of 
a second or higher nature to reform empiricism’s conception of nature and
to address Rousseau’s and Kant’s concerns regarding moral autonomy. In the
Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle explains that humans, solely by virtue of being
human, effect and carry out natural capacities in a distinct way from other spe-
cies of animals: that is, through the raising of the young in a regime, our natural
capabilities for speech, deliberation, and ethics are cultivated and harnessed.
When properly cultivated, these potentialities develop as a “second nature” that
maintains an ongoing relationship with our primary nature. Individuals who
are habituated and trained poorly do not attain this second or higher nature.
For Aristotle, these individuals are “unnatural,” as they are unable to reflect the
higher capacities of the human species. As Aristotle puts it, “The virtues arise in
us neither by nature nor against nature. Rather, we are by nature able to acquire
them, and reach our complete perfection through them.”71

In “Nature,” Mill argues that nature itself is incapable of establishing an eth-
ical standard of the good. Yet, while nature is a source of far more evil than be-
neficence, it is to be studied, not ignored: “If the useless precept to follow na-
ture were changed into a precept to study nature; to know and take heed of the
properties of the things we have to deal with, . . . we should arrive at the first
principle of intelligent action.” Like Aristotle, Mill views human nature as not
wholly determinate of human actions, but not irrelevant to it either. Human
nature is a source of difficulties to be addressed and capacities to be structured.
“The duty of man,” Mill summarizes, “is the same in respect to his own nature
as in respect to the nature of all things, namely not to follow but amend.”72

Liberty and the Just Moral Conscience 53



Mill knits together the position that ethics are based on fostering habits that
overcome our natural instincts, but that virtues reflect an assessment of the
ways humanity can possess either base or noble ends and are not mere conven-
tions. “That there must be the germs . . . of virtues in human nature . . . I am
ready to admit,” states Mill. “But the weeds that dispute the grounds of these
beneficent germs . . . are luxuriant growths” that will not be overcome unless
there is well-conceived habituation and education. For example, the human
tendencies toward selfishness and cruelty necessitate the cultivation of social
ethics, while the human capacity for such virtues as cleanliness, courage, hon-
esty, self-control, and justice presupposes habits that “in some happily circum-
scribed specimens of the human race, the most elevated sentiments of which
humanity is capable become a second nature, stronger than the first, and not so
much subduing the original nature as merging it into itself.” Mill stresses the
particular importance of moral training among those individuals with the
“finest nervous organizations,” as they realize their impulses in manners that
have the greatest effect on the well-being of others.73

Influential commentators on political thought such as Stephen Holmes and
Julia Annas confuse Mill’s position that nature is neither wholly determinative
of good and bad human conduct nor irrelevant to it. Holmes calls Mill’s “Na-
ture” a brilliant essay and rightfully points out that Mill rejects nature as a stan-
dard for right and wrong. But Holmes ignores Mill’s assessment that nature is a
set of capacities and Mill’s injunction that the task of humanity is to amend,
not follow, nature. Consequently, Holmes mistakenly states that Mill contra-
dicts “Nature” in On Liberty when Mill asserts that the free individual chooses
a way of life that reflects one’s higher natural capacities. Annas also misunder-
stands Mill’s view that the nature of a thing means its entire set of capacities for
exhibiting phenomena and that distinct circumstances contribute to different
realizations. Annas is confused by Mill’s position that women display different
characteristics in distinct environments. She complains that Mill is inconsis-
tent when he states that women both lack an intrinsic nature and develop pas-
sive qualities due to repression, ignoring Mill’s argument that one’s lower nat-
ural capacities are cultivated in specific environments.74

To be sure, Mill is only in partial agreement with Aristotle. He rejects Aris-
totle’s metaphysical conception of nature and virtue that extracts norms from a
conception of the specie’s highest point of developmental possibilities. True,
Mill’s distinction between just and unjust individuals does assume, like Aris-
totle, a difference between living through the power of self-mastery versus be-
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ing the passive tool of a ruler’s needs, public opinion, customs, or one’s imme-
diate physical desires. To Mill, maintaining a commitment to justice is an in-
trinsic good for a human being. But Mill rejects Aristotle’s position that what is
most desired is a life in accordance with nature, with the highest “accordance”
understood as the realization of the universal, natural human potential for a life
of logos. Mill’s just individual places self-command above instrumentality, but
that in itself does not define the life that the just individual should lead. Mill
combines the Aristotelian premise of cultivating higher human attributes with
the modern conception of justice to revise traditional empiricism’s mechanical
conception of nature as matter in motion, while also breaking down Rousseau
and Kant’s separation of morality from nature.75

LIBERAL VIRTUES

Mill’s treatment of justice—as an ethical outlook and not mere adherence to
rules—can be interpreted as a straddling between the ancients’ virtue-centered
ethics and the moderns’ rule-governed moralities. The central point about the
virtue-centered view, which is generally associated with the ancients, is that key
ethical decisions are judgments that reflect the character of agents: the virtuous
person’s proper conduct emanates from a fixed disposition that is a composite
of our rational capacities, emotions, bodily constitution, and sociality. In the
classical understanding, the virtues are excellences of character that are objec-
tive goods; they have worth to others as well as to the bearer of virtue. Virtue-
centered ethics may incorporate rules as maps or aids to social interaction, but
these rules should not replace the concern for how the regime and its social and
cultural institutions shape the character of the individual. Rules, in short, serve
the virtues. Finally, virtue-centered ethics maintain that while virtue is learned
and is not easy to acquire, it addresses our social and political nature. Living
alone, and living without virtue, is not good for us.76

In contrast, rule-governing moralities, which are generally associated with
the moderns, identify how we can know what to do by appealing to laws, rules,
or principles which spell out or give us a method for finding out what is right,
permitted, or obligatory. The rules or principles can be known and applied by
individuals irrespective of their character or disposition. The accepted agenda
of these act-centered ethics is to formulate a supreme and universally applicable
moral principle—for example, Kant’s categorical imperative, Bentham’s great-
est happiness for the greatest number, and John Rawls’s two principles of jus-
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tice—together with criteria for recognizing relatively different kinds of moral
situations. Then moral conduct is the activity that best accords with the applic-
able rules in given situations.77

In Mill’s commemorative essay on Bentham in  that marked his final
break with the utilitarian school, he questioned whether a moral philosophy
could focus exclusively on rules. “Morality consists of two parts,” Mill reasons.
“One of these is self-education; the training by the human being of his affec-
tions and will. That department is blank in Bentham’s system. The other and
co-equal part, the regulation of his outward actions, must be altogether halting
and imperfect without the first.” Bentham’s principles, Mill continues, will re-
strict individuals from killing, burning, and stealing; but how will they culti-
vate higher aspects “of human behavior, or for laying down even the greater
moralities as to those facts which tend to influence the depth of character.”
From the writing of “Bentham” until his death in , Mill attempted to con-
struct a political and moral philosophy that combined ethics centered on de-
veloping self-commanding individuals within the framework of a rule govern-
ing morality.78

In Mill’s account, justice is both a quality of character and a rule-governing
morality. In addition to addressing one’s desire for self-protection, it is the self-
command and self-respect of the individual that drives one to refrain from base
desires and uphold a general obligation to the well-being of others. As George
Kateb puts it, “Individuals [in Mill’s view] are as they should be only if they do
not trample on others: and only if they feel their refusal to trample as part of
that individuality. A true individual will not impair the individuality of any of
his fellows or harm their interests.”79 This conception of the just individual can
be viewed as higher or lower, more or less noble, than the virtue-centered ethics
of the ancients. On the one hand, the ethical decisions of the subject are lower,
as they are not rooted in complex, unique, and challenging circumstances—
true tests of character—but rather acts of conformity to uniform rules. From
this perspective, the quality of justice is adherence to a social rule, and there is
nothing particularly noble or distinct about it. To be just is a limited version of
self-command, as one need only obey the same rules that every citizen obeys.
On the other hand, one can take the position that our actions ought not be
confined exclusively  to our own well-being and character development. From
this perspective, Mill’s just individual can be viewed as higher than the tradi-
tional virtue-centered individual, as the just moral conscience directly con-
tributes to the general good: it provides an important cross-current to the nar-
rowness and egoism of self-interest that pervade much of modern life.
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THE LIMITATIONS OF JUSTICE

Mill’s idea of justice emphasizes the capacity for individual self-command and
not only the adherence to rules. But, Mill continues, while a just outlook is a
part of self-developed individuality, the two are not the same. Self-develop-
ment also requires other qualities of character: reason, strong will and desires, a
sense of dignity, to name a few. By establishing equal rights and free human
conduct, the rules of justice provide a condition for every individual to elevate
himself and develop all of these qualities of character. But these same rules of
justice, Mill continues, can lead to moral atrophy and social decay. English so-
ciety, Mill warns, will stagnate if compliance with just rules becomes the sole
criterion of the good human being.80

Here Mill recognizes, once again, that individuals who lack a just outlook
should not be considered unjust as long as they do not break the rules of justice.
Modern liberty, in short, requires not doing unjust acts, not a just disposition.
Distinguishing perfect and imperfect obligations, Mill also reasons that indi-
viduals who refrain from committing unjust acts are not required to be self-
developed. As justice is the only enforceable practice, individuals can be criti-
cized, but not legally coerced, for being imprudent, wasteful, or exercising what
Mill calls “miserable individuality.” Finally, Mill concedes that some unjust ac-
tions will have “proceeded from qualities entitled to praise.” While this recog-
nition of higher qualities will modify the estimation of the agents themselves,
in almost all cases it will not free them from punishment for committing unjust
actions. In a conflict between qualities such as creativity or desire for distinc-
tiveness and the requirements of justice, one’s obligation is to obey the rules of
justice. Liberal societies presuppose toleration as the highest virtue, and rules of
justice are the foundation of civil peace and the one absolute requisite of civil
society: “Justice . . . is . . . to be the chief part, and incomparably the most sa-
cred and binding part, of all morality.” Justice establishes “moral requirements”
that “stand higher . . . and are therefore of more paramount obligation, than
any others.”81 In short, Mill posits that the good liberal society will recognize
the distinction between the excellent individual and the rule-abiding citizen:
the egalitarian principle of the authority of the self is raised above the task of
cultivating higher types of individuals.82

Herein—the “liberal virtues”—lies a vital tension in Mill’s thought. Mill ar-
gues that self-commanding, energetic individuals allow liberal societies to pros-
per as individuals raise themselves above narrow, self-interested activities. They
develop desires for excellence, break traditions, and create new practices. But
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Mill also is arguing that the cultivation of these qualities of character must be
subordinated to the self-interested activities of individuals who comply with
the rules of justice. As compliance with the rules of justice stands above self-
development, there will be a general tendency for free societies to devalue the
qualities of character that allow it to prosper. The advantage of equal justice is
its ability “to repress wrong through all departments of life, by a fit exertion of
the superior strength which civilization has given it,” and thus to offer protec-
tion through law for the weak and vulnerable members of society, who are no
longer dependent on the “chivalrous character” of stronger types. The disad-
vantage of equal justice is that, while the contributions of the heroic and cre-
ative individual “are still what they were . . . the rights of the weak and the gen-
eral comfort of human life, now rest on a far surer and steadier support.”83 To
Mill, the self-developed life is one possible mode of existence in liberal soci-
eties—one among many others. And the adherents of self-amended lives must
recognize the need for coexisting with individuals who do not place self-devel-
opment at the center of their existence.84

Further, as the rules of justice regiment and demand uniformity, there is a
tendency for modern people to follow rules, customs, and public opinion and
nothing else. In England, where, Mill believes, the laws of justice are most ad-
vanced, he consistently complains that the individual spends all of his time fol-
lowing rules and customs. Mill appreciates that this English rule-governing
morality has cultivated a degree of civility and “tenderness of conscience” in
mutual interactions: “In this we have had on the whole a real superiority,
though one principally negative; for conscience is with most men a power
chiefly in the way of restraint—a power which acts rather in staying our hands
from any great wickedness.” But “in England, rule to a great degree has substi-
tuted itself for nature. The greater part of life is carried on not by following in-
clination under the control of a rule, but by having no inclination but that of
following a rule.”85

The English aristocracy is particularly wanting in the qualities of character
that lead to higher forms of individuality and exertions of human energy. This
class, bemoans Mill, which sets a spiritual tone in society, “every year shows
more & more their pitoyable absence of even that very moderate degree of in-
tellect, & that very moderate amount of will and character” which characterize
an independent existence, “owing to the total absence of habit of exerting their
minds for any purpose whatever.” The rising middles classes are little better:
their attention is “almost confined to money-getting.” While the passive out-
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look of the English restrains individuals from committing acts of great wicked-
ness, it fosters a type of character that has little love of nation, of human im-
provement, of human agency, of virtue. Unlike the French, the English are un-
willing to inflict pointless suffering, but they also are unwilling to exert human
energy unless it leads to their material improvement.86

Mill’s fear is that “the inevitable growth of social equality . . . should impose
on mankind an oppressive yoke of uniformity in opinion and practice.” Exac-
erbating this problem, liberal philosophers—Smith, the utilitarians, classical
political economists, among others—established the view that the narrowly
self-interested existence is the best life. “I am not charmed,” confesses Mill,
“with the ideal of life held out by those who think that the normal state of hu-
man beings is that of struggling to get on; that the trampling, crushing, elbow-
ing, and treading on each other’s heels, which form the existing type of social
life, are the most desirable lot of human kind, or anything but the disagreeable
symptoms of one of the phases of industrial progress.”87

To Mill, England is confronting the dark side of liberty, because people are
free to be barely human, not think, not create, just follow. The consequence is
that, compared with former times, in England there is “much more of the ami-
able and humane, and much less of the heroic. . . . [The English] shrink from
all effort, from everything which is troublesome and disagreeable. The same
causes, which render them sluggish and unenterprising, make them, for the
most part, stoical even under inevitable evils. But heroism is an active, not a
passive quality; and when it is not necessary to bear pain but to seek it, little
needs to be expected from the men of the present day.” Mill complains that
“English opinion is sure to be against the side . . . that seems to be attempting
to alter an existing order of things.” The English mind, he summarizes, “is dis-
tinguished only for a kind of sober good sense . . . and for doing all those things
which are best done where man most resembles a machine, with the precision
of a machine.”88

Mill concludes that equal justice—“a necessary stage in the progress of civi-
lization”89—is a one-sided morality that must be complemented by civil prac-
tices and values that cultivate reason, strong desires, fortitude, and other quali-
ties that engender strong exertions of human agency. While the rules of modern
justice promote self-interested activities that yield commercial benefits, those
who defend justice and equality only to protect property will fail to maintain
justice itself. “The ascendancy of the commercial class in modern society and
politics is inevitable, and, under due limitations, ought not to be regarded as an
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evil,” cautions Mill. “Any counterbalancing power can henceforth exist only by
the sufferance of the commercial class; but that it should tolerate some such
limitation, we deem as important as that it should not itself be a vassalage.”90

To be sure, Mill continually argued for further developing civil association,
whereby equal rights would be gradually extended to all those hitherto ne-
glected or excluded, whether they were the English working class or Negro
slaves or women. But the rules of justice can be effective only when there are 
individuals with qualities and characteristics that will lead them to use lib-
erty well. “Torpidity and cowardice, as a general characteristic, is new in the
world. . . . [I]t is a natural consequence of the progress of civilization, and will
continue until met by a system of cultivation meant to counteract it.” Mill’s
aim is not to replace the rules of equal justice with hierarchy but to discover the
qualities of developed individuality that protect civil association and promote
(ultimately) social unity. “We must beware, too, of mistaking its [equal rights]
virtues for faults, merely because, as is inevitable, its faults mingles with its
virtues and colour them.”91

The modern English emphasis on civil intercourse creates important social
advances: “the multiplication of physical comforts . . . the softening of man-
ners; the decline of . . . personal conflict; the progressive limitation of the
tyranny of the strong over the weak; the great works accomplished . . . by the
cooperation of multitudes.” At the same time, these advances exact a high
price: “the relaxation of individual energy and courage; the loss of proud and
self-relying independence; the slavery of so large a portion of mankind to arti-
ficial wants; their effeminate shrinking from even the shadow of pain; the dull
unexciting monotony of their lives, and the passionless insipidity, and the ab-
sence of any marked individuality, in their characters.” Where there is a com-
mon set of positions and ways of life, concludes Mill in discussing equality’s
tendency to override individuality, there also will be common partialities, de-
sires, prejudices, “and absolute power.” “[This] is the way to render the correc-
tions of these imperfections hopeless; to make one narrow, mean type of hu-
man nature universal and perpetual, and to crush every influence which tends
to the further improvement of man’s intellectual and moral nature.” “Only
when, in addition to just institutions, the increase of mankind shall be under
the deliberate guidance of judicious foresight,” concludes Mill, will modern so-
cieties have a comprehensive morality that promotes both excellent individuals
and “the means of improving and elevating the universal lot.”92

In Mill’s vision of the good liberal society, the quest for human excellence
and developed individuality will exist for a long time among many other ways
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of life, most of which are more rooted in the institutions and principles of equal
justice than self-commanding individuality is. This increases the need to con-
sciously cultivate excellent individuals. “The beautifying of existence,” he
writes, “is as worthy and useful an object as the sustaining of it; but only a viti-
ated taste can see any such result in the fopperies of so-called civilization, which
myriads of hands are now occupied and lives wasted in providing.”93 To Mill,
developing civil practices and values that cultivate self-commanding individu-
als is as important as establishing the rules and mores of justice.
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Chapter 3 The Cultivation of

the Individual and Society:

J. S. Mill’s Use of Ancient and

Romantic Dialectics

Mill is reputed to be the unequivocal defender of all human conduct
not deemed harmful to others. It is a legacy that paints an incomplete
picture of Mill’s political philosophy. In Mill’s view, liberal societies
can neither self-preserve nor prosper without values and civil practices
that raise some individuals above narrow, self-interested activity. It
simply isn’t enough for an entire society to subsist via the harm princi-
ple. Mill believes that the morality and rules of justice will limit po-
tential instabilities or troubles that energetic, willful individuals may
engender. However, even if creative individuals periodically cause
conflicts and tensions, the problems they create for liberal societies are
minimal in contrast to the stagnation spawned by a society that no
longer generates such individuals. The “great difficulty” of “demo-
cratic society,” explains Mill, is that it has been unable to do what all
other flourishing societies have done—create “a social support, a
point d’appui, for individual resistance to the tendencies of the ruling
power; a protection, a rallying point, for opinions and interests which
the ascendant public opinion views with disfavour.”1

As this chapter explains, Mill looked to the teachings of Plato,
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Coleridge, Kant, and others, both ancient and romantic, to discover resources
for a type of liberalism that, in addition to defending individual rights, would
emphasize the capacity for individual self-mastery and the exertion of willful-
ness. To Mill, the dignity and happiness of human beings rest on the power to
command, to be the determinant of one’s own aims, rather than the instrument
of customs, rules, public opinion, or one’s base desires. Mill believes both an-
cients and romantics explored this human capacity much more thoroughly
than the philosophers of the Anglo-Scottish Enlightenment, whose goals rarely
extended beyond the engendering of civil peace and commerce. English liber-
alism, Mill charges, fails to take responsibility for developing self-commanding
modes of existence and is driving English society into the muck of social ho-
mogeneity.

EMPIRICISM AND ROMANTICISM ON LIBERTY

Political philosophy has always been deeply concerned with the role the pas-
sions play in both the individual and society. While not politically homoge-
neous, seminal philosophers of empiricism generally posited reason as an in-
strumental tool of the passions, whether in the realm of the purest theorizing
or, more important, in the foundation of a civil life—a life they saw as based
chiefly on the pursuit of private satisfactions. “Reason,” Hobbes states, “is
nothing but Reckoning,” that is, discovering which means are most appropri-
ate to attain desired ends. To Hobbes, desires and impulses do not respond to a
perceived idea of the good. Rather the desires themselves are the sources of
good and evil in the world. The objects that compel us toward them we identify
as good, and those that repulse us we call evil. In this way, the passions are the
source of all human action. Reason is merely another tool we have to respond
to our passions. As Hobbes felt that self-aggrandizing ends generally animate
our passions, he saw no way for us to bring them under self-control. Only an
outside rule-making power could be a sufficiently credible threat to our lives to
cause us to restrain them, a power that we accepted because of our overriding
fear of death.2

Locke generally follows Hobbes’s view of the relation between human desires
and the idea of the good. “What moves desire?” Locke asks, and answers, “Hap-
piness and that alone.” It is pleasure and pain that determine good and evil.
Thus, “that which is properly good or bad, is nothing but barely pleasure and
pain,” and “things also that draw after them pleasure and pain, are considered
good and evil.”3 For Locke, “it is present unease, not the prospect of a future
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good, which determines our” actions. We feel discomfort in relation to the
“amount of pain of an evil, and so we always desire to avoid it. But we do not
feel restless about an absent good that is proportionate to the amount of good”
we would enjoy if we actually came to possess it. The most common error is
that we remain satisfied with the goods of this life, which, it might appear, we
can secure through our own execution.4 If we feel more pain from hunger than
from a desire for heaven, we will act to relieve the greater uneasiness. Locke be-
lieves our desires to be more idiosyncratic than did Hobbes, as the strength of
different passions is shown in the varying degrees of uneasiness everyone feels at
the thought of absent goods. Locke does maintain, like Hobbes, that since we
primarily attempt to avoid pain, we can be controlled by the rule of law and the
norms of morality. Thankfully, our reason is adequate to establish the laws and
concepts that give us what we want: the security to pursue actions and posses-
sions as we please.5

Claude-Adrien Helvétius, the philosophe who deeply influenced Bentham
and James Mill (as well as the young John Stuart Mill), embraces the Hobbes-
ian framework of the relation between the passions and the good. Man, says
Helvétius, flees from bodily pains and seeks bodily pleasures, and it is to this
persistent quest that is given the name of self-love. Social circumstances are un-
able to change these fundamental drives—they only determine the way that we
pursue these ends. The good is the means we use to seek power, avoid pain, and
gain pleasure: “Riches, honor, glory, reputation, justice and virtue, in a word,
all the factitious passions, are really but the love of power, disguised under
different names.” To Helvétius, a monarch in power already has the requisite
for personal pleasure, and one cannot assume that he or she will have a reason
to promote reform that serves the public good. Frederick the Great and Cather-
ine of Russia may introduce a few reforms to heighten their power and gain a
reputation for enlightenment, but the principles of human nature will prevent
them from introducing comprehensive reforms that will contribute to the gen-
eral welfare. At the same time, individuals tend to be loyal to small groups,
which generally are opposed to the general interests. Only representatives in a
democracy have the self-interest to ingratiate themselves with the general pub-
lic and establish laws that will promote the general happiness and, in the long
run, educate individuals to understand the relation between their own desires
and those of the nation.6

Hobbes and other empiricists rejected arguments that, since human conduct
is a product of causation and antecedents, the individual is not free. Compati-
bilism, as most fully articulated by Hobbes and Hume, asserts that freedom
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and determinism are not antithetical, since the causal factors of agents’ desires
have no bearing on their right to choose. When causal factors lead to human ac-
tion, the two are simply conjunctions of events, not a relation of necessity.
Only coercion from external sources impedes action, and an agent is free when
he does what he desires, even if his desires and decisions are themselves the in-
fluences of more remote causes, outside the agent. From this perspective, one is
free to act, even if not free to will, as the antecedent causes determining the will
always exist. The architects of a naturalistic epistemology, Hobbes and Hume
argue that we are a part of nature and are not alien to it or capable of rising
above it.7

For Hobbes, the mind consists of tiny particles of matter which function like
visible bodies. External objects make different impressions on our bodies, lead-
ing to distinct passions. Conflicting desires and pains lead to “deliberation,”
and its outcome—the last appetite—leads to action, which is an act of the will.
These deliberations and actions are themselves motions that can be explained
by laws of physics. What determines every action “is the sum of all things,
which now being existent, conduce and concur to the production of that action
hereafter, whereof, if nay one thing were now wanting, the effect could not be
produced.” But Hobbes maintains that this determinism does not reduce free-
dom: an individual is free when he is not impeded from his actions, even if he
is not really in control of his actions. Liberty consists merely in the absence of
interference with the exercise of our choices, not the absence of causal deter-
mination in their formation. “I acknowledge this liberty,” Hobbes states suc-
cinctly, “that I can do if I will; but to say I can will if I will, I take to be an ab-
surd speech.”8

The will does not play an independent role in Hume’s theory of human con-
duct either: “By the will, I mean nothing but the internal impression we feel and
are conscious of, when we knowingly give rise to any new motion of our body, or new
perception of our mind.” But while Hobbes speaks of “nature and the intrinsic
quality of the agent,” Hume’s empiricism takes him a step further.9 The picture
of human conduct that Hume strives to reject is the one provided by Hobbes,
in which self-interested bundles of desires and aversions interact with each
other solely on what promotes their needs, and indeed perhaps momentary
needs at that. Morality, Hume counters, structures our actions by shaping the
motivations that drive our desires and passions. Moral approval further stimu-
lates, and moral disapproval tames, our desires. A mind “is nothing but a heap
of collection of different perceptions, united together by different relations.”
There is no such thing as a self, or an agent, beyond the impressions it has and
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the bodily acts to which these lead. This regular determination of the will by
other factors is one important aspect of the causal uniformity on which a sci-
ence of human conduct is to be founded. It is beside the point that an agent
may feel a “liberty of indifference” or freedom from antecedents in his conduct.
The necessity of actions consists in the fact that the philosopher or scientist of
human nature may infer our actions from our motives, character, and circum-
stances. The explanation of human behavior is of the same sort as the explana-
tion of physical events because “there is but one kind of necessity, as there is but
one kind of cause, and that the common distinction betwixt moral and physical
necessity is without any foundation in nature.” To Hume, this assessment that
almost all of our actions are predictable does not mean that we are not free: to
predict an act is not to compel an individual to act. Liberty is “a power of acting
or not acting, according to the determinations of the will; that is, if we choose to re-
main at rest we may; if we choose to move, we also may.”10

Rousseau, Kant, and other romantics criticized this negative conception of
liberty. To these thinkers, self-determination could not “mean simply the unfet-
tered pursuit of one’s empirical desires.” It meant something higher—“being
determined by views that reflect one’s most authentic or spiritual nature.” If we
are to be consistently free, we must be autonomous, directing our lives in a way
wholly self-imposed and self-regulated. Rousseau and Kant begin the trend of
seeing humans in terms of authentic and inauthentic modes of being. Freedom
for them must presuppose a distinction between the self and its environment.11

Rousseau initiated this outlook, insisting on the importance of free agency
and arguing that while physics might explain the “mechanism of the senses,” it
could never make intelligible “the power of willing or rather of choosing,” a
power in which, he says, nothing is to be found but acts which are purely spiri-
tual and wholly inexplicable by the laws of mechanism.12 Rousseau distin-
guished the “physical” and “metaphysical and moral” aspects of humanity. Viewed
as a physical entity, humanity is simply an ingenious machine driven by ap-
petites and desires that can be analyzed through the laws of physics. Viewed
from the moral and metaphysical perspective, however, the human species is
inherently distinct from all others. In this view, we are agents who have the ca-
pacity to will, choose, and transcend our natural appetites, making progress
and perfectibility for the species possible and rendering us able to speak of free-
dom in a way the empiricists wouldn’t dare.

In Rousseau’s view, classic liberalism, with its cherished private sphere pro-
tected from the limited state, fosters only the physical and selfish aspect of hu-
manity, as dealings among individuals are at best contractual, always with an
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eye to gain. He proposed two alternative roads—moral idealism and romantic/
expressive individualism—for the individual seeking spiritual or authentic
freedom. On the one hand, in the good regime based on the social contract, the
individual learns to reconcile and even displace his desires with the general will
of the citizenry. What occurs in this act of virtuous self-conquest is not the
overcoming of one natural desire by another but the triumph of that unique
human faculty—the will—to resist or rise above all natural impulses: “the
voice of duty replaces physical impulse and right replaces appetite.”13 Here the
citizen overcomes those desires that run counter to the good of the community.
On the other hand, for the person who lives in a hopelessly corrupt society,
Rousseau puts forth the value of self-expressive individuals—the solitary artist
or romantic dreamer. This individual withdraws from corrupt political and so-
cial engagements and communes with his soul. He becomes absorbed with his
unconscious sentiments and emotions, develops as a self-defining, self-ground-
ing subject, with the aim of discovering his distinct nature or “what am I.”14

Having found his way free of the false needs created by a corrupt civil society,
this self-developed individual is capable of developing his unique ethical sensi-
bilities.

Kant builds on Rousseau’s critique and develops the idea of a free will to con-
trast empiricism’s idea of freedom of action. One’s will in this sense is one’s de-
cision, choice, or dominating aim. Kant asks: Even if one is free to follow one’s
strongest desires and hence has freedom of action in the compatibilist sense,
does one have any control over those choices and desires themselves? Can one
influence the strength of one’s desires? Or are they determined by external in-
fluences? Just how much of the real world did the mind receive through sensory
apparatus, and how reliably? Kant argues that one might be a compatibilist
with respect to free action and determinism, but an incompatibilist with re-
spect to free will and determinism. Whereas Hobbes, Hume, and empiricism
understand freedom in opposition to restrictions on movement, Kant identi-
fies freedom in opposition to a will determined by the necessity that governs
the natural and sensible world. For Kant, living under laws that allow free
movement or action is, at best, an external freedom secured by public law in ac-
cordance with right. Here one’s actions are still being controlled by external
causes such as the appetites and the passions. Inner or true freedom is attained
when one’s actions move beyond that of natural necessity and are based on a
will that acts from a universal law that one recognizes and respects as prescribed
by reason. To frame Kant’s conception of liberty positively, freedom is the
power of complete self-determination, enabling us to judge and act solely be-
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cause of our own reasoning, regardless of tangible circumstances. To put it
more negatively, freedom is the complete independence of any prior causes
other than our own will or practical reason, our “power to restrain and over-
come inclinations by reason.”15

MILL’S TWO CONCEPTIONS OF LIBERTY

Mill’s deepest philosophic treatments of empiricism’s and romanticism’s con-
tending ideas of liberty are found in the Logic and Hamilton. In both works,
Mill confronts the romantics’ challenge to empiricism’s conception of liberty.16

Here Mill concedes that, while empiricism holds a deeper understanding of 
the role law and other circumstances play in limiting the coercive actions of
others, the romantics’ “free will doctrine has . . . fostered in its followers a much
stronger spirit of self-culture.” The earlier liberalism is better at freeing the in-
dividual from many external restraints but has not thought through the psy-
chological basis of human liberty. As a result, it fails to distinguish higher and
lower forms of individuality. The romantics’ conception of liberty was devel-
oped “because the supposed alternative of admitting human actions to be nec-
essary was inconsistent with every one’s instinctive consciousness, as well as hu-
miliating to the pride, and even degrading to the moral nature, of man.”17 In
sum, Mill saw the value of empiricism’s focus on shaping circumstances that
protect individual rights, but he also agrees with the romantics’ view that too
often a more substantive view of freedom—one that educated and cultivated
the individual to use freedom well—was ignored.

Mill confesses in the Autobiography that as a young man he too embraced the
traditional empiricist position on the compatibility between liberty and neces-
sity. Looking back, he complains that this outlook left him without hope that
he could “begin the formation of my character anew, and create in a mind now
irretrievably analytic, fresh associations of pleasure with any of the objects of
human desire.” In his youth, Mill saw himself as “a made or manufactured
man, having had a certain impress of opinion stamped on me which I could
only reproduce.” Mill found there was no place for an irrepressibly self-con-
scious state of mind in empiricism’s associational psychology, where being
“conscious of the feeling” was not distinguished from “merely having the feel-
ing. . . . I felt as if I was scientifically proved to be the helpless slave of an-
tecedent circumstances; as if my character and that of all others had been
formed for us by agencies beyond our control, and was wholly out of our own
power.”18
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Nonetheless, in both the Logic and Hamilton Mill rejects the contrast by
Kant between the free will and causation. According to Kant, the individual is
free if and only if his or her action is the result of a will that has no empirical
cause. “The philosopher of Königsberg saves inconvenient facts at the expense
of the consistency of his theory,” states Mill. Kant cannot hold one explanation
for one kind of actions, and another explanation for other kinds of actions:
“When we voluntarily exert ourselves, as it is our duty to do, for the improve-
ment of our character, or when we act in a manner which (either consciously on
our part or unconsciously) deteriorates it, these, like all other voluntary acts,
presuppose that there was already something in our character, or in that com-
bined with our circumstances, which led us to do so, and accounts for our do-
ing so.”19

In response, Mill maintains that the romantics’ goal of elaborating a more
self-defining conception of freedom is compatible with universal causality: it
requires that part of that causality must be the consciousness of our ability to
determine our volitions and reshape our character. “Though our character is
formed by circumstances,” Mill writes, “our own desires can do much to shape
those circumstances; and what is really inspiriting and ennobling in the doc-
trine of free will, is the conviction that we have real power over the formation of
our own character; and that our will, by influencing some of our circumstances,
can modify our habits or capabilities of willing.” In Mill’s account, now that we
are cognizant that our dispositions and desires are shaped by chains of causa-
tion, we have the capacity to shape those chains to cultivate the desire for a life
of dignity and self-commanding individuality. The free society creates circum-
stances in which the individual learns he can command himself. The character
of an agent’s mind becomes one of the constitutive forces of circumstances, the
significance and role of mind becomes more of a question and philosophical
problem for empiricism.20

Mill finds himself at the interface of what Bernard Williams calls “Internal
and External Reasons:” “those political philosophers influenced by Hobbes,
Hume, and empiricism, for whom any rationale to act could be a reason only if
it offered some sort of means to the satisfaction of the passions, or, more
broadly, a prior disposition, and those influenced by Rousseauist and Kantian
concerns about the origins of such desires and motivations and so the problem
of autonomy.”21 Mill works to fill this lacuna in empiricism’s notion of free-
dom in the Logic and Hamilton. He defines “moral freedom” as the opportunity
for the self-development of character based on the cultivation of mental facul-
ties. To be self-conscious is not only to be aware of a world of things; it is also to
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be aware of one’s awareness of things. Self-development is thus characterized by
an ability to stand back from one’s self and reflect upon one’s state of mind.
True freedom is not just being able to effectively calculate how to move toward
already determined ends, but to possess the ability to express and defend one’s
own goals. Mill defines freedom of action as the freedom to do what a person
enjoys, while higher freedom means the individual wills the desires one desires.
To Mill, the opportunity to gain self-command of one’s aims requires the tradi-
tional empiricist goal of limiting the determination of our actions and allowing
the freedom to make choices. However, moral freedom also requires that indi-
viduals have the option of self-amendment of character. “[The] feeling of our
being able to modify our own character if we wish, is itself the feeling of moral
freedom which we are conscious of,” summarizes Mill in the Logic.22

While a self-amended life requires a measure of qualities that not all of us can
or do muster—or even desire to have—it is crucial that individuals should
have the opportunity to claim a sphere or way of life for which they are fitted,
whatever that might be. Mill recognizes that some individuals’ objectives are
not the development of a new way of life, but rather its maintenance. These in-
dividuals also are morally free as long as they know that if they were desirous of
changing, they could do so. In On Liberty, Mill argues that the actualization 
of different ways of life will induce people to make choices about their own
character, thus promoting self-determined modes of existence. “Freedom, in-
stead of being the capacity to satisfy any desire that might occur, becomes the
capacity to satisfy a particular desire—that of modifying or choosing one’s
character.”23

Mill’s position in both the Logic and Hamilton that all individuals must have
the opportunity to self-amend helps clarify his view in relation to polarized po-
sitions in contemporary political theory on Mill’s vision of liberty. John Gray,
for instance, argues that Mill articulated two ideas of liberty—the universal
right to free action, the “moral right to autonomy, [which] is possessed, not by
all men, but only by those possessing in some minimal degree the capacities of
an autonomous agent.” In opposition, Wendy Donner and Nadia Urbinati
charge that Gray’s interpretation unfairly associates Mill with elitism and that
he did not have higher and lower conceptions of liberty. They counter that Mill
identified free human conduct and the self-amendment of character as a single
egalitarian principle. In the Logic and Hamilton, Mill—consistent with Gray’s
account—maintains that only some individuals self-amend. But Mill also
maintains the egalitarian current identified by Donner and Urbinati in positing
that all individuals must have the option of self-amendment of character.24
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Furthermore, Mill’s insistence that all individuals have an opportunity—but
not an obligation—to self-amend answers the misguided charge of John
Rawls, Charles Larmore, William Galston, and others, who claim that Mill’s vi-
sion is too “comprehensive” and ultimately illiberal because it would lead the
state to end outlooks and ways of life that do not center on autonomy.25

Mill’s distinction between different kinds of liberty is an explicit response to
Kant’s charge that empiricism fails to distinguish between free action and the
free will.26 Mill’s vision of a self-developed life is a challenge to Kant’s concep-
tion as well. Kant’s pronounced tendency is to restrict autonomy or free will to
the achievement of only one sort of excellence: moral excellence. Prudence is
mere Klugheit, or cleverness, while the autonomous dictates of reason are the
laws of morality. To be free, therefore, is to embrace moral duty. “A free will,”
states Kant, “and a will under moral laws are one and the same.”27 To have
moral value, our actions must conform to what duty requires and must be done
for the sake of the duty itself. The moral character of an action is completely de-
termined by the motive or the intention that informs it—respect for the moral
law—and is entirely independent of whatever consequences may result from it.
Morality does not derive from a practical reason that is heteronomous and in-
extricably linked to our desires. Any moral outlook that attempts to base an
ethical outlook on desired changes that we produce will fail, for all such natural
goods are also caused by contingency and unknown reasons.

To Kant, our rationality is not unique unless our reason transcends our de-
sires. If we are only able to accomplish what nonrational and thus nonmoral
events also can bring about, then humanity is little more than an animal that
walks upright. As Kant puts it, the human being is “not so completely an ani-
mal as to be indifferent to all that reason says on its own and to use reason
merely as a tool for the satisfaction of his needs as a sensible being. For, that he
has reason does not at all raise him in worth above mere animality if reason is to
serve him only for the sake of what instinct accomplishes for animals; reason
would in that case be only a particular mode nature had used to equip the hu-
man being for the same end to which it has destined animals, without destining
him to a higher end.”28

Like Kant, Mill argues against traditional empiricism in claiming that liberty
is fully realized only if there is more to life and human conduct than a response
to the stimuli of rules, public opinion, and customs. Being human and truly
free entails more than the empiricists were willing to admit. Differing with
Kant, Mill argues that concerns for higher goods are not solely motivated by
selflessness.29 To Mill, the desire for dignity, the courageous resistance to pub-
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lic opinion, the quest for self-respect and self-fulfillment—all maintained in
the context of a just moral outlook—are powerful and ennobling springs of ac-
tion serving as preconditions for progress and human liberty. In short, Mill is
challenging a dichotomy, present to this day in contemporary political theory,
between Hobbes, Locke, and empiricism’s “interests” and Kant and moral ide-
alism’s “autonomy.” To the former, freedom is self-interested activities and has
neither a higher or lower content nor a direct relation to the public good, but to
the latter, autonomy is a higher form of freedom and it centers on what we do
for the universal good and not for ourselves. In contrast, Mill is arguing that
some forms of self-interested conduct are both higher forms of freedom and
contributors to the general good.30

THE GOOD AND DESIRES

At first glance Mill’s view is reminiscent of the classical view, somewhat Pla-
tonic or neo-Epicurean, whereby the mental faculties represent something as a
good that an agent might attain, thereby calling into action a type of desire. As
the passions are essentially representations of good and ills, improvement in the
idea of the good, or mental and moral cultivation, fosters a higher view of what
is pleasure. “What it is the man’s interest to do or refrain from,” Mill writes,
“depends less on any outward circumstances, than what sort of man he is. If you
wish to know what is practically a man’s interest, you must know the cast of his
habitual feelings and thoughts.” Because internal channeling of the passions is
possible, the passions do not have to be feared. Those who attack pleasure “rep-
resent human nature in a degrading light; since the accusations suppose human
beings to be capable of no pleasures except those of which swine are capable.” 

What is needed is education and public policies as aids in facilitating the cul-
tivation of higher mental and moral faculties: “I regard any considerable in-
crease of human happiness, through mere changes in outward circumstances,
unaccompanied by changes in the states of the desires, as hopeless; not to men-
tion that while the desires are circumscribed in the self, there can be no ade-
quate motive for exertions tending to modify to good ends those external cir-
cumstances.” Thus, while Mill places enormous value on free human conduct,
he also has other criteria for evaluating the quality of laws and civil practices:
“The rights of individuals, which other individuals ought to respect, over ex-
ternal things, are in general sufficiently pointed out by a few plain rules, and by
the laws of one’s country. But it often happens that an essential part of the
morality or immorality of an action or a rule of action consists on its influence
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upon the agent’s own mind; upon his susceptibilities of pleasure or pain; upon
the general direction of his thoughts, feelings, and imagination; or upon some
particular association.” A great danger, Mill insists, is that contemporary “man
as well as the ‘woman who deliberates’ is in imminent danger of being lost.”31

As Jeremy Waldron puts it, “[Mill] evaluates the processes by which preferences
are generated. Large parts of his ethics—for example, the distinction between
higher and lower pleasures—are unintelligible apart from the assumption that
the generation of preferences is a proper subject for ethical scrutiny.”32

Mill’s views on universal education are strongly affected by this vision of
higher forms of individuality. Mill opposed the state’s being the sole provider of
general education: he was concerned about the polarization that would develop
over the substance of a uniform curriculum. In the event of a consensus, he
feared a uniform curriculum would further society’s general tendency to culti-
vate mass conformity. Nonetheless, Mill consistently proposes that the state en-
force a universal standard of education for all children through the mechanism
of public examinations.33 He recognizes that education must combat the nat-
ural tendency toward rest and complacency and that it is extremely difficult to
change narrow, restricted outlooks of what is good once they become fixed and
settled. To ask a selfish individual to be concerned for other people or for his or
her country “is like preaching to the worm who crawls on the ground, how
much better it would be for him if he were an eagle.”34

Universal education is an absolute requirement for ethical development,
Mill insists, because the educated individual is generally associated with “pru-
dence, temperance, and justice, and generally by the virtues which are of im-
portance in our intercourse with others.” Such education must not be limited
to teachings on how “to get on in life”; rather, “knowledge and culture, which
have no obvious tendency to better the fortunes of the possessor, but solely to
enlarge and exalt his moral and intellectual nature, shall be . . . obtruded on the
public.” Mill argues that, as education for the world of business, trade, and
many professions is self-generating, the state is not required to ensure the
teaching of anyone but the most destitute in how to make a living. What must
be ensured is that “all instruction which is given, [teaches] not that we may live,
but that we may live well; all which aims at making us wise and good . . . as the
majority have neither the desire, nor any sufficient notion of the means, of be-
coming much wiser or better than they are.” The aim of universal education is
neither the dissemination of specific beliefs nor the identification of a distinct
specially gifted elite. What is sought here is the development of the habit of re-
flecting about one’s desires and aims, of wanting to be able to infuse our desires
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with thought. Next to unbridled selfishness, Mill concludes, “the principal
cause which makes life unsatisfactory, is the want of mental cultivation.”35

Indeed, Mill thought mental cultivation such a laudable goal that he was
willing to restrict some individual liberties for the goal of universal education.
“It still remains unrecognized that to bring a child into existence without a fair
prospect of being able . . . to provide . . . instruction and training for its mind
is a moral crime, both against the offspring and against society; and that if the
parent does not fulfill the obligation, the State ought to see it fulfilled at the
charge, as far as possible of the parent.” Mill did not oppose laws in those coun-
tries on the Continent that forbade marriage to couples who were unable to
prove they were capable of raising their offspring well. Similarly, universal suf-
frage depends on universal education: “if society has neglected to discharge
solemn obligations, the more important and fundamental of the two must be
fulfilled first: universal teaching must precede universal enfranchisement.” To
Mill, creating conditions for the cultivation of higher forms of individuality is
as important as establishing equal rights for all.36

“CLASSICAL” REASON IN SERVICE OF

EXPRESSIVE SELF-DEVELOPMENT

But while reminiscent of classical themes, Mill’s cultivation of the good is not
to be confused with ancient teleological views that extract norms from some
conception of a specie’s highest point of developmental possibilities. All living
creatures love themselves, noted Cicero, because nature bestows an instinct for
self-preservation through the maintenance of themselves in the best condition
possible. “Every living creature therefore finds its object of appetition in the
thing suited to its nature. Thus arises the Ends of Goods, namely to live in ac-
cordance with nature and in that condition which is the best and most suited to
nature that is possible.”37 The ancients viewed the human species as a distinct
being structured by its parts in their interplay. They evaluated humans exclu-
sively by standards intrinsic to its own entity: body and soul, reason and emo-
tion. These common and unique features that separate man from animal
should find their place in a complete and harmonious development of one’s 
nature. Reason was accorded the highest place in determining the character of
the good life.

In the Nicomachean Ethics, for instance, Aristotle posits that the good exis-
tence is the life according to the natural order of the human soul, with reason
steering the passions toward virtue. When he reviews the various characteristics
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of human conduct, Aristotle focuses on “the activity of the soul in conformity
with a rational principle” as the distinctly human function and outlines the dis-
tinct ways in which the soul may be said to conform to reason. Persons can ex-
ercise reason in either practical or purely philosophical matters. The first sug-
gests that the good existence consists in the practical life of moral virtue, the
second that it consists in the life of philosophy. Most of the Ethics is devoted to
the moral virtues, but the final book favors philosophy as the highest and most
choice-worthy good. It is humanity’s closest approach to perfection or divine
activity.38

In contrast, Mill maintains empiricism’s view that humanity is an appetitive
species that seeks to satisfy desires with the aid of reason, and he does not pre-
scribe the content and sum of goods that an individual should seek to realize.
The specific end or good that individuals strive for is less important than con-
ceiving a goal and displaying reason in striving to re-form their lives in its
name. Like the ancients, Mill distinguishes better and worse ways of life: free-
dom through the power of self-mastery is higher than a life of subservience to
customs or one’s most immediate physical needs. But unlike the ancients, Mill
does not identify the life that the self-commanding individual should lead.
“Great and strong and varied faculties are more wanted than faculties well pro-
portioned to one another; a Hercules or a Briareus more than an Apollo,”
writes Mill.39 The goal of reason is the romantic-expressive aim of self-devel-
opment rather than the good, or a life that is good because self-developed. As
Antony Thorlby puts it, “What is peculiar in Mill’s picture of the soul, or
‘higher parts of our nature,’ as he calls it . . . is that he cares so little what ‘fresh
and living conviction’ gets into it, so long as something does.”40

Mill straddles ancient and modern thought as he explains that there are two
poles to happiness: tranquility and excitement. Like the ancients, Mill main-
tains that self-mastery is a good that leads to the greatest pleasure. Unlike the
ancients, Mill argues that such self-mastery requires engagement in the world,
as the realization of actions and aims contributes to our sense of self-develop-
ment. One becomes involved in practice as a means to self-develop rather than
withdrawing into one’s mind. “It is only those in whom indolence amounts to
a vice, that do not desire excitement after an interval of repose.” Happiness is
not an end state, a completion or fulfillment; rather, the happy life is charac-
terized by active pleasures predominating over the passive. “Those only are
happy . . . who have their minds fixed on some object other than their own
happiness . . . on some art or pursuit, followed not as means, but as itself an
ideal end. Aiming thus at something else, they find happiness by the way.”41
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But unlike his forebears of empiricism, Mill seeks to restore some of the clas-
sical dignity of reason. Mill feels that empiricism’s naturalistic understanding 
of man, which he himself did not completely abandon, needed to be supple-
mented by the self-knowledge that the knowing subject had of itself, as only by
understanding the causes and aims of our desires do we gain power over them.
Mill insists that the individual who develops the capacity to deliberate and
make particular choices with a good life in view leads a happier and better exis-
tence. Invoking von Humboldt, he announces “the end of man, or that which
is prescribed by the eternal or immutable dictates of reason, and not suggested
by vague and transient desires, is the highest and most harmonious develop-
ment of his powers to a complete and consistent whole.”42

Once again, however, Mill does not identify the specific end or good the
agent should pursue. “Different persons . . . require different conditions for
their spiritual development: and can no more exist healthily in the same moral,
than all the variety of plants can in the same physical, atmosphere and climate.
The same things which are helps to one person towards the cultivation of
higher nature are hindrances to another.”43 What is being argued here is that
the highest good is not the pursuit of some specific good. Self-development
that accompanies activities that pursue any good, as long as those activities do
not undermine the capacity of other individuals to self-develop and self-govern
their lives, becomes the highest good. This account of higher or developed in-
dividuality is based on a teleology of striving; namely, actions are good if struc-
tured by purposiveness. But it is not based on an intrinsic teleology: the pur-
posive development of a specific entity or type.44 In Mill’s view, the mind and
will are not focused on the good but on oneself in the purposeful pursuit of a
good—this good or another. He locates the pinnacle of freedom in a person’s
ability to “desire for its own sake, the conformity of his own character to his
standard of excellence, without hope of good or fear of evil from other sources
than his own inward consciousness.” To Mill, only the highest type of individ-
uals attain “complete freedom,” which is the successful remolding of our char-
acter in light of our own image of what is good, “and hence it is said with truth,
that none but a person of confirmed virtue is completely free.”45

In sum, Mill is a romantic-expressive liberal. The focus of Mill’s attention is
upon the relation of reason to self-realization, and the idea, underlined by such
terms as “self-development” and “inner consciousness,” is that the best life is
distinctive and authentic, something every individual can discover for himself.
But Mill is not a complete romantic-expressive liberal. He defends empiricism’s
liberty of action as a good in itself and as a condition for self-development. He
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insists that not all individuals are obligated to self-amend and that many indi-
viduals will choose to maintain their way of life. He argues that the discovery
and realization of one’s unique self are consistent with empiricism’s universal
causality, rather than the transcendence of circumstances. He posits that self-
development of one’s own character does not involve core features of romantic
thought: exploring the unconscious; extolling the imagination; establishing an
intimate relationship with nature.46 There also remains a classical current in
Mill’s thought, as self-development requires feelings and desires being super-
vened upon a mind cultivated on the pursuit of a good. To discover one’s good
and then to pursue it is virtue, for it releases the vital energies of life—most no-
tably, reason and the will—so long held down and constrained by customs and
conventional practices. Finally, Mill consistently points out that both the ro-
mantics and the ancients advocate the cultivation of qualities that foster human
agency, and he persistently develops arguments from both schools, in the pro-
cess of reforming English liberalism, which he charges has neglected the task of
cultivating self-commanding individuality.47

PLATO AND MILL ON HAPPINESS

Mill’s debt to Plato in establishing a conception of liberty connected to “the de-
velopment of higher faculties”48 is exemplified by his discussions of higher and
lower pleasures in The Subjection of Women and Utilitarianism. In each essay,
Mill appropriates parts of Socrates’ discussion in book  of the Republic on why
the philosopher is happier than the tyrant to explain why a self-developed exis-
tence is superior to a life centered on the pursuit of unbridled passions. At the
same time, Mill democratizes Socrates to incorporate his views into a more ro-
mantic-expressivist conception of liberty.49

In the Republic Socrates aims to convince Glaucon that the tyrant is the un-
happiest individual. First, Socrates argues that tyrants are unable to fulfill their
desires. The tyrant allows his passions to increasingly dominate him: he be-
comes hated and isolated as he seeks to dominate more things. To Socrates, 
the tyrant is the least self-sufficient individual, utterly dependent on external
things and thus full of anxiety. Second, Socrates distinguishes three kinds of in-
dividuals corresponding to three parts of the soul: wisdom-loving, victory-lov-
ing, and gain-loving. Socrates states that the individual who knows all three
pleasures would be the best judge of which is the greatest pleasure. Only the
philosopher knows all three, however, and he chooses the pleasure of philoso-
phy. Socrates does not base the philosopher’s preference for wisdom on either
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the instrumental advantage it brings to himself or the benefits philosophy pro-
vides for others. The philosopher’s sole criterion is the kind of pleasure that is
produced by the respective modes of existence. “Of the three pleasures,”
Socrates concludes, “the most pleasant would belong to that part of the soul
with which we learn; and the man among us in whom this part rules has the
most pleasant life.”50

In Subjection of Women, Mill explains that without equal civil and political
rights for women, there is no effective check on the power of individual males
over females. Further, Mill’s modern tyrannical man, who is cultivated by the
laws that subjugate women, is unable to check himself. He grows unhappy for
the same reasons as Plato’s lawless individual in book  of the Republic. Like
Plato’s tyrant, Mill’s modern male is a bully in his domestic setting. Both
tyrants also move from one material object to another as their domestic power
unleashes an insatiable appetite for base or low desires. Rather than self-devel-
oping character, their energies and passions are channeled outward at others. As
Mill puts it, this “power seeks out and evokes the latent germs of selfishness in
the remotest corners of his nature—fans its faintest sparks and smoldering em-
bers—offers to him a license for the indulgence of those points of his original
character which in all other relations he would have found it to repress and con-
ceal, and the repression of which in time would have become a second na-
ture.”51

Mill, like Plato, paints a portrait of tyrants as anxious individuals desperately
seeking external objects, lacking independence, and terrorized by insecurity.
They are unhappy beings who are unable to satisfy and control their lower ap-
petites, and as a result suffer an isolated existence, mistrusting and misunder-
standing even those who are closest to them. Plato’s and Mill’s tyrants also
refuse to abdicate power owing to their fear that they will be unable to interact
with others unless they maintain a superior status. “They [men] are afraid,”
Mill charges, “lest they should insist that marriage should be on equal condi-
tions: lest all women of spirit and capacity should prefer doing almost anything
else, not in their own eyes degrading, rather than marry, when marrying is giv-
ing themselves a master, and a master too of all their earthly possessions.” What
appears as a masterful position is revealed by Plato and Mill as being a slave to
the lowest in oneself.52

Mill’s democratization of Plato’s conceptions of mental cultivation and hu-
man happiness also contributes to important distinctions between Plato’s and
Mill’s tyrants. In the Republic, the tyrant moves beyond the domestic setting,
attaining power at the pinnacle of the political order. Plato also juxtaposes the
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unhappiness of the tyrant and the happiness of the philosopher, who seeks to
understand everything. In Subjection of Women, the actions of the tyrant re-
main centered on the domestic setting: tyranny sits at the base, not the pinna-
cle of society. Mill also finds the potential for happiness at the foundation of so-
ciety. He contrasts the unhappiness of the domestic tyrant with the happiness
of free individuals who develop their mental and moral faculties through the
exercise of thoughtful choice over this or that practice or way of life.53

In chapter  of Utilitarianism, Mill evokes themes from the second argument
in Plato’s contrast of the philosopher and tyrant’s happiness in book  of the Re-
public. Here he adopts Socrates’ discussion that emphasizes the philosopher’s
happiness, rather than the tyrant’s unhappiness, while addressing why self-gov-
ernment by reason and moral principles is more pleasurable than a life driven
by lower, selfish principles. In formulating his answer, “If one of the two [plea-
sures] is, by those who are competently acquainted with both, placed so far
above the other that they prefer it . . . and would not resign it for any quantity
of the other pleasure which their nature is capable of, we are justified in ascrib-
ing to the preferred enjoyment a superior in quality, so far outweighing quan-
tity as to render it, in comparison, of small account.” It is an unquestionable
point, Mill continues, that those individuals equally acquainted with and
equally capable of enjoying both kinds of pleasures do give a clear preference to
the modes of existence which develop their higher faculties.54

A developed mind, Mill argues, forms a type of human character that be-
comes a good in itself. We may attribute this preference to “pride . . . to love of
liberty and independence,” and, most important, to a “sense of dignity . . .
which is so essential a part of the happiness of those in whom it is strong, that
nothing which conflicts with it could be otherwise than momentarily, an object
of desire to them.” Instead of being the instrument of one’s base passions, the
mentally and morally developed person realizes the capacity for self-determina-
tion. His dignity preserves a prideful disdain of certain actions. His unwilling-
ness to yield to animal impulses proves to the individual that he is capable 
of conscious, self-generated conduct—his freedom and happiness. Conse-
quently, “no intelligent human being would consent to be a fool, no instructed
person would be an ignoramus, no person of feeling and conscience would be
selfish and base, even though they should be persuaded that the fool, the dunce,
or the rascal is better satisfied with his lot than they are with theirs.”55

As in Subjection of Women, Mill modifies Plato’s conception of the mentally
cultivated individual. Plato’s philosopher of book  seeks to understand the
truth, while Mill’s mentally developed individual chooses ways of life and im-
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plements practical projects that exercise one’s higher capacities. While Mill’s
mentally cultivated individual deliberates and judges, he does not require a de-
gree of knowledge that extends too far beyond one’s local situation. Millian wis-
dom, in short, is an attainable type of virtue that a liberal democratic society
should be able to cultivate generally. Plato also maintains that only a few indi-
viduals are capable of becoming mentally cultivated, while Mill argues that the
“present wretched education, and wretched social arrangements, are the only
real hindrance to its [mental and moral development] being attained by almost
all.” Plato does not discuss whether the philosopher’s life is socially useful or
circumstantially helpful to the philosopher himself, while Mill maintains that
the mentally cultivated individual contributes to both the general happiness of
society and his own situational good. Nonetheless, Mill’s congruity with book
 of the Republic is striking as he concludes, “It is better to be a human being
than a pig satisfied, better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied. And if
the fool, or the pig, is of a different opinion, it is because they only know their
side of the question. The other party to the comparison knows both sides.”56

REFORMING PLATO’S DIALECTIC

Mill most appreciates, adopts, and revises the current of Plato’s dialectic where
accepted views of justice, beauty, virtue, and other standards of good and bad
are challenged through questioning and cross-examination. Unlike Grote, Mill
did not assume that Plato’s dialectic was primarily critical: that it taught stu-
dents only to expose fallacies and protest against thoughtless affirmations. Mill
found a more positive, constructive lesson of the dialectic. It fostered the disci-
pline and focus that allowed the mind to begin classifying common elements
and developing principles beyond the most primitive and metaphysical views.
More important, according to Mill, the dialectic primarily contributed to the
ethical cultivation of the individual. Plato recognized the problem generated 
by characters such as Alcibiades: that many of the qualities we recognize as
virtues—courage, creativity, and the rest—may be so used to do harm as to do
good. Individuals require wisdom to determine when certain virtues may be
employed and to what end.57 Finally, and most important, Mill believed that,
by adopting and revising Plato’s dialectic and integrating it with the dialectics
of Coleridge and the German Romantics, English liberalism would begin to
cultivate self-commanding individuals who will contribute to the development
of higher modes of existence and social unity.
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Mill’s account of the Platonic dialectic argues that it is a crucial step on the
staircase to cultivating the mental faculties and self-commanding individuality.
Plato’s dialectic derives from the recognition that we assume knowledge when
there is really ignorance: “The close searching elunchus 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; the
perpetual testing of our general statements by particular instances; the siege in
form which is laid to the meaning of abstract terms. . . . [A]ll this, as an educa-
tion for precise thinking is inestimable.”58 Mill argues that the dialectic has
made enormous contributions to the development of great thinkers and hu-
man excellence. “Human invention.” he writes, “has never produced anything
so valuable, in the way of both stimulation and of discipline to the inquiring in-
tellect, as the dialectic of the ancients, of which the many works of . . . Plato ex-
hibit the practice.59

Mill puts forth that Plato’s dialectic is as relevant today as it was in antiquity
because contemporary views on most “mental and moral subjects” are not
based on knowledge: “they are, just, as much, the wild fruits of the undisci-
plined understanding—of the ‘intellectus sibi permissus,’ as Bacon phrases it;
rough generalizations of first impressions, or consecrations of accidental feel-
ings, without due analysis of mental circumspection.” Plato’s dialectics were
primarily negative discussions of the great questions of philosophy and life that
helped convince people that many of their ideas of the good are not based on a
full understanding. Even when Plato was unable to discover the ideas that lie at
the bottom of our opinions, it was no small benefit to expel the false views of
knowledge; to make individuals aware of their ignorance regarding things most
required to be known; to fill them with embarrassment at their own being, “and
rouse a pungent internal stimulus, summoning up all of their mental energies
to attack these greatest of all problems, and never rest until, as far as possible,
the true solutions are reached.”60

But that is not the end of the matter, as Mill also reforms Plato to accord with
his romantic-expressive conception of liberty. First, Mill democratizes the di-
alectic. Mill’s account of Plato argues that the ancient thinker concluded that
philosophy can be maintained only by placing the dialectic on the margins of
society. “In the Republic,” Mill complains, “we find him [Plato] dwelling on the
mischiefs of a purely negative state of mind, and complaining that Dialectics
are placed too early in the course of education and are taken up by immature
youths, who abuse the license of interrogation, find all of their home-grown
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opinions uncertain, and end by losing all positive convictions.” The teachings
of the dialectic in the Platonic dialogues, Mill notes, are primarily private edu-
cation for elites in private settings.61

This option to hide dialectic debate around the most important moral and
political questions is no longer necessary or possible, states Mill. It is not neces-
sary because Mill believes that the modern moral conscience limits the ability
of the dialectic to create mischief. It is not possible in Protestant countries,
since Protestants believe, “at least in theory,” that the responsibility for analyz-
ing and making moral and religious choices must be borne by each for himself
and cannot be relegated to an elite. Finally, as contemporary intellectuals now
debate and exchange ideas in writing, it is almost impossible to hide dialectical
exchanges from the uninstructed.62 Thus, while the Platonic dialectic must be
reintroduced to the highest type of thinkers, it “is now as much and even more
indispensable to enable average human beings to attain the mental stature
which they are capable of.” Mill envisions extending the dialectic into the cen-
ter of society. For example, Mill claims that people are not insincere when they
say that they uphold central tenets of the New Testament. They believe these
truths, as they believe all truths that they have always heard praised and never
debated. But the lack of public discussion and exchange on Christianity or on
any set of beliefs precludes the tenets of Christianity or any value system from
being a living moral outlook which influences and structures human conduct.
Moral ideas become received truth rather than spiritedly upheld values, and
when this happens understanding leaks out and they grow crusty from lack of
use.63

Next, Mill reforms the dialectic into a source of positive political and moral
beliefs and actions. In his commentaries on Plato, Mill broke from the tradi-
tional view, as notably expressed by the romantics and Hegelians of his century,
which places specific beliefs such as the pure spirit or doctrine of ideas at the
center of Plato’s thought. Mill held that Plato cannot be associated with a
specific idea of the good or cosmology. Plato never specifically wrote on the
subject of nature.64 More important, the Platonic dialogues examine the as-
sumptions underlying different opinions and reveal how all beliefs presuppose
faulty understandings of the whole and metaphysics. The dialogues do not es-
tablish a specific idea of the good. They debunk others’ false and ungrounded
ideas of the good. Philosophers and commentators who present an exposition
of the comprehensive or total Platonic worldview are easily refuted and con-
founded by passages in the dialogues which contradict the exposition: “Many
definitions are tried, and shown to be untenable, and the dialogue[s] often con-
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clude without any result but the confession of ignorance. Even when one of the
definitions examined seems to be accepted in one dialogue, it is often con-
tested, and apparently refuted, in another: so that the result, on the whole, is
rather one of method than of doctrine; though striking fragments of truth
come to the surface, in the general turning up of the subject which the pro-
cess involves. The confutations, too, though of marvelous ingenuity, are, fre-
quently, to us, obvious fallacies.”65 In short, Mill argues that Plato loves and
pursues but does not claim to possess the good or knowledge of nature’s first
and highest principles. What distinguishes Plato’s understanding of the phi-
losopher from the outlook of all others is nothing but the knowledge of one’s
ignorance. Socrates’ wisdom consists in knowing what he does not know, in re-
alizing that he does not possess anything like the knowledge claimed by the
politicians, poets, and artisans: “He, Sokrates, did not pretend to know any-
thing, except his own ignorance; but inasmuch as other people did not know
even that, Sokrates, who did, deserved the palm of wisdom assigned to him by
the Delphian Oracle.”66

In contrast, Mill argues that democratic dialectical inquiries serve as the pre-
requisite to positive political and moral beliefs and human agency. Only indi-
viduals who can rebut an opposing opinion and successfully defend their own
against an opponent have the right to think they have sufficient knowledge for
right actions and right beliefs. “No one’s opinions deserve the name of knowl-
edge,” Mill states, “except so far as he has either had forced upon him by others
or gone through himself” negative criticism. While such criticisms are worth-
less as an ultimate result, they are a “critical means to attaining any positive
knowledge or conviction worthy the name . . . and until people are . . . trained
to it [the Platonic dialectic], there will be . . . a low general average of intel-
lect.”67 “This is the principal lesson of Plato’s writings . . . [and] . . . dialectics,
thus understood, is one branch of an art which is the main portion of the Art of
Living [prudential, moral, and aesthetic activities]—that of not believing on
sufficient evidence; its function being that of compelling a man to put his be-
liefs into precise terms, and take a defensible position against all objections that
can be made to it.” In Mill’s reformed dialectic, the examined life does not pur-
sue philosophic truth or the good: it is not an ascent from thoughtless assump-
tions to fleshed out universals and knowledge. Neither does the dialectic estab-
lish questions as an end in itself: the relentless critique of all accepted categories
of our moral culture.68 Rather, the transformed Platonic dialectic contributes
to the individual’s discovering and embracing a good on his own: “If the culti-
vation of the understanding consists in one thing more than another, it is surely
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in learning the grounds of one’s opinions. Whatever people believe . . . they
ought to be able to defend against at least the common objections.” Mill’s re-
formed dialectic contributes to the free or self-developed individual, one who
has thought out and can defend his actions and way of life. Through the chal-
lenges of the dialectic the individual gains courage, defense of principle, inde-
pendence, and self-mastery.69

Mill finds the Platonic dialectic valuable because it enables our actions to be
based not only on consent, but on a more romantic-expressive conception of
freedom; it allows us to discover our distinct feelings and thoughts. He argues
that existing and striving are not good and desirable if characterized by ceaseless
and futile quests for ever-elusive satisfactions. The individual must aim some-
where and get there. In addition, almost all of us accept traditional opinions
and common sentiments as ultimate facts. Whoever cannot answer dialectical
inquiries about his main goals, Mill warns, is wandering in a cave, has no stan-
dard by which his judgments are regulated and kept consistent with one an-
other. Such individuals have no principle or rule that they know and can stand
by for the guidance of their lives: “Any one who does not think the description
applicable, with slight modifications, to the majority even of educated minds in
our own times and all times known to us, has not brought either the teachers or
the practical men of any time to the Platonic test.”70 Reason, in Mill’s view,
serves us by granting thought-out beliefs about the most important questions
in one’s life. “There is no such thing as absolute certainty,” Mill writes, “but
there is assurance sufficient for the purposes of human life. We may, and must,
assume our opinion to be true for the guidance of our own conduct. . . . Com-
plete liberty of contradicting and disproving our opinion is the very condition
which justifies us in assuming its truth for purposes of action; and on no other
terms can a being with human faculties have any rational assurance of being
right.” Reason is vital to human agency; and without dialectical inquiries, one’s
conduct isn’t so far from what traditional empiricists thought: mere responses
to impulses or external forces such as public opinion, customs, or rules.71

Mill also broadens the category of the type of individual who challenges pre-
vailing customs and conventions well beyond Plato’s philosopher. As Mill put
it, Plato “exalt[ed] the philosopher to a region above nature and the earth, mak-
ing him akin to the gods, who . . . live in perpetual contemplation of these glo-
rious and superterrene experiences.” Conversely, Mill’s desire to generate both
lively ideas and relative certainty in our own beliefs leads him to champion
heretics, eccentrics, atheists, religious dissenters, and all men whose minds are
strong enough to challenge prevailing views and conventions. Without these
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oppositionists, Mill argues, the public will not be awakened from its political
and moral slumber and will remain unsure of itself. Conflict of a spirited and
rhetorical kind within the parameters of liberal justice will spur all individuals,
elite and mass alike, to become more self-defining. In short, free. “If there are
any persons who contest a received opinion,” Mill asserts, “or who will do so if
law or opinion will let them, let us thank them for it, open our minds to listen
to them, and rejoice that there is someone to do for us what we otherwise
ought, if we have any regard for either the certainty or the vitality of our con-
victions.”72

Among all of Mill’s revisions of the Platonic dialectic, the most surprising is
his explanation of the dialectic as a source of fortified beliefs and right actions.
After all, Mill distinguishes himself from almost all commentators on Plato of
his age with his position that Plato primarily teaches a “mode of philosophy”—
a method to understand and discover the truth—and not a “philosophy of be-
liefs.” Rather than holding Hegel’s position that Plato failed to integrate sub-
jective freedom with his newly discovered universals, Mill charges Plato with
failing to discover the universal. Rather than embracing the romantics’ position
that Plato used artistic imagery to give popular and figurative form to truth,
Mill argues that Plato’s art covers up or hides reason’s limited understanding of
the truth. In Mill’s commentaries on the Platonic dialogues, he repeatedly in-
sists that all of Plato’s dialectical inquiries on political and moral matters fail 
to discover knowledge. The dialectic shows that Socrates’ interlocutors were
caught in self-contradictions or often unable to give account of themselves, and
Socrates couldn’t “rescue” them—his own positive notions would have failed
the test of his own dialectical inquiries. Socrates’ investigations encouraged
agents who were certain about what was right to reflect on the adequacy of their
ways of posing problems and their sense of range of options: “If there is one
thing more than another which Plato represents Socrates as maintaining, it is
that knowledge, on the subjects to man, did not yet exist, though everybody
was living under the false persuasion of possessing it.”73

REGENERATING HUMAN AGENCY

Why did Mill reformulate the Platonic dialectic into a source of lively ideas and
positive political and moral beliefs? The answer in part can be found in Mill’s
view that higher freedom resides in the self-legislation of all pursuits, con-
tributing to Millian reason having a constructive current. To Plato, liberation
resides in complete understanding—Platonic reason has more passively con-
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templative or acquisitive qualities.74 The answer also can be explained in part
by Mill’s account of the different relations between thought and action in an-
cient Athens and Victorian England. In Mill’s view, the Athenians were an un-
usually energetic people, and Athens was a place where thought and action,
word and deed, were not estranged and illusionary ideas and principles had
enormous political consequences. By inducing debate and self-examination
over what the good and bad, just and unjust, were, Plato aimed to add thought-
fulness to Athenian political practice.75

To be sure, Mill believed the English also suffered illusions. He repeatedly at-
tacks the general tendency of the English to conflate arbitrary practices and val-
ues with timeless truths. The people of England mistake the conventional way
of organizing existence for the condition of reality and the universal forms of
thought, and Mill always insists that it lies within the individual to discover
what parts of England’s customs and practices are appropriate to his own cir-
cumstances and character.76 But rather than illusionary ideas misdirecting hu-
man energy, Mill believes he lives in a Victorian world in which one feels an
acute sense of weakness, whether engendered by enervating remnants of Chris-
tian beliefs that are not being challenged, the loss of strong minds and charac-
ter in the face of the rule of public opinion, or simply the vague idea that cus-
toms operate with a disturbingly blind indifference.77 As Mill complained,
“Scarcely anyone, in the educated classes, seems to have any opinions, or to
place any real faith in those which they profess to have.”78 Thus Mill had what
his friend John Morley called “double viewing,” combining criticisms of pre-
vailing customs and conventions with the recognition that new beliefs are
needed to renew human agency. Mill’s project was to be positive and construc-
tive in addition to negative. His goal was to rebuild, not just to limit or tear
down.79

In an earlier stage of his thinking, Mill’s proposed reforms emphasized
changing policies and institutions rather than human character. But by the
midpoint of his life, he recognized that many of these reforms had either al-
ready been realized or were about to be, and he expressed disappointment with
the results: “They have produced very little improvement in that on which de-
pends all real amelioration in the lot mankind, their intellectual and moral
state.” “Nine-tenths of all the true opinions which are held by mankind are
held for wrong reasons,” states Mill. “And this is one cause why the removal,
now so constantly going on, of particular errors and prejudices does not much
improve the general understanding. The newly admitted tenth commonly rests
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on as mistaken principles as the old error. What is the remedy? There can be
none short of the reconstruction of the human intellect ab imo.”80

Looking around the world, Mill saw moral ideas as the key source of human
agency and long-term fundamental change. “One person with a belief is a so-
cial power equal to ninety-nine with interests. . . . It was not by any change in
the distribution of material interests, but by the spread of moral convictions,
that negro slavery has been put to an end in the British Empire and elsewhere,”
argues Mill. “The serfs in Russia owe their emancipation, if not to a sentiment
of duty, at least to the growth of a more enlightened opinion respecting the true
interests of the State. It is what men think, that determines how they act.”
Looking at England, Mill saw little thinking and moral atrophy. This stagna-
tion harms everyone and every facet of life: “At present I expect very little from
any plans which aim at improving even the economical state of the people by
purely economical or political means. We have come, I think, to a period, when
progress, even of a political kind, is coming to a halt, by reason of the low intel-
lectual and moral state of all classes; of the rich as much as of the poorer
classes.” The positive political and moral teachings of the reformed dialectic re-
flect Mill’s belief that the nearly century-long attempt to change the human
condition through institutional reform had run its course, and that a focus on
“moral progress and intellectual culture for the public” is needed to generate
human energy and the highest form of freedom.81

COLERIDGE’S DIALECTIC

But the complete explanation for Mill’s revision of the Platonic dialectic lies in
his positing a second important feature to the dialectical process: identifying it
as the source of new synthetic truths. Here Mill puts forth the complementari-
ness of opposites and argues that there is generally an element of truth in the
views that individuals oppose, as well as partiality or falsehood inhering in the
perspectives one embraces. As agents rebut opposing views and defend their
own against critics, a dialectical process emerges that, by convincing people of
their limited views and pointing out the value of alternative positions, discov-
ers new, positive positions.82 Mill’s reformed Platonic dialectic, whereby self-
developed and creative individuals challenge opponents and defend themselves
against opposition, contributes to a broader social dialectic of competing views
of right and wrong that provide raw material for new synthetic truths.

Of course, by the time Mill came to it, a good deal of reflection had already
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been devoted to the role of polarities. Plato, for instance, had treated polarity in
the Timaeus, in which sameness and difference are the constituent elements of
the World Soul. In the Sophist, the concept of Being houses the opposition of
these two poles.83 Mill recognized that the theme of opposition or polarities as
a creative and dynamic principle had an ancient history. The logos of the pre-
Socratic Anaximander, Mill notes, is the principle of becoming through con-
flict. Mill argues that Plato also recognized polarity as creative and understood
that the discovery of truth required working one’s way through apparent con-
tradictions: “Truth, in everything but mathematics, is not a single but a double
question; not what can be said of an opinion, but whether more can be said for
it than against it. . . . [T]his . . . lesson of Plato’s writings, the world and many
of its admired teachers have very imperfectly learned.”84

But Mill goes beyond Plato as he joins ranks with Coleridge and the German
Romantics in his understanding of dialectics. It is evident that Mill was
strongly impressed with the necessity Coleridge felt of always mentioning the
positive, rather than the negative, features of antinomies. Coleridge comments,
“Always to bear in mind that profound sentence of Leibniz that men’s intellec-
tual errors consists chiefly in denying. What they affirm with feeling is, for the
most part, right—if it be a real affirmation and not affirmative in form, and
negative in reality.” “Great good,” continues Coleridge, “therefore of such rev-
olution as alters, not by exclusion, but by an enlargement that includes the for-
mer, though it places it in a new point of view.”85 In order to constantly realign
one’s perspective to fit with new truths, one did not just discard old truths but
continued to reorganize them into a more comprehensive outlook. Mill follows
in kind. “It might be plausibly maintained,” he argues, “that in almost every
one of the leading controversies, past or present, in social philosophy, both
sides were in the right in what they affirmed, though wrong in what they de-
nied; and that if either could have been made to take the other’s view in addi-
tion to its own, little more would have been needed to make its doctrine cor-
rect.” What is true in the philosophic realm is true in the popular realm as well.
Popular opinions are generally true, but never or rarely completely true, and
thus “they are part of the truth, sometimes a greater, sometimes a smaller part,
but exaggerated, distorted, and disjoined from truths by which they ought to
be accompanied and limited.”86

From this positive perspective, the synthesis which comes after any division
constitutes a third stage which is higher than the original unity because it main-
tains the antinomies it has reconciled. As Coleridge put it, “The two compo-
nent counter-powers actually interpenetrate each other and generate a higher

Mill’s Use of Ancient and Romantic Dialectics88



third, including both the former.”87 It is a process in which polarities clash with
one another, link up, and create a new phenomenon in which both currents 
exist, but at a higher level of organization. Accordingly, Mill identifies the an-
tinomies that animate modern political and social development: democracy-
aristocracy; property-equality; cooperation-competition; luxury-abstinence;
sociality-individuality; liberty-discipline; and looks forward to the time when
all of these conflicts will be incorporated within the parameters of one political
party: “In politics, again, it is almost commonplace that a party of order or sta-
bility and a party of progress or reform are both necessary elements of a healthy
political state, until the one or the other shall have so enlarged its mental grasp
as to be a party equally of order and progress, knowing and distinguishing what
is fit to be preserved from what ought to be swept away.” Going further, Mill
identifies the greatest two antinomies that must be reconciled and recombined
in future England: the Enlightenment’s reason and the romantics’ ethical sensi-
bilities; ancient creativity and Christianity/modernity’s obligation to obey uni-
versal authority.88

There is another aspect of Mill’s view of dialectics which he learned from
Coleridge and the German romantics: the role higher-type thinkers perform as
reconcilers and synthesizers in a world of contradictory political and social
agencies. If the polarities are to be related and integrated there must be some in-
dividuals who can create the third terms in which they meet and interpenetrate.
In Coleridge’s view, the highest human types do not merely establish a new pat-
tern or relationship between contending agencies; they synthesize the animat-
ing tension between opposing forces and create a new entity, or what he called
“a multieity in unity.” To Coleridge, the highest type of thinker was the Artist,
whose power “reveals itself in the balance of reconcilement of opposite or dis-
cordant qualities; of sameness, with difference; of the general with the concrete;
the idea with the image; the individual with the representative; the sense of
novelty and freshness with old and familiar objects; a more than usual state of
emotion with more than usual order; judgment ever awake and steady self-pos-
session with enthusiasm and feeling profound or vehement.” Coleridge envi-
sioned himself as one of the “Philosophers and the Bards” who uses “plastic
might” to reshape the “chaos of a disintegrating culture” to reconstitute forms,
which derive from their “brightest visions of the day.” His proposed constitu-
tion revolves around reconciling the spirit of “permanence,” as provided for by
a representation of landed proprietors; and that of “progression,” by a represen-
tation of personal property and of intellectual achievement. He identified a
specific class of men, the clerisy, as the mediators of the contributions of the
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two classes and the creators of a national culture that morally developed the cit-
izenry.89

Mill’s idea of reconcilers and synthesizers is ultimately connected with Cole-
ridge’s view. Nevertheless, he adds some nuances of his own. One difference is
that the synthesizing role Coleridge assigned to the “Philosopher and Bard,”
Mill commissions solely to the philosopher in the realm “of the highest order of
moral and intellectual greatness.”90 Mill’s highest elite in the day-to-day civil
and political realm is not a castelike elite or clerisy. It is not as well structured or
as set off from the mass as Coleridge’s elite. Mill assigns this task to the more
vaguely defined “impartial judges of human affairs,” “the opulent and lettered
classes,” and “the instructed minds.”91

For instance, in philosophy the truths established by Bentham and Cole-
ridge separately were equally necessary to comprehending the advantages and
disadvantages of the Enlightenment’s assault on the medieval world. “To Ben-
tham,” Mill wrote, “it was given to discern more particularly those truths with
which existing truths and institutions were at variance; to Coleridge, the ne-
glected truths which lay in them.” In every respect the two thinkers were con-
trasting counterparts: “The strong points of each correspond to the weak
points of the other.” It would be easier to identify the best political road for-
ward, he continues, if either half of their respective positive teachings were all of
their teachings. As to whether their respective views are reconciled “depends on
whether these half-thinkers are or are not followed in the same track by com-
plete thinkers.” No doubt thinking of himself, Mill comments that whoever
masters and combines the outlooks of both “would posses the entire English
philosophy of their age.” Similarly, the Logic itself is designed to improve phi-
losophy, which “can only consist in performing, more systematically and accu-
rately, operations with which, at least in their elementary form, the human in-
tellect in some one or other of its employments are already familiar.” Mill even
stated that the goal of the Political Economy was to “rescue from the hands of
such people the truths they misapply, and by combining these with other truths
to which they are strangers, to deduce conclusions capable of being of some use
to the progress of mankind.”92

Mill saw himself more as a “conceptive” philosopher than a “creative”
thinker; that is, a philosopher who, without originating any completely new
truths, discovers new truths by reconciling and recombining philosophies cre-
ated by others. Philosophy has a tendency to go too far to one side and then 
to the other—like a seesaw—and Mill sees himself standing in the middle
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evening it out, making sure philosophy does not tip too far in one direction and
lose the insights of the other direction. The recent appreciation of this type of
thinking is due to insights of Continental philosophers, states Mill. Instead of
making the mistake that discovering the truth and avoiding falsehood is the great
danger confronting philosophy, these thinkers recognized that “in the present
imperfect state of mental and social science,” antagonistic modes of thought are
of great value. Continental thinkers recognized that all previous great thinkers
had developed one-sided outlooks and that if any one of them could have been
made to adapt the opponent’s view in addition to their own, little more would
have been needed to make their fundamental teachings correct.93 Mill elaborates
that the most difficult task for the philosopher is detecting both the errors of his
predecessors “and . . . the inaccuracies of current modes of thought.” Or, to put
this more positively, the philosopher must “fortify the weak side of his own intel-
lect, by study of the opinions of mankind in all ages and nations, and most of all
the speculation of philosophers of the modes of thought most opposite to his
own.” As one of the few individuals of his age who found himself in sympathy
with both ancients and moderns, both transcendentalists and empiricists, Mill
decided he was “much superior to most of his British contemporaries in willing-
ness and ability to learn from everybody” and was therefore obligated “to serve as
a mediator among fiercely opposed schools of thought.”94

The whole truth in the realms of politics and morality also involves a syn-
thesis of contrasting half-truths. For instance, in this era of moral unanimity,
Mill advocates diversity. The different modes of existence expand “moral free-
dom”—providing examples of self-amended lives—and engender discussion
and debate over which way of life is better or worse. Concomitantly, there is no
one political power in society, including popular power, “of which the influ-
ences do not become mischievous as soon as it reigns uncontrolled— . . . by
being able to make its mere will prevail, without the condition of a previous
struggle. To render its ascendancy safe, it must be fitted with correctives and
counteractives, possessing the qualities opposite to its characteristic defects.”95

Important social and political outlooks, Mill argues, are generally characterized
by being good for parts, but not the whole, of society. The dialectical interac-
tion between the conflicting ideas of the good places restraints on the other, in-
duces toleration, and forces advocates and partisans to sharpen and clarify their
viewpoints.96 Liberal toleration is a good in itself, but it is also a means, because
the conflicting ideas create higher modes of existence and greater truth for
everyone.
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MILL’S BILDUNG

Here Mill develops his conception of Bildung, or the relation between opposi-
tion and unity, self-development and unified moral and political beliefs. Bil-
dung was derived from the romantics in late eighteenth-century Germany, es-
tablishing an ideal of self-development that refers to the cultivation of an
individual’s unique capabilities as well as what he learns about the world out-
side of himself. The self and world, individual and society, synthesize between
what an individual uniquely contributes and what a reformed culture makes of
him. This back and forth process leads to higher forms of individuality and
more social and political unity. To Herder, a lower type of individual develops
through learning a craft, a higher type cultivates his faculties through an art,
and the highest type, in doing one thing well does it all, uniting the society in
harmonious cooperation.97 Further, persistent movement and change, rather
than an end state, characterizes Bildung. The culture is constantly forming and
reforming as society synthesizes the contributions of individuals into higher
modes of human existence. The central focus in this romantic-expressivist
thinking is, on the one hand, the desire of the individual to be himself and to
realize his distinct nature to the full, while, on the other hand, to change in the
culture that makes the individual through the development of unifying values
and practices. As Steven Smith puts it, “The emphasis here [Bildung ] . . . is on
the cultivation of given talents and the imposing of form on inchoate mat-
ter.”98

In Mill’s account, the collision of opinions around better and worse ways 
of life and opposed political outlooks creates a social arena of effort, struggle,
self-development, and grand purposes for creative individuals and political par-
tisans, while also stimulating the mental energies of the general public.99 Indi-
vidual freedom of thought, discussion, and lifestyle creates “ethical confronta-
tion—the open clash between earnestly held ideals and opinions about the
nature and basis of the good life.”100 At the same time, the collisions of opin-
ions have a salutary effect upon the “highest minds”—the “calmer and more
disinterested bystander”—who gain insights into the advantages and disadvan-
tages of the contending political outlooks and different ways of life. These 
bystanders—the careful defenders of competing currents of truth—learn to
combine a more complex pattern out of the materials presented to them by the
contrasting currents, creating Coleridge’s synthetic truths.101 While Mill does
not envision this intellectual elite authoritatively establishing its views with the
public, he is confident they will elevate the general political and moral qualities
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of England as they identify the higher and lower civil practices and political be-
liefs being generated by society. In Mill’s view, the standards established by the
intellectuals should constantly spread and deepen over the course of time so
that the principles of liberty and higher modes of existence come to be under-
stood and applicable to a wider array of individuals. There are limits that the
views of the intellectuals in a liberal state must not breach. But within those
bounds the educative role of intellectuals is legitimate and necessary and must
be robust.

In today’s era of unity around superficial beliefs, Mill argues, the most inno-
vative thinkers have the particularly difficult task of promoting outlooks and
practices that dissolve conventional beliefs while thoughtfully recombining
new truths from the competing elements that attempt to fill the vacuum. These
intellectuals will function at two levels of efficiency: those who fashion com-
promises from the differences that are generated; those who derive new syn-
thetic truths from the conflicting outlooks and practices that are stimulated.
“In the present age,” Mill reasons, “the writers of reputation and influence are
those who take something from both sides of the great controversies, and make
out that neither extreme is right, nor wholly wrong. By some persons, and on
some questions, this is done in the way of mere compromise; in some cases,
again, by a deeper doctrine underlying the contrary opinions; but done it is, in
one or the other way, by all who gain access to the mind of the present age: and
none but those who do it, or seem to do it, are now listened to.” By combining
a reformed Platonic dialectic, whereby individuals challenge conventions and
defend their way of life, with a Coleridgean dialectic that synthesizes contrast-
ing views, Mill brings a new conception of Bildung to England. In On Liberty
Mill predicts that many and varied experiments in living will provide the op-
portunity for the “teachers of mankind” to discover improved social practices
and modes of life through a process of comparison, debate, and synthesis.102

ATHENS AND SPARTA

Mill’s turn to the ancients to endow empiricism with an idea of liberty that was
not limited to the natural desires of self-preservation and property protection
extended beyond his study of Plato. When Mill looks back to the ancient foun-
dation of the West, he holds the position that the modern way of life is superior.
Modernity builds better institutions and promotes more freedom for more
people. It is more humane, practices milder manners, and is moving toward the
abolition of slavery. But in contrast to Hobbes, Locke, and Hume, Mill asserts
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that Athens and Sparta provide valuable lessons for the moderns. Notwith-
standing all the hope that modernity had to offer, these ancient regimes hold
fundamental lessons grounded in contrasting experiences. Mill extols the will
of Athens that led to creativity and greatness and praises the role education and
public opinion played in fostering political stability in Sparta. At the same
time, Mill maintains that Athens was too dependent on the qualities of its most
outspoken and forceful citizens, while also criticizing Sparta for being too ac-
quiescent to custom. Each represents another case of contrasting or partial
truths that must be reconciled and recombined. Mill will address these respec-
tive strengths and weaknesses of Athens and Sparta as a backdrop to his formu-
lation of how society can pursue moral ends while encouraging strong exertions
of human agency within it.103

In Mill’s account, the distinct character of Athens and Sparta is well articu-
lated by an enemy of Athens, the Corinthian speaker who urges the Spartans to
go to war in Thucydides’ Peloponnesian War. The Athenians and Spartans em-
body two very different human types or drives. Self-assertion and creativity on
one side are at odds with the claims of stability and public good on the other
side. The Athenians are wedded to innovation, and their plans are characterized
by swiftness both in conception and execution. The Spartans favor self-preser-
vation, and their plans generally are cautious. The Athenians enjoy the dangers
that accompany their self-imposed tests, which often push them beyond the
limits of their own power and understanding. The Spartans mistrust their judg-
ments and remain focused on political security.104

Mill believes that the respective “national characters” of Athens and Sparta
create a duality or dialectic that all political societies must generate and recon-
cile if they are to prosper: human creativity and the public good. Unfortu-
nately, neither “one of the ancient forms of society contained in itself that sys-
tematic antagonism, which we believe to be the only condition under which
stability and progressiveness can be permanently reconciled with one an-
other.”105 Athens and Sparta, Mill maintains, provide the clearest examples of
the advantages and disadvantages of these different human characters as their
respective regimes centered on the cultivation of each. Both are extremes, and
conveniently (for the modern philosopher at least), clashed with one another in
war.

To Mill, the root of Athens’s ethos of creativity was the innovative war-fight-
ing strategy required to defeat the Persian invasion. The result was an empire
that rivaled Sparta. In following their natural desires and inclinations to avoid
defeat and pursue gain, Athenian creativity was consistent with empiricism’s
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position that the will is determined by something outside the agent. But over
time, Mill continues, Athens’s persistent, indeed habitual, emphasis on creativ-
ity transformed this instrumental practice into the standard for evaluating all
human conduct. This strong creative will is the core of the unique Athenian
character, which pushed its citizens to pursue the goal of innovation—ulti-
mately to its detriment. The Athenian will reveals the powerful capacity for 
human agency, the ability to remold and amend one’s circumstances: “We
ought . . . to look up with reverent admiration to a people, who, without any of
our adventitious helps, and without the stimulus of preceding example, moved
forward by their native strength at so gigantic a pace.”106

The Athenian democracy, Mill insists, was characterized by a quality notice-
ably absent in modern societies, an “idea of human excellence” or “an accepted
standard of virtuous conduct.” The Athenians embodied the virtues of social
tolerance, cultivated taste, and a “lively interest and energetic participation in
public affairs.” This emphasis on experimentation and freedom in society was a
part of the general ethos or will that emphasized human creativity to serve the
public good, “while in the ethical practice of the moderns, this is exactly re-
versed, and no one is required by opinion to pay any regard to the public, ex-
cept by conducting his own private concerns in conformity to its expecta-
tions.”107 The Athenians, Mill explains, came to recognize that founding-type
individuals—persons willing to overcome prevailing standards of right and
wrong in order to create new practices—are necessary to attain political and so-
cial progress. To put Mill’s views in Arendt’s terms, the Athenians were charac-
terized by “action:” imposing one’s will for “natality,” or founding practices,
against the regularized process of nature and society.108 As Mill put it, the
Athenians understood that “originality is not always genius, but genius is al-
ways originality; and a society which looks jealously and distrustfully on origi-
nal people—which imposes its common level of opinion, feeling, and conduct,
on all its individual members—may have the satisfaction of thinking itself very
moral and respectable, but it must do without genius.”109 This love of human
excellence points to the human capacity to conceive higher goals and re-form
our lives in its name.

What Mill most wants to emphasize with his analysis of the Athenian na-
tional character is that the marriage of thought and action, intellect and deed,
creates an explosive level of human agency. In Athens, the good life was under-
stood to be contingent upon one’s resolution to live up to a set of goals or pur-
poses. The Athenians were “bred to action, and passing their lives in the midst
of it.” Their speculations “were for the sake of action, [and] all their concep-
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tions of excellence had a direct reference to it.” “This was the education,” Mill
writes, “to form great statesmen, great orators, great warriors, great architects,
great sculptors, great philosophers; because, once for all, it formed men, and
not mere knowledge-boxes; and the men, being men, had minds, and could ap-
ply them to the work, whatever it might be, which circumstances had given
them to perform.” The Athenians’ greatest marks of honor were its fortitude
and resolve in leading their city-state through the fiery trials of war to the
founding of the West’s most significant practices and beliefs: “They were the
beginners of nearly everything, Christianity excepted, of which the modern
world makes a boast.”110

But to Mill’s regret, the Athenians did not avoid dependence on chance or
forceful leaders, as the direction of innovation that a Pericles or an Alcibiades
provided was to a large extent based on their qualities as individuals. While the
Athenian will engendered fortitude and self-assertion, this drive to overcome
prevailing conditions did not necessarily promote the public good. The combi-
nation of reason and action is not virtue in itself because creative practices need
the anchoring of just rules and, most important, the just moral conscience. In-
tellect and deed are virtuous when they serve just principles, but this combina-
tion is potentially very dangerous and often morally wrong. Athenian excel-
lence required tremendous and rare individuals. The history of Athens, Mill
insists, “is one series of examples how often events on which the whole destiny
of subsequent civilization turned, were dependent on the personal character for
good or evil of some one individual.”111

While some leaders, most notably Pericles, ingeniously led the Athenian cit-
izenry to find new ways to pursue the public good, others, such as Alcibiades
and Nicias, employed debased versions of the charismatic charm and common
sense that enabled Pericles to be a great leader. Athenian political decisions of-
ten were products of demagoguery as they were made in the popular assembly
based on speeches delivered by self-selected participants: “The Athenian Many,
of whose democratic irritability and suspicion we hear so much, are rather to be
accused of too easy and good-natured confidence” in those who asserted new
practices and leadership. “Ever variable,” Mill continues, “according to the
character of the leading minister of the time; alike prudent and enterprising
under the guidance of a Pericles; carelessly inert or rashly ambitious when their
most influential politicians were a Nicias or an Alcibiades.”112

Mill goes on to point out that the Athenian public opinion was so unstruc-
tured that, after Pericles died, it was only the antagonisms generated by the
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demagogues Cleon and Hyperbolus that prevented Athens’s immediate down-
fall. By the time another leader with the qualities of Pericles emerged, Demos-
thenes, the Athenians lacked the moral energy to stand up to Philip of Mace-
donia. In short, Athens teaches that reason and will are hallmarks of human
agency. But Athens also teaches that these qualities are not always positive be-
cause they may engender unjust deeds. Without justice, intellect and deed may
undermine the public good. Whoever knows what Athenian “society was (or
indeed any society consisting of an active and spirited people, in an imperfect
state of the social union),” Mill concludes, “is well aware that lawlessness, in
such a society, is the prevailing mischief, the great moral and political danger to
be combated against.”113 A key question that Mill will address in On Liberty is
how to limit the dangers that arise from powerful exertions of human energy
without also ending the energy itself, which would be fatal to liberty.114

Urbinati ignores this lesson Mill learns from Athens in her analysis of the in-
fluence of the ancients on Mill’s thought. Urbinati’s determination to interpret
Mill as a deliberative democrat leads her to exaggerate Mill’s praise for Athenian
democracy, ignore his criticisms of the Athenian decision-making process, and
fail to discuss Mill’s view of the Athenian idea of human excellence. In her ac-
count, Mill’s praise for ancient Athens centers on its being the archetype mod-
ern polity, with a regulated process of deliberation that both involved the
largest possible number of individuals and exalted the learning function of dis-
cussions in public. “Mill . . . located Athens’ vitality and modernity in its polit-
ical order,” states Urbinati. “[His] intellectual journey through the institutions
and culture of the Athenian polis allowed him to anticipate the vision of poli-
tics as communicative power, the idea the public process of opinion formation
and exchange legitimizes democratic government and frames and supervises
the administrative power of the state.” However, Mill’s praise for Athens cen-
ters on its popular standard of human excellence or summun bonum: the com-
bination of reason and fortitude. Moreover, as illustrated by his discussion of
Pericles, Nicias, and Alcibiades, Mill argues that individuals were the decisive
factor in determining whether the Athenian public made better or worse polit-
ical decisions. There is nothing, Mill posits, that the Athenian demos did “not
seem capable of understanding, of feeling, and of executing; nothing generous
or heroic to which they might not be roused; and scarcely any folly, injustice or
ferocity into which they could not be hurried, when no honest and able adviser
was at hand to recall them to their better nature.” Athens “furnishes the most
extreme example of” the reliance on extraordinary individuals “to be found in
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history.” Mill summarizes that, while the Athenians teach important lessons in
regard to cultivating dynamic, great individuals, “in political and social organi-
zation, the moderns . . . have a more unqualified superiority over [Athens].”115

Mill argues that Alcibiades and Nicias represent two great political dangers.
Alcibiades, who flattered the public into policies that encouraged his own good
irrespective of public expense, the “crowning act” of which was the proposal for
the ill-starred expedition to Syracuse, teaches the need for a morality of justice
to channel the creative will and provide protection against political zealotry. In
Athens, innovation and the pursuit of immortal deeds were permitted too wide
an influence in activities that should have been guided by additional norms. At
the other extreme, Nicias, who promoted himself through representing ordi-
nary sentiments and opinions, ultimately leading to his submission to the un-
favorable circumstances of the campaign in Syracuse and Athenian defeat, rep-
resents the danger posed by the socially acquiescent individual.116

Mill’s view of the advantages and disadvantages of these different human
types—Alcibiades and Nicias—plays a crucial role in Mill’s vision of the good
liberal society. In On Liberty, Mill’s criticism of individuals with the disposition
of Nicias is well known. It is a central part of Mill’s charge of the newest threat
to liberty and the summum malum, the highest evil: the society-manufactured
individual. If one’s compliance with rules, public opinion, and customs is too
complete, then one’s conduct is no different from that of a machine—the indi-
vidual is not free. In Mill’s discussion of human excellence in On Liberty we also
find him explicitly addressing the problem of Alcibiades as part of the need for
liberal societies to cultivate the summum bonum, the single best way of life. On
the one hand, liberal societies must learn to control such individuals, as their
uncontrolled energies can easily spin out of control and do more harm than
good. On the other hand, too much social control—including the kind of obe-
dience warned against in On Liberty —will excessively tame the creativity of so-
ciety’s best leaders and innovators. The potential danger of these willful types
can be avoided by establishing rules and mores of justice that prohibit actions
that harm others. At the same time, one must remember that the prosperity of
a society based on the rules and mores of justice will not be realized unless the
innovative will is cultivated among citizens.

SPARTAN MORAL EDUCATION

Mill recognizes that influential political philosophers’ understanding of Athens’s
weaknesses contributes to an appreciation of some features of the Spartan
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polity. To individuals who feel “called upon to stand up for Law against Will,
and for traditional wisdom against the subtleties of sophists and the arts of
rhetoricians, Sparta was the standing model of reverence for law, and attach-
ment to ancient maxims.” Mill primarily had a critical view of the Spartans:
they were the Tories of Greece as law, custom, and conservation were raised
above self-assertion, liberty, and creativity. Nor was Sparta the reformist regime
of political participation and egalitarian property relations that writers such as
Rousseau believed it to be. Rather, Mill counters, collective self-determination
and equality were reforms initiated by King Agis and Cleomenes in the second-
century BC to regenerate public support for a regime that had decayed. These
features of a late, declining Sparta were mythologized by Plutarch, eventually
becoming objects of admiration to those moralists and philosophers who were
in despair at contemporary tendencies to overemphasize individualism.117

By unveiling the myth of a reformed Sparta, Mill emphasizes that its accom-
plishment of unparalleled political stability was a testimony to the powerful in-
fluence of comprehensive education in creating a will that shapes public behav-
ior. While this Spartan will originated from a quest to preserve its position as
the most powerful city-state in Greece, Spartan education, which included
general military education, public tables and meals, and a common culture, is
the finest example of the powerful role that moral education can play in society.
It cultivated a will for the common good, citizenship, and stability despite the
existence of hierarchy. Once again, Mill charges that Sparta’s emphasis on pre-
serving custom, security, and the state held back creativity and contributed to
its ultimate decline. Nevertheless, Mill learns from Sparta that the will can be
cultivated in many different directions through early education and the sanc-
tioning force of public opinion. He invokes Sparta in his argument that belief
in gods is no longer necessary for the cultivation of a moral will for moder-
nity.118 Sparta teaches “the wonderful pliability, and amenability to artificial
discipline, of the human mind.” If Spartan-type moral education centered on
establishing a sense of public good and citizenship had been combined with the
Athenian ethos of creativity, the ancient societies would have harmonized the
two ends vital to the good society: the cultivation of self-defining, self-com-
manding individuals and the development of higher modes of social unity.119

GENERAL CONSCIOUSNESS AND THE WILL

While Mill recasts reason for empiricism to overcome its mere role as the scout
of the passions, his analysis of the distinct “national characters” of Athens and
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Sparta serves to account for another part of human conduct for which empiri-
cist philosophy had no position—the will. Practices, Mill believes, arise as
means to pursue pleasure and avoid pain, but through habituation these in-
strumental means become ends or goods in themselves.120 To develop this ac-
count of the will, Mill refers to the concept that is central to his project to revi-
talize empiricism’s associational psychology: general ideas as products of mental
chemistry. Here what is crucial to Mill is the distinction between “complex
ideas consisting of simpler ideas and complex ideas being generated by simpler
ideas of which, however, it does not consist.”121 There are, he argues, “cases of
mental chemistry, in which it is proper to say that the simple ideas generate,
rather than they compose, the complex ones.” This difference is vital to Mill, as
he can now posit that the mind itself is an autonomous center of human con-
duct: certain simple states of mind generate further states of mind that are qual-
itatively different from those simpler ones. The sensory character of our simple
ideas does not explain all human conduct: “On this theory [of traditional em-
piricism] the uniformities of succession among states of mind would be mere
derivative uniformities, resulting from the laws of succession of the bodily
states which cause them. There would be no original mental laws, no Laws of
the Mind . . . and mental science would be a mere branch, though the highest
and most recondite, of the science of physiology.”122 Under the previous em-
piricist approach, the self could not be separated from its environment and
therefore be authentically free. As Michael Mandelbaum puts it, “What is im-
portant to note is that this psychological doctrine allows for the self-transfor-
mation of man: what was originally dominant in the individual’s nature be-
comes transformed by association, and may in fact altogether cease to be
dominant as an operative force in that individual’s life.”123

Mill explains that empiricism had not been able to explain the individual ca-
pable of desiring a good for its own sake, who sought to fit his character to his
standard of excellence, which derived from no other source than his own con-
sciousness. Bentham, for instance, failed to recognize that a sense of honor, per-
sonal dignity, love of beauty, love of order, love of power, love of action, are all
powerful springs of action. This is the starting point to higher freedom for Mill,
yet the empiricists are convinced that human motivation is entirely intelligible
in terms of the desire for pleasure and the aversion to pain. It is not, Mill ob-
served, that pleasure and pain do not have considerable jurisdiction in the de-
termination of human affairs, but rather that they are considerably more com-
plex and heterogeneous than empiricists imagined.124

Mill says that the time comes when, through the formation of habits and a
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general consciousness, we continue to will an act or a course of conduct to
which we are accustomed, without any reference to its being pleasurable. The
will, as “the active phenomenon, is a different thing from desire, the state of
passive sensibility, and though originally an offshoot from it, may in time take
root and detach itself from the parent stock; so much so, that in the case of a ha-
bitual purpose instead of willing the thing because we desire it, we often desire
it only because we will it.” To be human and to avoid the nonentity of mechani-
cal existence, Mill insists, individuals and groups must have forceful and distinc-
tive characters, “and the will, once so fashioned, may be steady and constant,
when the passive susceptibilities of pleasure and pain are greatly weakened or
materially changed.” Individuals have “confirmed characters” when they fash-
ion a will around a conceived purpose. National character, the feelings and will
that people in a nation hold in common, is “what makes such a thing as society
possible and which, to a large extent, determines the difference between one
nation and another.”125

Mill’s revised conception of the will is a response to Kant’s critique of em-
piricism and has important points of agreement with Kant’s position: both
agree that the body is geared toward the pursuit of happiness and both main-
tain that the will does not merely respond to the stimuli of pleasure and pain.
Of course, Kant identifies distinct faculties of the mind—the will and pas-
sions—and he equates this separate will with a practical reason that imposes a
universal form on the givens we feel as desires by acting in accordance with
what is right or Duty. Duty, “the necessity to act out of respect for the [moral]
law,” must be formal because it cannot refer to contingent ends.126

Like Kant, Mill argues that the will structures a way of life and initiates prac-
tices that are not reducible to the calculation of pleasure and pain. Unlike Kant,
Mill argues that the will is not necessarily universalizable and generates differ-
ent types of human drives. “In this manner it is.” he argues, “that habits of hurt-
ful excess continue to be practiced although they cease to be pleasurable; and in
this manner also it is that the habit of willing to persevere in the course which
he has chosen, does not desert the moral hero, even when the reward, however
real, which he doubtless receives from the consciousness of well doing, is any-
thing but an equivalent for the suffering he undergoes, or the wishes he may
have to renounce.”127

In sum, Mill’s analysis of the Athenian and Spartan wills illustrates two im-
portant differences with Kant’s position. Desires do not have to be overcome by
the will, states Mill. In fact, it is through the habitual pursuit of desires that
means become ends and the will is formed: Athens and Sparta exemplify that
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powerful desires are the raw material for a strong will. Mill also argues that the
will is not necessarily a moral faculty. The Athenian and Spartan wills, for ex-
ample, were capable of both noble and base conduct.128 The strong will is a
source of both excellence and danger, and it is Mill’s self-imposed task in On
Liberty to identify the conditions that will cultivate the former and prevent the
latter.

REASON AND HABITS OF LIBERTY

Every thoughtful reader of Mill is confronted with the problem of reconciling
Mill’s views on reason and the will and yet identifying how each quality con-
tributes to the free individual. On the one hand, Mill argues that higher forms
of individuality require thoughtfulness. Only by understanding the causes of
our practices do passions and customs no longer unconsciously determine our
conduct. From this Mill’s ideal becomes the free or autonomous person who
employs reason to redefine his character in the pursuit of a good—self-under-
standing is critical to self-development. On the other hand, Mill posits that it is
from the habitual pursuit of desires that the will and person of character forms,
whereby we continue to pursue an act or course of conduct without any refer-
ence to the motives that are behind them. How can both the conscious and the
habitual be key characteristics of the free individual? How can Mill’s ideal of
self-development be resolved with his view of an enduring self with a persistent
identity and will? Important commentators on Mill argue that his attribution
of reason and settled practices as primary qualities of the free individual is in-
coherent.129

In answering these questions, it is important to recall that Mill’s free individ-
ual values self-mastery and the qualities necessary to achieve it. This self-mas-
tery is in part justified by our possession of faculties such as reason, but just as
importantly by the use that we make of them. Part of using our faculties well
lies in resolutely pursuing those desires we desire. In short, reason and fortitude
are essential Millian qualities of the free individual. Actions ought to be depen-
dent on thoughts, but actions will further develop those thoughts, and both
thoughts and action are necessary for self-development. The free individual,
who possesses a cultivated reason and will, is characterized by a conscious voli-
tion, but this volition is resolutely pursued and put into operation by continual
practices. This “habitual act of will in the individual instance is not in contra-
diction to the general intention prevailing at other times, but in fulfillment of
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it; as in the case of the person of confirmed virtue, and of those who pursue de-
liberately and consistently any determined end.”130

In short, Mill’s self-developed individual is characterized by conscious de-
sires and fortitude. The vita activa, or active engagement in the world, as well as
the cultivated mind, contributes to our freedom and self-mastery. A life domi-
nated by custom is one of servitude and weakness because of our inability to
control our actions, whereas the free life is one in which the more we reflect on
and realize the coherence and power of our ideas, the greater becomes our
awareness of self-mastery and free agency. Individuals make their desires their
own as they take a hand in the making of their character and amending it in
light of a reflective commitment to substantive aims.131

Mill’s On Liberty appropriates and revises the Platonic dialectic and the
Athenian will to build a bridge between the empiricists’ and romantics’ concep-
tions of liberty. He argues that the state and society must create a protective
sphere around the individual. He also recognizes that an individual can be es-
tranged from or foreign to one’s wants, and that many desires do not reflect one’s
true self. To Mill, all modes of existence that are not subject to external restraints
are not equally free. The best reason for an agent to choose a way of life is that
such practices best allow the individual to become a developed, self-determined
individual: “He who chooses the plan for himself, employs all of 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. . . . Among the works of
man, which human life is rightly employed in perfecting and beautifying, the
first in importance is surely man himself ” (emphasis added).132

Higher freedom as it emerges in Mill’s corpus is tied to self-development, the
ability to overcome social and personal barriers such as public opinion, cus-
toms, and one’s own unbridled desires. Mill is convinced that England’s in-
creasingly egalitarian society can remain free only by cultivating the qualities of
self-developed individuality. In England people are becoming increasingly sim-
ilar to one another and can no longer be distinguished by individualistic char-
acteristics. Reason, will, strong desires, the sense of duty to oneself, dignity, and
the desire for distinctiveness prove to be crucial supports for genuine individu-
alism and springs to practices that allow social and political progress.

In On Liberty, Mill will show the shortcomings of English liberalism, which
fails to cultivate these qualities of character; but he also shows that, if English
liberalism engages in a rapprochement with ancient and romantic ideas, there
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are areas in English society in which support for self-development of character
will emerge. More to the point, Mill’s On Liberty argues against a one-sided
morality in England that emphasizes obedience to universal rules and fiercely
resists outlooks—romantic or classical—that focus on the development of the
human faculties. This is a potential disaster, as Mill’s indictment of English lib-
eralism makes the case that the qualities tied to the self-development of charac-
ter are at least as important to individual liberty as equal rights.
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Chapter 4 On Liberty:

Overcoming the West’s

One-Sided Moral Development

105

At the very center of On Liberty Mill places the objectives of both the
good and the right: the goal of cultivating higher forms of individual-
ity, including the exceptional individual, or genius; and the aim of en-
suring justice and moral development among the general public. Mill
presents each respective objective as an expression of opposed concep-
tions of liberty and posits that each of these perspectives is danger-
ously one-sided and in need of balance by the other. By setting up the
contrasts between these conflicting ideas of liberty in chapter , Mill
prepares the way for an idea of human excellence in chapter  that
combines and synthesizes each: reason, will, strong desires, the sense
of duty to oneself, the desire for distinctiveness, and justice—the
moral obligation not to harm other individuals—are the hallmarks of
developed individuality.

Mill argues that society must combine these two perspectives on
liberty if political thinkers are to overcome the constant oscillations in
Western morality between opposing outlooks. Each one-sided moral
development has different characteristics, expressed on either side of
the channel. On the Continent—most notably, in France—justice is



required to restrict and channel the creative will of forceful individuals who, in
the pursuit of great deeds or of any other objects they strongly desire, permit
themselves to do harmful acts that the just English individual could not bring
himself to consent to. In England, the task is to counter modern equality’s ten-
dency to undercut the conditions that foster reason, strong desires, high am-
bitions, fortitude, and individual agency.1 As the next two chapters explain, the
process of discrimination and fusion in England requires broaching a sensitive
issue that the Anglo-Scottish Enlightenment did not fully comprehend:
namely, that Enlightenment thought is too great a compromise with Chris-
tianity, which ignored the positive contributions of the ancients and failed to
cultivate positive qualities that lead to the exertion of human energy. After the
ancients exhausted us, Christianity enervated us, and modern England has not
developed values and practices to regenerate human energy. The fundamental
point of Mill’s discussion of freedom of thought in On Liberty is English liber-
alism’s failure to break with the Christian tradition of obedience and its fear of
the creative will.

Contemporary commentators claim that chapter  of On Liberty is primar-
ily directed at Christianity’s mystical hold on the Victorian mind,2 or in a
more general sense the hold of a monolithic opinion of any kind.3 In this
chapter and chapters  and  below I explain that Mill’s concern about these
limitations on freedom is an integral part of his fundamental goal to reform
English liberalism and hopefully balance the one-sided or distorted moral de-
velopment of the West. It explains Mill’s position that, if English society is to
generate higher forms of liberty and human excellence, the Anglo-Scottish
Enlightenment’s universal rules of justice and reformed Christianity, or nat-
ural religion, must be augmented by civil practices and values that cultivate
the qualities of character that engender strong exertions of human agency.
Mill aims to harmonize and synthesize the constituent elements of a morality
that cultivates the complete human character: creative individuality and right
conduct.

THE PHASES OF LIBERALISM

Mill opens On Liberty by situating his concerns regarding freedom within the
history of modern liberal thought. While noting the common views shared by
all liberal philosophers, his goal is to identify “the different and more funda-
mental treatment” that liberty requires for those people “who are in the stage of
progress into which the more civilized portion of the species has now entered.”
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Mill is concerned both with ridding the individual of unnecessary restraints on
external activities and, more important, the denuding of individual character.4

In Mill’s account, each phase of liberal thought responds to a problem cre-
ated by a prior phase. Modern liberalism itself arose in response to the Hobbes-
ian type of sovereigns, who themselves had developed to answer the question of
how to reduce the state of perpetual war and conflict. Those sovereigns held ab-
solute power for the sake of establishing and maintaining peace and used this
authority to determine the laws of property, to declare war, and to decide which
doctrines are fit to be taught. “Their power was regarded as necessary,” Mill
writes, “but also as highly dangerous; as a weapon which they would attempt to
use against their subjects, no less than against external enemies. To prevent the
weaker members of the community from being preyed on by innumerable vul-
tures, it was needful that there should be an animal of prey stronger than the
rest, commissioned to keep them down.” The modern liberal outlook, which
begins with philosophers such as Locke, emphasizes inalienable rights and con-
stitutional forms while defining the state as an instrument—a limited one at
that, for the sake of such private goods as security and property. This phase of
liberalism answered and addressed what was regarded as an unresolved problem
in the Hobbesian form of sovereignty: arbitrary rule stemming from the estab-
lishment of absolute power in the government.5

The progress of Lockean-type liberalism, Mill continues, led to a new ques-
tion: why should the government be a power independent from society? This
problem is most fully addressed by concepts like Rousseau’s general will,
whereby people treat the government as the collective power of a united people.
This “mode of thought or . . . feeling” gained predominance in Continental,
but not British, liberalism. In this new understanding of liberalism, everyone is
willing to give over all rights to the sovereign so that the accumulated power of
the citizens’ will encounter no restrictions. Because the government is the rep-
resentative of everyone, no one need fear putting himself under the arbitrary
control of another, including the government: “What was now wanted was that
the rulers should be identified with the people, that their interest and will was
the interest and will of the nation. There was no fear of its tyrannizing over it-
self.” This liberalism, in turn, gave rise to Tocquevillian liberalism, which em-
phasized how such democratic rule was inimical to the freedom of the individ-
ual and the rights of minorities. As Mill argues, “The limitation, therefore, of
the power of government over individuals loses none of its importance when
the holders of power are regularly accountable to the community, that is, to the
strongest party therein.”6
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Mill distinguishes himself from the liberal tradition of which he is a part by
his recognition that a new form of despotism is arising from society, one that
prevents people from realizing their capacity to claim control and responsibil-
ity for their own desires and actions. “Reflecting persons” recognize that liberty
is more than the absence of impediments to action: liberty is also the pursuit of
self-defined goals. The new despotism is not characterized by “civil penalties”
that limit the actions of individuals. Rather, it is a tyranny of opinion, feelings,
and circumstances that penetrates “much more deeply in to the details of
life . . . enslaving the soul itself.” The new threat to liberty is the socially manu-
factured individual who has no control over his passions, habits, and concerns
—the furthest idea from a self-made, reflecting character essential to true free-
dom. Consequently, an effective defense of liberty cannot stop at legal protec-
tions for individuals; rather, “there needs protection also against the tyranny of
the prevailing opinion and feeling, against the tendency of society to impose,
by other means than civil penalties, its own ideas and practices as rules of con-
duct on those who dissent from them; to fetter the development and, if possi-
ble, prevent the form of any individuality not in harmony with its ways, and
compel all characters to fashion themselves upon the model of its own.”7 The
solution to the problem of liberty is no longer as concrete, not legal, more indi-
vidual, and deeply concerned with civil practices and the social ethos.

INCORPORATING ROMANTICISM AND

REFORMING EMPIRICISM

Why doesn’t Mill turn to Rousseau’s general will or Kant’s categorical impera-
tive for this critique of English liberalism? Surely they offered solutions to the
problem of the mass individual who is incapable of claiming autonomous re-
sponsibility for his desires and actions. Certainly Mill recognizes that when he
writes that people who “are generally without either opinions or feelings of
home growth, or properly their own” are unfree, he is indebted to Rousseau’s
charge that the modern individual found it “necessary for his advantage, to
show himself to be something other than what he in fact was. Being something
and appearing to be something became two completely different things.”8 Mill
himself notes in On Liberty that “the enervating and demoralizing effects of the
trammels and hypocrisies of artificial society” is an idea that has never been ab-
sent from thoughtful individuals “since Rousseau wrote.”9

But Rousseau’s insights regarding the mass individual are followed by an er-
ror in the Social Contract that exacerbates the problem rather than fixing it. For
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him, the free man alienates himself entirely to the “general will” or “common
self.” Rather than opposing the excessive socialization of humans, Rousseau ar-
gues the solution is to radicalize it. We must come to understand ourselves and
our individual egos, in a wholly new way, as intimately bound up with the will
of all other citizens. Acting for ourselves in the usual way requires acting in the
service of what others have taught us to desire. Only by freely subjecting and
identifying ourselves with the universal, wholly objective good in the form of
the general will can we be self-determining.10 In other words, in the face of the
social conformity he so brilliantly described, Rousseau opted for a cure that
threatened to enforce even more obedience and social conformity.

While Mill embraces key parts of Rousseau’s critique of modern life, he re-
jects Rousseau’s position that only as a social participant can the individual be a
free subject able to see himself in his deeds and practices. Mill argues that the
size of modern political communities and, more important, the modern right
of freedom of religion create poor conditions for a regime that intrudes so
deeply into private life. He also rejects an idea of freedom that is based exclu-
sively on obedience to a general moral law. Indeed, to Mill, this singular em-
phasis on obedience to a general law, which has “been wielded more strenu-
ously against divergence from the reigning opinion in self-regarding than even
in social matters,” reflects modernity’s continuation of the Christian emphasis
on obedience and submission. Rousseau is one of “those modern reformers
who have placed themselves in strongest opposition to the religions of the past
[and] have been no way behind either churches or sects in their assertion of the
right of spiritual domination.” Rousseau’s thought “destroys the past” but is
“impotent” for directing future innovation and creativity.11

Kant also fails to offer Mill a viable solution to the problem of individual
freedom. A central goal of Mill’s On Liberty is to reconcile, not sever, universal
determinism and human freedom. The traditional compatibilist position of
Hobbes and Hume is that there is no contradiction in holding that human ac-
tions are both caused and free, as the history of an individual’s desires is strictly
irrelevant to an individual’s power to act. Hobbes and Hume argue that just be-
cause human conduct is caused does not imply it is coerced, for the causal rela-
tion is merely a constant conjunction of events, not a relation of necessity. Free-
dom consists merely in the absence of interference with the exercises of our
choices, not the absence of causal determination in their formation.

To be sure, having been influenced by Coleridge, Kant, and the romantics’
critique of empiricism, Mill had come to understand that what most individu-
als establish as marks of independence in society—property, prestige, family—
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and the self we wind up caring so much about, everywhere involve a slavish de-
pendence on the opinion of others. Rationality is not and ought not to be a
means to the realization of desires and inclinations that derive from outside the
individual. Reason is, rather, essential for and internally related to the full de-
velopment of individual liberty. Thus, while Mill affirms empiricism’s tradi-
tional concern regarding external coercion of the individual, he also shares
romantic thinkers’ concern that almost no members of society have the oppor-
tunity to determine their own character.

Mill, however, did not go as far as those moral idealists like Kant and Fichte,
who posited the view that reason could somehow transcend desires. To Mill, it
is possible for us to determine our own characters and thus make our desires
genuinely our own because the desire to self-amend or self-develop one’s char-
acter can be fostered as a causal antecedent: “His character is formed by his cir-
cumstances (including among these his particular organization); but his own
desire to mould it in a particular way, is one of those circumstances, and by no
means one of the least influential.”12 Mill accepts the view so prominent in
Rousseau and Kant that true self-determination requires self-legislation, but he
cannot accept the notion that such self-determination involves an identifica-
tion with the general will or a subjection to the categorical imperative. The first
is a false unity of particular and general happiness; the second, a permanent du-
alism between reason and desires. Everything in Mill’s position must then re-
volve around his view on self-legislation. Mill posits that the reconciliation of
the opposing forces in Western morality—the cultivation of qualities that lead
to self-mastery and the obligation to obey universal laws and norms—is the
key to developing this new conception of liberty.

Why did Mill give only limited credit to Tocqueville in On Liberty for his po-
sition on the newest threat to liberty? Mill praises Tocqueville for identifying
how democracy engenders tyrannous legislation, but he does not elaborate on
Tocqueville’s warnings about social despotism. Mill and Tocqueville certainly
agreed that social atrophy is the greatest danger confronting democratizing and
liberalizing societies. But as Mill had put forth this thesis as early as  in “The
Spirit of the Age”—five years before the publication of the first volume of
Democracy in America—he may not have felt obliged to credit Tocqueville for
founding this position. Mill also had been exposed to Coleridge’s and Words-
worth’s writings on the tyranny of custom in the late s and early s. Fur-
thermore, scholars tend to emphasize only the concord that existed between
Tocqueville and Mill. Yes, these two great thinkers of their day concurred that
social equality was the wave of the future, that political and social quietude
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would challenge the viability of future democratic regimes, that political cen-
tralization would also pose a problem in the future, and that inductive analysis
of social phenomena was vitally important. But Mill and Tocqueville also
sharply disagreed about the role that women, Christianity, intellectuals, and
nationalism would play in overcoming problems generated by social equality.
This discord no doubt fettered their respective desires to point to the other as
the great thinker of their age.13

While Mill believes his comprehensive morality of the future is relevant to
the entire West, On Liberty is devoted to the weaknesses of British empiricism
and English liberalism.14 In England, where a spirit of Lockean liberalism pre-
dominates, empiricism’s view of liberty and morality contributes to a new
despotism over the soul. Here the prevailing political outlook is largely consis-
tent with the negative view of liberty. Negative liberty is the freedom to act or
forbear from acting where the laws are silent: law and liberty are regarded as
mutually antagonistic.15 “In England,” Mill writes, “. . . [the] yoke of . . . law
is lighter than in most other countries of Europe; and there is considerable jeal-
ousy of direct interference by the legislative or executive power with private
conduct, not so much from any just regard for the independence of the indi-
vidual as from the still subsisting habit of looking on the government as repre-
senting an opposite interest to the public.”16 Consistent with his critique of
empiricism’s position on the compatibility of liberty and necessity, Mill argues
that this exclusive focus on restraining the government’s ability to limit liberty
of action ignores the question of whether the desires and motives of an agent
are his own. The English are socially manufactured individuals cultivated to
like and dislike what they as a collective prefer and pursue: “Both their feelings
and their intellectual faculties [remain] undeveloped, or develop themselves
only in some single or limited direction; reducing them, considered as spiritual
beings, to a kind of negative existence.”17 The individual has the capacity to
satisfy many desires that arise, but he is unaware of his capacity to realize one
particular desire: the desire to cultivate his character.

Empiricism’s moral theory of sympathy, Mill continues, which insists that
human conduct should be based on realizing our self-interest through public
approval, also contributes to the new social despotism:

People are accustomed to believe, and have been encouraged in the belief by some
who aspire to the character of philosophers, that their feelings on subjects of this na-
ture [right and wrong conduct] are better than reasons and render reasons unneces-
sary. The practical principle which guides them to their opinions on the regulation
of human conduct is the feelings in each person’s mind that everybody should be re-
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quired to act as he, and those with whom he sympathizes, would like them to act. No
one, indeed, acknowledges to himself that his standard of judgment is his own lik-
ing; but an opinion on a point of conduct, not supported by reasons, can only count
as one person’s preference; and if the reasons, when given, are a mere appeal to simi-
lar preferences felt by other people, it is still only many people’s liking instead of one.
To an ordinary man, however, his own preference, thus supported, is not only a per-
fectly satisfactory reason but the only one he generally has for any of his notions of
morality, taste, or propriety, which are not expressly written in his religious code, and
his chief guide in the interpretation even of that.18

The most advanced liberal thinkers in England, Mill argues, do not aspire to
create a new kind of liberal polity that embraces a new kind of liberal individ-
ual. They focus more attention on developing specific ideas of the good, rather
than the qualities that enable individuals to strive after their own notions of it:
“They have occupied themselves rather in inquiring what things society ought
to like or dislike than in questioning whether its likings or dislikings should 
be a law to individuals.” Mill recognizes that some great thinkers during the
Protestant Reformation and seventeenth-century religious wars in the United
Kingdom helped turn authority to the individual as the sole judge of Scripture
and religious beliefs. This rejection of hierarchy coupled with the development
of inner freedom is a pivotal moment in Mill’s understanding of liberty. For the
first time in this battle for religious liberty what counted most was the broad
principle of freedom “and the claim of society over dissentients openly contro-
verted”: “We cannot be blind to the sharpening and strengthening exercise
which such topics give to the understanding—the discipline in abstraction and
reasoning which such mental occupation brought to the humblest layman.”19

But Mill finds fault even in this one successful foray into the realm of free-
dom, as most seventeenth-century English liberals were intolerant of religious
views they opposed. Their endorsement of toleration fell far short of recogni-
tion of the value of diversity. Toleration was extended for the most part only to
the most powerful dissenting Protestant sects. These architects of religious free-
dom primarily responded to the devastating religious wars, establishing a theo-
retical justification for people to stop killing one another over religious differ-
ences. The new political principles—human equality under the law, toleration,
and reduction of ecclesiastical power—were directed to the goal of civil peace,
not human liberty. The point was not to affirm the creative control of every in-
dividual over his life, but only to provide enough freedom to avoid the dangers
of civil conflict. The free religious mind, Mill concludes, is primarily a product
of a compromise brokered because no party, church, and sect gained predomi-
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nance over others.20 Mill will target this compromise as the principal source of
the cultural and intellectual passivity plaguing England.

The English, in Mill’s view, are habitually conscious of the need to conform
to the basic standards of right and wrong, and nothing higher. Their social feel-
ings and intellectual faculties remain undeveloped. In Mill’s account, these
types of human beings—“low, abject, servile”—are far beneath the self-inter-
ested individuals described by Locke. While Locke did not think an individual
was capable of transferring certain rights to the civil authorities, Mill fears that
the modern Englishman will alienate liberty to public opinion—or already
has. “The modern regime of public opinion is,” Mill warns, “in an unorganized
form, what the Chinese educational and political systems are in an organized;
and unless individuality shall be successful to assert itself against the yoke, Eu-
rope, notwithstanding its noble antecedents and its professed Christianity, will
tend to become another China.”21

FREEDOM OF THOUGHT AND DISCUSSION

As currently understood then, the “moral sense” of British empiricism—with
its focus on rights and its blindness regarding individual self-creation—neces-
sarily fails to generate higher forms of liberty. Mill knows that the legal right to
free speech is not endangered. Thus he opens chapter  of On Liberty by saying
that there is little need to focus attention on removing legal or external restric-
tions on the general freedoms associated with the liberty to publish alternative
or controversial views: “The time, it is to be hoped, is gone by, when any de-
fense would be necessary of the ‘liberty of the press’ as one of the securities
against corrupt or tyrannical government.” Mill does not discount the possibil-
ity of future instabilities and periods when freedom of political discussion
might be interfered with, but he expresses confidence that “the era of pains and
penalties for political discussion has, in our country, passed away.”22

Mill’s sanguine attitude toward legal persecution of published works is not
based on Baruch Spinoza’s and Locke’s pragmatic or political arguments that
such policies generally backfire on the ruling authorities.23 Indeed, Mill be-
lieves history teaches that attempts to legally control the content of thought, far
from breeding conflict and ultimately revolution, often breed harmony and
stability. There is, to begin with, the tendency for people to assume that the
general prevailing views are naturally right. Society often impairs the capacity
for reasoned judgment, and one cannot assume a diversity of views that will be
too difficult for the governing authorities to control. “On any matter not self-
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evident,” states Mill, “there are ninety nine persons totally incapable of judging
of it, for one who is capable; and the capacity of the hundredth person is only
comparative.” People also are often disinclined to hear out all voices. In the
name of what is moral and pious, society is more likely to strike down the
newest, “best and noblest doctrines.” As the fate of Socrates shows, society does
not like to review or evaluate their most cherished views and as a result often re-
sents challengers.24 History teaches that there have been many periods of suc-
cessful censorship because of the fear imposed by ruling authorities, notes Mill:
“The dictum that truth always triumphs over persecution is one of those pleas-
ant falsehoods which men repeat after one another till they pass into common-
places, but which all experiences refutes. History teems with instances of truth
put down by persecution.” The success and failure of persecution of the truth,
Mill summarizes, is a political question based on the balance of forces in a
regime.25

Legal persecution is now less warranted, Mill argues, because by prescribing
a single notion of good character through the powerful instrument of public
opinion, modern society manages, as effectively as any government policies, to
limit human thought. The distinguishing feature of the modern world, he
claims, is that societies are themselves shaped by public opinion. Once we in
turn are socialized, our sense of our own existence, in which we take so much
pride, is not in fact ours but depends on others. As most of us act thoughtlessly,
unreflectively, or in mere conformity to prevailing conditions, we allow the di-
rection of our life to be charted by others and in this way circumscribe the mind
and limit human agency.26

SEVERING WISDOM AND LIBERTY,

THOUGHT AND DEED

Mill contends that the primary casualties of today’s persecution are wisdom
and liberty. Freedom of thought and opinion would be of no value were it not
for a particular “quality of the human mind” which he calls “corrigibility,” the
human capacity to correct one’s errors through the exercise of developed judg-
ment. This capacity, he says, is “the source of everything respectable in man ei-
ther as an intellectual or as a moral being.” Mill situates his position between
what Rousseau called perfectibility and Kant called pure reason—that is, the
capacity to overcome our desires and experiences—and the reason of Hobbes
and Hume, which is limited to acting as a guide for the satisfaction of desires
and inclinations. Mill’s corrigibility denotes the capacity human beings have to

On Liberty114



exercise improved judgments concerning the activities they engage in. This
type of reason is acquired, and its acquisition requires thoughtful minds that
debate the advantages and disadvantages of different experiences. A human be-
ing “is capable of rectifying his mistakes by discussions and experience. Not by
experience alone,” states Mill. “There must be discussion to show how experi-
ence is to be interpreted. Wrong opinions and practices yield to fact and argu-
ment; but facts and arguments, to produce any effect on the mind, must be
brought before it. Very few facts are able to tell their own story, without com-
ments to bring out their meaning.”27 Here Mill’s reformed Platonic dialectic,
whereby people submit their beliefs and practices to opposition and criticism,
contributes to fortified beliefs and developed actions. Mill argues, “In the case
of any person whose judgment is really deserving of confidence, how has it be-
come so? Because he has kept his mind open to criticism of his opinions and
conduct. Because it has been his practice to listen to all that could be said
against him: to profit by as much of it as was just, and expound to himself, and
upon occasion to others, the fallacy of what was fallacious.”28

The executions of Socrates and Jesus are the outstanding instances of the
grave mistakes the persecutors of new ideas commit. Mill chooses his examples
with a view to linking the condemnation of restricted speech and thought with
his conception of the two heretofore contradictory outlooks required for the
comprehensive morality of the future. For Socrates is the founder of reason,
which, in Mill’s view, is a key source of human agency, and Jesus’ way of life was
so extraordinary that it founded a moral outlook, which obligates individuals
to take into account the well-being of others.29

Mill explains that contemporary religious persecution also does not center
on legal penalties. Official restrictions on atheism are but the “rags and rem-
nants” of old-style despotism. Rather, it is the values that people hold and the
feelings they believe to be most important which make “this country not a place
of mental freedom.” In Mill’s account, the consequences of this new type of re-
ligious despotism are clear. Pivotal qualities that embody Mill’s free and devel-
oped individual—reason and resolute engagement with the world—are lost:
“Who can compute what the world loses in the multitude of promising intel-
lects combined with timid characters, who dare not follow out any bold, vigor-
ous, independent train of thought, lest it should land them in something which
would admit of being irreligious or immoral?” Liberty of thought and discus-
sion is essential because it fosters the development of reason and individual fac-
ulties. The speculative thinker is victimized as the constriction on public dis-
cussion has a narrowing effect—“mental development is cramped, and . . .

On Liberty 115



reason cowed by the fear of heresy.” The result is that the higher mind’s atten-
tion is turned to the prosaic and the mundane. Many intellectuals narrow their
thoughts and interests “to things which can be spoken of without venturing
within the region of principles, that is, to small practical matters which would
come right of themselves . . . [while] free and daring speculation on the high-
est subjects—is abandoned.” Thought and action, intellect and deed are es-
tranged, and the human mind is diminished.30

Important new moral and political theories exist, Mill claims, but they re-
main within narrow circles of thinking, smoldering among the highly educated
where they originate, “without ever lighting up the general affairs of mankind
with either a true or deceptive light.” There are too few “public moralists”31 be-
cause “our merely social intolerance kills no one, roots out no opinions, but in-
duces men to disguise them or to abstain from any active effort at their diffu-
sion.” No doubt thinking of himself, Mill states that a few of the highest type of
thinkers are able to present some of their most important political and moral
teachings in this environment, by “spending a life in sophisticating an intellect
which he cannot silence, and exhaust[ing] the resources of ingenuity in at-
tempting to reconcile the promptings of his conscience and reason with ortho-
doxy.” But these “great thinkers” have shown throughout history that they have
the capacity to survive in all kinds of environments of “mental slavery.” It is so-
ciety as a whole that suffers the greatest loss, as the relation between wisdom
and the public, knowledge and action, is completely severed, and the mass in-
dividual loses the opportunity to develop his mind. “It is much and even more
indispensable,” Mill writes, “to enable average human beings to attain the men-
tal stature which they are capable of. . . . Where there is a tacit convention that
principles are not to be disputed; where the discussions of the greatest ques-
tions which can occupy humanity is considered to be closed, we cannot hope to
find that generally high scale of mental activity which has made some periods of
history so remarkable.”32

Thoughtful commentators on Mill—most notably, Joseph Hamburger,
Shirley Letwin, and Maurice Cowling—argue that Mill’s primary concern in
this discussion of religious despotism is the public’s continued support for re-
vealed Christianity. In Hamburger’s account, for instance, Mill placed great
hope on freedoms accorded to atheists and freethinkers. He thinks that Mill be-
lieved open debate would lead to a withering of support for such mystical
teachings of the New Testament as the divinity of Jesus, miracles, the immortal
soul, original sin, and the idea of an omniscient and omnipotent Deity. This
erosion of mystical beliefs, Hamburger continues, was a necessary condition of
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Mill’s plan of moral reform: “Religious notions would be ‘put on the logical
rack’ and subjected to ‘the discipline which purges the intellect itself.’ This would
follow from the Socratic elunchus which, through full freedom of thought and
discussion, would be applied to religious belief in his own time.”33

To be sure, there is an important parallel between Mill’s discussion of the di-
minished modern individual and seminal arguments in political philosophy
that the revealed teachings of Christianity are inimical to the spirit of liberty.
For instance, both Niccolò Machiavelli and Rousseau charged that Christianity
promoted disengagement from political activity, leaving people unfit for polit-
ical life. In the Discourses on Livy, Machiavelli explains how the sense of quies-
cence that accompanied the rise of Christianity, erodes the desire for political
liberty. Christianity taught the individual to devalue this world relative to the
afterlife.34 Rousseau’s writings often charge that Christianity’s exclusive other-
worldly orientation teaches “nothing but servitude and dependence.” The doc-
trine of original sin, in Rousseau’s view, withers man’s sense of freedom and
moral responsibility. It teaches that everyone enters the world as a sinner and
thus that the individual has no free will and cannot escape evil. This doctrine,
continues Rousseau, renders people passive, disengaged, and resigned to their
limitations while they await God’s salvation. “The history of the species out-
lined in the “Discourse on Inequality” and the instruction of the child in Émile
are” both written to oppose the biblical account of humanity’s inherently bad
character, supplying an opposing argument of the origin of man’s fall that frees
him of his shackling guilt “by shifting the blame to society.”35

But the same criticism that Machiavelli and Rousseau directed at the teach-
ings of a revealed Christianity, Mill brings against “a convenient plan for having
peace in the intellectual world,” a “tacit convention that principles are not to be
disputed,” and the position that “discussions of the greatest questions which
can occupy humanity [are] closed.” It is a philosophic compromise, not the
New Testament or mystical views, that produces

a state of things very satisfactory to some minds, because, without the unpleasant
process of fining or imprisoning anybody, it maintains all prevailing opinions out-
wardly undisturbed, while it does not absolutely interdict the exercise of reason by
dissentients afflicted with the malady of thought. A convenient plan for having peace
in the intellectual world, and keeping all things going on therein very much as they
do already. But the price paid for this sort of intellectual pacification is the sacrifice
of the entire moral courage of the human mind. A state of things in which a large
portion of the most active and inquiring intellects find it advisable to keep the gen-
eral principles and general convictions within their own breasts, and attempt, in
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what they address to the public, to fit as much as they can of their conclusions to
premises which they have internally renounced.36

Unlike Machiavelli and Rousseau, Mill charges that the problem of the
timid, circumscribed existence derives from a philosophic outlook which com-
promises principles for the sake of intellectual peace and security. “Intellectual
pacification” keeps people in a stage of tutelage and immaturity. Mill’s On Lib-
erty does not focus on why revealed religion is inimical to liberty. Rather, Mill
devotes the second half of chapter  to explaining how the failure to debate
Christianity’s traditional principles has led to the New Testament no longer be-
ing an effective moral doctrine. It is not only the foundation of Christian be-
liefs that has been forgotten in the absence of discussion, but too often the
meaning of the belief itself: “By Christianity, I here mean what is accounted by
all churches and sects—the maxims and precepts contained in the New Testa-
ment. These are considered sacred, and accepted as laws, by all professing
Christians. Yet it is scarcely too much to say that not one Christian in a thou-
sand guides or tests his conduct by reference to those laws.” The public has a
“habitual respect for the sound of them [revealed Christian beliefs], but no feel-
ing which spreads from the words to the things signified and forces the mind to
take them in and make them conform to the formula. Whenever conduct is
concerned, they look around for Mr. A and Mr. B to direct them how far to go
in obeying Christ.”37

CHRISTIANITY’S AND MODERNITY’S

NEGATIVE MORALITY

The problem of a culture of self-abasement and passivity identified in On Lib-
erty emerges after, not during, the heyday of Christianity. Enlightenment
philosophers in the United Kingdom compromising with Christianity far
more than they recognized turns out to be the source of the problem. “What is
called Christian, but should be termed theological [revealed] morality,” Mill
argues, “. . . was . . . built up by the Catholic Church of the first five centuries,
and though not implicitly adopted by moderns and Protestants, has been much
less modified by them than might have been expected.”38 Mill applauds the
contributions that this Christian/modern morality has made to the formation
of a culture characterized by equality and restraint; “but I do not scruple to say
of it that it is, in many important points, incomplete and one-sided, and that
unless ideas and feelings not sanctioned by it had contributed to the formation
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of European life and character, human affairs would have been in a worse con-
dition than they are now. . . . It is essentially a doctrine of passive obedience.”39

Mill’s most fundamental critique of English liberalism’s reconciliation with
Christianity in chapter  of On Liberty centers on a moral explanation: both
Christianity and modern justice are negative moralities that have overlooked
the half of the truth they have superseded. For instance, the ancients and Chris-
tians made different contributions to human development but seemed to be, as
well as believing themselves to be, enemies of one another. In truth, however,
the ancients and Christians made equally important contributions to a fully
rounded conception of humanity. They are not at loggerheads with one an-
other, as they appear to be. But the putative schism created a legacy that helps
prevent English liberalism from introducing a conception of liberty that com-
bines qualities of character that promote human agency with the universal ob-
ligation to act justly with one another.40

The good political society, Mill asserts in chapter  of On Liberty, is charac-
terized by two kinds of beliefs and practices. The first consists of those values
and practices that establish obedience, equality, and moral development
among the general public. Many of these practices were initiated in the Chris-
tian “reaction” or “protest” against the surfeit of uncontrolled and wildly cre-
ative types of the pagan world. The central issue that Christianity and English
justice have been designed to solve is the imposition of universal obedience.
Christianity compelled obedience to a universal faith, while modern justice
compels obedience to universal law. It cannot be denied that real differences ex-
ist between traditional Christianity and modern England, and the modern En-
glishman in fact benefited from this new environment because modern justice
makes few epistemic demands on its adherents. It allows more space for free hu-
man conduct than Christianity.41 But the continuity is significant, and the En-
glish liberal tends to underrate its consequence: the main object of modern jus-
tice is to compel general obedience to the law. This Christian-derived morality
is “negative rather than positive; passive rather than active; innocence rather
than nobleness; abstinence from evil rather than energetic pursuit of the
good. . . . In its horror of sensuality, it made an idol of asceticism which has
been gradually compromised away into legality” (emphasis added).42

Once again, Mill insists that while “mankind owes a great debt to this moral-
ity,” when devoid of its antagonists, it promotes passivity, acceptance, failure to
actively pursue virtue, and a prosaic selfishness: “And while, in the morality of
the best pagan nations, duty to the State holds even a disproportionate place,
infringing on the just liberty of the individual, in purely Christian ethics that
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grand department of duty is scarcely noticed or acknowledged.” Mill con-
cludes, “It is a great error to persist in attempting to find in the Christian doc-
trine that complete rule for our guidance which its Author intended it to sanc-
tion and enforce, but only partially to provide. . . . I believe that other ethics
than any which can be evolved from exclusively Christian sources must exist
side by side with Christian ethics to produce the moral regeneration of man-
kind.”43

The second kind of beliefs and practices that a good political society requires
are those whose purpose is to promote the health of the individual’s character,
chiefly our mental and moral development. These types of practices are, prop-
erly speaking, reflections of positive, self-regarding qualities. As it was the aim
of the classical civilizations to bring human beings to excellence, the ancients
are one important resource for these qualities. A society of citizens constantly
buttressing their character leads to human flourishing in both the public and
the private spheres. “What little recognition the idea of obligation to the pub-
lic obtains in modern morality is derived from Greek and Roman sources, not
from Christian,” states Mill. “As, even in the morality of private life, whatever
exists of magnanimity, high-mindedness, personal dignity, even the sense of
honor, is derived from the purely human, not the religious part of our educa-
tion, and never could have grown out of the standard of ethics in which the
only worth, professedly recognized, is that of obedience.”44 Mill recognizes
that some conditions of modern England—most notably, the predominance
of the private sphere over the public sphere—make cultivating these qualities
and practices more difficult than it ever was for the ancients. But English liber-
alism has “greatly overrat[ed] the amount of unlikeness between the men of
modern and those of ancient times, [and] indulged the belief that the whole of
the difference was in their own favor.” He concludes that in England the Chris-
tian/modern persistence in cultivating a restricted morality is “becoming a
grave practical evil, detracting greatly from the value of the moral training and
instruction which so many well-meaning persons are now at length exerting
themselves to promote.” The discarding of values and practices that foster hu-
man agency, “which heretofore coexisted with and supplemented Christian
ethics, receiving some of its spirit, and infusing into it some of theirs” will pro-
duce “a low, abject, servile type of character,” who is incapable of higher forms
of individuality or human excellence.45

Mill’s account of the schism between the ancients and moderns charges that
the ancients were as guilty of one-sidedness as the moderns, albeit in the oppo-
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site direction. Mill understood the “love of freedom” found among the ancients
to be “an intense feeling of the dignity and importance of his own personality;
making him disdain a yoke for himself, of which he has no abhorrence in the
abstract, but which he was abundantly ready to impose on others for his own
interest.”46 Mill believes that Plato recognized this danger and sought to ad-
dress it by having the Socrates of his dialogues argue with noble youth about
the true meaning of such terms as happiness, courage, and justice. Socrates
sought to convince his interlocutors that the individual’s capacity to reason is
the key determinant in what an agent views as happiness, and that improve-
ment of the idea of the good—or mental cultivation—fosters a higher view of
what is happiness. While Mill believes that this Platonic dialectic further devel-
oped the ancient conception of cultivating dignity and the importance of one’s
own desires, he regrets that Plato did not ultimately manage to articulate a per-
suasive case for the moral solidarity of society’s members. Still, Mill learns from
Plato the need for a value system with two equally valid ends: the promotion of
individuals who attain self-command of character and the development of a
civilization characterized by just sympathetic bonds among its members.

Mill’s On Liberty blames both the ancients and moderns for abusing their re-
spective position over their opponents and preventing the formation of a com-
prehensive morality. Not only did they know only half the truth, but also they
refused to even recognize another half, let alone foster it! He unfolds this criti-
cism around his analysis of Marcus Aurelius’s persecution of Christianity. Mill,
who privately expressed “extreme admiration” for Marcus and posited him as a
standard of human excellence for the “Religion of Humanity,”47 fittingly por-
trays him sympathetically in On Liberty. He was an individual of the “tenderest
heart,” one whose ethical teachings “differ scarcely perceptibly, if they differ at
all, from the most characteristic teachings of Christ.” Mill sympathizes with the
difficult conditions he encountered: Marcus was responsible for the entire civi-
lized world of his day, “the summit of all previous attainments of humanity,”
which was now being engulfed by fissures, strife, and injustice. Marcus appre-
ciated the need for unity, while confronting an emergent Christian religion that
threatened to end the prevailing pagan orthodoxy. Unfortunately, Mill contin-
ues, Marcus did not recognize how, if the old religion dissolved, a new religion
“could be formed to knit it [the civilized world] together.” Christianity’s super-
stitions and rituals disgusted him and made him incapable of distinguishing its
advantages and disadvantages. He chose not to adopt or integrate the new reli-
gion, and so “it seemed to be his duty to put it down.” Marcus Aurelius, “the
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gentlest and most amiable of philosophers and rulers, under a solemn sense of
duty,” chose not to incorporate the religion that might have saved his empire
and “authorized the persecution of Christianity.”

The conclusion Mill draws is emphatic: “To my mind this is one of the most
tragical facts in all history. It is a bitter thought how different a thing the Chris-
tianity of the world might have been if the Christian faith had been adopted as
the religion of the empire under the auspices of Marcus Aurelius instead of
those of Constantine.”48 Mill’s primary criticism of Marcus’s policy of persecu-
tion centers on his failure to integrate Christianity into a larger comprehensive
morality. Despite his wisdom and deft political abilities, Marcus missed this
golden historical opportunity. To Mill, Marcus Aurelius represented the West’s
primary lost chance to integrate the dynamic activity of antiquity into a uni-
versal morality that would have tamed the excesses of the age. The violation of
Christianity’s civil liberties prevented the union of the ancient ethos of self-de-
velopment and creativity with the moral norms of universality and equality.

Mill concludes chapter  of On Liberty by evoking Coleridge’s concept of
synthetic truths, asserting that the highest type of philosophic outlook does not
play favorites but must recognize that for every thesis there is generally a valid
antithesis. Instead of wedding itself to what has long appeared to be a true po-
sition, the philosopher is flexible enough to look for value in opposite posi-
tions. Mill regrets that neither Christianity nor modern England has learned
from Marcus’s mistake, and the one-sided development of the United King-
dom’s morality continues. “If Christians would teach infidels to be just to
Christianity,” Mill reasoned, “they should themselves be just to infidelity. It can
do truth no service to blink the fact, known to all who have the most ordinary
acquaintance with literary history, that a large portion of the noblest and most
valuable moral teaching has been the work, not only of men who did not know,
but of men who knew and rejected, the Christian faith.”49

INSURGENT PHILOSOPHERS AND RELIGION

Who developed this compromise or reconciliation between Christianity and
the Anglo-Scottish Enlightenment? Why is Mill referring to England as being
Christian, while also arguing that traditional Christian beliefs are no longer 
significant? And why is Mill being so cautious and discreet in explaining the
philosophic foundation of this compromise between English liberalism and
Christianity? Answers to these questions can be found in Mill’s writings on why
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philosophers and the deepest thinkers are prone to compromising political and
moral principles.

Mill argues that when religions are unable to explain the meaning of human
existence a vacuum develops, which allows new philosophical and scientific ex-
planations to come forward: “With the decline of polytheism came Greek phi-
losophy; with the decline of Catholicism, the modern.”50 A period of conflict
then ensues between the prevailing religious faith and the new philosophic and
scientific understandings. Mill charges that when the highest thinkers confront
this conflict between faith and reason, they tend to either compromise or dis-
engage completely from political discourse, so as to be able to continue con-
templation and the pursuit of the newly discovered truths. Those few intellec-
tuals who challenge the gods are persecuted. The schism between wisdom and
the public, knowledge and action, is established, and society as well as the in-
tellectuals suffer because of it.

Mill argues that, while religions are products of the Imagination, they are
not arbitrary constructs. Religions emerge from the human desire to under-
stand the meaning and highest form of human existence and develop in rela-
tion to prevailing philosophic and scientific understandings. For instance, 
ancient Greek religions addressed the needs of a people struggling to move be-
yond the presocial stage of existence: the legends offered a sense of continuity
with the past; and the heroic founders of family, tribe, or race (whether mythi-
cal or not) provided deities that cultivated a courageous attitude toward the 
future. These polytheistic religions also conformed to the prescientific under-
standing that the phenomena of nature seem to be the result of forces alto-
gether variant, each taking its force without relation to the other.51

This is not Mill’s final say on ancient religions, however. Mill explains that
after centuries of “travel, communication, and more than all, the commence-
ment of physical, scientific, and the intelligent observation of nature . . . a
mode of interpreting phenomena . . . [engaged in] . . . continuing conflict
with the simplicity of ancient faith.” More specifically, Mill explains that as
Anaxagoras, Plato, Aristotle, and the philosophers and natural scientists of an-
cient Athens systematically studied natural phenomena, they discovered that
every natural event depends for its existence on some antecedent and that each
of these relations is influenced by other types of regularities or laws. From this
complex understanding the belief followed that a Being controls all of nature.
Equally important, when the philosophers and scientists attempted to explain
physical phenomena by physical causes, they were regarded as sacrilegious:
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“Anaxagoras was banished for it (according to some authorities, even sentenced
to death), Aristotle had to fly for his life; and the mere unfounded suspicion of
it contributed greatly to the condemnation of Socrates.”52 Faced with the chal-
lenge of overcoming both persecution and the weight of an entire tradition of
thought, the highest minds of the ancient world were either unwilling or un-
able to challenge polytheism. Almost all reconciled the new reason with the old
faith:

Mankind do [sic] not pass abruptly from one connected system of thought to an-
other: they first exhaust every contrivance for reconciling the two. To break entirely
with the religion of their forefathers, would have been a disruption of old feelings,
too painful and difficult for the average strength of even superior minds; and could
not have been done openly, without incurring a certainty of the fate which, with all
the precautions they adopted, overtook Anaxagoras and Socrates. But even of the
philosophers, there were at first very few who carried the spirit of freethinking so far.
In general, they were unable to emancipate themselves from the old religious tradi-
tions, but were just as incapable of believing them literally. . . . The legends, in their
obvious sense were no longer credible: but it was necessary to find for them a mean-
ing in which they could be believed. . . . Rejected in their obvious interpretation, the
narratives were admitted in some other sense. . . . They were represented as ordinary
histories, colored by poetic ornament, in which moral instruction, physical knowl-
edge, or esoteric religious doctrines, were designedly wrapt up.53

Many centuries would pass before polytheism was finally laid to rest, and to
Mill’s deep regret, philosophy did not contribute to its replacement.54

Mill frames the conflict between reason and faith for the contemporary
English intellectual in the same way he did for the ancient thinker: “We are too
well acquainted with this form of religious sentiment [persecution in Athens]
even now, to have any difficulty in comprehending what must have been its
violence then.”55 While a few contemporary thinkers wage ill-tempered po-
lemics against Christianity, the most important thinkers respond to this con-
flict by compromising or disengaging from direct debate on moral and reli-
gious doctrines. These individuals mask their views in mystery, afraid to speak
out their genuine beliefs. “A strong premium is placed on dishonesty on their
part,” Mill notes in a letter, “and those that have a natural energy of character
are drawn into violence of language which hurts the feelings of other people
and arouses in themselves something of that very intolerance from which they
are sufferers.”56 In a passage that parallels Mill’s assessment of intellectual and
cultural life in England in On Liberty, Mill explains in “The Utility of Religion”
how the contemporary English intellectual approaches religious questions:
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Many who could render giant’s service both to truth and to mankind if they believed
that they could serve one without loss to the other, are either totally paralysed, or led
to confine their exertions to matters of minor detail, by the apprehension that any
real freedom of speculation, or any considerable strengthening or enlargement of the
thinking faculties of mankind at large, might, by making them unbelievers, be the
surest way to render them vicious and miserable. Many, again, having observed in
others or experienced in themselves elevated feelings which they imagine incapable
of emanating from any other source than religion, have an honest aversion to any-
thing tending, as they think, to dry up the fountain of such feelings.57

Like the ancient intellectuals of late polytheism, English intellectuals have great
difficulty either disengaging from or directly confronting their religious tradi-
tion, and both the society and its intellectuals suffer.

THE ENLIGHTENMENT’S COMPROMISE

Even more important, Mill explains that, just as the ancient thinkers compro-
mised with polytheism, the circumscribed intellectual outlook of contempo-
rary England is the result of a too similar compromise—that between the An-
glo-Scottish Enlightenment and Christianity. Rather than directly challenge
Christian beliefs, states Mill, the Enlightenment of the United Kingdom re-
formed Christianity to show it contained nothing offensive to society. In fact,
Christianity’s highest teachings were reworked to support the requirements of a
new liberal state. The reformers claimed natural religion—establishing an un-
derstanding of God through the exercise of our cognitive powers—had “as
much right to the religious argument as their opponents, and that if the course
they recommended seemed to conflict with some parts of the ways of Provi-
dence, there was some part with which it agreed better than was contended for
on the other side.”58 Mill summarizes the overall outcome of this compromise
between the Anglo-Scottish Enlightenment and Christianity:

Thus, on the whole, England had neither the benefits . . . of the new ideas or the
old. . . . We had a Church, which had ceased to fulfill the honest purposes of a
church, but which we made a great point of keeping up as the pretence or simu-
lacrum of one. We had a highly spiritual religion (which we were instructed to obey
from selfish motives), and the most mechanical and worldly notions on every other
subject; and we were so much afraid of being wanting in reverence to each particular
syllable of the book which contained our religion, that we let its most important
meaning slip through our fingers, and entertained the most groveling conceptions of
its spirit and general purpose.59
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It is now clear why Mill continually refers to England as being Christian,
even though he believes that few English embrace traditional Christian beliefs.
The gravity of Mill’s charges in On Liberty of a “convenient plan for peace in the
intellectual world” and a “tacit convention that principles are not to be dis-
puted” is now becoming apparent.60 Mill is arguing that the Enlightenment
advocates of natural religion set themselves the task of domesticating Chris-
tianity’s religious authorities and their zeal for persecution. They preferred to
turn Christianity against itself, rather than directly attacking it, “being often
themselves not free from the feeling (of Christian belief ), and in any case afraid
of incurring the charge of impiety by saying anything which might be held to
disparage the Creator’s power.”61 Mill charges that this compromise freed the
intellectual and the general public from ecclesiastical supervision and persecu-
tion, but that it also failed to challenge the Christian tradition of obedience and
fear of the creative will.

Mill argues that the new religious teachings flowed from Enlightenment
philosophers’ first recognizing, then taking advantage of, a contradiction in the
traditional Christian outlook that an all-good, all-wise, and all-powerful God
created nature. The Enlightenment knew that during Christianity’s period of
dominance, Christian theology largely embraced the ancient philosophers’
view that humans are wild, but crafty, animals and that instilling ethical obliga-
tions into recalcitrant human material was a highly valued task. The modern
philosophers also understood that during this Christian era, the paradoxical
idea that an omniscient, omnipotent, and benevolent Deity created a wicked,
evil human nature which needed to be tamed was a source of moral confusion.
Rather than directly challenge Christian beliefs, the Enlightenment took ad-
vantage of this contradiction to develop an alternative view of the Deity’s rela-
tionship to morality and human nature. What resulted is the argument for a
new liberal civil theology centered on self-preservation and human happiness,
an approach more consistent with the Christian belief in an all-powerful, all-
wise, and all-good Deity. The Enlightenment, Mill continues, was confident it
would “win” this compromise in the long run: “In this mode of dealing with
the great a priori fallacies, the progress of improvement clears away particular
errors while the causes of errors are still left standing, and very little weakened
by each conflict: yet by a long series of such partial victories precedents are ac-
cumulated, to which an appeal may be made against these powerful pre-posses-
sions, and which afford a growing hope that the misplaced feeling, after having
so often learnt to recede, may some day be compelled to an unconditional sur-
render.”62
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Indeed, Mill recognizes that through a long series of partial victories, the
British reformers weakened most features of the revealed Christian morality,
including ecclesiastical supervision of philosophy and religion. Christianity has
accommodated itself to the prevailing philosophy of the day and now borrows
“a considerable part of its color and flavor from sentimental deism.” The
Church of England’s primary goal is civil peace, serving as a “sedative to the re-
ligious spirit, to preventing it from disturbing the harmony of society and the
tranquility of states.” After the Revolution of , Christianity’s moral doc-
trine had dropped spiritually minded goals and embraced the prevailing self-
interested ethos. As Mill states, “One of the crotchets of the philosophy of the
age was, that all virtue is self-interest; and accordingly, in the textbook adopted
by the Church . . . for instruction in moral philosophy, the reason for doing
good is declared to be, that God is stronger than we are, and is able to damn us
if we do not.”63

Mill praises the religious compromise for contributing to liberating the indi-
vidual from bondage to superstition and ecclesiastical authority.64 But Mill ar-
gues that the Enlightenment’s resolution of the religious question also created
costs—at best underestimated, at worst completely unforeseen. First, Mill
charges that, as the new religion does not teach anything other than rational
obedience to liberal rules of justice, it is incapable of establishing the higher
modes of individuality that either the ancients or romantics foster and that the
new liberal society requires. Mill argues that religion, like art, should establish
something more than the devotion to practical aims. Religion creates a strong
imaginative picture of what human perfection is and how to realize it. The En-
lightenment’s reformed Christianity is now a “hereditary creed” that no longer
examines the meaning and highest forms of human existence. Christianity re-
mains “as it were outside the mind, incrusting and petrifying it against all other
influences addressed to the higher parts of our nature; manifesting its power by
not suffering any fresh and living connection to get in, but doing nothing for
the mind or heart except standing sentinel over them to keep them vacant.”
“The evil is,” Mill summarizes, “that such a belief [natural religion] keeps the
ideal wretchedly low; and opposes the most obstinate resistance to all thought
which has a tendency to raise it higher. Believers shrink from every train of
ideas which would lead the mind to a clear conception and an elevated standard
of excellence, because they feel (even when they do not distinctly see) that such
a standard would conflict with many of the dispensations of nature, and much
of what they are accustomed to consider as the Christian creed.”65

Second, Mill charges that the Anglo-Scottish Enlightenment compromise
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with Christianity contributes to a modern England that is a secularization of
biblical themes in key ways, and none more so than the Christian tradition of
obedience and fear of the creative will. Like Christianity, the founders of British
liberalism (such as Locke and Hume) saw the virtues of the ancients—most
notably, honor and courage—as contributors to instability and strife. Rather
than ennobling human conduct, these virtues promoted human misery.66 This
continued emphasis on restraint of the will is, for Mill, ultimately at odds with
his conviction that attention needs to be paid to developing a more creative will
in the face of modern civilization’s normalizing tyranny: “There has crept over
the refined classes, over the whole class of gentlemen in England, a moral
effeminacy, an inaptitude for every kind of struggle. . . . They cannot undergo
labour, they cannot brook ridicule, they cannot brave evil tongues: they have
not hardihood to say an unpleasant thing to any one whom they are in the habit
of seeing, or to face.”67

Third, Mill argues that the Anglo-Scottish Enlightenment compromise with
Christianity had limited English liberalism’s capacity to develop institutions
that cultivate the positive qualities that lead to human agency and moral devel-
opment. For instance, unlike many of his liberal forebears, Mill did not object
that England’s established church violated the liberal doctrine of separation of
church and state. Civil and ethical, state and church, Mill argued, are not as op-
posed to one another as many liberal thinkers suggest. Each provides different
means to the same end: the mental expansion and moral development of the
individual. The civil laws protect the liberty and security of the individual; the
church helps shape individual and national character.

Mill argues that for Enlightenment thinkers a “case for the feudal and eccle-
siastical institutions of modern Europe was by no means impossible: they had a
meaning, had existed for honest ends, and an honest theory of them might
[have been] made.”68 Mill was particularly attracted to Coleridge’s position on
the need for a national institution focused on the advancement of knowledge,
ultimately encouraging the civilization and cultivation of the national commu-
nity. Such a “church” could require that all citizens be instructed in “all the evi-
dences of Christianity,” although it would not require adherence to specific
Christian teachings. Under this system, young people “would be brought up ei-
ther churchmen or dissenters as they now are, the State merely taking care that
they be instructed churchmen, or instructed dissenters.”69

However, despite his attraction to Coleridge’s view of a national institution
focused on moral development, Mill rejects Coleridge’s position that the
Church of England could eventually perform this task. Mill claims Coleridge’s
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standard represents the “severest satire” on what the Church of England is. He
charges that the Church of England is a victim of the compromise brokered be-
tween the Anglo-Scottish Enlightenment outlook and the prevailing Christian
authorities: “What neither party cared about, the ends of existing institutions,
the work that was done by teachers and governors was flung overboard.” In this
compromise, the Church retained its form, rituals, and establishment, but the
Church no longer embodied an independent moral outlook. It stopped being
“the champion of arts against arms, of the serf against the seigneur, peace
against war, or spiritual principles and powers against the domination of ani-
mal forces.” The Church was envisioned “by philosophers” as a bulwark for
civil peace and tranquility. The clergy of the establishment thought they had a
good compromise on these terms “and kept its conditions very faithfully.”70

Mill argues that an entirely new institutional framework will have to be es-
tablished in the future as an organized body, set apart and subsidized and hav-
ing the task of cultivating and diffusing higher forms of knowledge. From this
perspective, Mill defends the principle of state educational endowments for
higher education against the attacks that had been made upon them by such lib-
eral thinkers as Bentham and Smith. A people might be free and secure and yet
in an abject state of mental degradation. As early as , Mill insists that main-
taining higher education is not “one of those marketable commodities which
the interest of rival dealers can be depended on for providing, in the quantity
and the quality required,” and he reiterates this position in the Autobiography.71

Finally, the most important impact of the Enlightenment-Christianity com-
promise in England is on the “freed” intellectuals themselves, who are now re-
stricted and weakened by adhering to beliefs they either do not believe or do
not fully comprehend: “Their minds were once active—they are now passive;
they once generated impressions—they now merely take them.” Just like the
confused ancients, who could not figure out how to engage the weight of an en-
tire religious tradition they in part rejected, the compromised modern intellec-
tual lives in a mental fog: “This simple and innocent faith can only, as I have
said, co-exist with a torpid and inactive state of the speculative faculties. For a
person of exercised intellect, there is no way of attaining anything equivalent to
it, save by sophistication and perversion, either of the understanding or of the
conscience.”72 In Mill’s account, late Christianity, like late polytheism, is char-
acterized by a condition of progressive intellectual disengagement:

When the philosophic minds of the world can no longer believe its religion, or can
believe it with modifications amounting to an essential change to its character, a
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transitional period commences, of weak convictions, paralysed intellects, and grow-
ing laxity of principle, which cannot terminate until a renovation has been effected
in the basis of their belief leading to the elevation of some faith, whether religious or
merely human, which they can really believe; and when things are in this state, all
thinking or writing which does not tend to promote such a renovation, is of very lit-
tle beyond the moment.73

Mill concludes, “It is time to consider . . . whether all this straining to prop up
beliefs which require so great an expense of intellectual toil and ingenuity to
keep them standing, yields a sufficient return in human well-being.” It is
preferable, he continues, to apply our mental energies to the sustenance and
maintenance of those other sources of human character—most notably, the
ancients and the romantics—that are not linked to a reformed Christianity. To
produce a comprehensive morality that will promote “the moral regeneration
of mankind,” Mill advocates a reconciliation of those outlooks that promote
human agency with those that establish universal obligations, as opposed to the
already existent reconciliation of Christianity with English liberalism.74

NATURAL RELIGION

The Enlightenment of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries provides us
with the grounds for understanding, if not accepting, Mill’s position that nat-
ural religion fails to cultivate human agency and higher modes of human exis-
tence. Those who founded the Enlightenment saw themselves as engaged in a
bitter, long-drawn-out battle with the adherents of religion or orthodoxy, who
continued to have faith in such supernatural phenomena as miracles, creation,
and heaven. Biblical dogma, what Hobbes called the “kingdom of darkness,”
had to be pushed into the background to allow for civil peace and the rational
pursuit of truth. The problem ran deeper than the hierarchy and superstition
promoted by the ecclesiastics. “By asserting that the will of God is a standard
above the positive laws of the state and by making themselves the sole inter-
preters of that will,” religious dissenters and zealots “had carved out a lawless
kingdom of their own within” society.75

Most of Mill’s great predecessors in modern political philosophy, when they
discussed the political consequences of Christianity, drew a line of demarcation
between a false Christianity, which had bad consequences, and a true Chris-
tianity, which they held to be perfectly compatible with their understanding of
the requirements of a free political society. Seminal Enlightenment thinkers de-
veloped a rational Christianity as an alternative to the scriptural theology of the
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New Testament. Pufendorf, Hobbes, Spinoza, and Locke, among many others,
devoted enormous energy to biblical commentaries and interpretations that re-
placed the rule of Scripture with natural religion, which established an under-
standing of God’s will based on our cognitive capacity to recognize his laws of
nature. Most of the standard-bearers of this new Christianity saw the attain-
ment of civil peace and avoidance of strife as the most important ends of a po-
litical society. The precepts of the new theology tended to be simple, few in
number, and stated with precision. They posited such things as a belief in the
existence of an omnipotent and omniscient God, punishment of the wicked,
and the sanctity of the rules of justice. As Spinoza put it, “Scriptural doctrine
contains not abstruse speculation or philosophic reasoning, but very simple
matters able to be understood by the most sluggish mind. . . . God . . . asks no
other knowledge of himself than the knowledge of his divine justice and char-
ity, that is, such attributes of God as men find it possible to imitate by a definite
rule of conduct.”76 The simple doctrinal core of the Enlightenment’s new nat-
ural religion accomplished the goal of civil peace by limiting the possible chal-
lenges to God’s will by ambitious religious ideologues and moralists who 
escaped and subverted positive law through appeals to a higher law. Even Rous-
seau, who opposed the Enlightenment’s position regarding laws of nature, put
forth the need for a civil religion characterized by general and simple truths that
each citizen has a right to interpret in his own way as long as these interpreta-
tions contain nothing contrary to the duties of citizenship.77

Modern natural law theorists stated that by “reasoning from observable facts
we discover how to confront the moral and political problems that afflict our
lives. Experience yields the evidence we need in order to infer that God exists
and cares for us. Part of what we learn from experience is that God has made the
proper structure of our common life independent of any larger cosmic scheme.
Even if there is a divine harmony in the universe, we are unable to appeal to it
to determine how we ought to live. Once we understand that God governs us,
the observable facts about ourselves in this world provide the rational basis for
working out the proper moral direction.” We can determine what it is God
wills for humankind not by consulting Scripture, but by considering what
must be done if a man, made as God has made him, is to be preserved from his
fellow man. “It means partly,” states Pufendorf, “that law can be explored by
the light of reason, and partly that at least the common and important precepts
of natural law are so plain and clear that they meet with immediate assent, and
become so ingrained in our minds that they can never thereafter be wiped from
them, however the impious man may strive wholly to extinguish his sense of
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them, to lay to rest the stirrings of his conscience. On this ground, too, it is said
in the Holy Scriptures to be ‘written in the hearts of men.’”

The laws of nature, Grotius argues, are rooted in God’s wisdom that “we
should be weak, and should lack many things needed in order to live properly,
to the end that we might be the more constrained to cultivate the social life.”
The laws of nature, Grotius continues, are “abstaining from that which is an-
other’s, the restoration to another of anything of his which we may have, to-
gether with any gain which we may have received from it; the obligation to ful-
fill promises, the making good of a loss incurred through our fault, and the
inflicting of penalties upon men according to their deserts.” On the one hand,
this modern natural law outlook conforms to the Christian idea that nature is a
product of a wise, powerful, and benevolent Creator. On the other hand, the
focus of this outlook takes morality and law out of the disputed territory over
which religious wars were being fought. Instead, reason is emphasized as key to
understanding the morally good and bad. As Locke put it, human reason is to
be established as our “only Star and compass.”78

Indeed, Pufendorf argued that by diverting Christianity from other worldly
goals and redirecting it toward more sociable and peaceful ends, Christianity it-
self was addressing the basic characteristics of human nature created by God: an
instinct for self-preservation and sound judgment as to what makes life with
others possible. God’s command to man, as discovered by human reason (as
opposed to revelation) was to live in conformity with these natural laws, that is,
to live in accordance with natural justice—giving each his due, refraining from
doing harm to others. Based on these natural laws, we can have society and
thereby the fundamental elements of moral life, whereas if we neglect them and
act on the basis of that neglect, we can have neither society nor humanity. “It
follows,” Pufendorf writes, “that God wills that a man should use for the preser-
vation of his nature the powers within him in which he is conscious of surpass-
ing the beasts; and that he also wills that human life be different from their law-
less life. Since he cannot achieve except by observance of natural law, it is also
understood that he is obligated by God to observe it as the means which God
Himself has established expressly to achieve this end, and which is not a prod-
uct of man’s will and changeable at his pleasure.”79

Later Continental thinkers—most notably, the German Romantics—even-
tually replaced natural religion with culture as the source of moral integration
and self-direction.80 But natural religion—as exemplified by the writings of
Locke, Smith, and William Paley, for instance—was rarely challenged by An-
glo-Scottish thinkers.81 Britain continued to center Christianity on a handful
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of basic beliefs to limit challenges to the law by ambitious ideologues and
moralists. Indeed, Anglo-Scottish thinkers had extended the characteristics of
human nature created by God to be even more compatible with the new liberal
state. Locke, Smith, and Paley propounded that compliance with the laws of
justice established by the “Author of nature” created the basis for human hap-
piness as well as self-preservation. “The happiness of mankind, as well as of all
other rational creatures, seems to have been the original purpose intended by
the Author of nature, when he brought them into existence,” states Smith. “By
acting according to the dictates of our moral faculties, we necessarily pursue the
most effectual means for promoting the happiness of mankind, and may there-
fore be said, in some sense to co-operate with the Deity, and to advance as far as
in our power the plan of Providence.”82

To be sure, the advocates of natural religion did not believe that a political
society should end Christian beliefs altogether. There remained a need for some
type of inner disposition to inform human conduct and make distinctions be-
tween right and wrong, just and unjust. The reformed Christianity would di-
minish the threat of lawlessness by reminding individuals of the seriousness of
life outside the immediate questions that afflicted them. Belief in the soul and
its afterlife would moderate materialism; and the sure answers Christianity
offers to the most fundamental questions can strengthen individual judgment
in both private and public life. “For in natural liberty,” states Pufendorf, “if you
do away with fear of the Deity, as soon as anyone has confidence in his own
strength, he will inflict whatever he wishes on those weaker than himself, and
treat goodness, shame and good faith as empty words; and he will have no other
motive to do right than the sense of his own weakness.”83

In Locke’s account, the newly formulated Christianity, serving as an exten-
sion of the social requisites for human happiness, makes virtue more available to
the public. As opposed to the previous requirements for virtue, which were ob-
scure, the new basic requisites—respect for the life, liberty, and property of oth-
ers—can be simply viewed as a profitable investment. “The view of heaven and
hell,” Locke argues, “will cast a slight upon the short pleasures and pains of this
present state, and give attractions and encouragements to virtue, which reason,
and interest, and the care for ourselves, cannot but allow and prefer. Upon this
foundation, and upon this only, morality stands firm, and may defy all competi-
tion. This makes it more than a name, a substantial good, worth all our aims and
endeavours; and thus the gospel of Jesus Christ has delivered it to us.”84

Advocates of natural religion differed over what institutional arrangements
flowed best from their reformed Christianity. Locke, Smith, and others pro-
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posed a more decentralized framework—the encouragement of multiple reli-
gious communities within a general framework of toleration. From this per-
spective, there was always potential for conflict among individuals and groups
around religious questions, and the means for preventing this potential volatil-
ity from spilling over into civil war was through maintaining a balance of power
among multiple, competing sects. “The teachers of each little sect,” stated
Smith, “finding themselves almost alone, would be obliged to respect those of
almost every other sect, and the concessions which they would mutually find it
convenient and agreeable to make to one another, might in time probably re-
duce the doctrine of the greater part of them to that pure and rational religion,
free from every mixture of absurdity, imposture, or fanaticism.” The inability
of one sect to dominate other sects would cultivate Christian virtues of moral
restraint and toleration. Local Christian communities would further encourage
the Protestant sense of inwardness and self-cultivation that newly freed soci-
eties required. The church and state must be separate, Locke insisted, because,
while religion is responsible for men’s souls, “all the power of civil government
relates only to men’s civil interests. . . . [It] is confined to the things of this
world, and hath nothing to do with the world to come.” As only what is mind-
fully embraced can please God, policies of religious coercion are impious. The
state can legitimately use coercive power for the goal of protecting the “civil
goods” of security and property, but the state must eschew compulsion in re-
gard to religious beliefs.85

Other Enlightenment thinkers, chiefly Hobbes and Spinoza, argued that the
political sovereign’s control of religion derives from the natural law or right of
self-preservation. Indeed, political control over religion is necessary for the sake
of civil peace and for the sake of religious liberty itself: the chief obstacle to the
realization of each is the ambitions of religious ideologues and moralists who
escape and subvert the law through the appeal to some higher law. “How many
rebellions hath this opinion been the cause of,” Hobbes wrote in the midst of
the English civil war, “which teacheth that the knowledge whether the com-
mands of kings be just and unjust, belongs to private men; and that before they
yield obedience, they not only may, but ought to dispute them!” If any man
shall, Hobbes continued, “by most firm reasons demonstrate that there are no
authentical doctrines concerning right and wrong, good and evil, besides the
constituted laws in each realm and government . . . surely he will not only show
us the highway to peace, but will also teach us how to avoid the close, dark, and
dangerous by-paths of faction and sedition; than which I know not what can be
thought more profitable.” From this perspective, either the sovereign controls
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scriptural rights or religious advocates will control temporal rights. “For what
decisions can be taken by sovereigns if this right is denied them?” asked Spin-
oza. “They can decide nothing whatsoever, whether concerning war or peace or
any other matter, if they are to wait on the utterance of another who will tell
them whether that which they judge to be beneficial is pious or impious. On
the contrary, everything will be done according to the decree of him who has
the right to judge and decide what is pious or impious, right or wrong.”86

In order to maintain civil peace, declare Hobbes and Spinoza, the political
sovereign has the right to determine civil and religious laws. The undivided po-
litical sovereign is posited as a vehicle for freeing the individual from the au-
thority and conflicts of competing religious groups. The centralized state is 
envisioned as the only possible neutral power in regard to civil and religious
conflict. By refuting all rival sources of morality, ending misplaced obedience,
and removing all loyalties and associations that stand between the solitary indi-
vidual and the sovereign, the interests of both individual and state are recon-
ciled.87 Hume reinforced this “political control” position in his argument that
the state limit religion’s role in shaping human motivations through bribery of
the established church. Hume charged that religion promoted two harmful
tendencies. On the one hand, the independent (Catholic) church promoted it-
self by fostering human passivity and superstition. On the other hand, when
competing (Protestant) religious sects are free from the state, efforts are con-
tinuously launched to foster religious enthusiasm, producing fanaticism. It is
preferable, he continues, to bribe the priests’ indolence. Putting clerics on the
dole eliminates their incentive for activism and their emphasis on preventing
their patrons from straying outside the boundaries of the church. As Hume put
it, the civil magistrate makes it “superfluous for them to be further active than
merely to prevent their flock from straying in the quest for new pastures.”88

England adopted the “political control” model of church-state relations. The
Church of England formed after breaking with the universal Catholic Church.
In a series of statutes, the Reformation Parliament of  recognized that En-
gland was and always had been an empire, independent of all external juris-
dictions. They claimed the monarch supreme over all of his subjects, whether
clerical or lay. Over the next  years, state and Church struggled over this re-
lationship. The monarch and parliament established an Erastian solution, as
they were concerned to gain unchallenged political sovereignty. A Christian
state, in their view, had the right to settle and interpret Scripture and thus au-
thoritatively determine the Law of God and Nature. Without this authority,
they believed, it would be impossible to govern.89
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TOWARD A NEW SYNTHESIS

So the Enlightenment devoted an enormous amount of energy to the goal of
supplanting the Scripture of the New Testament, the traditional authoritative
guide and teacher of morality, with a new kind of religion based more on reason
than ever before. This new Christianity promised a “new world” of civil peace:
toleration, security, happiness, private property, and equality under the law.
But Mill raises a daunting question: Is the Enlightenment’s new religion a suffi-

cient break from the Christianity it has compromised with? He recognizes that
no philosopher can now be “found who like the institutional writers of former
times, adopts the so-called Law of Nature as the foundation of ethics, and en-
deavors consistently to reason from it.” Nonetheless, the outlook established by
this theory “must still be counted among those which carry great weight in
moral argumentation.” We live in an era, Mill states, “in which the real belief in
any religious doctrine is feeble and precarious, but the opinion of its necessity
for moral and social purposes is universal; . . . [T]hose who reject revelation,
very generally take refuge in an optimistic Deism, a worship of the order of Na-
ture and the supposed course of Providence, at least as full of contradictions,
and perverting to the moral sentiments, as any of the forms of Christianity. . . .
Yet, very little, with any claim to philosophical character, has been written by
skeptics against this form of belief.”90

In Mill’s view, resolving the conflict between cultivating practices required
for exerting human agency and creating conditions that ensure general moral
development is the primary task for generating humanity’s progress and happi-
ness. England’s past has been animated by a great, insoluble conflict between
these two contrasting outlooks and practices. Unlike Hegel and many roman-
tics, Mill does not maintain that a negation or division between contrasting
counterparts necessarily leads to reconciliation and unity at a higher level: yet
such a synthesis is what Mill desires.91 In modern England, however, this long-
term, seesaw battle is waning, and Mill worries that an age of lifeless quiescence
is at hand. “The new synthesis is barely begun, nor is the preparatory analysis
completely finished,” he writes, but it is necessary to proceed with the project,
for “the old edifice will remain standing until there is another that is ready to re-
place it.”92

English liberal society is an improvement on Christianity in ensuring human
equality and general moral improvement. But English society has not broken
from those features of Christianity that limit human agency: “For mankind are
always growing better than their religion, and leave behind one after another of
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the more vicious parts of it, dwelling more and more exclusively on those which
are better, or admit at least of a better sense. But this holding fast in theory to a
standard ever more and more left behind in practice is one great cause why the
human intellect has not improved in anything like the same ratio as the senti-
ments.” Mill argues in the posthumously published Autobiography that the era
of remaining silent on religious questions must end. “On religion in particu-
lar,” he writes, “the time appears to have come, when it is the duty of all who be-
ing qualified in point of knowledge, have on mature consideration satisfied
themselves that the current opinions are not only false but hurtful, to make
their dissent known; at least if they are among those whose station, or reputa-
tion, gives their opinion a chance of being attended to.”93 Accordingly, Mill
devotes an enormous amount of mental energy to understanding the advan-
tages and disadvantages of religion and its role in developing human energy
and a conception of the best life for modernity.
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Chapter 5 Reforming Reformed

Religion: J. S. Mill’s Critique 

of the Natural Religion

of the Enlightenment

Before identifying how Mill developed his critique of natural religion
and proposed Religion of Humanity in his political philosophy, I
want to address two important questions. Why are Mill’s most com-
prehensive statements on revealed Christianity, natural religion, and
the Religion of Humanity found in his Diary, private correspondence,
and posthumous publications the Autobiography and the Three Essays
on Religion? And why are Mill’s criticisms of Christianity an under-
stated or subordinate theme in the essays—most notably, On Liberty
—published during his lifetime? It cannot be said that Mill failed to
publicly criticize Christianity during his lifetime, but neither did he
make his criticisms as polemical or as comprehensive as he did in those
writings he knew would be read after his death. One must turn to
Mill’s private correspondence and posthumous publications to find
him forthrightly raising the question, “How can morality be anything
but the chaos it now is, when the ideas of right and wrong, just and
unjust, must be wrenched into accordance with the notion of a tribe
of barbarians in a corner of Syria three thousand years ago, or with
what is called the Order of Providence?”1
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The most obvious explanation is that Mill practiced a literary strategy of in-
direction in his commentaries on religious questions for prudential considera-
tions, such as self-protection from persecution or fear of social dissolution.2 Af-
ter all, Mill admits being taught as a child by his father that, as his opinions
regarding religion were contrary to those of the world, he should prudently
avoid publicly avowing them.3 Fears of legal persecution and moral ostracism
and concerns that the loss of Christian beliefs would undermine obligation and
result in social chaos affected almost all British writers who spanned the Victo-
rian age—Thomas Carlyle, Charles Darwin, George Grote, George Henry
Lewes, Henry Buckle, Alfred Tennyson, Thomas Hardy, Herbert Spencer,
Henry Sidgwick, T. H. Huxley, among many others—either concealing or
hedging their true feelings on Christianity and religion.4 Concern for their
own security or concern for the security of England as a whole discouraged the
Victorian intellectuals from raising explicitly challenging and tenacious in-
quiries regarding the most fundamental religious beliefs of the English. Dar-
win, for instance, records in his diary the concern that he will suffer the same
fate as Galileo. He held back publishing his teachings on evolution for decades
and even then did not explicitly reject Creation, which led him to admit later
that he had compromised his position out of a fear of persecution and denigra-
tion.5 The late Victorian Sidgwick summarized why he failed to speak out
against Christianity, despite his inability to discover a coherent rational argu-
ment for the Christian hope of happy immortality: “It seems to me that the
general loss of such a hope, from the minds of average human beings as now
constituted, would be an evil of which I cannot pretend to measure the extent.
I am not prepared to say that the dissolution of the existing social order would
follow, but I think the danger of such dissolution would be seriously increased,
and that the evil would certainly be great.”6

No doubt Mill’s moderate public rhetoric on the religious question was mo-
tivated in part by prudence. As a candidate for the House of Commons, he
hardly could have been elected, or as a parliamentarian been effective as a
spokesman for unpopular causes, had he been immoderate in expressing his re-
ligious views. But there are evident difficulties in the position that caution ex-
clusively motivated Mill to avoid, in the essays published during his lifetime, ex-
plicit discussion of the advantages and disadvantages of either natural religion
or the Religion of Humanity. First, Mill maintained religion was no longer nec-
essary in Western civilization for the maintenance of political stability and the
cultivation of the just moral conscience.7 Next, courage was not a problem for
Mill. He admired this quality, and he exemplified it in his literary, political, and
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personal life; and he was known to even his severest opponents as the model
figure of his age for stirring controversy.8 Mill often displayed the courage of his
convictions by taking principled stands against prevailing public or elite opin-
ion and by resolutely defending his views in the face of withering criticisms.
Mill’s parliamentary proposals for women’s suffrage, his role in the Hyde Park
affair, his defending of the Union military action in the American Civil War, his
public critique of Bentham and the utilitarian school, and his relationship with
Mrs. Taylor are an indicative showing of Mill’s willingness to accept risk and
isolation.9

Third, Mill’s contemporary friends and foes maintained that Mill employed
rhetorical strategies in all of his writings to gain maximum advantage in attain-
ing his political goals. Mill worked very hard at reconciling his large-scale theo-
ries in identifying far-reaching aims with political considerations so that “the
choice of principles for present application is guided by a systematic apprecia-
tion of the state and exigencies of society.”10 Rather than being motivated by a
concern for personal security or political stability, these contemporaries be-
lieved Mill cultivated a writing style that garnered the largest alliances to have
maximum political effect. As the Mill critic James Fitzjames Stephen’s wrote,
Mill believed that a “zig-zag mode of approach [in writing] is good in contro-
versy as well as sieges,” that if Mill had tried “to storm the town now,” he would
“simply be knocked on the head.”11 Another Mill critic, James Martineau,
warned,

No writer it is possible was ever more read between the lines; his authoritative force
of the intellect, his perfect mastery of his material, his singular neatness of exposi-
tion, marked him as a great power in the speculative world. But, as usual, the real in-
terest was less scientific than moral—as to the direction in which that power would
work. A certain air of suppression occasionally assumed by Mill himself, with hints
for a revision of the existing narrow-minded morals, has increased this tendency.
This suppressive air is the greatest fault we find in him; it is his only illegitimate in-
strument of power; for it weighs chiefly on the weak: and the shadow which it passes
across his face is sometimes so strong as almost to darken the philosopher into the
mystagogue.12

Similar comments were voiced by his supporters—as points of praise, rather
than criticism. John Morley, for example, writes that Mill “was unrivalled in the
difficult art of conciliating as much support as was possible for novel and ex-
tremely unpopular opinions.” To Morley, “Mill husbanded the strength of
truth and avoided wasteful friction.”13
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Finally, and most important, Mill’s private correspondence with Auguste
Comte reveals that he presented his views on religion to have maximum politi-
cal impact. They disclose Mill embracing the same strategy toward Christianity
as the Enlightenment thinkers he criticizes: namely, establishing a compromise
with Christianity that will slowly swing the balance of forces toward the cre-
ation of a more progressive liberal order. In these letters to Comte, Mill makes
it clear he could not publish all of his thoughts about religion, and he indicates
that in what he wrote he would make the kind of presentations which he re-
garded the most politically effective. In one letter Mill agrees with Comte that
a social philosophy or religion directed toward humanity is needed to replace
the present outlook that remains associated with God. But, Mill adds, he has
had a “rare fate” compared to most members of his country—he has never be-
lieved in God. And even with his background, he states that it is impossible to
appreciate this new secular outlook “without some kind of emergency in the
life of any man whose moral nature is incapable of meeting the obligations it
imposes.” Consequently, while Comte will find Mill’s work too metaphysical,
“it still seems to me very appropriate for easing the conversion from the meta-
physical to the positive spirit.”14

In another letter, Mill explains that he is unwilling to translate Comte’s Dis-
course on the Positive Spirit because “the time has not yet come when we in En-
gland shall be able to direct open attacks on theology, including Christian the-
ology, without compromising our cause.” Mill notes that, as almost all of those
in England who have a degree of religious emancipation and scientific knowl-
edge read French, no loss in effect will occur if only the French version of
Comte’s work circulates. Mill reiterates the same theme in a letter rejecting a re-
quest from Comte to cosponsor a journal. While Mill looks forward to the day
when he can “refuse all compromises, even tacit, to theories of the supernatu-
ral,” he must make such concessions now for the times still demand it. Finally,
Mill implores Comte to distinguish his private and public views of religion. He
notes that a private letter of Comte’s to a mutual acquaintance has further
shaken that individual’s faith in God. But Mill insists that this person was al-
ready “half-detached” and that Comte should not assume that she represents
the norm in England. “Today,” Mill insists, “one ought to keep total silence on
the question of religion when writing for an English audience, though indi-
rectly one may strike any blow one wishes at religious beliefs.”15

Mill’s artful presentation of his views on English liberalism’s limited disen-
gagement from Christianity was motivated, then, by more than simply the goal
of self-preservation and security. He was also driven by a political strategy that
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aimed to move English liberalism beyond the stage created by the compromise
that the Anglo-Scottish Enlightenment had brokered with Christianity. Of
course, a few of Mill’s contemporaries believed that Christianity was such an
extreme problem that it called for a radical response, that moderation or a po-
litical approach was unprincipled.16 Mill’s rejoinder is that the best political
stand may not be the most moral stand, but the political stand is right because
it makes the victory of the moral stand possible. As Alexander Bain, Mill’s
friend and biographer, reports, Mill never published his complete views on
Christianity while alive: “He had long determined to throw off the mask en-
tirely, when the time should be ripe for it. He was prevented from an earlier
avowal of these [unpopular religious views], solely by the circumstance that the
silent course of opinion was serving the interests of progress better than any vi-
olent shock, on his part would have done.”17 Bain knew of Mill’s strategy of
compromising with Christianity while undermining or further reforming it
because Mill wrote to him about this approach. “I have not written it [Utilitar-
ianism ] in any hostile spirit towards Xtianity,” notes Mill in a letter to Bain,
“though undoubtedly good ethics and good metaphysics will sap Xtianity if it
persists in allying itself with bad. The best thing to do in the present state of the
human mind is to go on establishing positive truths . . . & leave Xtianity to rec-
oncile itself with them the best way that it can.” On religion, Mill states in an-
other letter to Bain that explains On Liberty, “Certainly I am not anxious to
bring over any but really superior intellects & characters to the whole of my
opinions—in the case of all others I would much rather, as things now are, try
to improve their religion than destroy it.”18

THREE ESSAYS ON RELIGION

Mill’s Three Essays on Religion, published posthumously, articulate a new idea of
human excellence for modern England. While examining the weaknesses of the
Enlightenment’s natural religion, the articles explain a “new religion” that has a
feature that characterizes all religions: an imaginative picture of human perfec-
tion. As Mill writes in his Diary, “Religion, of one sort or another, has been at
once the spring and regulator of energetic action, chiefly because religion has
hitherto supplied the Philosophy of Life, or the only one which differed from a
mere theory of self-indulgence.” At the same time, Mill maintains the general
orientation already noted in his assessments of Athens, Plato, and, most impor-
tant, modern justice, namely, that human agency augments, not supplants,
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general moral development. An understanding of Mill’s views on Christianity
and religion is critical to a deeper understanding of On Liberty and his overall
political philosophy.19

Mill opens “The Utility of Religion” by noting moral and ethical concerns
that are characteristic of all religions: an object of the good by reference to
which our everyday actions are to be judged and an imaginative picture of hu-
man perfection. “The first question,” he asserts, “is interesting to everybody;
the latter only to the best.” In discussing the value of religion, Mill identifies his
dilemma as being similar to the predicament he ascribes to Plato. Mill is being
pulled apart by the “two noblest of all objects of pursuit, truth, and the general
good.”20 Mill fears social disintegration as society becomes driven solely by
negative, critical knowledge and suggests that religion is intellectually unsus-
tainable but politically justifiable. However, he immediately questions whether
religion itself is an extension of the requirements of moral and political order.
Putting forth the model of Sparta, Mill argues that it is comprehensive educa-
tion around a unified, authoritative framework, not religion, which provides
the moral foundation for good and bad behavior. It is our opinions alone, not
the heavens, which create the primary external incentives and sanctions that
deter the weak from failing to live up to their social obligations, while also es-
tablishing the means for the ambitious to realize their aims. He continues,

The love of glory; the love of praise; the love of admiration; the love of respect and
deference; even the love of sympathy, are portions of its [public opinion’s] attractive
power. . . . The fear of shame, the dread of ill repute, or of being disliked or hated, are
the direct and simple forms of its deterring power. . . . And again the attractive, or
impelling influence of public opinion, includes the whole range of what is com-
monly meant by ambition; for except in times of lawless military violence, the ob-
jects of social ambition can only be attained by means of the good opinion and fa-
vorable disposition of our fellow creatures; nor, in nine cases out of ten, would those
objects even be desired, were it not for the power they confer over the sentiments of
mankind. . . . And we ought to note that this motive is naturally strongest in the
most sensitive natures, which are the most promising material for the formation of
great virtues.21

Mill concedes that using supernatural gods to establish moral norms is ap-
propriate to the rudest and most primitive times, human beings stuck in igno-
rance and superstition. But what in earlier times could be conveyed only by
means of god and faith can now be apprehended by moral education. Indeed,
once its historical function of introducing social morality is complete, the con-
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tinued use of the supernatural maintains people in a condition of political tute-
lage and immaturity. “Belief, then, in the supernatural, great as the services
which it rendered in the early stages of human development, cannot be consid-
ered to be any longer required,” summarizes Mill, “either for enabling us to
know what is right or wrong in social morality, or for supplying us with motives
to do right and to abstain from what is wrong.”22

Turning to the question as to whether supernatural beliefs are necessary for
the perfection of human character, Mill argues that religion, like poetry, pri-
marily addresses the human desire to live a meaningful and beautiful existence.
Our existence is but a secluded moment in a world of infinite time and space,
as “the past and future are alike shrouded from us: we neither know the origin
of anything what is, nor its final destination.” With reason unable to compre-
hend the whole, we are able to address the human desire to understand the pur-
pose of human existence with the imagination only: “The imagination is free to
fill up the vacancy with the imagery most congenial to itself: sublime and ele-
vating if it be a lofty imagination, low and mean if it be a groveling one.” And
Mill argues that religion and art are the main instruments the imagination uses
to put forth the meaning and highest forms of human existence.23

In Mill’s account, religion differs from art in that it demands to know if our
conceptions of the meaning and highest forms of human existence “have reali-
ties answering to them in some other world than ours.” He asks whether pur-
suing this good requires traveling beyond the horizons in which we live, “or
whether the idealization of our earthly life, the cultivation of a high conception
of what it may be made, is not capable of supplying a poetry, and, in the best
sense of the word, a religion, equally fitted to exalt the feelings, and (with the
same aid from education) still better calculated to ennoble the conduct, than
any belief respecting the unseen powers.”24

Mill is aware that a complete rejection of the idea of a transcendent Being
could contribute to the further promotion of short-term, self-interested behav-
ior. Therefore a new religion, a Religion of Humanity, must look to the seem-
ingly endless character of the species, as well as to humanity’s inexorable drive
for improvement, “offering to the imagination and sympathies a large enough
object to satisfy any reasonable demand for grandeur of aspiration.” Mill pro-
jects a religiously informed idea of creative deeds for the public good, associat-
ing this outlook with ancient pursuits of permanent greatness and immortal
deeds. Turning to Cicero, Mill notes that ancient quests for immortality pro-
vided an uplifting, creative will both for the heroic individual and the polis, or
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regime. Cicero extolled the Athenians and Romans for being committed to
their own glory, but Mill’s Religion of Humanity will combine ancient and
modern aims: establishing heroic contributions to the general good of human-
ity as the basis for distinguishing the highest types of individuals.25

The key figures of Mill’s Religion of Humanity, in whose light one would
scrutinize his or her own activities, are primarily founders of beliefs and prac-
tices that serve the public good: Socrates, the founder of rationality; George
Washington, the founder of the American Republic; Marcus Aurelius, the
philosopher-ruler of the Roman Empire, who recognized the need to combine
innovation with moral obligations; Jesus Christ, the founder of a moral way of
life; and John Howard, the founder of the prison reform movement in En-
gland.26 Mill explains how such an idea of perfection would help influence in-
dividual behavior. Among the “individuals of superior natures,” these stan-
dards for emulation would attach sympathy and benevolence to their quests to
excel. “The highest minds, even now,” he writes, “live in thought with the great
dead, far more than with the living; and next to the dead, with those ideal hu-
man beings yet to come, whom they are destined never to see.” Among the gen-
eral mass, this idea of perfection would promote a reference point that would
contribute to the public’s ability to distinguish the “excellent and shameful.”27

Mill rejects the position that the absence of God in the Religion of Human-
ity means that he is proposing a type of moral outlook and not a religion. To
Mill, his proposed religion contains the defining feature of all religions: “the
strong and earnest desires toward an ideal object, recognized as of the highest
excellence, and as rightfully paramount over all selfish objects of desire.” Reli-
gion, like art, establishes something more than devotion to practical aims. It
creates a strong imaginative picture of what human perfection is, a picture that
is regularly appealed to by the most creative individuals in making conscien-
tious decisions on the most difficult, fundamental questions.28

A potential weakness of the Religion of Humanity, Mill concedes, lies in the
failure of its idea of immortality to address the widespread desire for an afterlife.
It establishes meaning for the highest type of life on earth, but nothing for af-
terwards. Mill’s hope, however, is that as this new religion is cultivated and
takes hold, its central ethic—creative deeds for the public good—will con-
tribute to the eradication of conditions that lead people to long for another
world. After all, Mill continues, the ancient Greek conception of afterlife held
little attraction for their feelings and imagination, but this did not lead them to
enjoy life less or fear mortality more than other people.29
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JESUS AND PLATO AS TEACHERS

OF THE HEROIC

Indeed, Mill compares this new religion favorably to Christianity. Rather than
basing its appeal for human excellence on the self-interested goal of eternal
happiness, the Religion of Humanity will establish innovation for the public
good as a good in itself: “It carries the thoughts and feelings out of self, and fixes
them on an unselfish object, loved and pursued as an end for its own sake.” This
religion will not worship the maker of an unrighteous world, but rather will
recognize worldly plights and inequities as challenges to be conquered.30 In
“The Utility of Religion” and “Theism,” Mill distinguishes Jesus from Chris-
tianity and advocates that Jesus be put forward as a morally excellent being, cre-
ating a standard of greatness and imitation for the Religion of Humanity. De-
spite the moral confusion fostered by Christianity—attributing a wicked
world to an omnipotent, perfect Creator—it has established the life of Jesus as
the embodiment of the idea that selfless devotion to the welfare of all is the
good. While the philosopher is enabled “to form a far truer and more consistent
conception of Ideal Goodness”—creative deeds that serve the public good—the
life of Jesus is an excellent example of human perfection. This standard, though
not in itself “amounting to what can be called a religion, seems to me excel-
lently fitted to aid and fortify that real, though purely religion, which some-
times calls itself the Religion of Humanity, and sometimes that of Duty.”31

Accordingly, Mill argues that a feature of Plato’s art contributes to the Reli-
gion of Humanity. Here Mill’s assessment of the ethical character of Plato’s 
poetry differs from that of romantics such as Coleridge and Shelley. In Mill’s
reading, Plato’s artistry does not create an “aesthetic state”—a society that over-
comes materialism and disunity—as understood by Coleridge. Neither does
Mill point to specific moral teachings like Shelley—the doctrine of recollec-
tion, the Myth of Er, among others—that paint a pervasive beauty that lies be-
yond the civilized world.32 Finally, Mill rejects the romantics’ position that
Plato’s art gives figurative form to moral truths. In Mill’s account, Plato’s dia-
logues generate feelings that lead to a few great individuals’ gaining the con-
sciousness that creative deeds that serve the public good is the best life. The
beauty of the Platonic dialogues cultivates feelings that lead to a love for noble
virtue or what Mill often refers to as human excellence.33 The Socrates of the
Gorgias, Mill explains, makes all other evils more tolerable than injustice of the
soul, not by logically proving it, but by the sympathy he calls forth with his in-
tense feeling of it: “He inspires heroism, because he shows himself a hero. And
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his failures in logic do not prevent the step marked by the Gorgias from being
one of the greatest ever made in moral culture—the cultivation of a preference
of duty for its own sake, as a higher state than that of sacrificing selfish prefer-
ences for a more distant self-interest.” The love of noble virtue, Mill concludes,
is a feeling that is inspired by loved ones, heroes, and artists—not philos-
ophy—and no writer has promoted more admiration for excellent individuals
than Plato. “It is this element which completes in him the character of a Great
Teacher,” he writes. “Others can instruct, but Plato is one of those who form
great men, by the combination of moral enthusiasm and logical discipline.”34

Mill is rejecting early British romanticism’s position that Plato’s art expresses
moral truth in figurative form. But Mill is not completely ignoring romanti-
cism. He is incorporating Plato’s dialogues into what mid-Victorian romantics
such as Matthew Arnold and Alfred Tennyson were calling the “grand style” of
writing. “Grand Style” writings are characterized by “men in a state of enthusi-
asm”—that is, individuals who feel strongly and nobly, who focus on delineat-
ing “human character and form in their utmost, or heroic, strength and
beauty.”35 This mid-Victorian desire by romantic writers to reinstall the heroic
tradition in England was a response in part to the new democratic theory which
limited political leaders to being instruments of the people. It also was a back-
lash to the mechanistic views of history as an interrelated play of class and cul-
tural forces under the imperious control of social laws. Most important, the
mid-Victorian romantics believed that, as society was abandoning belief in
God, poetry is the form that must take its place in putting forth what is the best
life. Writers such as Arnold and Tennyson believed that, given the great confu-
sion of the present transitional period from a religiously informed moral life to
a secular-based ethics, the potentially noble individual needed a map and
source of inspiration to lead him through the complexity, a guide to identify for
him the goals and practices he should keep in mind. The grand style would en-
courage the individual to engage in activities that will allow him to realize
heroic aims.36

Mill’s position that Plato’s and Jesus’ respective moral teachings reside pri-
marily in Plato’s portrayals of heroism and Jesus’ inspiring moral existence is a
radical break from the long tradition in the study of the history of political phi-
losophy that has maintained that in works like the Republic and Gorgias Plato
laid the basis for the Christian view of the world as a fallen and unredeemable
place—a dark cave indeed. Against this world, Plato, and then Jesus and the
Apostle Paul, promoted a transcendent notion of the Good, located in the
Forms and in Heaven, respectively. In Hegel’s account, for instance, Plato’s no-
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ble but flawed attempt to establish a new substantive ethics37 foreshadows Je-
sus’ and Christianity’s imperfect bid to establish a new universalistic outlook.
On the one hand, Jesus taught a new communal outlook based on universal
love and friendship. On the other hand, Jesus recognized that reforming the
corrupt Jewish community would compromise his new substantive ethics. Like
Plato, who did not take into account the subjective freedom initiated by the
Sophists and Socrates, Jesus chose to ignore the larger society and focused ex-
clusively on his friends and disciples. He ultimately decided that his message of
universal love was not of this world. Paul’s division between the earthly and
heavenly realms was to be the fate of Christianity and Western culture. “The
Christian religion,” states Hegel, “has certainly adopted the lofty principle that
man’s inner and spiritual nature is his true nature, and takes it as its universal
principle, though interpreting it in its own way as man’s inclination toward ho-
liness; but Plato and his philosophy had the greatest share in obtaining for
Christianity its rational organization and bringing it into the kingdom of the
supernatural, for it was Plato who made the first advance in this direction.”38

Mill does recognize the value of a specific moral teaching of Plato, but it has
nothing to do with transcendent notions of the Good. In “The Utility of Reli-
gion,” Mill explains that the only view of supernatural origin and government
of the universe that is consistent with the Religion of Humanity is the natural
religion of Plato’s Statesman. This is “the only form of belief in the supernatu-
ral—one only theory respecting the origin and government of the universe—
[that] stands wholly clear both of intellectual contradiction and moral ubiq-
uity.”39 In the Statesman, the Stranger explains that an intelligent, but not om-
nipotent, god shaped the world from already existent and not fully changeable
matter and force. This god was unable to create a very good world, leaving it to
humanity to push this task forward. The world, in short, is a product of a con-
flict between god’s contrived goodness and an intractable matter that is unable
to be fully reshaped and reformed.40 Mill believes that this view of a deity is
more consistent with what reason infers from the workings of nature and is a far
firmer basis for a morally beneficent god than the natural religion of the En-
lightenment. In the Autobiography, Mill explains that his father taught him the
value of this teaching, and “I . . . heard him express surprise that no one revived
it in our time.” Accordingly, in the “Inaugural Address,” Mill speaks of the ex-
istence of a ceaseless conflict between good and evil, warning the students that
they can neither avoid being a part of this battle nor abstain from a responsibil-
ity to side with the good. From this perspective, the Religion of Humanity cul-
tivates individuals to become a “fellow labourer with the Highest, a fellow com-
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batant in the great strife.” Mill admits that the evidence of Plato’s god in the
Statesman is too “shadowy and insubstantial” to be a substitute for the Religion
of Humanity, but the two outlooks “may be held in conjunction,” and there is
no harm created by Plato’s god providing some with the hope of a bright fu-
ture.41

In the “Inaugural Address” Mill discusses the importance of training the
highly educated mind to appreciate the art of Plato and, more generally, an aes-
thetic culture that establishes creative deeds that serve the public good as the
highest type of life. This form of art focuses on perfection of the individual, not
the community. Anticipating some of the themes found in Nietzsche’s monu-
mental history,42 Mill explains that the ethical aim of aesthetic culture is the
presentation of scenes and characters that play upon the feelings in such a way
as to establish love for the noblest conduct. If fully communicated, the stan-
dard of excellence becomes a model of inspiration and imitation to the few in-
dividuals who seek to transcend the safe but ordinary qualities of the many and
realize great deeds. “Thus feeling,” Mill notes, “we learn to respect ourselves
only so far as we feel capable of nobler objects . . . and . . . to sustain ourselves
by the ideal sympathy of the great characters of history: shall, I add, of ideal per-
fection embodied in a Divine Being?”43

The value of aesthetic culture for social life throughout history has been that
from the heroic characters “not only the noblest minds in modern Europe de-
rived much of what made them noble, but even the commoner spirits what
made them understand and respond to nobleness.” The goal of aesthetic cul-
ture, then, was the cultivation of the potentially heroic to be heroic and to
make the general public appreciative of such risk-taking conduct. Mill called
this study of aesthetic culture a part of general education as well and stated that
“it would be well if the more narrow-minded portion, both of the religious and
scientific education-mongers, would consider whether the books which they
are banishing from the hands of youth, were not instruments of national edu-
cation to the full as powerful as the catalogue of physical facts and religious
dogmas which they have substituted.”44

Whereas Mill’s account of Plato and Jesus breaks radically with much of the
Western philosophic tradition, it is instructive to note that Mill’s account of
aesthetic culture and human perfection still maintains important parallels with
Kant’s and other romantics’ thinking. Kant, for instance, like Mill, argues that
moral education and a high culture are necessary for moral perfection: “The
fact that virtue must be acquired (and is not innate) is contained already in the
concept of virtue. . . . That virtue can and must be taught follows from the fact
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that it is not innate.” Here Kant places particular emphasis on philosophers
contributing to a high culture for the citizenry. “That kings should philoso-
phize or philosophers become kings is not to be expected. . . . But that kings or
royal peoples (ruling themselves by laws of equality) should not let the class of
philosophers disappear or be silent but should let it speak publicly is indispens-
able . . . so that light may be thrown on their business; and, because this class is
by its nature incapable of forming seditious factions or clubs, it cannot be sus-
pected of spreading propaganda.” In certain respects, Mill’s emphasis on the
shift from the basic desires of self-interest to the principled desire to be original,
to found new practices and beliefs, and break customary practices parallels
Kant’s hierarchical order of the morally good over the interest-driven individ-
ual, but it is not the same. Mill’s highest type of individual is subrational, in
Kantian terms, because he remains concerned with himself, his uniqueness, his
practices, and his contributions. A founder must be unique by definition.45

The ethical significance of Mill’s aesthetic culture and Religion of Human-
ity, then, resides in their ability to inspire and raise some individuals beyond the
level of civil association. This art transcends attachment to things or objects by
directing exceptional individuals to channel their energies to higher ideals,
while also cultivating a public standard of human excellence. An ennobling
pleasure, Mill insists, comes from learning about individuals who have accom-
plished great deeds, and this aspiration of looking up to excellence is needed by
the English people more than any other as they are increasingly attending to the
mundane. “The more prosaic our ordinary duties,” Mill writes, “the more nec-
essary it is to keep up the tone of our minds by frequent visits to that higher re-
gion of thought and feeling, in which every work seems dignified in proportion
to the ends for which, and the spirit in which, it is done.” The existence and
cultivation of exceptional individuals in the general culture is crucial if English
society and state are to progress and avoid becoming mere instruments for the
satisfaction of substantive wants.46

Thoughtful commentators of Mill—Joseph Hamburger, Maurice Cowling,
Shirley Letwin, among others—argue Mill envisioned the Religion of Human-
ity or aesthetic culture ultimately becoming the general ethos of society, creat-
ing a level of social obligation inimical to human liberty. But Mill’s view of 
religion and culture exemplifies his use of religious, ancient, romantic, and lib-
eral themes: Mill uses the romantic conception of the aesthetic to combine the
religious idea of human perfection with the ancient ethos of founding practices
of lasting importance and the modern idea of contributing to the universal
good. Mill’s aim is not to replace the rules of equal justice with an aesthetic cul-
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ture but to discover the values and practices that cultivate human excellence
compatible with civil association. He seeks to win the public to a standard of
human excellence by establishing it as a desirable object rather than as an im-
posed obligation.47 In sum, Mill’s Religion of Humanity and aesthetic culture
perform their function in two ways: by emphasizing the value of individuals
who found new practices, this poetry embraces religious and ancient teachings
regarding human perfection and immortal deeds; by emphasizing the impor-
tance of lives that further the general good and extend the sympathetic bonds
among members of society, this poetry acts universally and fosters liberty and
equality. Finally, Mill reconciles all of these themes through the romantic use of
the imagination: the ability to frame and shape values that brings meaning to
human existence.

Mill uses this combination of human excellence and liberty to distinguish
his position of the Religion of Humanity from that of Comte. Mill praises
Comte for showing that a religion does not require a god to direct the energies
of people to noble goals, but he criticizes Comte for increasingly placing in-
dividualism in conflict with his creed. Mill argues that Comte—“a morality-
intoxicated man”—should learn from Catholicism’s distinction between a
morality obligatory on all believers and the standards required for attaining
perfection. But “like the extreme Calvinists, [Comte] requires that all believers
shall be saints, and damns them (after his own fashion) if they are not.” In both
On Liberty and the Autobiography, Mill charges that the elderly Comte’s idea of
religion as the singular aim of society is tyrannous.48

RATIONAL AND MORAL CRITIQUES

Mill’s proposal for a Religion of Humanity stems from humans’ inherent need
for explanations to the most fundamental questions. It provides a vision as to
what is the meaning and best forms of human existence. Mill’s “Nature” and
“Theism” tackle the same question from the opposite direction: the natural re-
ligion of the Enlightenment provides a low or vulgar picture as to what is the
meaning and best forms of life.

Mill is keenly aware that his assessment that the Enlightenment’s natural re-
ligion is irrational, immoral, and a detriment to self-development stands or falls
in part on the validity of the method he proposes to assess it. He initially at-
tempts to explain the existence of God by means of strictly natural causes. On
nature, Mill adopts a Baconian outlook: a vast and interlocking network of effi-

cient causes.49 In order to explain God one must ultimately know if he is the
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cause whereby all things are determined. Mill’s “famous methods of experi-
mental enquiry are designed specifically to locate, by means of eliminative rea-
soning, a salient condition preceding or accompanying a phenomenon ‘with
which it is really connected by an invariable law.’” From the precepts of his in-
ductive method, Mill analyzes arguments for Theism, focusing primarily on
whether nature reflects Design.50

Mill’s inductive method of agreement suggests that some parts of nature may
have been designed by an intelligent will. The thought behind Mill’s method of
agreement is that no feature not common to the circumstances in which the
phenomenon occurs can be its cause, since the phenomenon is capable of oc-
curring in its absence. In short, if there is a sole feature common to all the differ-
ent cases, this is the only remaining candidate to play the causal role.51 While
Mill considers this method the weakest of his four inductive approaches, he as-
serts that this particular argument is a strong one for this type. For instance,
Mill cannot disprove the hypothesis that the eye has been designed. The dis-
parate components of the eye resemble one another in that they all enable the
eye to see. The conjunction of parts that form the eye had a foundation in time,
suggesting another antecedent. The eye exists in a diverse set of animals, reduc-
ing the possibility of chance and suggesting a common antecedent. The dis-
tinct components of the different animals’ eyes contribute to one end—
sight—suggesting the possibility of Design.52 Mill declares that the idea of a
Creator cannot be denied, although it must be placed on the lower level of pos-
sibilities: “Though [this] ground is unsafe we may, with due caution, journey to
a new destination on it.” Skepticism is the right theoretical attitude toward
God.53

However, the principles of scientific investigation are a necessary but insuffi-

cient condition for developing valid views of God, states Mill. It is not enough
that God’s existence be evaluated naturalistically. It is also necessary to distin-
guish the moral meaning of God from his existence.54 This distinction can be un-
derstood better when seen in light of Hume’s criticism of natural religion. For
Hume, what is critical as we attempt to understand God is the way he works in
nature. Accordingly, Hume’s Philo in the Dialogues on Natural History of Reli-
gion explains how the physical world compromises or disproves all beliefs in
God’s existence. Hume’s larger aim in doing this is to free our understanding of
morality from any need of appeal to supernatural origins and maintenance.
Human nature is adequate to evolve its own directives, and morality need not be
imposed on us from above. “No action can be virtuous or morally good,” states
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Hume, “unless there be in human nature some motive to produce it, distinct
from the sense of its morality.”55 Like Hume, Mill studies nature to determine
God’s existence. Unlike Hume, Mill also examines the moral implications of the
view that a good and just Being created and governs the world. For Mill, our un-
derstanding of the immoral character of nature provides clues to the possible
wisdom, power, and goodness of God. And Mill argues that “God still can be
worshiped even if his power is limited, perhaps even if his intelligence is limited,
but not if his moral character is questionable.” Unlike Hume’s, Mill’s analysis of
natural religion centers on the ethical and moral character of God and nature.56

Mill’s “moral” approach to God and religious questions more generally
differentiated his analysis of Darwinian and Theistic views on the origin of the
species from that of his contemporaries. For instance, T. H. Huxley, W. H.
Lecky, and Herbert Spencer viewed Darwinian and Theistic positions as the
latest battle in the permanent conflict between reason and faith. In contrast,
Benjamin Jowett and the Essayists who led the Broad Church party felt that
Darwinism or any other result from scientific inquiry could not harm the
teachings of Christian faith: all truth is God’s truth. To Mill, Theism and Dar-
win offer different explanations of nature, and the philosopher reasons to eval-
uate the rational quality and moral implications of each theory.57

In “Nature” and “Theism,” Mill primarily examines the modern natural law
theorists’ position that the existence and cohesion of civil society are the result
of the natural power of morality. From this perspective, an objective, naturally
recognized and followed standard of justice that predated society, enabled it to
emerge, and now sustains it, is a real force in the world. Mill counters that there
is no objective, rational standard of order derived from nature that constitutes
a binding code of morality or natural law. He demonstrates this through his ac-
count of nature, which explains that, without the artificial aid of human activ-
ity, nature does not provide ends or purposes; it is chaotic, meaningless, and
unjust:58

Nature impales men, breaks them as if on the wheels, casts them to be devoured by
wild beasts, burns them to be devoured, crushes them with stones like the first Chris-
tian martyr, starves them with hunger, freezes them with cold, poisons them by the
quick or slow venom of her exaltations, and has hundreds of other hideous deaths in
reserve, such as the ingenious cruelty of a Nabis or a Domitian never surpassed. All
this, Nature does with the most supercilious disregard both of mercy and of justice,
emptying her shafts upon the best and noblest indifferently with the meanest and the
worst; upon those who are engaged in the highest and worthiest enterprises, and of-
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ten as the consequence of the noblest acts; and it might almost be imagined as a pun-
ishment for them.59

How can a reckless nature, Mill asks, which ushers in anarchy, chaos, and injus-
tice, be attributed to a God at once good and omnipotent? The problem remains
that, for those with an “exercised intellect” to reconcile these conflicting views,
there is no way to sustain belief, “save by sophistication and perversion, either of
the understanding or of the conscience.” It is only in the context of the artificial
construct of civilization, Mill continues, “that the notion . . . ever could have
grown up, that goodness was natural: because only after a long course of artificial
education did good sentiments become so habitual, and so predominant over
bad, as to arise unprompted when occasion called for them.”60

Mill repudiates two key precepts of natural religion—that the machinery of
nature creates a reciprocity of rights that is the foundation of justice and all so-
cial existence, and that the design of nature indicates a Deity who wills happi-
ness for his creatures. Mill complains that these principles transform the con-
ception of a developed existence into an essentially selfish existence. It debases
the meaning of religion and insulates a prosaic, self-interested morality from
scrutiny and reform: “This falling below the best of the ancients, and doing
what lies in it to give human morality an essentially selfish character . . . dis-
connects each man’s feelings of duty from the interests of his fellow creatures,
except so far as a self-interested inducement is offered to him for consulting
them.”61 Mill recognizes that human happiness exists, and that one cannot rule
out that an Author of nature included this capacity in his design. But to infer
from this capacity that the single or highest aim of the Creator is human hap-
piness “is not only not justified by the evidence but is a conclusion in opposi-
tion to such evidence as we have.”62 Unfortunately, “the same slovenliness of
thought, and subjection of the reason to fears, wishes, and affections, which en-
able them [the public] to accept such a theory involving a contradiction in
terms, prevents them from seeing the logical consequences of the theory.”63

Mill goes further and qualifies Pufendorf ’s position that God wills human-
ity’s self-preservation. Observation of the species, responds Mill, reveals that
little more can be said than that the Creator “does not wish His works to perish
as soon as they are created.” Mill concludes that “that much applauded class of
authors, the writers on natural theology, have, I venture to think, entirely lost
their way. . . . If the maker of the world can will all that he will, he wills misery,
and there is no escape from the conclusion.”64 Mill summarizes a morally and
intellectually consistent position for natural religion on the attributes of God:
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“A Being of great but limited power, how or by what limited we cannot even
conjecture; of great, and perhaps unlimited intelligence, but perhaps, also,
more narrowly limited than His power: who desires, and pays some regard to,
the happiness of his creatures, but who seems to have other motives which he
cares more for, and who can hardly be supposed to have created the universe for
that purpose alone. Such is the Deity that Natural Religion points to.”65

Going on the offensive, Mill argues that the continued association of an om-
nipotent and omniscient God with an “immoral” nature contributes to the love
of God being based on the worship of power. Such a view diminishes the dis-
tinction between noble and maleficent force and lowers the idea of a good 
human being: “The tendency of the human mind to the worship of power, 
is well understood.” Now, God is worshiped by an immense majority as 
“the Almighty, not as the All-good, as he who can destroy, not as he who has
blessed.”66 Equally important, the stance that nature reflects God’s will con-
tributes to a political and moral outlook that is not interventionist toward na-
ture, including human nature. Natural religion, in Mill’s account, reinforces
traditional empiricism’s restricted view that justice and the good existence are
mere mechanical effects of incentives. This view that human conduct is auto-
mated obedience to causal natural laws turns its back on an integral dimension
of the human condition: mental and moral development. “When the mind is
no longer compelled . . . ,” Mill writes, “to exercise its vital powers on the ques-
tions which its beliefs present to it, there is a progressive tendency to forget all
of the belief except the formularies, or to give a dull and torpid assent, as if ac-
cepting it on trust dispensed with the necessity of realizing it in consciousness,
or testing it by personal evidence, until it almost ceases to connect itself at all
with the inner life of the human being.”67

Mill charges that natural religion contributes to a vague notion “that though
it is very proper to control this or that natural phenomenon, the general scheme
of nature is a model to imitate: that with more or less liberty in details, we
should on the whole be guided by the spirit and general conception of nature’s
ways.” He counters that “to bid people conform to the laws of nature when they
have no power but what the laws of nature give them is an absurdity.” Although
nature may at times fill us with awe and wonder, no one who has studied it se-
riously would establish nature as a normative standard or ought: “Nature can-
not be a proper model for us to imitate. Either it is right that we should kill be-
cause nature kills; torture because nature tortures; ruin and devastate because
nature does the like; or we ought not to consider at all what nature does, but
what it is good to do.” If confronted by a choice between nature and artifice,
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Mill clearly opts that the side of freedom and progress is certainly with the lat-
ter. “There is hardly anything valuable in the natural man except capacities,”
declares Mill, “a whole world of possibilities, all of them dependent upon emi-
nently artificial discipline for being realized.” The Enlightenment’s natural re-
ligion, Mill concludes, limits the role of artificial discipline and fetters develop-
ment of higher modes of human life.68

REASON AND POETRY

Mill concludes the last essay of the Three Essays on Religion, “Theism,” by stak-
ing out a position on natural religion that will further his goal of cultivating hu-
man agency and self-development. Mill posits that, at most, we are left with the
hope that there is a creator and an afterlife. He now asks, What is the proper at-
titude the philosopher should take to this god whose very existence is consid-
ered to be only marginally possible, whose power over matter is not absolute,
whose love for his creatures is not his single actuating aim? Should the philoso-
pher include this god in the ethics and morality of the future? Mill is asking
himself the same question that he believes Plato unsuccessfully confronted:
What is the proper relation between reason and poetry, reason and faith?69

That is, what is the relation between philosophy’s quest to discover the truth
and the social need for ennobling poetical and religious teachings?

In answering these questions, Mill once again weaves his way through em-
piricism and romanticism—expanding beyond the bounded, reproductive
view of the imagination posited by the Anglo-Scottish tradition, while also re-
jecting the boundlessly creative imagination of the German Romantics. To an
early Anglo-Scottish thinker such as Hobbes, the poet was a mere recorder,
whose imagination was only a “sort of decaying memory.” Moreover, Hobbes
emphasized that the human imagination’s response to fear of the unknown led
to “the greatest part of the religion of the gentiles in times past, that worshipped
satyrs, fawns, nymphs, and the like; and now-a days the opinion that rude peo-
ple have of fairies, ghosts, and goblins, and the power of witches.” For later An-
glo-Scottish thinkers such as Hume and Smith, the imagination had a slightly
wider significance: a type of aggregative power that may, by a process of associ-
ation, rearrange ready-made elements so as to establish a new pattern. The
imagination has the potential to provide extra, adding beauty or color to the
impressions of truth known through sensory experience. But because the imag-
ination has the potential to create both deception and harmony, these thinkers
never overcame their ambivalent attitude toward it. On the one hand, states
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Hume, “nothing is more dangerous to reason than the flights of the imagina-
tion, and nothing has been the occasion of more mistakes among philoso-
phers.” On the other hand, Hume continues, we save ourselves from the total
skepticism of the world created by philosophy “by means of that singular and
seemingly trivial property of the fancy, by which we enter with difficulty into
remote views of things.”70

For the German Romantics, the objects that impressions throw off are al-
ways of far less consequence than the imagination, by means of which the indi-
vidual—most notably, the artist—seeks to control and reshape the outside
world. To these thinkers, the mind does not reflect external objects; it is a radi-
ant projector that shapes and reshapes the world we see. Many German Ro-
mantics rejected the idea that objective laws solely govern an external world, ar-
guing that the artist’s imagination is the tool with which to transform and
create the world. Here the most creative individuals combine nature and art,
both the knowledge of understood rules and a spontaneous creativity that tran-
scended conventions and prevailing practices. The former can be taught and
learned, but the latter is a gift of nature.71

Mill argues that the German Romantics have gone too far. He is unwilling to
endorse such a radical subjectivism. Mill insists that the imagination is not a
blind or spontaneous agent: it must respect the laws of nature and society that
have been discovered by science and philosophy. “The Germans . . . have per-
verted both thought and phraseology,” he writes, “when they made Artist the
term for expressing the highest order of moral and intellectual greatness. The
older idea is true—that Art, in relation to Truth, is but a language. Philosophy
is the proper name for that exercise of the intellect which enucleates the truth
to be expressed. The Artist is not the Seer; not he who can detect truth, but he
who can clothe a given truth in the most expressive and impressive symbols.”72

Mill also denies the view prevalent among nineteenth-century Anglo-Scot-
tish thinkers that scientific investigations can provide normative guidance to
philosophers on the proper goals and ends of a political society.73 To Mill, sci-
ence primarily enables philosophers who aim to create or legislate such goals to
avoid foolish and futile proposals. He explains that the philosophic legislator’s
Art or Poetry shapes chaotic nature into a harmonious whole and structures hu-
man conduct at different levels and ends. To Mill, the artistic side of political
philosophy—the poietic feature of political philosophy—defines and proposes
ends to be attained by different sections of society and hands them over to sci-
ence for investigation. The scientific side of the political philosopher studies
the aims and sends them back to Art with a theorem of the combination of cir-
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cumstances by which they could be produced. At this point, Mill concludes,
“Art then examines these combinations of circumstances, and according as any
of them are not in human power, pronounces the end attainable or not.” The
philosopher’s vision of the good society “is thus a joint result of laws of nature
disclosed by science, and of the general principles of what has been called . . .
the Doctrine of Ends.”74

In Mill’s account, the political and moral philosopher combines in himself
the elements of art and reason, the ability to create meanings for human exis-
tence within the context of knowable laws of nature and society: “Now, the im-
perative mood is the characteristic of art, as distinguished from science[,] . . .
and ethics or morality is properly a portion of the art corresponding to the sci-
ences of human nature and society. . . . The complete art of any matter includes
a selection of such a portion from the science as is necessary to show on what
conditions the effects which the art aims at producing depend.”75 Mill posits
that the imaginative mind that does not conflict too sharply with philosophic
and scientific understandings of the truth is a powerful constructive influence
in society. Art is good as long as it hovers around the understanding of reason,
as opposed to conflicting with reason, as religion often does.

CHRISTIANITY OF THE FUTURE

Mill retains this framework on the relation between Art and Science in his as-
sessment of the role Christianity or any type of theism will play in the morality
of the future. Anticipating the prosaic character of modernity, Mill cautions fu-
ture philosophy to leave as much room as possible to “even small probabilities
on this subject [God] which furnish the imagination with any footing to sup-
port itself upon.” To Mill, it is legitimate to establish hope for the Christian
idea of God provided that it is a God of limited powers. Consistent with his
support of Plato’s natural religion in the Statesman and his view that Chris-
tianity is moral as long as it continues to reform itself, Mill states that if people
need a God let them conceive in their imagination a Being unlimited in good-
ness but limited in power, thereby freeing themselves of the moral confusion
created by the idea of the all-powerful and benevolent God: “If the maker of the
world can all that he will, he wills misery, and there is no escape from the con-
clusion.” The recognition of such a God of limited powers could possibly help
check ideas that life is insignificant. More important, it provides a moral im-
perative to the tasks of encouraging human energy and cultivating human
character. Rather than regarding life and nature as reflections of the moral char-
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acter of the Deity, Christianity should see the world as the product of a conflict
between God’s contrived goodness and an intractable matter.76

Mill believes that this type of Christianity is not inconsistent with his pro-
posed Religion of Humanity, which puts forth creative deeds that serve the
public good as the highest type of life. He also believes that this position on nat-
ural religion avoids the problem he identifies with most of Plato’s art, as this 
poetic idea of God does not conflict too sharply with reason. “Truth is the
province of reason,” states Mill, “and it is by the cultivation of the rational fac-
ulty that provision is made for its being known always, and thought of as often
as is required by duty and circumstance of human life. But when the reason is
strongly cultivated, the imagination may safely follow its own end, and do its
best to make life pleasant and lovely inside the castle, in reliance on the fortifi-

cations raised and maintained by Reason round the outward bounds.”77

How seriously Mill took to the possibility of a restoration of deep beliefs in a
Christian God can only be a matter of speculation. We do know for certain that
Mill felt such beliefs should not center on the idea of an omnipotent creator.
Still, he is willing to maintain God’s goodness, however facetious or serious
Mill may be. Christianity must take another step, however. Only by reforming
the natural religion that had reformed revealed Christianity, concludes Mill,
could Christian beliefs contribute to ending intellectual and moral confusion
and help establish practices and values that generate human creativity that con-
tributes to the public good.

CHRISTIANITY AND MODERNITY

Mill’s position that modern England is a secularization of Christian beliefs in
key dimensions has important continuities and differences with positions de-
veloped by seminal Continental philosophers. By situating Mill’s position in
relation to some of these thinkers, Mill’s (and the other philosophers’) self-im-
posed task for formulating a morality of the future grows clearer. Kant, for in-
stance, maintained that Christianity inaugurated “the moral law” that created
“a thoroughgoing revolution in doctrines of faith.” The Christian religion,
Kant writes, taught what no prior ethical philosophy—whether Cynic, Epi-
curean, or Stoic—had recognized: The moral law in all its purity provided both
an opportunity and a necessity for our own moral development. Among all his-
torical faiths, Christianity best embodied the essence of pure, rational ethical
religion, discoverable behind the symbolism of its various dogmas and rituals.
What enabled Christianity to develop this universal character, Kant continued,
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is its founding as a moral, rather than a statutory, religion: “and as thus entering
into the closest relation with reason so that, through reason, it was able of itself,
without historical learning, to be spread at all times and among all peoples with
the greatest trustworthiness.” Jesus’ essential message was the public promulga-
tion of a “pure rational faith,” a “moral religion” consisting of the same moral
law that all persons already find in their hearts. Kant’s self-imposed task was to
complete the revolution initiated by Christianity. This required the negative
task of clearing up the inconsistencies and mystical notions of the old historical
religions, including those of Christianity, which had to be done before the con-
structive goal of establishing a new moral religion of reason could be fully ac-
complished.78

In his accounts of Plato, and then of Jesus and the Apostle Paul, Hegel ar-
gued that all were unable to integrate subjective freedom with a new universal-
istic outlook; a failure that continued to plague Western culture.79 However, to
Hegel, the secularization and diffusion of the Protestant moral conscience had
begun to overcome this schism and become the great engine of history from the
Reformation to the French Revolution, “as everything in the moral and spiri-
tual world began to be submitted to subjective thought.” Human beings “are
unwilling to acknowledge in their attempts anything which has not been justi-
fied by thought,” states Hegel. This subjective freedom “is the characteristic
property of the modern age, as well as being the distinctive principle of Protes-
tantism.” Hegel maintains that this subjective point of view, “one that ties
moral evaluation to the purity of intentions and admits as good only intentions
to obey” subjective freedom, “is itself a historical practice.” It does not simply
discover at a certain time what “pure reason determines as obligatory.” Indeed,
in Hegel’s assessment of Socrates, this moral conscience, when isolated from
other moral considerations, necessarily leads to radical subjectivism and ni-
hilism.80

Indeed, Hegel’s self-imposed task is to allow the present historical epoch to
understand itself, as the subjective will derived from Protestantism realizes the
objective determinations of right and duty: “In this way the ethical substantial
order has attained its right, and its right to validity. That is to say, the self-will 
of the individual has vanished together with the private conscience that had
claimed independence and had opposed itself to the ethical substance.”81

Modern institutions such as family, civil law, commerce, association in corpo-
rations, some form of representative political life, and a world order of states all
embody modern social roles within which the subjective freedom of agents de-
rived from Protestantism is realized. These institutions are the true objects of
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the subjective will and the embodiment of human freedom. The philosopher’s
task is to comprehend and identify this realization.82

Mill also embraces the idea that modern England is a secular realization of
Christian principles in important dimensions. But Mill emphasizes the nega-
tive consequences that stem from this continuity. In his account, both outlooks
continue the historical tendency of new modes of thought, discarding the half-
truths of that mode of thought it supersedes. English liberalism continues
Christianity’s opposition to the active and energetic human qualities that lead
to high ambitions, dignity, self-respect, self-command, and exertions of human
energy. While the modern Englishman is more just than the ancient Greek, he
has far less faith in himself as an agent of his own desires, has less energy, and, in
important respects, is less free:

Comparing the best Grecian with the best modern community, is the superiority
solely on the side of the moderns? Has there not been deterioration as well as im-
provement, and the former perhaps almost as marked as the latter? There is more hu-
manity, more mildness of manners, though this only from a comparatively recent
date; the sense of moral obligation is more cosmopolitan, and depends less for its ac-
knowledgement on the existence of some special tie. But we greatly doubt if most of
the positive virtues were not better conceived, and more highly prized, by the public
opinion of Greece than by that of Great Britain; while negative and passive qualities
have now engrossed the chief part of the honour paid to virtue; and it may be ques-
tioned if even private duties are, on the whole, better understood, while duties to the
public, unless in cases of special trust, have almost dropped out of the catalogue: that
idea, so powerful in the free States of Greece, has faded into a mere rhetorical orna-
ment.83

Mill also is far less hopeful about an imminent realization of principles of
freedom than either Kant or Hegel. The antagonistic relations between oppos-
ing ideas demonstrate that one-sidedness is the rule and synthesis is the excep-
tion. And there does not seem to be any alternative to this constant action and
reaction of historically significant modes of thought. Public opinion rallies
around the dominant idea of truth, while oppositionists, rather than aiming to
add to the “suppressed and neglected truths” that form the necessary balance to
the received ones, establish an alternative one-sided idea as the whole truth.
“One-sidedness has always been the rule . . . ,” Mill asserts. “Even progress,
which ought to superadd, for the most part only substitutes one partial and in-
complete truth for another; improvement consisting chiefly in this, that the
new fragment of truth is more wanted, more adapted to the needs of the time,
than that which it displaces.”84 Mill’s position that a synthesis of contrasting
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ideas of liberty is not imminent will lead to a dramatic—and arguably self-de-
feating—innovation in his political philosophy.

Thus, in Mill’s account, contrasting ideas of Western morality have issued
conflicting lessons. On the one hand, the classical and romantic-expressive out-
looks (in different ways) teach that the will, powerful desires, developed ratio-
nality, pride, and the desire for distinctiveness and excellence are powerful
springs for human agency. On the other hand, Christianity’s moral universal-
ism and English liberalism’s justice instruct the importance of equality, obedi-
ence, and general moral development. Mill summarizes that neither of these
outlooks is the law of human development, as their admirers are prone to make
them. He believes that the political philosopher in general and himself in par-
ticular must desire and work for the reconciliation of these giant adversaries.
The resolution of their respective thesis and antithesis into the synthesis of a
comprehensive morality of the future is the philosopher’s highest goal. Is Mill
capable of mediating this fault line in Western morality?
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Chapter 6 On Liberty: The

Summum Bonum of Modern

Liberalism

163

Modern liberal thought does not center on human perfection or the
best life. “Liberalism’s deepest conviction is in place” from its very in-
ception, in the belief of the earliest defenders of toleration, born in
horror at the religious wars, “that cruelty is an absolute evil, an offense
against God or humanity.” It is because of that tradition that liberal
political philosophy has generally resisted views that there is a sum-
mum bonum, or best way of life.1 Liberal thinkers have generally
feared that a standard of what is best could easily grant political au-
thorities the unconditional right to impose beliefs and practices on
the citizenry to that end. Enlightenment views and shifts in theoreti-
cal outlooks reinforced this view—in particular, scientific skepticism
about a moral order external and independent of human beings—
which revealed that the idea of the best life was a human invention
and often a product of a society’s particular needs and values. Hence
liberals generally insist that the quest for perfection be relegated to the
private sphere of religious beliefs or aesthetic self-expression. Liberal-
ism generally focuses on the characteristics of a political order that will
avoid the summum malum, the highest evil, making the aim of politics



the more limited goal of avoiding the worst rather than realizing the best. Mill
sets out to fill this putative vacuum in liberal thought in On Liberty.

Mill’s goal in chapter  of On Liberty is to establish a quality which charac-
terized Athenian democracy but is noticeably absent in modern societies: an
idea of human excellence or “an acceptable standard of virtuous conduct.”2

Mill’s initial portrait of human excellence is clearly consistent with his admira-
tion for both the Platonic dialectic and the Athenian creative will, as both
Socrates and Pericles are projected as the highest type of human beings
throughout the chapter. Indeed, Pericles is presented as the standard of human
excellence or summum bonum for humanity, representing as he does the cre-
ative individual who transcends ordinary practices and views to realize the pub-
lic good. At the same time, however, Mill also invokes themes in this discussion
consistent with his appreciation for Sparta, the goal of Plato’s moral teachings,
and, most important, the modern moral conscience. The celebration of willful,
creative individuals, warns Mill, must not be allowed to degenerate into sup-
port for types like Alcibiades, individuals who transcend the ordinary to pursue
private gain at public expense. To this end, he fuses or synthesizes the Chris-
tian/modern conception of universal justice, which is represented by the Cal-
vinist reformer John Knox, with the ancient creativity of Pericles.

This initial discussion of the best life, however, does not end Mill’s examina-
tion of human excellence in On Liberty. Upon analyzing the type of environ-
ment that must be fostered to cultivate human flourishing, Mill reformulates
his own proposal on human excellence and adopts a more expressive concep-
tion of the highest life. Here the developed individual distinguishes himself
through his uniqueness and opposition to public opinion, encouraging alter-
native modes of existence that will contribute to new synthetic truths and
higher modes of existence. In England, Mill warns, the long term, back and
forth battle between contrasting conceptions of liberty has faded, and an era of
listless quiescence is arriving. To replenish our capacity for human agency,
which is a precondition for human progress and human liberty, we need to en-
courage and support alternative modes of existence, with individuals experi-
encing conflict between themselves and society.

The movement of Mill’s thought in chapter  of On Liberty is through the
two major discussions that constitute its basic structure: the essential need for a
conception of human excellence that synthesizes ancient and modern concep-
tions of liberty, and an expressive idea of the best life that is characterized by
spontaneity, struggle, and self-development. I examine both visions of devel-
oped individuality—showing what they invoke, what qualities they exemplify,

The Summum Bonum of Modern Liberalism164



how they are similar, how they are different, why each conflicted with English
liberalism, and why, in Mill’s view, the expressive conception of human excel-
lence is ultimately preferable. Mill’s hierarchical politics, as I show, are linked to
his expressive conception of the best life, and Mill envisions intellectuals recon-
ciling and synthesizing diverse ways of life into new synthetic political and
moral truths for society.

THE FREE INDIVIDUAL

In chapter  of On Liberty, Mill’s various analyses of the developed individual
revolve around the various themes examined in this book: the cultivation of
reason (Plato); the necessity for strong desires and will (Athens); the continuity
between Christianity and modernity (fidelity to a universal authority); a pic-
ture of human perfection that combines creativity and concern for the public
good (Religion of Humanity and aesthetic culture); the overcoming of the os-
cillations in Western morality between competing conceptions of liberty (an-
cient versus moderns, empiricism versus romanticism); the integration of the
reformed Platonic dialectic with the synthetic dialectic of Coleridge and the
German Romantics; and the necessity to reform compatibilism—that is, the
need to formulate a conception of liberty that combines empiricism’s causality
and the romantic conception of free will. Mill introduces his discussion of a
modern idea of human excellence while praising von Humboldt’s view that
freedom and variety of situations are the requisites to human individuality. Mill
grants the value of previous experiences but argues that what distinguishes hu-
manity from other species is the capacity of individual members to choose
which parts of the past are appropriate for his or her needs. “No one’s idea of ex-
cellence in conduct,” states Mill, “is that people should do absolutely nothing
but copy one another.” Trends and customs may be too restrictive and, more
important, may fetter the creative individual, to the great loss of society as a
whole.3

Mill posits that a free approach to customs is desirable because it fosters a
certain type of human being. In understanding the causes of our actions and
desires, we no longer acquiesce to them but proactively and consciously submit
them to the control of our rational faculties. Choice in regard to different
modes of existence performs the same task as Plato’s dialectic, allowing for the
development of individual judgment, which is the highest quality of human
life: “The human faculties of perception, judgment, discriminative feeling,
mental activity, and even moral preference are exercised only in making a
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choice.” Rather than being subjected to the pursuit of one’s empirically given
desires, this individual knows himself to be a creature of social practices that he
neither blindly submits to nor vainly rejects but takes an active interest in iden-
tifying their value. This liberated self is a master of his passions and his goals.
He thinks about life and the roads he is required to take in developing it. He is
truly free.4

More important, Mill argues that freedom of action is necessary if individu-
als are to realize the qualities essential to self-mastery. Strength of character is
forged through making decisions and realizing aims. If the individual does not
actively engage the world, “he gains no practice in discerning or desiring what
is best.” If an individual fails to consciously choose and resolutely pursue a way
of life, his distinct human qualities of reason and will atrophy, for “the mental
and moral, like the muscular powers, are improved only by being used.” By
contrast, “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.”
The value of human life, Mill continues, depends not only on what an individ-
ual does but also upon what he becomes. An individual who leads a decent and
productive life but allows his life to be completely structured by others is no
more than a machine. “It is possible that he might be guided in some good
path, and kept out of harm’s way, without any of these [reason and will] things.
But what will be his comparative worth as a human being?” Mill asks. “Human
nature is not a machine to be built after a model, and set to do exactly the work
prescribed for it, but a tree, which requires to grow and develop itself on all
sides, according to the tendency of the inward forces that make it a living
thing.”5 Whereas the key figures of romanticism, Rousseau and Kant, had con-
sistently juxtaposed the human species with machines and other animals to
identify a supposed supranatural or transcendent character of the human spe-
cies, Mill uses the same contrast to make his argument more morally com-
pelling, while eschewing Rousseau’s and Kant’s assumption that human beings
have the capacity to overcome nature.6

Human excellence, however, demands not only the cultivation of reason and
energy, but also the elevation of the will. Mill puts forth the positive role of im-
pulse in enabling the individual to gain self-command. Consistent with his
analysis of Athens, Mill posits that powerful desires contribute to strong wills,
and that the stronger the will, the more raw materials exist for an autonomous
existence that originates new practices. Mill concedes that such drive is a dou-
ble-edged sword. It may be the source of either good or evil energy: “but more
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good may always be made of an energetic nature than that of an indolent and
impassive one . . . as . . . one whose desires and impulses are not his own has no
character, no more than a steam engine has character.” Unable to comprehend
the proper relation between strong desires and the general good, English liber-
alism has instead focused on circumscribing the passions, cutting willfulness
off at the source rather than trying to trim the bad and keep the good. Mill
counters with the same lesson he drew from his engagements with Plato and
the Athenian creative will: the key to the moral character of human agency and
energy is the cultivation of the just moral conscience; the drives and desires that
inspire action are moderated, channeled, and uplifted by a morality of justice.
“It is not because men’s desires are strong that they act ill: it is because their con-
sciences are weak. There is no natural connection between strong impulses and
a weak conscience,” argues Mill. “Desires and impulses are as much a part of a
perfect human being as beliefs and restraints; and strong impulses are only per-
ilous when not properly balanced, when one set of aims and inclinations is de-
veloped into strength, while others, which ought to coexist with them, remain
weak and inactive.” Internal direction of the desires by equally important forces
of reason, will, and justice, Mill concludes, contributes to human perfection,
and a society that denies the role of strong desires does not progress.

Mill anticipates objections to his position that a will forged around strong
desires contributes to developed individuality. Not only does the denial of such
a will stabilize a stagnant status quo, but, worse yet, this self-denying confor-
mity is lauded as human excellence. Here is where Mill reintroduces his thesis
that English liberalism is a secular extension of Christianity in an important
domain. The modern conception of fidelity to law, Mill argues, continues the
Calvinist tradition of cultivating the passive, obedient individual as the highest
type. While many liberals in England do not recognize this affinity with Cal-
vinism, these moderns, in fact, merely substitute obedience to one external au-
thority for another, the first in heaven, the current in rules and public opinion.
The Christian and English modern obey external authority:

It is so, on the Calvinistic theory. According to that, the one great offense of man is
self-will . . . and it is held, in a mitigated form, by many who do not consider them-
selves Calvinists; the mitigation consisting in giving a less ascetic interpretation to
the alleged will of God, asserting it to be his will that man should gratify some of
their inclinations, of course not in the manner that they prefer, but in the way of
obedience, that is, in a way prescribed to them by authority, and, therefore, by the
necessary condition of the case, the same for all. . . . Many persons, no doubt, sin-
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cerely think that human beings thus cramped and dwarfed are as their Maker de-
signed them to be, just as many have thought that trees are a much finer thing when
clipped into pollards, or cut out into figures of animals, than as nature made them.7

Once again, Mill laments the one-sided development of Western morality.
He recognizes the contribution of the moral universalism of Christianity,
which gave rise to a Church that assumed responsibility for heaping its precepts
on all sectors of society, including the warlike kings and other barbarous types:
“There was a time when the element of spontaneity and individuality was in ex-
cess, and the social principle had a hard struggle with it. The difficulty then was
to induce men of strong bodies or minds to pay obedience to any rules which
required them to control their impulses.” But history swung too much to the
other side. The exclusive emphasis on taming individuality has existed for too
long and now threatens to eradicate completely humanity’s capacity to will and
create. Mill suggests that those inculcated in this sort of regime, who “become
incapable of any strong wishes or native pleasures,” have their human nature
“maim[ed] by compression, like a Chinese lady’s foot.”8 To put this in terms of
Mill’s understanding of some of the topics already discussed: Sparta’s stability is
being raised above Athenian creativity; Nicias, not Pericles, represents human
excellence; Plato’s poetry and moral statements stand above the liberating di-
alectic; Kant’s idea of human excellence prevails over Mill’s idea of the best life.

Consistent with his view of both the Religion of Humanity and natural reli-
gion, Mill argues that a religion more consistent with the idea of a “good Being”
would establish human excellence as a life in which the “human faculties . . .
[are] . . . cultivated and unfolded, not rooted out and consumed.”9 Here Mill
puts forth the historical figures of Pericles, Alcibiades, and Knox to illustrate
human perfection: the fusion of ancient and modern qualities leading to the
highest possible good. Pericles, of course, is the Athenian statesman who cre-
atively led the Athenian citizenry to serve the public good, and Mill consis-
tently puts him forward as the model of human excellence: “It is impossible to
estimate how great a share this one man had in making the Athenians what they
were. A great man had, in the unbounded publicity of Athenian political life,
extraordinary facilities for molding his country after his own image; and sel-
dom has any people, during a whole generation, enjoyed such a course of edu-
cation, as forty years of listening to the lofty spirit and practical wisdom of Per-
icles must have been to the Athenian Demos.” Mill emphasized Pericles’ ability
to combine reason and action, intellect and deed, quoting that part of Pericles’
“Funeral Oration” which posits that intellectual speculation does not lead to
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enervation. Pericles said, “Far from accounting discussion an impediment to
action, we think it an evil not to have been instructed by deliberation before the
time of execution arrives. For, in truth, we combine in a remarkable manner
boldness in action with full debate beforehand on that which we are going
about: whereas with others ignorance alone imparts daring, debate induces hes-
itation.” As Alexander Bain summarizes, “Pericles . . . was [Mill’s] greatest hero
of antiquity.”10

But Mill recognized that Pericles was not the typical Athenian leader. He re-
gretted Athens’s unstructured public opinion, which contributed to its political
fortunes being dependent on the whims of forceful leaders, as the direction of
leadership that innovative types provided was to a large extent based on their
qualities as individuals. And to Mill, Alcibiades, the general who flattered the
Athenian public into adopting policies that encouraged his own good irrespec-
tive of public expense—as most notably expressed by his proposal for the Sicil-
ian invasion while Athens was in a militarily vulnerable position—teaches the
dangers of the innovative will when severed from the morality of justice. While
Pericles was good and right, the creative will that combines reason and forti-
tude is not virtue in itself and not always politically constructive because it may
engender unjust deeds. Pericles and Alcibiades were both tremendously willful,
but their wills served different ends, one leading to Athens’s greatest glory, the
other to its demise.11

Finally, Mill, who studied Thomas M’Crie’s laudatory biography, Life of
John Knox, as a child, considered Knox to be a “heroic figure by the side of
Martin Luther.” Mill’s attraction to Knox is not a surprise.12 Knox had led the
Protestant Reformation’s opposition to superstition and ecclesiastical authority
in Scotland and, more important, significantly contributed to Christianity’s
development as a universal morality. Knox, for instance, had held that to par-
ticipate in the Catholic mass was irrevocably to violate “the league and cove-
nant of God,” which “requires that we declare ourselves enemies to all sorts of
idolatry.”13 Knox’s biblical commentaries and interpretations centered on es-
tablishing the precepts of Christianity as a universal moral law. In the First 
Blast of the Trumpet, he declared that the fundamental authority was “the law
moral . . . the constant and unchangeable will of God to which the Gentile is
no less bound than the Jew.” Knox combed through the Old and New Testa-
ments to create a biblical “case law,” establishing precedents that were univer-
sally binding because they revealed to humankind the immutable laws of
God.14 In Mill’s account, Knox represents Christianity and English liberalism’s
emphasis on obedience to a universal authority, a contribution which has di-
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rectly led to the English being far more just to their fellow citizens than the
Continental people are to the members of their respective societies.

For a new idea of human excellence, Mill argues, one must reach back be-
yond Christianity to the ancient age, when “pagan self-assertion” (Pericles and
Alcibiades) was encouraged. But he also realizes that society’s cultivation of a
creative will can produce individuals who put forward their will at the expense
of others (Alcibiades) as well as individuals who assert themselves in order to
pursue the public good (Pericles). He concludes that there is a need to develop
an idea of human excellence that synthesizes the reason and fortitude of Pericles
with the ideas of self-control represented by Plato and, most important, John
Knox: “There is a different type of excellence[,] . . . a Greek ideal of self-devel-
opment, which the Platonic and Christian ideal of self-government blends
with, but does not supersede. It may be better to be a John Knox than an
Alcibiades, but it is better to be Pericles than either; nor would a Pericles, if we
had one in these days, be without anything good which belonged to John
Knox.”15

Mill is well known for the assertion in On Liberty that only by establishing
the overcoming of uniformity as human excellence “will human beings become
a noble and beautiful object of contemplation,” and that these individuals are
the source of creativity, the geniuses that generate new knowledge about what
is true. But it is generally overlooked that Mill also argues that such individuals
are not merely the product of willfulness or self-creation; they also are the prod-
ucts of “compression,” “restraint,” and “rigid rules of justice.”16 Alan Ryan, for
instance, misses this point and makes the same one-sided, half-truth mistake
that Mill spends all of his time railing against. Whereas Mill posits a dialectical
relation or Coleridgean synthesis between an ancient ethos of creativity and the
Christian/modern quality of obedience to universal authority, Ryan sees only
the praise of self-assertion and paganism and the rejection of self-restraint and
Christianity. “The target of Mill’s assault was self-abnegation,” states Ryan.
“He contrasted Christian with pagan self-assertion. . . . One can forgive Mill
for following Machiavelli in praising pagan self-assertion to the detriment of
the Christian ideal of self-abnegation. In gross at any rate that contrast holds up
perfectly well.”17

But Mill advocates the blending, not the severance, of the contrasting aims of
self-development and self-government. A person who has reason, strong will,
and justice (Pericles) would be a great individual, one who combines the good
and the right and as a result is a higher type than one who had only justice. But
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the just individual (Knox) would also be right, while those with only creative
wills are not necessarily right (Alcibiades). In fact, they can be downright hor-
rible for society. After identifying the goal of combining the qualities of Pericles
and Knox, Mill explains,

As much compression as is necessary to prevent the stronger specimens of human
nature from encroaching on the rights of others cannot be dispensed with; but for
this there is ample compensation even in the point of view of human development.
The means of development which the individual loses by being prevented from grat-
ifying his inclinations to the injury of others are chiefly obtained at the expense of
the development of other people. And even to himself there is a full equivalent in the
better development of the social part of his nature, rendered possible by the restraint
placed on the selfish part. To be held to rigid rules of justice for the sake of others de-
velops the feelings and capacities which have the good of others for their object. But
to be restrained in things not affecting their good, by their mere displeasure, devel-
ops nothing valuable except such force of character as may unfold itself in resisting
the restraint. If acquiesced in, it dulls and blunts the whole nature. To give any fair
play to the nature of each, it is essential that the different persons should be allowed
to live different lives. In proportion as this latitude has been exercised in any age has
that age been noteworthy to posterity.18

In this densely worded paragraph Mill is focusing on the proper relation be-
tween founding-type individuals and the moral outlook and rules of justice,
and he argues that the forceful desire for human excellence is channeled and
raised by adherence to principles of justice that uphold the universal good. Mill
asserts that to prevent the innovative from encroaching on the rights of others
(Alcibiades), authoritative rules are required. But the creative are amply com-
pensated for the limitations they must endure. Social imperatives and injunc-
tions prevent the creative themselves from being harmed and, more important,
cultivate human sociality and concern for the well-being of others among those
who are capable of creating new norms and conventions (Pericles). Moral uni-
versalism (Knox), in Mill’s account, is not inimical to human perfection: the
rules and mores of justice contribute to self-preservation and, by channeling
creative practices in a more public direction, contribute to a more comprehen-
sive outlook and the fuller development of character. Authoritative rules and
norms are only harmful, Mill continues, when they are established irrespective
of the public good—inducing either uncontrolled willfulness or acquiescence.
An age is noteworthy, Mill concludes, the more it is able to establish obligatory
assumptions that induce strong-willed individuals to be creative in ways that
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address the needs of those that live within the common framework, allowing
both types of natures—the creative (Pericles) and the obeying (Knox)—to co-
exist and attain their true character.19

ANCIENT AND MODERN JUSTICE

On the basis of Mill’s teachings on Pericles and Knox and his call for “fair play”
with divergent types of natures, a new vision of justice begins to appear, one
that reconciles crucial features of the ancient and modern conceptions. For the
ancients, justice exhibits a fit between an individual’s distinct nature, under-
stood as one’s capacities and aptitude and one’s social and political position.
Aristotle, for instance, argues in The Politics that it would be unjust to treat the
better sort of individual like everyone else: “Justice is held to be equality, and it
is, but for equals and not for all; and inequality is held to be just and is indeed,
but for unequals and not for all.”20 Plato, of course, is a prototypical ancient
thinker on this theme, maintaining that the philosopher must discern the vari-
ous kinds of soul, whether to identify the focus of discourse appropriate to
each21 or to discover the appropriate roles in a political regime. Not that Plato
envisioned the construction of a just regime to be an easy political task. In at-
tempting to describe a perfectly just city in the Republic, Socrates initially de-
picts a simple city centered on addressing only the basic needs of its members.
Although simple, this city exhibits a division of labor because by focusing on a
specific task people do a better job than they would as generalists. Beyond the
specialization, what characterizes this city is that each person in it displays a fit-
ness for some particular task important to the city. Every individual chooses an
occupation according to his natural capacities so that everything corresponds
to his desires or talents. Each contributes according to his ability and receives
according to his needs, and this is justice. Each of us, summarizes Socrates, “is
naturally not quite like anyone else, but rather differs in his nature; different
men are apt for the accomplishments of different jobs.” In such a just city, there
is a complete correspondence between private interests and the public good.22

Unfortunately, however, not all of the tasks of the city are equal. Socrates’ in-
terlocutor, Adeimantus, notes that for a farmer or a craftsman to idly sit by in
the marketplace waiting for buyers would be tedious. To this difficult problem
of filling jobs of distinct desirability, Socrates reaffirms that individuals’ natures
should decide what positions they occupy. In the healthy or just city, he con-
tinues, those whose bodies are weak would occupy the market; those whose
bodies are strong would be wage laborers. “There are,” states Socrates, “some . . .
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servants who, in terms of their mind, wouldn’t be quite up to the level of part-
nership, but whose bodies are strong enough for labor. They sell the use of their
strength and, because they call their price a wage, they are, I suppose, called
wage earners.” From this perspective, each person being suited by nature to his
task characterizes the just city, and each task is necessary to the city. All of the
necessary positions are filled, no positions are unnecessary, and every individual
contributes to the city to the best of his talents. The just city enables each per-
son to realize his natural capacities and serve the general good.23

However, except in this most basic city, which Glaucon refers to as the “City
of Sows,” Socrates indicates that the fit between an individual’s nature and so-
cial and political position will be very difficult to accomplish. Warriors, for in-
stance, are required to defend feverish and luxurious cities. These warriors must
be suited by nature to their task, but their natures must also be carefully culti-
vated. And even after such careful attention is paid to individual natures and
their education, Socrates broaches issues that suggest the just regime is not pos-
sible. After all, the city needs a lie to legitimize the distinct social and political
positions: this noble lie falsely claims that the distinct classes of the city are dis-
tinguished at birth. The souls of rulers are mixed at birth with gold, guardians
with silver, while more plebeian types are distinguished in their constitution by
iron and bronze. Plato’s politics of the noble lie suggest that there is an arbitrary
character to the ancients’ “natural” hierarchy, that not all individuals’ natures fit
the position that they perform, and that the reconciliation of the particular and
general good is a problematic task.24

Closer to modern thought, Machiavelli’s political outlook also centers on the
task of discovering the proper fit for different human kinds—ruler and ruled,
or the commanding and the obeying. There are, Machiavelli said, “two diverse
humors to be found in every city,” “two diverse appetites,” and they are ex-
pressed in turn in “the people” and “the great,” the ruled and the ruler.25 In-
deed, up until Machiavelli, there is a consistent discussion of founders or legis-
lators such as Lycurgus, Solon, Moses, Theseus, Romulus, Numa, and Cyrus in
analyses of political regimes. It was taken for granted that tasks such as the for-
mation and maintenance of a political union or the attainment of deeds of last-
ing importance required individuals of surpassing talents to achieve them, and
that these individuals often had to utilize ruthless practices.

In contrast, the seminal thinkers of British empiricism shift the emphasis to-
ward identifying the contract or agreement that is the foundation of civil order,
where all that is required of individuals is that they be clear about their personal
interests and where they intersect with those of others. The formation of the
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civil state is posited to be almost automatic. Hobbes, Locke, and Hume saw
that the aspirations of so-called heroic types contributed to humanity’s prob-
lems, on the grounds that the heroic encouraged fanaticism and warlike quali-
ties. Hobbes, for instance, claims that although everyone is self-interested only
a small section of people are strongly ambitious or contentious from a love of
glory or salvation. While the majority of people are compliant, a minority of
the populace is intemperate. “For one man, according to that natural equality
which is among us, permits as much to others as he assumes to himself,”
Hobbes writes; “which is an argument of a temperate man, and one that rightly
values his power. Another, supposing himself above others, will have a license
to do what he lists, and challenges respect and honour, as due to him before
others; which is an argument of a fiery spirit. This man’s will to hurt ariseth
from vain glory, and the false esteem he hath of his own strength.” The fiery
types cause civil wars: they are prepared to risk death and organize the compli-
ant for the sake of realizing their ambitions. They forms clans, factions, sects,
and other associations and use these assemblages to divide sovereignty and un-
dermine political authority. To eliminate the destructive violence of civil war, it
is necessary to restrict those beliefs and practices that lead individuals to defy
death. In a good society, people will, for the most part, rationally pursue self-
preservation, oblivious to the temptations of aristocratic glory and religious re-
demption.26

The leading figures of the Anglo-Scottish Enlightenment—Locke, Hume,
Smith, among others—posited justice as a political principle that cut against
conceptions of higher and lower, better and worse. Rather, justice sustains a
minimal level of civility—or “rules of convenience”27—in a society consisting
of naturally equal, self-interested beings. The mind, according to Locke, is ca-
pable of identifying justice, “that most unshaken Rule of Morality, and Foun-
dation of all social Virtue”: that one should act toward others as he would be
acted unto. “Justice and Truth are the common ties of Society; and therefore,
even Outlaws and Robbers, who break with all the World besides, must keep
Faith and Rules of Equity amongst themselves, or else they cannot hold to-
gether.” In contrast to the ancient views that justice requires “Precedency” for
those human types characterized by “Virtue . . . Excellency of Parts and Merit,”
the fundamental premise of Locke’s view of justice—the natural freedom and
equality of all—means that no man is by nature subject or subordinate to the
will of any other man.28

Hume and Smith articulate themes regarding justice similar to those of
Locke. To Hume, justice derives from individuals becoming aware that stabil-
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ity of possessions is in their specific interests and everyone realizing that they
must not disturb one another’s property. The foundation of justice rests on
obeying the laws or customs concerning property which are current in our so-
ciety, but this morality is strengthened by our ability to extend our sense of self
so that self-interest comes to include respecting the interest of others with
whom we form a cooperating society. According to Smith, justice was the
“main pillar” of society. In his account, every individual should be free to follow
his own interest in his own way, but only as long as he does not inflict injury or
harm to others. Justice is a “negative virtue, and only hinders us from hurting
our neighbor. The man, who barely abstains from violating either the person,
or the estate, or the reputation of his neighbors, has surely very little positive
merit. He fulfills, however, all the rules of what is peculiarly called justice. . . .
We may often fulfill all the rules of justice by sitting still and doing nothing.”29

If there is an analogue among modern thinkers to the ancient conception of
higher human types or drives, it can be found in Continental thinkers such as
Descartes and Rousseau, who put forth the positive role to be played by indi-
viduals who wish to accomplish great deeds. Far more than the philosophers of
British empiricism, these thinkers extol the value of great individuals who are
legislators for new regimes or modes of thought. Descartes’ higher types are
characterized by rationality, self-control of the passions, and a drive to find new
and more useful ways to serve the public good. The goal to attain rationality
and “detach oneself from all beliefs one has once accepted as true is not an ex-
ample that everyone should follow,” states Descartes. “The world consists al-
most completely of two kinds of people and for these two kinds it is not at all
suitable: namely those who, believing themselves more capable than they really
are, cannot help making premature judgments and do not have enough pa-
tience to conduct their thoughts in an orderly manner; thus if they take the lib-
erty to doubt the principles they have accepted and to keep away from the com-
mon path, they could never keep to the path one must take to go in a more
forward direction—they would remain lost all of their lives.” Among the ben-
efits to the public these higher types of rational individuals can offer are “an in-
finity of arts and crafts,” which are the fruits of modern science. In discussing
the need for a new mode of thought, Descartes posits the importance of a hu-
man being he can only imagine: an individual trained solely in rationality. This
individual would be most fit to be a legislator, for he establishes a new people
on rational laws that would supplant our own heritage, which is rooted in reli-
gion and ancient Greek myths.30

Rousseau feels compelled to introduce the great legislator as the founder of
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the social contract, the individual who is capable of establishing the laws and
institutions that transform the self-interested individual into a citizen. The vir-
tuous citizen is the effect, not the source, of such a system of laws: “How will a
blind multitude, which often does not know what it wants (since it rarely
knows what is good for it), carry out on its own an enterprise as great and diffi-

cult as a system of legislation? . . . The good path it seeks must be pointed out
to it.” This legislator’s great ability “is, so to speak . . . to change human nature,
to transform each individual. . . . In a word, he must deny man his own forces
in order to give him forces that are alien to him and that he cannot make use of
without the help of others.” The founder needs to be great himself but also
needs historical opportunity. Accidents will be required to bring together an
extraordinary individual such as this and a people open or receptive to laws that
will fundamentally transform their character.31

Nonetheless, both Descartes and Rousseau—and Continental thinkers
more generally—play down the distinct role of these higher types far more
than the ancients or Machiavelli and accommodate the modern concern for
natural equality. Descartes’ most fundamental political advice to the new scien-
tists is to embrace a “provisional morality” that “obey[s] the laws and customs
of one’s country,”32 so that they will avoid persecution and quietly introduce
new modes of thinking and ways of life. Rousseau also limits the role of his
highest type of individuals in the regime based on the social contract.33 After
the founding, the legislators must conduct ongoing activities behind the scenes
and in secret: “I am speaking of mores, customs, and especially of opinion, a
part of the law unknown to our political theorists but one on which depends
the success of all the others [laws]; a part with which the great legislator secretly
occupies himself, though he seems to confine himself to the particular regula-
tions that are merely the arching of the vault, whereas mores, slower to arise,
form in the end its immovable keystone.” Aside from the founding or refound-
ing of the social contract, Rousseau’s individuals of superior wisdom and talent
are to function at an informal and unofficial level.34 In sum, Descartes, Rous-
seau, and other Continental thinkers advocate a greater role for founding-type
individuals than the philosophers of British empiricism. But they do not advo-
cate a return to the ancient conception of justice—a fit between one’s capacity
and one’s social and political position—and generally emphasize the modern
idea of the natural equality of all human beings.

The Summum Bonum of Modern Liberalism176



LIBERALISM AND FOUNDERS

Like the ancients, Mill explicitly acknowledges the role of founding-type indi-
viduals in originating practices of lasting importance. All “good customs” pre-
suppose that “there must have been individuals better than the rest,” who set
these practices going. Rather than referring to an original contract or agree-
ment, Mill recognizes that founders of people gain heroic status by introducing
a combination of astonishing and useful practices. Partly through admiration
and partly through the fear they generate, they “obtain the power of legislators,
and . . . establish whatever customs they pleased.” The need for such founders
does not end with the formation of a people: “There is always need of persons
not only to discover new truths and point out when what were once truths are
no longer, but also to commence new practices. . . . The initiation of all wise or
noble things comes and must come from some one individual. The honor 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.”35

Mill insists that the “greatest thoughts are the greatest events,” that the char-
acter of speculative thought is the most decisive factor in creating and estab-
lishing social practices. For human beings to conform their actions to any set of
opinions, ideas must exist. The necessary elements for the mental and moral
development of Western civilization required founders. “Philosophy and reli-
gion are abundantly amenable to general causes,” states Mill. “Yet few will
doubt, that had there been no Socrates, no Plato, and no Aristotle, there would
have been no philosophy for the next two thousand years, nor in all probability
then; and that if there had been no Christ, and no St. Paul, there would have
been no Christianity.”36 In short, Mill consistently advances an ancient con-
ception that there are human beings who can “become a noble and beautiful
object of contemplation,” that these individuals reflect a perfection of our na-
ture, that they are the source of creativity, including the new knowledge about
what is true. Such excellent individuals may never be very numerous, yet they
justify and preserve civilization itself: “Unless there were a succession of persons
[of genius], whose ever-recurring originality prevents the grounds of beliefs
and practices from becoming merely traditional[,] . . . there would be no rea-
son why civilisation should not die out.”37

We saw in chapter  that Mill’s conception of justice straddles the ancient
emphasis on virtue-centered ethics and the modern ideal of a rule-governing
morality. On the one hand, Mill identifies justice in a variety of modern ways:
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justice is primarily, although not exclusively, a negative virtue that centers on
not harming others; justice is the preeminent moral obligation, as it centers on
the very existence of society; justice is based on precise rules and enforced with
violence. On the other hand, Mill also defines justice as an ethical disposition
that reflects the character of agents. It is the self-control of the just individual
that is his defining characteristic. The punitive power of the law is not required
to prevent him from harming others and society.

Justice, however, is not exclusively concerned with our common need for
self-preservation and protection of rights, continues Mill. The modern concep-
tion of justice is also conducive to the perfection of human nature. This perfec-
tion is not diminished but enhanced by natural equality. In Mill’s conception
of human excellence, the ancient distinction between higher and lower natures
is fully justified only if there is equal opportunity for every individual to dis-
cover what social and political role fits with his or her nature. The ancient view
that identifies specific groups of people as higher or lower types is no longer
tenable. The advantage of the modern conception of justice that ensures the
natural equality of all is the ability to generate the greatest variety in ways of life,
which allows individuals to realize their distinct natural capacities:

It is not that all processes are supposed to be equally good, or all persons to be equally
qualified for everything; but that freedom of individual choice is now known to be
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. Nobody thinks it is
necessary to make a law that only a strong-armed man shall be a blacksmith. Free-
dom and competition suffice to make blacksmiths strong-armed men, because the
weak-armed can earn more by engaging in occupations for which they are more fit.
In consonance with this doctrine, it is felt to be an overstepping of the proper bounds
of authority to fix beforehand, on some general presumption, that certain persons
are not fit to do certain things. It is now thoroughly known and admitted that if
some such presumptions exist, no such presumption is infallible.38

Mill denies that anyone can discover or realize his or her complete natural
capabilities as long as people live in unequal relations to one another. The pre-
modern practices of philosophers and rulers of interfering in behalf of natural
right, for fear that nature should not succeed in effecting its purpose, is an alto-
gether unnecessary endeavor. Under the modern rules of justice, higher types of
individuals are not a result of contrived barriers, but a product of self-develop-
ment. What people by nature cannot do, it is quite superfluous to forbid them
from doing. What they can do, but not so well as others who are their competi-
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tors, competition suffices to exclude them from.39 Mill synthesizes the ancient
conception of human perfection with the modern goals of self-preservation
and equality for all.40

This is not the end of the matter, however. Mill insists that the rules and
mores of modern justice and equality are a necessary, but not sufficient, condi-
tion for developing higher forms of individuality and human perfection. The
natural capacity for human excellence is more or less randomly distributed
among the human race, but the laws and practices of different nations meet
with better or worse results in cultivating this capacity. The problem with the
English is that they, more than any other people, are exclusively a product of a
rule-governing morality. English liberalism has not established the practices
and values that develop the individual’s higher capacities and attitudes.41 En-
gland is the country in which obedience to general rules has most succeeded in
suppressing whatever is liable to conflict with them. The Englishman has been
trained to recognize what is wrong and to eschew unjust actions to realize his
goals, but he is too narrow-sighted and incapable of thinking of anything but
the enrichment of himself and his family. English obedience causes human na-
ture to remain undeveloped or to develop only in a limited direction: “As is usu-
ally the case with ideals which exclude one-half of what is desirable, the present
standard of approbation produces only an inferior imitation of the other half.
Instead of great energies guided by vigorous reason and strong feelings strongly
controlled by a conscientious will, its result is weak feelings and weak energies,
which therefore can be kept in outward conformity to rule without any
strength of either will or of reason.”42

Mill elaborates in On Liberty how the relations between the perfected indi-
vidual and the general public in a free society can be deeply problematic. Excel-
lent individuals have a sense of personal distinction. “Persons of genius,” he de-
clares, “are, ex vi termini [by definition], more individual than other people.”
They ask themselves, “What do I prefer? Or what would suit my character and
disposition? . . . Or what would allow the best and highest in me to have fair
play and allow it to grow?” This sense of one’s individual worth runs counter to
the prosaic ordinary desires of the mass individual, who by definition does not
see himself as special or unique, who sees himself the way everyone else sees
themselves: “Thus the mind itself is bowed to the yoke: . . . [T]hey become in-
capable of strong wishes or native pleasures, and are generally without either
opinions or feelings of home growth, or properly their own.”43

Once again, Mill challenges a long-standing dichotomy in Western political
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theory between empiricism’s interests and moral idealism’s autonomy: interests
motivate narrow, selfish behavior, and autonomy is what we do for the general
good. Mill argues that what the highest type of individual does for himself is
not motivated by mere selfishness, yet his concern for higher goals is not moti-
vated purely by selflessness. Mill explains that the goals of the perfected indi-
vidual and those of the masses differ. The highest good for the perfected indi-
vidual is neither self-preservation, nor the life of democratic freedom, nor the
attainment of wealth, but creativity for the public good. Their endeavors are
extraordinary and go beyond ordinary expectations and processes. They dis-
cover new truths, point out when old truth are suffering from limitations,
commence new practices, and set an example of more enlightened conduct. In
contrast, the public, by definition, is unable to recognize that the average is not
necessarily the good and that small minorities and individuals originate new
truths and progress. “Originality is the one thing which unoriginal minds can-
not feel the use of,” Mill states. “They cannot see what it is to do for them: how
should they? If they could see what it is to do for them, it would not be origi-
nality.”44

Mill openly worries that the potentially creative individual will respond in
one of two ways to this tension between himself and the public. Innovators
may respond timidly and consent to be formed into one of the molds estab-
lished by the public, restricting their own practices, limiting the role of wis-
dom, curtailing genius. Conversely, creative types may attempt to compel the
public to recognize their teachings. Here innovative individuals will not only
be restricting the development and freedom of all of society, but also corrupt-
ing their own character.45 This stepping on others’ toes, as advocated by
Carlyle (late in his career) is not for the best because it violates liberty and cul-
tivates a class of tyrants.

It is not surprising, then, that so many readers of On Liberty have often
found it difficult to reconcile Mill’s defense of liberty with his passionate com-
mitment to human excellence.46 The distinction between the goals and needs
of the perfected individual and the general public runs like a thread through the
first half of chapter . It is precisely his recognition of this distinction that
makes him resist striving to overcome it. Mill does not advocate the rule of the
perfected individuals who might enforce new ideas of the good. No society,
however organized, can compel its members to self-develop and become cre-
ative. At the same time, Mill recognizes that, in addition to the laws and mores
of justice, specific conditions are required to cultivate the types of desires that
are springs to human agency and developed individuality. Mill concludes that
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the goals of human excellence and modern justice are neither mutually exclu-
sive nor the same. His vision of a liberal society is made up of two parts, and his
political philosophy cannot be understood if one of the two poles is ignored or
taken for the whole.

HUMAN CREATIVITY AND MORAL RESTRAINT

Mill’s writings on the rise and fall of particular peoples and values place his eth-
ical and moral philosophy in the larger context of his historical outlook. We
have seen that Mill identifies the ancients and moderns—Pericles and Knox—
as representatives of the complementary goods of the best political regime. His
insistence that creative individuality must function within the context of an
overarching morality of justice also parallels his analysis of the proper role of
moralities in ancient monarchies and medieval regimes. In Considerations on
Representative Government, Mill notes that monarchy and hierarchy were needed
to tame and civilize the ancient Jews, Egyptians, and Chinese. The Egyptian and
Chinese rulers taught their people to be obedient in a way that was not different
from slaves’ obedience, but “the Jews, instead of being stationary like other
Asiatics, were next to the Greeks, the most progressive people of antiquity, and
jointly with them, have been the starting-point and main propelling agency of
moral cultivation.” The uppermost idea of the Greeks is thoughtful action; the
uppermost idea of the Jews is right or moral conduct. What is unique about the
Jews, in Mill’s account, is that the kings were not the exclusive molders of char-
acter. Might did not automatically translate into right because Judaism granted
room for an Order of Prophets, allowing people of genius and high religious
tone to comment on the activities of the hierarchy and on Judaism in general.
The prophets were far more than an equivalent to the modern idea of a free
press. Their ability to criticize the rulers and interpret Judaism placed rules and
moral parameters on the rulers’ activities, while also offering a legal and moral
framework among the public that was under constant renewal. As Mill summa-
rizes in Utilitarianism, the ancient Hebrews founded the primitive element of
the idea that fidelity to universal law is justice.47

Mill argues that the Catholic Church also played a positive, albeit one-sided
role, in the moral development of Europe during the early Middle Ages. On the
one hand, the Catholic clergy taught restraint to the lower classes, “that howso-
ever defective the morality which they taught, they had at least a mission for
curbing the unruly passions of mankind, and teaching them to set value on a
distant end, paramount to immediate temptations, and to prize gratifications
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consisting of mental feelings above bodily sensations.” In important ways, Mill
argues, the Catholic Church created conditions that led to the formation of the
moral conscience. The Church’s separation of temporal and spiritual power is
based on the idea that material force has no right or hold over the mind, beliefs,
or truth: “Enormous as have been the sins of the Catholic Church[,] . . . her as-
sertion of this principle has done more for human freedom, than all the fires she
ever kindled have done to destroy it.” At the same time, the Catholic Church of
the early Middle Ages was the only institution capable of placing moral param-
eters on the willful and warlike activities of the competing sections of the ruling
aristocracies and monarchs, “menacing the great with the only terrors to which
they were accessible, and speaking to their consciences in the name of the only
superior whom they acknowledged on behalf of the low.” It required a pope to
speak with authority to the kings and emperors, insists Mill. Nothing but an
authority recognized by all people and nations—and not necessarily depen-
dent on any specific group—could in that era have been adequate to the task.
“That the Pope, when he pretended to depose Kings, or made war upon them
with temporal arms, went beyond his province, needs hardly, in the present
day, be insisted on,” Mill writes. “But when he claimed the right of censuring
and denouncing them, with whatever degree of solemnity, in the name of the
moral law which all recognized, he assumed a function necessary at all times,
and which, in those days, no one except the Church could assume, or was in
any degree qualified to exercise.”48

In Mill’s vision of modern liberty, the masses, not the monarchs and aristo-
crats, will have the opportunity to be more innovative and willful. But like the
progressive monarchies of Judaism and the aristocracies of medieval times,
modern individuals must assert themselves within the framework of a compre-
hensive moral underpinning. Furthermore, Mill aims to negate the oscillations
between the one-sided Hellenism and Hebraism, of humanity’s creative and
moral impulses, which have characterized Western morality by combining and
synthesizing the goals of human creativity and moral restraint.49 Mill’s ideal of
a complete, harmonious human nature requires nothing less than the negation
of the historical process, which continually sends Western civilization into a
back and forth process between two incomplete views of human nature.50

NIETZSCHE’S CHALLENGE

Despite Mill’s reputation as a merely reformed utilitarian, it is quite striking
how close Mill’s argument gets to a thinker whose name is not usually paired
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with his: Friedrich Nietzsche—especially Nietzsche’s discussion of master and
slave moralities, or “Rome vs. Judea,” found in the first essay of Genealogy of
Morals. Rome represents those—Athenians, Romans, the Florentine’s Renais-
sance, Napoleon—who create values and cultivate human excellence in terms
of status and personal qualities. Judea stands for the Judeo-Christian tradition,
which attains power through ressentiment, the angry demand to punish and re-
strict those who are preeminent or more creative. In contrast to the justice of
the masters, which creates a pathos of difference between distinct human types,
the justice of slaves is nothing more than the unyielding demand of the weak
seeking revenge. In Nietzsche’s view, the modern quest for social justice is akin
to the Christian passion for redemption, as both have the same psychological
origins and serve the same inner needs. Modern justice creates rights, promul-
gates laws, and establishes principles of equality that protect the weak and re-
sentful, at the cost of the strong and willful.51

To Nietzsche, the slave morality is primarily derivative and negative but ex-
tremely successful—its victory has forced the higher types to accept its rules.
Nietzsche knew that the most important product of this outlook, the moral
conscience, had for the first time made humanity into what he called an “inter-
esting animal,” by giving depth to the human soul and making it capable of
both good and evil. Still, the one-sided victory of the slave morality diminished
the role of contradiction in modernity, which contributes to a general aimless-
ness and loss of creativity.52

However, the parallels that link Nietzsche’s and Mill’s views on Western
morality—the conflict between diverse human drives, modern justice as a 
secular extension of Christianity, the one-sided victory of modern justice—
should not obscure fundamental differences in their views. To Nietzsche, the
relation between the ancient and modern conceptions of justice always was,
and always will be, a polarizing conflict. Following the classical view, Nietzsche
charges that “one has duties only to one’s equals, toward the other one acts as
one thinks best: justice can be hoped for (unfortunately not counted on) only
inter pares [among equals].” Higher types may have an obligation to their peers,
but they owe nothing to the general public. Injustice, charges Nietzsche, “lies
in the claim to ‘equal rights,’” in a political order that has the nerve to make
claims on “the higher, greater, richer.” Today, Nietzsche insists, no individuals
have “the courage any longer for privileges, for masters’ rights, for a sense of re-
spect for oneself and one’s peers—for a pathos of distance. Our politics is sick
from this lack of courage.”53

In “In the Tarantulas” of Thus Spoke Zarathustra, for instance, Zarathustra
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and his enemies clash over the ancient and modern conceptions of justice. 
The chapter outlines a battle between the partisans of universal equality and
Zarathustra, who explains the justness of inequality. Zarathustra charges that
justice as universal equality is an outlook that the many embrace in response to
the disproportionate talents distributed by nature: nature gives superior talents
to the few and inferior abilities to the many—this division engenders resent-
ment and vengeance among the latter. Zarathustra explains that the teachers of
equality are motivated by envy and the desire for power, and they demand that
all members of society, high and low, live under the same rules. How does
Zarathustra answer this challenge? “I do not wish to be mixed up and confused
with these preachers of equality,” he responds. “For to me, justice speaks thus:
‘Men are not equal.’ Nor shall they become equal.” Zarathustra advocates a re-
turn to the ancients’ agonistic politics: only a politics centered on freedom and
competitive challenges for higher types will revivify creativity and natural in-
equalities: “And behold, my friends: . . . the ruins of an ancient temple rise; . . .
that struggle and inequality are present even in beauty, and also war for power
and more power: that is what he teaches us here in the plainest parable.” Rather
than a Millian blending of ancient and modern conceptions of justice, Nietz-
sche’s Zarathustra advocates conflict between the ancients and moderns. He
sees a synthetic reconciliation as being impossible.54

Nietzsche’s thought, however, does not center on such political themes as the
best political regime, the organization of agonistic politics, and political or
moral obligations. Set against his comprehensive critiques of modern religious,
social, and cultural values and practices and coupled with his genealogical ex-
planations of how they developed qualities inimical to human flourishing,
Nietzsche’s political proposals are a marginal concern. Nietzsche’s fundamental
challenge to Mill centers on how the death of God—with its consequent loss of
moral standards rooted in nature, reason, and revelation—threatens modern
culture. To Nietzsche, the death of God signifies the beginning of an era of
widespread recognition that the human will is the ultimate ground of values.
But God was once alive: the endeavor to mobilize the will to create new values
has been subverted by the centuries-long taming of the will characteristic of
both Christianity and the Enlightenment, along with their valuations of the
weak over the strong. Nietzsche argues that, unlike the ancient Greeks and Ro-
mans, moderns confront the lack of transhistorical spiritual values with a weak
will and a heavy conscience. This condition raises the possibility that the spe-
cies will “no longer launch the arrow of [its] longings beyond man,” leading to
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the degeneration and diminution of humanity into the perfect herd animal.
Nietzsche rejects a Millian-type position that ancient-style creativity can be
simply integrated into modern culture.55

Nietzsche predicts that this modern moral crisis will produce an intellectual
culture with residues of Christianity and the Enlightenment, a combination of
weak-willed skepticism with egalitarian moralism. The modern intellectual
will be characterized by either the curious observation (social science) or tepid
celebration (historicism) of the human will’s creation of prosaic values.56 While
Mill anticipates many of Nietzsche’s characterizations of modern culture,
Nietzsche believes that this problem is more intractable. In Nietzsche’s ac-
count, attempts to blend ancient thought and practices—or values from other
civilizations—with modern culture would further weaken the modern intel-
lectual, who would now be dwelling upon difference and celebrating ambigu-
ity. This intellectual, states Nietzsche, “simply needs a costume. . . . To be sure,
he soon notices that not one fits him very well; so he keeps changing.” These
moderns are characterized by an eye for “quick preferences and changes of style
of the masquerade: also for the moments of despair over the fact ‘nothing is be-
coming.’”57 Does Mill know what to do about modernity’s loss of confidence
in the creative will? Mill addresses this question in the second half of chapter 
of On Liberty, and his answer leads to an important shift in his political philos-
ophy.58

MILL’S SLIDE TO EXPRESSIVISM

After completing his conception of developed individuality midway through
chapter  of On Liberty, Mill’s focus of attention takes a sharp turn. Mill recog-
nizes that times change. English liberalism today no longer has easy access to
the beliefs, practices, and institutions from which it could once confidently
draw to sustain the qualities of human excellence: “In ancient history, in the
Middle Ages, and in a diminishing degree through the long transition from
feudality to the present time, the individual was a power in himself; and if he
had either great talents or a high social position, he was a considerable power.”
The actualization of the principle of equality, Mill acknowledges, bears no
small responsibility for the stiff challenge English liberalism now faces. For the
liberal principle of equality has worked to weaken the sources of the qualities of
human excellence in a liberal order. “The only power deserving the name is that
of the masses . . . ,” Mill writes. “This is as true in the moral and social relations
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of private life as in public transactions. . . . They [opinions] are always a mass,
that is collective mediocrity.” Mill is not complaining about all of this, as he
recognizes that the age of equality produces many valuable political and social
effects. But as much as the excellent individual needs a society of justice and
equal opportunity to flourish, these conditions may undermine him. Mill feels
compelled to warn that “no government by a democracy or a numerous aris-
tocracy, either in its political acts or in the opinions, qualities, and tone of mind
which it fosters, ever did or could rise above mediocrity except in so far as the
sovereign Many have let themselves be guided by the counsels and influence of
a more highly gifted and instructed one or few.”59

Because English liberalism’s principles have withered the roots and eroded
the soil on which human excellence relies for its nourishment, Mill is unable to
do what he would like to do: end the discussion on human development: “For
what more or better can be said of any condition of human affairs than that it
brings human beings themselves nearer to the best that they can be?” The weak-
ening or exhaustion of these resources does not bring about a weakening of
England’s need for developed individuality; it only weakens England’s capacity
to satisfy this need. What Mill must do is somehow show that “these developed
human beings are of some use to the undeveloped.” This task necessitates over-
coming “the indifference of persons in general to the end [human excellence]
itself.” To meet this challenge, Mill modifies his conception of human excel-
lence and slides toward an expressive conception of liberty.60

Throughout On Liberty Mill has noted that a self-developed existence, the
achievement of real command concerning both philosophic issues and “the
great practical concerns of life,” requires for its development a peculiar disci-
pline. This outlook, which Mill finds notably lacking in modern democracy, is
best cultivated by the dialectic found in the Platonic dialogues. Such dialectical
exercises “test the certainty and vitality of our convictions” and cultivate the
quality of “many sidedness,” a virtue Mill associates with Socrates and Goethe,
who both had “the capacity to recognize what is true in diverse and rival per-
spectives and practices.”61 But few people can receive a proper education in the
Platonic dialectic, in part because such private teachers are rare, in part because
many individuals are either unwilling or unable to be schooled in the rigors of
the dialectic. But, most challenging, the social dialectic that is most favorable to
self-examination—clashing outlooks regarding “both what is it [life] and how
to conduct oneself in it”—no longer exists. “Until people are systematically
trained to it [the dialectic],” Mill argues, “there will be few great thinkers and a
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low general average of intellect in any but the mathematical and physical de-
partments of speculation.”62

Mill laments key features of modern life. In the wake of centuries-long tam-
ing of the will and the growth of equality, “mediocrity” and “public opinion”
are the “ascendant powers of mankind,” and there is little discussion of what
the higher and lower social practices and ways of life are. In the past, Western
civilization was characterized by a remarkable diversity of character and cul-
ture, inducing many kinds of human development and ultimately leading the
Western group of nations to become both tolerant and improving. “Individu-
als, classes, nations have been extremely unlike one another,” Mill says; “they
have struck out a great variety of paths, each leading to something valuable; and
although at every period those who traveled in different paths have been intol-
erant of one another, and each would have thought it an excellent thing if all
the rest could have been compelled to travel his road; their attempts to thwart
each other’s development have rarely had any permanent success, and each has
in time endured to receive the good which the others have offered.” The
strength of the West had always been its ability to generate social dialectics,
which challenge its own truths by presenting alternative possibilities: “Europe
is, in my judgment, wholly indebted to this plurality of paths for its progressive
and many-sided development.” These contrasting paths forced advocates to
justify their own ideas and practices, and the conflicts generated brought for-
ward excellent individuals with developed minds and fortitude. In short, com-
peting sites of power were good for human excellence as they were good for 
liberty.63

But unlike these previous European societies, in liberal England everyone
now reads, listens to, and sees the same thing. Thus, although Mill says the
struggle for liberty is “far from being new,” he recognizes it now “presents itself
under new conditions, and requires a different and more fundamental treat-
ment.” “Comparatively speaking,” all persons now have the same hopes and
fears and aspire for the same freedoms and liberties: “And the assimilation is
still proceeding. All the political changes promote it, since they all tend to raise
the low and to lower the high.” If opposition “waits till life is reduced nearly to
one human type, all deviations from this type will come to be considered im-
pious, immoral, even monstrous and contrary to nature.”64

In the circumstances of this uniformity of opinion and diminishment of hu-
man character, Mill argues, spontaneity and creative modes of life, irrespective
of whether they are directed toward the public good, as well as freedom of dis-
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cussion and opinion are the best contrivances for the cultivation of the mind
and the best available substitutes for the education provided for by either the
Platonic dialectic or clashing ideas of the good:

In other times there was no advantage in their doing so, unless they acted not only
differently but better. In this age, the mere example of nonconformity, the mere re-
fusal to bend the knee to custom, is itself a service. Precisely because the tyranny of
opinion is such as to make eccentricity a reproach, it is desirable, in order to break
through that tyranny, that people should be eccentric. Eccentricity has always
abounded when and where strength of character has abounded; and the amount of
eccentricity in a society has generally been proportional to the amount of genius,
mental vigor and moral courage which it contained. That so few now dare to be ec-
centric marks the chief danger of our time.65

Mill, in short, proposes that a wide variety of spontaneous practices and opin-
ions emanating from civil society will create experiences and discussions that
allow individuals to discover the best life and have the opportunity to gain
more control over their desires and mental and moral faculties.

Mill’s excellent individuals are now characterized by spontaneous inclina-
tions. They “act upon their opinions—to carry these out in their lives without
hindrance, either physical or moral, from their fellow-men.” They conduct “ex-
periments in living,” are unrehearsed, and are not fettered by fear of being
called eccentric.66 In a certain sense, this shift in On Liberty from a conception
of human excellence that combines the ancient and modern conceptions of jus-
tice to the idea of the best life as expressivist is a demotion in Mill’s account of
human excellence and “developed individuality.” In Mill’s prior discussion, he
had identified the qualities required for the complete, harmonious develop-
ment of one’s nature, in which reason, will, and justice should find their inte-
gral places in a fully formed human character. Reminiscent of classical concep-
tions of human perfection, human excellence here consists in the degree to
which the individual succeeds in developing a set of qualities or virtues which
are specifically appropriate to a human being considered as an object of its own
kind and as an end in itself. Mill established this ideal life by singling out the
leading qualities of human conduct and making them the regulative principle
of all human activities—for humanity is developed not merely by changing,
but by realizing its highest peaks.

With the new emphasis on self-creation and self-expression, Mill’s goal is not
humanity at its highest, but our distinctiveness and individuality. Eccentricity
is valuable because our self is unique and unrepeatable. Mill’s new excellent in-
dividual is not to rest and conform to an established standard but to move, on

The Summum Bonum of Modern Liberalism188



ceaseless journeys courageous and innovative, celebrating the value of new ex-
periences, with a desire for deeper self-discovery. Here the immediate purpose
is to produce an individual, a unique or authentic personality, rather than a per-
fectly developed human nature. Coleridge makes this distinction nicely in his
comparison of Sophocles and Shakespeare as respective representatives of the
ancients and moderns: “Upon the same scale we may compare Sophocles and
Shakespeare: in the one there is a completeness, a satisfying, an excellence on
which the mind can rest; in the other we see a blended multitude of materials,
great and little, magnificent and mean, mingled, if we may say so, with a dis-
satisfying, or falling short of perfection, yet so promising of our progression,
that we would not exchange it for that repose of mind which dwells on the
forms of symmetry in acquiescent admiration of grace.”67

Moreover, unlike the prior catalogue of virtues, Mill’s expressivist outlook
does not define certain motivations as virtuous in terms of public actions they
move us to. What is now required is not the strong desires and will toward some
goal that serves the public good, but rather a unique way of expressing our lives,
our distinct desires and fulfillments, our special good. In Mill’s reformulated vi-
sion of the best life, the highest types of human experiences break from the un-
thinking practices of the community. Removed from conformity, the creative
individual now longs for self-realization, which consists of new practices on a
higher level of self-awareness. The excellent individual is to be understood,
then, as an agent who questions established social practices, developing choices
“properly their own” as they call society’s standards into question.68

To be sure, consistent with Mill’s view that both classical and romantic-ex-
pressivist outlooks are united in their concern for the development of human
faculties, Mill’s new excellent individual remains characterized by a strong will
and developed mind. Dignity, courageous resistance to public opinion, desire
for self-respect and self-fulfillment, creativity, and refusal to be hemmed in by
custom all capture crucial characteristics of both of Mill’s formulations of the
developed individual. Mill’s spontaneous individual, for instance, is driven by
“great energies guided by rigorous reason and strong feelings controlled by a
conscientious will.”69 But it is now the experience of conflict between the indi-
vidual and society that gives meaning to one’s decisions and spurs mental de-
velopment and fortitude. Of course, Mill’s prior discussion on human excel-
lence also identified individual differences. But the new emphasis on difference
is no longer just variations or distinct types within the same basic natural ca-
pacities. Rather, the new expressivist current posits that each one of us also has
an original path on which we ought to tread: “There is no reason that all human
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existence should be constructed on some one or some small number of pat-
terns. If a person possesses any tolerable amount of common sense and experi-
ence, his own mode of laying out his existence is the best, not because it is the
best in itself, but because it is his own mode.” Our obligation now is to live up
to our originality: “The same mode of life is a healthy excitement to one, keep-
ing all of his faculties of action and enjoyment in their best order, while to an-
other it is a distracting burden which suspends or crushes all internal life.”70

PRELUDE TO NEW SYNTHESIS

Mill’s shift to a more expressive conception of excellence and developed indi-
viduality in On Liberty, as dramatically illustrated by his invocation of “Socrates
and Goethe,” is the great gamble in his political philosophy. Mill’s explicitly
stated goals in On Liberty in advocating many and varied experiments in living
are liberty and wisdom, or perfection of the individual and society: that is, the
promotion of self-determined modes of existence and the discovery of the best
ways of life and practices “in order that it may in time appear which of these fit
to be converted to customs.” Mill counsels that individuality, rightly under-
stood, refers to the developed capacity to undertake experiments in living and
form one’s character in accordance with one’s particular powers. At the same
time, we must remember “that the unlikeness of one person to another is gen-
erally the first thing which draws the attention of either to the imperfection of
his own type and the superiority of another, or the possibility of combining the
advantages of both, of producing something better than either.”71

As noted, Mill’s ultimate purpose in equating human excellence with eccen-
tricity is not to champion a process that promotes the infinite malleability of the
human personality; neither does he intend to glorify arbitrary or aimless de-
fiance of conventional opinion. “Human beings,” Mill insists immediately after
making his call for eccentricity, “should be for ever stimulating each other to in-
creased exercise of their higher faculties, and increased direction of their feelings
and aims towards wise instead of foolish, elevating instead of degrading, objects
and contemplations.”72 Mill consistently recognizes that a standard of perfec-
tion is preferable to differences in imperfection and that discovering the former
is a vital social and political goal. But he believes that the limited conflict be-
tween competing conceptions of liberty has existed for so long that the future
practices that develop human faculties—most notably, reason and will—need
to be based on evaluations of what is better and worse from an infinite variety of
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experiments in living. “The period of decomposition . . . is not yet terminated,
. . . and . . . the new synthesis is barely begun, nor is the preparatory analysis
completely finished,” writes Mill in his evaluation of Auguste Comte’s proposal
for an immediate imposition of new standards of human excellence. In “Ben-
tham,” Mill warns that “the field of man’s nature and life cannot be too much
worked, or in too many directions; until every clod is turned up the work is im-
perfect; no whole truth is possible but by combining the points of view of all the
fractional truths, nor, therefore, until it has been fully understood what each
fractional truth can do by itself.” He made the same warning against a prema-
ture synthesis in his assessment of Goethe. Goethe’s idol was symmetry, but he
rarely succeeded in developing it in any of his own work,

showing the utter impossibility for a modern, with all the good in the world, to tight-
lace himself into the dimensions of an ancient. . . . Every modern thinker has so
much a wider horizon, & there is so much deeper a soil accumulated on the surface
of human nature by the ploughing it has undergone & the growths it has pro-
duced. . . . It is too soon by a century or two to attempt either symmetrical produc-
tions in art or symmetrical characters. We all need to be blacksmiths or ballet dancers
with good stout arms and legs, useful to do what we have got to do, and useful to
fight with at times—we cannot be Apollos and Venuses just yet.73

In On Liberty, Mill makes the same point. While “mankind are imperfect,” it
is useful that there should be varied views, “so is it that there should be different
experiments of living; that free scope should be given to varieties of character,
short of injury to others; and that the worth of different modes of life be proved
practically.”74 Mill is recognizing the challenge that Nietzsche will identify a
few decades later: that the centuries-long taming of the will characteristic of
Christianity and modern justice has subverted the endeavors to mobilize the
will to create new values and practices. Mill is responding to this challenge with
a call for eccentricity and difference. The diverse modes of existence are at the
present time an opening step to higher civil practices and beliefs that are to be
attained in the future.

INTELLECTUALS AS SYNTHESIZERS

Mill believed that English liberalism’s commitment to the principle of diversity
would eventually shift public opinion and make the reconciliation of differ-
ences and the development of new moral truths a practical outcome both for
the difference makers and, more important, for the general public. How is
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Mill’s conception of Bildung—a back and forth process that effects a synthesis
between what individuals uniquely contribute to the society and what the cul-
ture of the society makes him—to be realized? Is there an invisible civic hand
that mediates and reconciles competing interests and ideas of the good? Or
must interconnections and synthesis be consciously produced?

On one level, Mill thinks that by stimulating the energies and vibrancy of in-
dividuals and sectors of society, these individuals and groups will be forced to
defend one set of beliefs and practices against those who hold opposite views—
promoting the liberal virtue of toleration and a balanced set of views. “There is
always hope when people are forced to listen to both sides,” states Mill. “Each
of these modes of thinking derives its utility from the deficiencies of the other:
but it is in great measure the opposition of the other that keeps each within the
limits of reason and sanity.”75 By calling into question the way of life of all peo-
ple who follow public opinion and customs, even without saying so directly,
those who live differently act as Socratic gadflies and awaken the majority to the
possibility that their way of life may not be the right one. The differences that
set them apart are an indication of the possible qualities of character that the
majority may or may not wish to embrace. Mill argues that, on the one hand,
when an individual develops an “eminent” set of qualities, “he is so much
nearer to the ideal perfection of human nature” that he becomes a proper object
of public admiration. On the other hand, if an individual’s behavior is charac-
terized by “lowness or depravation of taste,” while it “cannot justify doing harm
to the person who manifests it,” it renders that individual “necessarily and
properly a subject of distaste, or, in extreme cases, even of contempt.”76

But while Mill poses the possibility that social dialectics—or public conflicts
over varying outlooks and ways of life—will promote toleration, balance, and
excellent individuals, he also warns that the public by itself is unable to gener-
ate a sufficient amount of toleration and wisdom from these collisions. Mill is
not Habermas. He does not, that is, assume that whenever advocates put for-
ward a claim as one for whose truths they believe they have good reasons, they
anticipate an ideally rational conversation, because to believe they have ratio-
nales for their assertions implies an understanding that in a good conversation
they will win others over to their views.77 Rather, Mill recognizes the poten-
tially injurious effects of the ideological conflicts he insists on: “I acknowledge
that the tendency of all opinions to become sectarian is not cured by the freest
discussion, but is often heightened and exacerbated thereby; the truth which
ought to have been, but was not, seen, being rejected all the more violently be-
cause proclaimed by persons regarded as opponents.” There also is the ten-
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dency for people to assume that the general prevailing views are naturally right.
Most are disinclined to hear out alternative positions. People are rarely con-
cerned about anything in regard to public behavior other than actions and feel-
ings different from their own. This standard of evaluation, while not presenting
itself as such, is held up to humanity as the core of religion and philosophy by
almost all moral and philosophic teachers. “These teach that things are right
because they are right: because we feel them to be so,” charges Mill. “They tell
us to search in our own minds and hearts for laws of conduct binding on our-
selves and on all others. What can the poor public do but apply these instruc-
tions and make their own personal feelings of good and evil, if they are tolera-
bly unanimous in them, obligatory on the world.”78

The problem Mill here addresses is not how to make intolerant advocates
and antagonisms in society less sectarian or polarized. Mill does not believe that
the most unlimited use of the freedom of discussion of all possible opinions and
ways of life “would put an end to the religious or philosophical sectarianism.
Every truth which men of narrow capacity are in earnest about is sure to be as-
serted, inculcated, and in many ways acted on, as if no other truth existed in the
world.” To hesitate, to balance advantages and disadvantages, to advocate a pol-
icy or way of life with due recognition of its one-sidedness or limitations is al-
most impossible psychologically to partisans and advocates of contending po-
litical outlooks and alternative modes of existence. Further, those with distinct
and original characters tend to be more contentious than consensual.79 And in-
deed, Mill advocates persistent strife in society: “Wherever some such quarrel
has not been going on”—wherever conflict has been ended by the complete
victory of one of the contending outlooks or ways of life, and no new con-
tention has taken the place of the old—“society has either hardened into Chi-
nese stationariness, or fallen into dissolution. A center of resistance, round
which all the moral and social elements which the ruling power views with dis-
favour may cluster themselves, and behind whose bulwarks they may find shel-
ter from the attempts of that power to hunt them out of existence, is as neces-
sary where the opinion of the majority is sovereign, as where the ruling power is
a hierarchy or aristocracy.”80 As Jeremy Waldron puts it, “The good effects of
ethical confrontation, in Mill’s account, will not accrue unless views are put
forward passionately, forcefully, and directly, in a manner that opponents of
these views cannot practicably ignore.”81

Mill’s solution to the problems of intolerance and strife pivots on the role 
of the intellectuals—“the sober,” “honest,” and “impartial judges of human
affairs”—so that they will encourage and defend a wide variety of outlooks and
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ways of life, while also reconciling and synthesizing the discordant civil prac-
tices and beliefs.82 By encouraging individuals and groups to challenge con-
ventions and defend their ways of life, “the opulent and lettered classes” would
create more choices for the individual and pave the road to a new, unified, im-
partial outlook among the intellectuals themselves, an outlook which “might
partially rival the mere power of the masses, and might exercise the naturally
salutary influence over them for their own good.” The collisions of ideas and
modes of existence, while stimulating developed individuality, also allow the
intellectuals to develop new understandings of what is good and bad, and
“though the persuasions and convictions of average men are in a much greater
degree determined by their personal position than by reason,” Mill argues, “no
little power is exercised over them by persuasions and convictions of . . . the
united authority of the instructed. When therefore the instructed in general
can be brought to recognize one social arrangement, or political or other insti-
tution as good, and another as bad, one as desirable, another as condemnable,
very much has been done toward giving to the one, or withdrawing from the
other, that preponderance of social force which enables it to subsist.”83 To en-
vision the values of the future, Mill summarizes in The Subjection of Women,
has always been the “privilege of the intellectual elite, or of those who have
learnt from them; to have the feeling of that futurity has been the distinction,
and usually the martyrdom, of a still rarer elite. Institutions, books, education,
society,” all go on educating individuals in the image of the past, “long after the
new has come; much more when it is only coming.”84

Mill argues that part of the task of the intellectual in the present period is to
encourage the free play of alternative practices and diverse ideas. By promoting
variety, free discussion, and criticism (the reformed Platonic dialectic), the in-
tellectual contributes to an arena of effort, of struggle, and of self-development
and helps limit one set of ideas while giving birth to others. The intellectual
adopts a conciliatory approach to fundamental political and moral differences
and encourages a wide range of activities “as the only unfailing and permanent
source of improvement . . . since by it there are as many possible independent
centers of improvement as there are individuals.”85

For instance, Mill welcomes the village cooperatives initiated by Charles
Fourier in France. They are an experiment in socialism that is worth promot-
ing, protecting, and setting against the prevailing property relations in liberal
societies. Here the intellectual has a particularly important task, that of culti-
vating and protecting alternative views: “For example, if it were necessary to

The Summum Bonum of Modern Liberalism194



choose, there would be much more need to discourage offensive attacks on in-
fidelity than on religion.” Mill’s On Liberty shows little concern that the intel-
lectuals themselves will use their skills to exacerbate and sharpen the conflicts
they encourage. “No sober judge of human affairs will feel bound to be indig-
nant because those who force on our notice truths which we should otherwise
have overlooked, overlook some of those which we see,” states Mill. “Rather, he
will think that so long as popular truth is one-sided, it is more desirable than
otherwise that unpopular truth should have one-sided assertors too, such being
usually the most energetic and the most likely to compel reluctant attention to
the fragment of wisdom which they proclaim as if it were the whole.”86

The power to select and combine also was essential to thinkers who under-
took to perform the tasks necessary for the development of new synthetic
truths in democratic society. Wisdom regarding the central issues of social exis-
tence is so much a product of reconciliation and combination that, in addition
to the “few minds sufficiently capacious and impartial to make the adjustment
with an approach to correctness,” it also requires “the rough process of a strug-
gle between combatants fighting under hostile banners.” “The moment, and
the mood of mind, in which men break free from error,” Mill remarked, “is not,
except in natures very happily constituted, the most favourable to those mental
processes which are necessary for the investigation of the truth. . . . They usu-
ally resolve that the new light which has broken in upon them shall be the sole
light; and they willfully and passionately blow out the ancient lamp.” Mill ar-
gues that the people who are to learn the most from experience are not so much
the participants in conflict as the intellectual. As he puts it, “It is not on the im-
passioned partisan, it is on the calmer and more disinterested bystander, that
the collision of opinions works its salutary effects.” This intellectual can enjoy
the collision of other people’s beliefs and practices, as he himself does not take
sides.87

The antagonisms between employers and trade unions, for example, often
require “impartial arbitration.” If these efforts of conciliation fail, Mill pro-
poses new modes of ownership in which the workers join the employers in hav-
ing a direct interest in the profits of the enterprise. The success of these com-
promises could open the door to new forms of property relations—“Industrial
Partnerships” or more socialized forms of private ownership—that overcome
the one-sided demands that employers and trade unions make on one another.
Conflicts, in short, are the raw material for the synthetic truths that the intel-
lectuals will put forth in the future. Consequently, “the intelligent part of the

The Summum Bonum of Modern Liberalism 195



public can be made to feel its value—to see that it is good there should be dif-
ferences, even though not for the better, even though, as it may appear to them,
some should be for the worse.”88

Mill’s distinction between the need for diverse opinions in society and unity
among the intellectual elite is captured nicely by his views on the main problems
confronting the highest intellectuals, and his response to an invitation to join a
writer’s society centered on the expression of diverse views. In the Diary, Mill
complains that too many divergent opinions surround the highest thinkers,
further contributing to the diffidence and lack of fortitude that plague the En-
glish intellectual: “It requires in these times much more intellect to marshal so
much greater a stock of ideas and observations. This has not yet been done, or
has been done only by very few: and hence the multitude of thoughts only
breeds increase of uncertainty. Those who should be the guides of the rest, see
too many sides to every question. They hear so much said, or find that so much
can be said about everything, that they feel no assurance of the truth of any-
thing.”89

Accordingly, when Mill is invited to join the Neophyte Society, whose pur-
pose was, as Mill understood it, to bring together intellectuals of sundry opin-
ions to exchange views and become better writers, he says no. Receiving the in-
vitation at the same time as he is writing the first draft of On Liberty, which
posits the value of contending opinions and ways of life in society, Mill dis-
misses the value of a group that is organized around expressivism. “With re-
spect to the mere faculty of expression independent of what is to be expressed,
it does not appear to me to require encouragement. There is already an abun-
dance, not to say superabundance, of writers who are able to express in any
effective manner the mischievous commonplaces which they have got to say,”
complains Mill. “I would gladly give any aid in my power towards improving
their opinions; but I have no fear that any opinions they have will not be suffi-

ciently well expressed; nor in any way should I be disposed to give any assis-
tance in sharpening weapons when I do not know in what cause they will be
used. For these reasons I cannot consent that my name should be added to the
list of writers you send me.”90 Mill values social diversity and social dialectics,
not differences and antagonisms among the intellectual elite.

Not that Mill succeeded in forging unity among the intellectual elite. While
editor of the Westminster Review from  to , Mill battled to create an al-
liance among the philosophical radicals, romantics such as Carlyle and John
Sterling, and select critics of liberalism—Sarah and John Austin and Tocque-
ville, among others. But this project failed because, as Mill put it, conditions
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for unity remained premature and, quoting John Austin, “The country did not
have the men.”91 Recognizing the failure of his coalition project, Mill recon-
ciled to the task of laying the philosophic foundation for unity among the in-
tellectuals of the future:

I do not find my enjoyment of speculation at all abated though I see less and less
prospect of drawing together any body of persons to associate in the name & behalf
of any set of fixed principles. Still, no good seed is lost: it takes root & springs up
somewhere, & will help in time towards the general reconstruction of the opinions
of the civilized world, for which ours is only a period of preparation, but towards
which almost all the things & men of our time are working; though the men, for the
most part, almost as unconsciously as the things. Therefore, “cast ye your bread on
the waters, & ye shall find it after many days.”92

Mill discerned that, in the context of the contemporary age of transition be-
tween old and new truths, he could not identify the specific values and prac-
tices of the subsequent period; this limited his ability to construct an alliance
around a positive political program. “In England,” Mill notes, “there is still too
much to be undone for the question, ‘What Is to Be Done,’ to assume its true
importance.” He believed he suffered the “misfortune of having been born and
doomed to live in almost the infancy of human improvement.” Nonetheless,
“it is as preparation” for the morality of the future “that my speculations . . .
may be valuable.” Not unlike Nietzsche, Mill hopes for a “posthumous exis-
tence,” a period in the future when his views will be looked upon as the harbin-
ger of new values and higher forms of existence. “The remedies for all our dis-
eases will be discovered long after we are dead,” Mill writes in the final passage
of his Diary. “It is to be hoped that those who live in those days will look back
in sympathy to their known and unknown benefactors.”93

THE POLITICS OF LIBERTY AND WISDOM

This identification of the crucial role of the intellectuals in the formation of
Bildung leads Mill to develop two notable political proposals in On Representa-
tive Government. Not surprisingly, they assign a disproportionate role to the
highly educated.94 In one proposal, Mill advocates an electoral system of pro-
portional representation whereby voters list preferences for candidates, includ-
ing contestants who are not members of citizens’ local constituencies, so that
the intensity of electoral support and minorities’ views contributes to the seats
in the national assembly. Mill argues that proportional representation will gen-
erate both liberty and wisdom. On the one hand, this system of voting will
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deepen the character of political liberty by the attachment it forges between
voters and their representatives. The citizen now is able to identify with a na-
tional representative’s specific views or character. Every elector who voted for a
representative, states Mill, did so because he is the individual, in the whole list
of candidates for the national assembly, “who best expresses the voter’s own
opinions, or because he is one of those whose abilities and character the voter
most respects, and whom he most willingly trusts to think for him. The mem-
ber would represent persons, not the mere bricks and mortars of the town—the
voters themselves, not a few vestrymen or parish notabilities merely.”95

On the other hand, Mill argues that proportional representation introduces
wisdom into the representative assembly and the nation as a whole. That is, the
primary minority group Mill aims to empower through this electoral system is
“the minority of instructed minds.” These distinguished individuals, who are
unlikely to have taken the time to build majority support in a local con-
stituency, would have a better chance to attain a sufficient number of votes
from a national minority. “The minority of instructed minds scattered through
the local constituencies,” Mill writes, “would unite to return a number, pro-
portioned to their own numbers, of the very ablest men the country contains.
They would be under the strongest inducement to choose such men, since in
no other mode could they make their small numerical strength tell for anything
considerable.” Mill aims to avoid the problem of the American electoral system
identified by Tocqueville, in which “the highly cultivated members of the com-
munity, except such as them as are willing to sacrifice their own opinions and
modes of judgment, and become the servile mouthpieces of their inferiors in
knowledge, do not even offer themselves for Congress or the State Legislatures,
so certain is it that they would have no chance of being returned.”96

Plural voting is Mill’s second proposal for establishing a disproportionate
role for the highly educated in politics. Once again, Mill’s two goals are liberty
and wisdom (and the modern and ancient conceptions of justice). The right to
vote should be based on the modern principle of fundamental human equality,
including the equality of women: “But (though every one ought to have a
voice) that every one should have an equal voice is a totally different proposi-
tion.” Mill also embraces the ancient conception that there should be a fit be-
tween one’s capacities and aptitude and one’s rights and responsibilities. The
quality and extent of one’s right to vote should be based on one’s intellectual
character. Mill’s position is to give more votes to those who are more mentally
cultivated.97

Mill starts from the belief that passing a literacy test is the fundamental re-
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quirement for the right to vote since suffrage presupposes the ability to deliber-
ate and choose among public issues. To judge well, Mill continues, requires
knowledge and a sense of the moral good: “If with equal virtue, one is superior
to the other in knowledge and intelligence—or if with equal intelligence, one
excels the other in virtue—the opinion, the judgment of the higher moral or
intellectual being is worth more than the inferior; and if the institutions of the
country virtually assert that they are of the same value, they assert the thing
which is not.” From this perspective, Mill proposes that the public has a general
interest in allowing the more knowledgeable and public-spirited to cast extra
votes. Discarding the traditional view that property ownership signifies politi-
cal abilities, Mill argues that more votes should be given to those who have
achieved higher levels of mental development. Mill recognizes that intellectual
qualities are very difficult to identify, although he does recommend a system of
general examination. He also “proposes a hierarchy of occupations for deter-
mining how many votes each person should receive:” an order of ascension that
“moves from unskilled to skilled labor, rising to the liberal professions and from
there to successful and well-established professionals.” The more learned, and
the higher the rung, the more votes one would have.98

Mill believes that plural voting, along with proportional representation, will
increase the chances that an instructed minority will be elected to the national
assembly. He also believes that plural voting will establish an ennobling spirit in
society. While no mode of existence that does not harm others should be out-
lawed, it is important that the cultivated intellect be accorded the highest place
among the different ways of life. The citizen should recognize that it is for his
own well-being that everyone has the right to influence government, but also
that “the better and wiser” have more influence than others. “It is important
that this conviction should be professed by the state, and embodied in the na-
tional institutions,” Mill asserts. “Such things constitute the spirit of the insti-
tutions of a country; that portion of their influence which is least regarded by
common, and especially by English thinkers, though the institutions of every
country . . . produce more effect by their spirit than by any of their direct pro-
visions, since by it they shape their national character.”99

The mechanisms of proportional representation and plural voting help to
incorporate the requisite portion of wisdom into the political system, believes
Mill. He charges the elected instructed minority with mitigating and counter-
ing the weaknesses endemic to representative government, which are rooted in
its popular or democratic character. As Mill argues, “It has been seen that the
dangers incident to a representative democracy are of two kinds: danger of a
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low grade of intelligence in the representative body, and in the popular opinion
which controls it; and dangers of class legislation on the part of the numerical
majority, these all being composed of the same class.”100 Perceiving and pursu-
ing the general interest in the representative assembly is the task of the elected
intellectuals, as they stand above partial and conflicting interests in society.
Higher goals than a party or sectoral outlook govern them, as their loyalty to
truth and the general good is higher than their obligation to any particularistic
outlook. While democratic society might not develop a classless outlook, the
instructed minority must do so. Their general sense of wisdom and justice
equips them to respect the general good, but it is their ability to reconcile and
synthesize the competing claims of society that provides their greatest political
contributions. As Mill states in describing his role to his constituents. “Believ-
ing as I do that society and political institutions are, or ought to be, in a state of
progressive advance; that it is the very nature of progress to lead us to recognize
as truths what we do not as yet see to be truths.”101

The highly educated representatives would improve the intellectual quality
of the assembly’s deliberations, and though they would rarely have their com-
plete proposals pass, they would elevate the moral tone in the nation by identi-
fying the higher and lower civil practices and beliefs society is generating. Mill’s
goal is to “keep popular opinion within reason and justice, and to guard it from
the various deteriorating influences which assail the weak side of democ-
racy. . . . A democratic people in this way will be provided with what in any
other way it would almost certainly miss—leaders of a higher grade of intellect
and character itself. Modern democracy would have its occasional Pericles, and
a habitual group of superior and guiding minds.”102

Mill’s preoccupation with the vices of representative government that derive
from its democratic character and his insistence on the privileged role of intel-
lectuals, who contribute wisdom to the representative assembly, undermine
Nadia Urbinati’s thesis that Mill’s thought, properly understood, focuses exclu-
sively on extending among the public forms of dialogue on a wider array of po-
litical and moral matters. In Urbinati’s account, Mill’s proposals for plural vot-
ing should be discounted because they reflect his inability to fully understand
his own thinking. “Plural voting,” she argues, “contradicted . . . the basic crite-
rion of a free and open competition that characterized Mill’s ‘good’ democ-
racy. . . . It is incoherent to defend democracy as a system that supports open
political competition, and then recommend a procedure that has the effect of
protecting a minority from losing an open race.”103 As I discuss in chapter ,
there are weaknesses in Mill’s vision of the political role of the democratic in-
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tellectual. Nonetheless, there is a consistency to Mill’s position that many of his
admirers and critics fail to see: he always maintained an appreciation for both
the ancient and modern conceptions of justice; he consistently focuses on the
problem of reconciling wisdom and liberty.

FREEDOM AS AN END

Mill’s concern for self-assertion, innovative practice, and free discussion, how-
ever, is not exclusively driven by tactical considerations for an age of transition
from one set of moral beliefs to another. Although Mill advocated a distinct
role for an intellectual elite in the representative assembly and society, he also
stated quite clearly that no elite could be trusted if it was not subjected to the
controlling power of the entire people.104 While the intellectuals reconcile and
synthesize new standards of better and worse from the many, varied ways of life
and beliefs, Mill insists that these substantive values of the future must be inte-
grated with conceptions of equal rights and self-development. To attain both
freedom and progress, liberal society needs to accompany the moral concern
for better and worse ways of life with procedural neutrality. “I have said that it
is important to give the freest scope possible to uncustomary things, in order
that it may in time appear which of these are fit to be converted into customs,”
states Mill. But freedom of thought and action is not solely concerned with dis-
covering “better modes of action.” It also is a necessary for individuals to fully
develop and flourish as human beings:

Human beings are not like sheep; and even sheep are not indistinguishably alike. . . .
If it were only that people have diversities of taste, that is reason enough for not at-
tempting to shape them all after one model. . . . Such are the differences among 
human beings in their sources of pleasure, their susceptibilities of pain, and the op-
eration on them of different physical and moral agencies that, unless there is a corre-
sponding diversity in their modes of life, they neither obtain their fair share of hap-
piness, nor grow up to the mental, moral, and aesthetic stature of which their nature
is capable.105

Mill did not envision a future in which an identified good is propounded
legally. Human beings are secure from harm at the hands of others only in pro-
portion as they have the power of being, and are, self-protecting. Free human
conduct also is necessary for us to discover and realize our distinct feelings and
thoughts. Therefore, while the intellectuals and public will generate beliefs and
practices that cultivate reason, will, and deeper social unity, it is crucial that

The Summum Bonum of Modern Liberalism 201



general rules and a moral atmosphere be established in order that people re-
main confident individual decision making is being freely exercised. There is a
distinction between advising a person what to do and making him do it. “Con-
siderations to aid his judgment, exhortations to strengthen his will may be
offered to him, even obtruded on him, by others,” Mill argues; “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.”106 Moreover, as the public embraces practices and
modes of existence that cultivate their higher faculties, their demand for free-
dom will increase, rather than decrease: “Whatever invigorates the faculties, in
however small a measure, creates an increased desire for their more unimpeded
exercise; and a popular education is a failure if it educates a people for any state
but that which it will certainly induce them to desire, and most probably to de-
mand.”107

In On Liberty, Mill justifies individual choice as an end in itself because it
cultivates our higher natural capacities, because human progress should not be
prevented, because it has become an integral part of human happiness, and be-
cause the post—Protestant Reformation world requires it.108 The substantive
principles of the future that are generated by the reconciliation and synthesis of
contrasting outlooks and practices must not preclude freedom of action,
which, in turn, will also allow new outlooks and ways of life to generate. What-
ever ideas of the good life we adopt respecting the foundations of civil society,
and under whatever political institutions we develop, “there is a circle around
every individual being, which no government . . . ought to be permitted to
overstep: there is a part of the life of every person who has come to years of dis-
cretion, within which the individuality of that person ought to reign uncon-
trolled either by any other individual or by the public collectively.”109 Mill
warns the “highest minds” that, as they hold positions they maintain to be very
important and believe opposition to them to be extremely harmful, they often
feel legitimate frustration and anger. Nonetheless, these individuals must re-
spect the modern idea of justice: “If he [one of the highest minds] neither him-
self does them any ill office, nor connives at its being done by others, he is not
intolerant: and the forbearance, which flows from a conscientious sense of the
importance to mankind of the equal freedom of all opinions, is the only toler-
ance which is commendable, or, to the highest moral minds, possible.”110

Mill cautions the “teachers of mankind” that in the future the range of beliefs
and values that are no longer fought over will increase. This development will
bring out both the highest and lowest features of humanity. On the one hand,
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Mill anticipates that this consolidation will reflect humanity’s general improve-
ment toward a consensus around which practices and beliefs are right and
wrong. On the other hand, this decline of contradiction will intensify the pub-
lic’s general tendency to impose its specific ideas of the good upon all members
of society, to reject all dissent, and to oppose all modes of existence that do not
conform to the norm. “The disposition of mankind,” Mill writes, “whether as
rulers or as fellow-citizens, to impose their own opinions and inclinations as a
rule of conduct of others, is so energetically supported by some of the best and
some of the worst feelings incident to human nature, that it is hardly ever kept
under restraint by anything but want of power; and as the power is not declin-
ing, but growing, unless a strong barrier of conviction can be raised against the
mischief, we must expect, in the present circumstances of the world, to see it in-
crease.”111

It is these two concerns—the expectation of increasing unity around im-
proved, synthetic principles of right and wrong and the recognition that intol-
erance toward alternative views is woven into the character of the human be-
ing—that lead Mill to insist that free discussion and self-regarding activities
must not be restricted in the morality of the future. In his discussion of On Lib-
erty in the Autobiography, Mill anticipates that free discussion will be easier to
stimulate in the contemporary period. Unfettered liberty of discussion, Mill 
insists, “is a feature belonging to periods of transition, when old notions and
feelings have been unsettled, and no new doctrines have succeeded to their as-
cendancy. . . . But this state of things is necessarily transitory.” The greater
challenge regarding free discussion will come in the future when Mill’s Bildung
has taken shape and society has consolidated around new principles of right
and wrong: “It is then that the teachings of the Liberty will have their greatest
value.”112

In short, Mill developed two justifications for the writing of On Liberty. He
articulated what Allan Megill calls a “Tocquevillian justification”: to preserve,
under the circumstances of mass homogeneity, individuality and plural paths
of human development. Mill also put forth what Megill calls a “Saint-Simon-
ian justification”: to preserve liberty after a new era of deeper consensus and
spiritual unity is forged. The latter concern leads Mill in On Liberty to remind
the “teachers of mankind” that “where this advantage [antagonism over differ-
ent ideas of the good] can no longer be had, I confess I should like to see [them]
endeavoring to provide a substitute for it—some contrivance for making the
difficulties of the question as present to the learner’s consciousness as if they
were pressed upon him by a dissentient champion, eager for his conversion. . . .
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The Socratic dialectics, so magnificently exemplified in the dialogues of Plato,
were a contrivance of this description.”113

THE COMPLETE HUMAN NATURE

Mill depicts the good liberal society as an arena of self-assertion, tension, and
self-development in which contrasting counterparts produce new political and
moral truths. This vision of Bildung is consistent with Mill’s integration of the
reformed Platonic dialectic with the social dialectics of Coleridge and the
German Romantics. It also is consistent with the apparently contradictory
lessons—unbound freedom and engraved unifying truths—that Mill claimed
he learned from the history of moral development articulated by the Saint-
Simonians and Comte.

The Saint-Simonians and Comte explained that the West had been charac-
terized by organic periods—ancient Greek and Roman polytheism, early and
middle Christianity—during which positive creeds were accepted as authorita-
tive and as a result structured political and social life. They understood that the
West had been defined by critical, negative periods—the age of Greek philoso-
phy and the Reformation, among others—during which the old authoritative
opinions were criticized and overthrown but not replaced by new ones. These
thinkers were explicit about their strategy of bringing the contemporary critical
era, a continuation of the era launched by the Reformation, to an end and “sub-
stituting a new regime that would have structural similarities with but differ
substantively from the precritical, Christian regime of the past.”

Mill learned from the Saint-Simonians and Comte that history has issued
periods dominated by opposing trends. In Mill’s account, the heroic founders
of the ancient Greek and Roman families, tribes, and races (whether mythical
or not) provided deities that cultivated a courageous, innovative will toward the
future.114 In turn, the universalism of Christianity induced people to obey a
general moral framework, which required them to control their impulses. Mill
also agrees that contemporary times are a continuation of the critical period
launched by the Reformation, an era of “loud disputes, but weak beliefs.” The
present “age seemed smitten with an incapacity of producing deep or strong
feeling. . . . An age like this, an age without earnestness, was the natural era of
compromises and half-convictions.” The Saint-Simonians and Comte taught
Mill a “much clearer conception than before of the peculiarities of an age of
transition in opinion, and [I] ceased to mistake the moral and intellectual char-
acteristics of such an age, for the normal characteristics of humanity.”115
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Unlike the Saint-Simonians and Comte, however, Mill maintained that the
present critical period must continue and deepen, as there is not enough raw
material for the development of new higher truths. “The old opinions in reli-
gion, morals, and politics,” Mill writes, “are so much discredited in the more
intellectual minds as to have lost the greater part of their efficacy for good,
while they have still vitality enough to be an effectual obstacle to the rising up
of better opinions on the same subjects.” “So long as this intellectual anarchy
shall endure, we may be warranted in believing that we are in a fair way to be-
come wiser than our forefathers; but . . . we have not yet advanced beyond the
unsettled state, in which the mind is, when it has recently found itself in griev-
ous error, and has not yet satisfied itself with the truth.”116 And unlike the
Saint-Simonians and Comte, he neither looks forward to nor welcomes an ex-
clusively organic period. The contrasting moral drives of the past, Mill argues,
suggest the desirability of an era that harmonizes and synthesizes the opposed
forces into a third, higher era. He looks forward to an epoch that combines cre-
ative individuality and new moral and political truths. It will be a period of en-
ergy, creativity, and willfulness. It also will be characterized by new unified con-
victions about what is morally right and wrong. Mill summarizes:

I looked forward, through the present age of loud disputes but generally weak con-
victions, to a future which shall unite the best qualities of the critical with the best
qualities of the organic periods; unchecked liberty of thought, unbounded freedom
of action in all modes not hurtful to others; but also convictions as to what is right
and wrong, useful and pernicious, deeply engraven on the feelings by early education
and general unanimity of sentiment, and so firmly grounded in reason and in the
true exigencies of life, that they shall not, like all former and present creeds, religious,
ethical, and political, require to be politically thrown off and replaced by others.117

Mill believed that Comte’s concern for establishing higher types of individu-
als and practices and the modern liberal focus on universal equality under the
law were both half right: “We hold the amount of the truth in the two [sides] to
be about the same. M. Comte has got hold of half the truth, and the so-called
liberal or revolutionary school possesses the other half . . . each sees what the
other does not see.”118 To Mill, the conflict between an unleashed human cre-
ativity and the imperatives of general moral development is the primary con-
tradiction generating humanity’s progress and happiness. These two contrast-
ing outlooks and practices have presented themselves as antithetical forces in
various forms throughout history. And unlike Coleridge and the German Ro-
mantics, Mill does not maintain that this thesis and antithesis will invariably

The Summum Bonum of Modern Liberalism 205



resolve into a synthesis. His advocacy of eccentricity aims to regenerate the con-
ditions for a future synthesis. The envisioned creation and synthesis of con-
trasting counterparts do not center on the formation of a specific substantive
outlook or idea of the good. They are designations of the constituent elements
of a complete human nature: creative individuality and right conduct.
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Chapter 7 Mill and Political

Philosophy

207

Unlike traditional liberals of Anglo-Scottish thought who focus pri-
marily on protecting a private sphere for human conduct, Mill be-
lieved that societies also needed to create institutions and practices
that contributed to the development of the human faculties, moral
education of society, and human excellence. Specific proposals to
achieve these goals are a representation system that ensures a dispro-
portionate role for the highly educated, public voting, an education
system characterized by “restraining discipline,” an idea of the best
life, and a reflection that is generally ignored or dismissed in the sec-
ondary literature, namely, his argument for a Religion of Humanity
and aesthetic culture; such a religion and culture would supplement
and possibly replace Christianity in establishing human perfection as
creative practices devoted to the welfare of fellow beings.1

These distinct emphases in Mill’s political philosophy have posed a
riddle that has long vexed analysts. On the one hand, Mill is a consis-
tent advocate for the freedoms of speech, religion, women, assembly,
self-government, the market, and emigration. On the other hand,
Mill is well known for arguments that transcend liberal concerns



about protecting the individual from state and social domination. Contempo-
rary commentators have developed two schools of thought—traditionalist and
revisionist—in response to these currents in Mill’s thought. Both schools of
thought paint a picture of Mill’s positions that is too thin or narrow. Mill in fact
left himself vulnerable to these restricted interpretations. Mill failed to heed
Tocqueville’s warnings regarding the character of the democratic intellectual
and did not anticipate—as Nietzsche did—the difficulty of integrating ancient
practices or romantic self-expression into modern culture. Mill was also too op-
timistic about the possibility of reconciling the different aims of liberty or free
human conduct with wisdom or ideas of better and worse modes of existence.

THE TRADITIONALISTS’ CONFUSED MILL

The traditional interpretation of Mill, most notably articulated by Isaiah
Berlin, is that the contradictory emphases in his thinking are expressions of his
eclecticism. According to this view, no coherent doctrine can be found in Mill’s
work. On the one hand, Mill appreciated the utilitarian outlook that one’s life
decisions are driven by the rational pursuit of pleasure and the avoidance of
pain. At the same time, Mill is attracted both to the romantic argument that the
liberated individual is spontaneous and to the Comtean view that social science
is establishing a path to human progress. Facing this labyrinth of ideas in Mill’s
thinking, Berlin concludes that Mill’s political philosophy, and modern liberal-
ism itself, is rooted in uncertainty about whether any of these partial truths—
utilitarianism, romanticism, or any one outlook—can claim the mantle of
truth. Rather than envisioning new synthetic truths from competing truths,
Berlin claims, Mill adopts an agnostic stance toward notions of the good. Mill
will not condemn any activity as being bad as long as it does not have an ill
effect on the affairs of others. Modern liberalism is based on Mill’s ambivalence
concerning what partial truths are right or wrong, good or bad.2

Berlin and the traditional interpretation provide insights into the tensions
that animate Mill’s thinking, identifying how Mill praises the qualities of
choice, diversity, and freedom while also developing an analysis that uses the
“language not of a philosophical radical, but of Burke, or Carlyle, or Chester-
ton.”3 The shortcoming of this interpretation is the assumption that Mill’s di-
verse emphases are rooted in perplexity and are not a purposeful attempt to
root modern individuality in a new ethical and moral context. What they miss
is the possibility that, as opposed to a poorly directed eclecticism, Mill’s con-
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trasting currents of thought express complementary goals. One finds in key es-
says of the Mill corpus the warning that if the pursuit of pleasure is not accom-
panied by a developed understanding of what is good, it will lead to “miserable
individuality.” He defines freedom of action as the freedom to do what one en-
joys, while to attain higher freedom the individual must will the desires he de-
sires. To Mill, the opportunity to gain self-command of one’s aims requires the
traditional empiricist goal of limiting the determination of our actions and al-
lowing the freedom to make choices. However, moral freedom requires that in-
dividuals have the option of self-amendment of character; and Mill argues that
civil society must develop the practices and values that make possible this free-
dom to self-develop. The result is a version of liberalism that has a richer, fuller
notion of the individual: not just as the bearer of a limited number of rights,
but also as a person that can and should be cultivated in a particular direction,
including the ability to amend oneself.

The traditional interpretation fails to appreciate Mill’s distinct concerns.
Berlin does not recognize Mill’s two different conceptions of liberty and mis-
takenly calls him confused for assuming that the “negative goal” of warding off

interference with free action is the necessary and sufficient condition for devel-
oping both freedom and higher types of human character.4 Berlin is correct to
disassociate Mill from a strict positive conception of liberty in which free
choice becomes identified with choosing what is rational or right. But Berlin
fails to identify the middle ground Mill occupies between his own positive and
negative conceptions of freedom. Mill’s political philosophy advocates the ab-
sence of impediments to actions that do not harm others and the development
of distinct practices and values that encourage the individual’s capacity to com-
mand one’s character—if one wishes. Berlin’s portrait of a hyperindividualistic
Mill also ignores Mill’s position that the moral conscience envisioned by
Hume, Smith, and empiricism’s associational psychology was not capable of
generating a just moral outlook and that new synthetic truths—derived from
alternative ways of life—would deepen social unity. “[Mill] took human soli-
darity for granted, perhaps altogether too much for granted,” charges Berlin.
“He did not fear the isolation of individuals or groups, the factors which make
for alienation and disintegration of individuals and societies.”5 But Mill took
the task of cultivating the just moral conscience and higher forms of social
unity very seriously, and Mill did not pose the requirements for liberty against
the conditions for moral development. “The communities in which reason has
been most cultivated, and in which the idea of social duty has been most pow-
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erful,” summarizes Mill, “are those which have most strongly asserted the free-
dom of action of the individual—the liberty of each to govern his conduct by
his own feelings of duty, and by such laws as his own conscience can subscribe
to.”6

Crucial to understanding On Liberty is the recognition that the loss of liberty
is not only based on coercion by other men. Liberty is also lost by the lack of
self-development of character. England is characterized by a climate in which
fewer and fewer legal restraints are placed on public conduct, but now very few
people “desire liberty” and cultivate aims that “are properly their own.” In pre-
vious ages, Mill continues, when liberty was understood to be self-command,
“the individual was a power in himself; and if he had great talents or a high so-
cial position, he was a considerable power.”7

But why does Mill’s On Liberty fail to clearly demarcate these distinct philo-
sophical conceptions of liberty? Why does he often use the term liberty to de-
note distinct views of freedom? For instance, when Mill puts forward that “the
sole end for which mankind are warranted, individually or collectively, in in-
terfering with the liberty of action of any of their number, is self-protection,”
he clearly is focusing on the restraints imposed by other men: “physical force in
the form of legal penalties” and “the moral coercion of public opinion.”8 But
when Mill says most people “do not desire liberty” he does not mean that the
general public wishes to be coerced or restricted in their actions. Mill’s point is
that these individuals lack the goal of realizing self-command of character: “So-
ciety has now fairly got the better of individuality; and the danger which threat-
ens human nature is not the excess, but the deficiency of personal impulses and
preferences. . . . The mind itself is bowed to the yoke . . . by dint of not follow-
ing their own nature they have no nature to follow: their human capacities are
withered and starved: they become incapable of any strong wishes or native
pleasures, and are generally without either opinions or feelings of home
growth, or properly their own.”9

Had Mill made these distinct conceptions of liberty clearer, he might have
limited the confusion that continues to surround his political philosophy.
More broadly, Mill’s clarification of distinct conceptions of liberty would have
put empiricism and classic liberalism in a better position to meet British Ideal-
ism’s future challenge that it was the only outlook in England insistent that the
individual recognize himself as the author of his own actions.10 Does this fail-
ure in On Liberty confirm Berlin’s thesis that Mill is unable to clarify and choose
between different conceptions of liberty?
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THE DIFFERENT MEANINGS OF LIBERTY

Mill’s reasons for using single terms to convey publicly different moral mean-
ings are given in “Of the Requisites of a Philosophical Language, and the Prin-
ciples of Definition” and “On the Natural History of the Variations in the
Meaning of Terms” in the Logic. Here, he lays out how the political philosopher
promotes contrasting meanings for the same moral term to create vitality and
synthesis. His analysis of language in the Logic exemplifies why contemporary
commentators’ failure to recognize Mill’s appreciation for premodern and other
alternative currents of thought leads to limited analyses of Mill’s thought.11

In Mill’s account, the designation of distinct conceptions of liberty under a
single term contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of freedom it-
self. Language itself cannot be understood from a purely logical or nominalist
perspective. There are too many profound historical and social determinants of
language for us to claim that we can employ language as a tool while ignoring
its cultural context. Watch out, Mill warns, for philosophers—such as Hobbes
and Bentham—who want to tame language and make it produce uniform con-
ceptions and thoughts; the result of such practices is that the true significance
of ethical and moral terms is lost. Reformers of language want to strip language
of its ambiguity and thus of its critical force. The desire for order, on the one
hand, and fetish concerning logic, on the other, drives these thinkers to imag-
ine dystopic schemes for regulating and simplifying the chaotic potential
lodged in language. Mill writes, “Language loses one of its inherent and valu-
able properties, that of being the conservator of ancient experience; the keeper-
alive of those thoughts and observations of former ages, which may be alien to
the tendencies of the passing age.” These thinkers want to tell us what words
like virtue and citizen mean once and for all so we will stop upsetting society
with arguments about them.

Such reduction of language to the decisions of philosophers, Mill insists,
would blind us to the complex and diverse origins and significations of words.
Nominalists and logicians recognize that many of our past views and experi-
ences are no longer conveyed in our language: “These persons, in examining
the old formulas, easily perceive that words are used in them without a mean-
ing. . . . [T]hey naturally enough dismiss the formula, and define the name
without reference to it.”12 Nominalists and logicians focus on fastening down
words like liberty, loyalty, and virtue to what they signify in conventional usage
and introduce the practice of employing these terms uniformly according to
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that connotation. The forgotten meanings of our moral terms are lost, and al-
ternative experiences no longer contribute to challenging the prevailing norms
and practices. There is no room in the modern imagination for a contrast be-
tween competing outlooks: “The ancient formulas are consequently treated as
prejudices; and . . . people are no longer taught as before . . . that there is truth
in them. They no longer remain in the general mind surrounded by respect,
and ready at any time to suggest their original meaning. Whatever truths they
contain are not only in these circumstances, rediscovered far more slowly, but,
when rediscovered, the prejudice with which such novelties are regarded is now,
in some degree at least, against them, instead of being on their side.”13

We gain more than we lose, Mill continues, by opening ourselves to the
competing connotations revealed by a searching historical interrogation of key
ethical terms. “The history of a word,” he writes, “by showing the causes which
determine its use, is . . . a better guide to its employment than any definition;
for definitions can only show its meaning at a particular time, or at most the se-
ries of its successive meanings, but its history may show the law by which the
succession was produced.” Indeed, Mill insists that we can get a lot out of pay-
ing attention to the ambiguities of language and reexcavating their original
force and meaning. He proposes that philosophers discover the vital past expe-
riences that our most important moral terms convey and put forth these mean-
ings to challenge our contemporary understandings. The philosopher must
take advantage of what Aristotle and many ancient philosophers understood,
“that there are such things as ambiguities of language” and that it is delightful
to discover and exploit them.14

To Aristotle, however, it is our natural capacity to speak, or logos, that leads
the human animal to agree and disagree on moral terms and concepts. Errors
are made and differences arise, Aristotle insists, in the discovery of what kinds
of good are best to organize our lives—those means that for us constitute hu-
man happiness. Our deliberative conclusions about both means and goals are
always uncertain: “For comprehension is neither about what always is and is
unchanging nor about just anything that comes to be. It is about what we
might be puzzled about and might deliberate about.”15

To Mill, our contemporary ideas and practices are based on the overcoming
or negation of previous experiences. As Mill maintains that the Englishman is
now generally inclined to agree, history is a critical source of our differences,
and the contrasting character of our moral terms is a potential source of tension
and creativity. “While the formulas remain,” Mill insists, “the meaning may at
any time revive.” Upon discovering the forgotten or unused properties of our
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ideas, the “philosopher announces [the truth] again to mankind, not as a dis-
covery but as the meaning of that which they have been taught and still profess
to believe.” The philosopher creates an unfinished dialectic between contrast-
ing moral experiences, forging a perpetual tension “in spiritual truths, and in
spiritual doctrines of any significance.”16 In On Liberty, Mill uses the term lib-
erty to signify two complementary, but distinct, conceptions of freedom: the
limitations on the external coercion of the individual’s actions by state and so-
ciety; the cultivation of “well-developed human beings” who make their own
decisions and desire their own desires. Mill’s use of divergent conceptions of
liberty in On Liberty does not reflect a poorly thought out eclecticism, as many
of his traditionalist interpreters claim. He identifies contrasting ideas of liberty
for the purpose of establishing a comprehensive account of individuality that
combines self-development with the moral obligation not to harm other indi-
viduals.

THE REVISIONISTS’ RESTRICTED MILL

In recent decades, revisionist literature has criticized the traditional view that
Mill has no coherent philosophy. Alan Ryan, John Rees, and others focus on
chapters  and  of On Liberty, the last chapter of Utilitarianism, and a few frag-
ments from other essays, arguing that Mill has developed a liberal doctrine
rooted in utilitarian ethics.17 Mill, in Ryan’s account, is fleshing out the pre-
cepts of utilitarianism in the modern context where both the law and public
opinion are potential fetters to free human conduct. Elaborating the “harm
principle,” Ryan argues that Mill’s analysis of moral conduct centers on
whether the behavior of an individual impedes the actions of others: if it does,
the action is immoral; if not, the action is moral. The area of law and morality
is “other-regarding” and only in this area can sanctions or punishments be ap-
plied. Law and morality differ only in the types of sanctions used. Mill’s think-
ing, Ryan argues, revolves around how behavior that afflicts the lives of others
should be opposed.

Invoking traditional Anglo-Scottish themes, Ryan explains that “people live
in society in order to protect themselves against actions aimed at harming
them, so, if an action is wrong or immoral, then society must stop it. The only
question is, how?” To Ryan, Mill answers that either public opinion or the law
can be mobilized against such behavior depending upon which form of re-
straint creates a better cost/benefit ratio for society. Mill’s political philosophy
centers on the development of public opinion and law that establishes “general
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rules that aim at promoting such interpersonal goods as peace, justice, and
honesty.”18 Self-regarding actions do not belong to the area of morality, and we
therefore cannot apply sanctions to them. Ryan argues that since Mill advo-
cates utilizing public opinion and the law only for curbing immoral behavior,
he establishes moral space for individuals to pursue personal and aesthetic
ideals and an ethical framework that allows the greatest happiness for the great-
est number.

Mill, however, never refers to morally just behavior as “other-regarding con-
duct,” as it indicates moral behavior requires transcendence of the self and its
desires. In Mill’s account, the just moral conscience motivates the individual to
adhere to the rules of justice because of the self-respect it generates. The just in-
dividual is characterized by continence and self-control. His moral conscience
informs his desires and prevents him from taking actions that in his view reflect
a debased character. The idea that Mill envisioned “other-regarding conduct”
as an essential component of morality overlooks Mill’s challenge to Kant’s con-
ception of the moral conscience. Both recognized the moral conscience as a
state of consciousness which itself creates a sense of duty. Where Mill differs
from Kant is with Kant’s claim that the moral conscience is based on contra-
causality: choosing one course of action, while preferring another. In Mill’s ac-
count, the just moral conscience creates the desire to do right; just acts are forms
of self-fulfillment, not of self-denial.

Moreover, Mill’s comprehension of ethics and morality is far more complex
than that of a decision-making mode for determining whether public opinion
or the law provides the best general framework for free human conduct. Mill
consistently posits that the rules and mores of modern justice are a necessary,
but not sufficient, condition for human happiness and developed individuality.
Even at the level of preventing harm to others, Mill’s moral theory is not as sim-
ple as Ryan suggests. For instance, when Mill testifies before the Royal Com-
mission on the Contagious Disease Acts, he states that a main reason for his 
opposition to state-sponsored medical tests and treatment of prostitutes is its
moral legitimization of a debased form of individualism: prostitution. Mill re-
acts angrily when asked if it would promote the happiness for the greatest num-
ber if such tests not only exist but are paid through the licensing of prostitutes
and brothels, and not by taxes: “It seems to me that all the objections which ex-
ist against the Acts, exist in extreme degree against licenses, because they have
still more the character of toleration of that kind of vicious indulgence, than 
exists under the Acts at present, or can exist in any other way.”19 In contrast to
Ryan, Mill’s conception of happiness is grounded in an understanding of hu-

Mill and Political Philosophy214



man nature that distinguishes higher and lower pleasures, connects the devel-
opment of human faculties to the overall increase of happiness, and sees such
development as hinging upon reformed civil institutions, law, education, and
culture.20

THE TAMING ROLE OF WOMEN

Ryan and the revisionists’ limited view of Mill’s account of ethics and morality
is best exemplified by their restricted interpretation of The Subjection of Women.
To Ryan, Mill’s goal in advocating the emancipation of women is solely the le-
gal expansion of the realm of individual freedom to the greatest possible ex-
tent.21 But Mill’s position is much more comprehensive and complex. Mill’s
Subjection of Women appropriates and revises part of Socrates’ discussion in
book  of the Republic on why the philosopher is happier than the tyrant to ex-
plain how a self-commanding existence is superior to a life centered on the pur-
suit of unbridled passions. Mill’s book also considers equal rights and recipro-
cal relations between marital partners a necessary condition for the cultivation
of a just morality, one in which an individual regards the rights of other human
beings as fully worthy as one’s own. Most important, Ryan and the revisionists
ignore Mill’s most stunning claim in Subjection of Women: that the emancipa-
tion of women transforms the family from being a scene of tyranny and caprice
that radiates an evil influence throughout society into acting as a potential new
center of innovation and value formation. Here, once again, contemporary
commentators’ failure to recognize Mill’s penchant for adopting and modify-
ing premodern and alternative currents of thought contributes to deficient ex-
planations of his political philosophy.

Like Rousseau and Tocqueville, Mill believes that women who focus on do-
mestic matters are a bulwark of the prosaic but socially necessary mores of hon-
esty, frugality, fidelity, restraint, and humility.22 But Mill points to harmful
consequences as well: too often, the moral influence of women in the contem-
porary family is “encouraging to the softer virtues; discouraging to the sterner
virtues.”23 On the one hand, women help tame undisciplined and wicked
men, preventing them from becoming alcoholics, unemployed workers, or
philanderers. On the other hand, women’s focus on prosaic mental and social
qualities fetters those few men who have the potential to become great innova-
tors who serve the public good. “The wife is the auxiliary of common public
opinion . . . ,” Mill writes, “a dead weight, a drag, upon every aspiration of his
to be better than public opinion requires him to be. It is hardly possible for one
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in these bonds, to attain exalted virtue.”24 Mill’s Subjection of Women criticizes
two types of subjections: the comprehensive subjection of women by men; the
psychic subjection of creative types by the interpersonal relationships within
the family.

Mill argues that the good produced by women’s generating of the prosaic
virtues that restrict bad men will be strengthened by women’s attainment of
equal rights. These mores do “not depend on the woman’s servitude, but [are],
on the contrary, diminished by the disrespect which the inferior class of men al-
ways at heart feel towards those who are subject to their power.” More impor-
tant, a new type of marital partnership is required to foster human creativity
and excellence in modernity. Mill argues that in premodern ages men often dis-
played heroism—most notably, military courage—to defend the realm and
differentiate themselves from other men, making themselves more attractive 
to women. At the same time, the “taming” role of women had contributed to
chivalry, a moral ethos that cultivated gentleness, generosity, and self-abnega-
tion among the warriors who defended the realm. Though chivalry never came
close to attaining the lofty standard it established in theory, “it remains one of
the most precious monuments in the moral history of our race,” a remarkable
attempt by a weak and disorganized sector to foster norms that the powerful
willingly submit themselves to.25

In modern society, however, the opportunities for human creativity, individ-
ual prowess, and courage are diminished: industrial production, not military
conflict, is the central feature of modern social life; mass organizations are 
more important than heroic actions for political and social prosperity; the pri-
vate sphere predominates over the public realm. The association of men with
women, Mill continues, is much closer and more complete than it ever was be-
fore. Men’s lives are more domestic. Formerly, their pleasures and chosen occu-
pations were among men and in men’s company: their wives figured in only a
fragment of their lives. As men spend more time in the private and domestic
spheres, the moral and cultural dynamics shift. When males were primarily oc-
cupied with tasks outside the home and among others of the same gender, the
domestic virtues of prudence, modesty, and honesty acted as an appropriate
counterweight to the less sentimental political and military worlds.

Now, however, Mill worries that potentially creative men will ingest exces-
sive doses of sentimentality, thus producing will-less types aversive to risk and
unable to lead: “If he differs in opinion from the mass—if he sees truths which
have not yet dawned upon them or if, feeling in his heart truths which they
nominally recognize, he would like to act up to those truths more conscien-
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tiously than the generality of mankind—to all such thoughts and desires, mar-
riage is the heaviest of drawbacks, unless he be so fortunate as to have a wife as
much above the common level as he himself is.”26 Given that such restraining
influences exist in every household, Mill asks whether it is “any wonder that
people in general are kept down in the mediocrity of respectability which is be-
coming a marked characteristic of modern times?” By ending the subjugation
of women, Mill counters, talented women will have the ability to work closely
with their (equally talented) partners: defining goals that transcend prevailing
norms and practices, building a relationship of complementary strengths, and
becoming innovators that serve the public good.27

Perhaps the most important assault upon the taming role of women in
morality came from the republican outlook of Periclean Athens, so it is in-
structive to identify Mill’s agreement and disagreement with this position. The
classical republican outlook revolved around a quality of manly valor, accord-
ing to which virtuous citizens displayed patriotic courage by pursuing honor
and fame in the polis and war. Courage took its character from a contrast with
the idealized life of women, who toiled in silence and seclusion in the family.
This republicanism centered on a “polarized opposition between male, cour-
age, war, and polis on the one hand, and female, peace, passivity, and family on
the other.” Here manly virtue and the polis are clearly superior to and threat-
ened by the household and the family, in which “everything serves and must
serve the security of the life process.”28 Pericles’ comments to the widows in the
Funeral Oration captures this distinction clearly: “Your great glory is not to be
inferior to what the gods have made you, and the greatest glory of a woman is
to be least talked about by the men, whether they are praising you or criticizing
you.”29

Like Pericles, Mill is arguing that female domination of the household di-
minishes courage and innovative actions and drives talented men to be primar-
ily concerned with the protection of family and home. Unlike Pericles, however,
Mill neither aims to reconstitute the polis nor equates virility in war with virtue.
Again contradicting Pericles, Mill does not completely reject the role women
play in taming bad men. Most important, Mill argues that the emancipation of
women will—in addition to expanding freedom to half of society—allow tal-
ented marital partners to become innovators that serve the public good.

Mill puts forth classical themes of friendship as he discusses these potentially
new marital relations centered on human excellence.30 While lacking Plato’s
poetic imagery, the energy and resolution of Mill’s marital partners focused on
“great objects” are similar to the philosophic eros and the attitude of classical
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friends toward each other in Plato’s Symposium. Their longing for the good can-
not be separated from their desire for one another. Mill states, “When the two
persons both care for great objects, and are a help and encouragement to each
other in whatever regard these, the minor matters on which their tastes may
differ are not at all important to them; and there is a foundation for solid
friendship, of an enduring character, more likely than anything else to make it,
through the whole of life, a greater pleasure to each to give pleasure to the other,
than to receive it.”31 Mill’s discussion of the convergence of wills that develops
among such partners, “their gradual assimilation of the tastes and characters to
one another,” and of the enriching of their respective natures is reminiscent 
of Aristotle’s classic account in the Nicomachean Ethics of a friend as a second
half, with the highest form of friendship existing in relation to the good (or
virtue).32 Mill, like the classics, also sees the best friendships existing beyond or
outside the perspectives of society. They are isolated in a world of their own. In-
deed, these friendships are partly defined by the self-conscious creation of a dis-
tance between themselves and others.

The manifest affinities between Mill and Plato and Aristotle regarding
friendship may tend to obscure their important differences, as Mill, once again,
modifies what he borrows from the ancients. Mill differs from Plato and Aris-
totle in that he posits that this type of friendship can be developed between
men and women. He also associates this friendship with the highest form or
ideal of marriage. A convergence of tastes and character, Mill argues, often hap-
pens between two friends of the same sex, who associate consistently in their
fundamental aims, but it could be more prevalent within marriages, “did not
the totally different bringing-up of the two sexes make it next to an impossibil-
ity to form a really well assorted union.” And while Plato and Aristotle write
that these highest friendships center on philosophy, Mill argues that they re-
volve around a broader and more socially responsible category—“great objects”
that serve the public good—including the creation of “those great and lumi-
nous new ideas which form an era of thought.”33

Mill’s proposal for public voting also illustrates how Mill has a far more com-
prehensive and complex view of ethics and morality than that suggested by
Ryan and the other revisionists. Public voting ensures that opinion will be mo-
bilized to both preserve and induce the public good. “The universal observa-
tion of mankind has been very fallacious,” states Mill in On Representative Gov-
ernment, “if the mere fact of being one of the community, and not being in a
position of pronounced contrariety of interest to the public at large, is enough
to insure a public duty, without either the stimulus or the restraint derived from
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the opinion of our fellow creatures.” Like his views on the dual role of emanci-
pated women, Mill’s arguments for the structuring role of public voting centers
on two key themes: shaming the weak and wicked to live up to their obligations
and inducing the willful to pursue their ambitions by addressing the public
good. Voters, insists Mill, have either private or public grounds for casting their
ballots. Private motivations are based on a desire for money, anger, rivalry, or
class and sectional interests. To prevent these motivations from entering into the
spirit of the political institutions, Mill argues, they must be confronted with the
opinion of the honest, public-oriented voters through the open ballot. Public
voting also will require those who wish to innovate or think differently to work
within the bounds of public opinion. “Nothing has so steady an influence as
working under pressure,” summarizes Mill. “No one will do that which he ex-
pects to be greatly blamed for, unless from a preconceived and fixed purpose of
his own, which is always evidence of a thoughtful and deliberate character.”34

Mill’s position on the subjection of women and public voting reveals that his
view of ethics and morality is far more multidimensional than Ryan’s and the
revisionists’ argument that his moral concerns center on determining whether
law or public opinion provides the best framework for free human conduct.
And his views concerning the contributions of emancipated women and the
open ballot is not an aberrant idea in his political philosophy. Mill’s views on
seminal topics of Western thought—empiricism’s conception of moral sympa-
thy, romanticism’s idea of liberty, Plato, Christianity, to name a few—reveal
him to be consistently concerned with situating freedom and choice within an
account of ethics and the good for a human being. In contrast to Ryan’s and the
revisionists’ picture of a circumscribed Mill, Mill’s vision of a liberal society is
made up of two parts: creative individuality and the unity of will needed to sus-
tain society. These two values produce distinct but not contradictory emphases
in his writings. Mill sees a need for liberal societies to discipline themselves
through a commitment to the general welfare while still encouraging the forces
of human creativity. He hopes to accomplish this double task by joining mod-
ern justice and general moral development with civil practices and values that
engender individual self-mastery and the exertion of human energy.

MILL AND HIS INTERPRETERS

From the perspective of Mill’s overall vision of the future, the traditionalists
and revisionists interpret Mill narrowly: Mill’s road to a comprehensive moral-
ity is treated as the single end or goal of his liberalism. What Mill considered an
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integral part of a morality of the future—the many circumstances in which free
choice is to be permitted and the fewer instances in which it might be
limited—has become Mill’s whole political philosophy. Many analysts under-
stand Mill as the advocate of negative liberty, which is generally understood as
extending to all actions except those that may cause direct harm to others. In-
deed, this view that Mill’s single teaching is the need to expand free activity al-
most without limit has become an important part of our intellectual culture. In
many respects, the general understanding of liberty and individuality held by
the American citizen at the turn of the twenty-first century is consistent with
his harm principle. Law, civil institutions, and public opinion are understood
as lacking any legitimate authority to foster virtue and repress vice, to shape
personal ends or notions of happiness, to define the ultimate worth or dignity
of the human being.

This parsing of Mill’s thought is not a surprise. Mill embraced and extended
negative liberty, not only against the magistrate but “against the prevailing
opinion and feeling.” As Mill expressed it, “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. His own good, either physical or moral, is
not sufficient.”35 Mill also is partly to blame that only a part of his thought is
embraced or adhered to and that his overall political philosophy is not recog-
nized. Certainly Mill’s idea of encouraging diversity has the potential to end, or
at least discourage us, for fear of diminishing our choices and weakening our
will to choose, to pursue avenues of inquiry that lead to the second leg of Mill’s
political philosophy; namely, the discovery of better and worse modes of life
and wisdom.

In Mill’s call for many different modes of life, we have the view that the good
life for you is not the same as the good life for me; each of us can go our own
path, and we should not collide over them. On this account, people become
human in the fullest sense through the activity of freely creating their own way
of life. “Different persons also require different conditions for their spiritual de-
velopment,” states Mill, “and can no more exist healthily in the same moral
than all the variety of plants can in the same physical, atmosphere and cli-
mate.”36 Each person in this romantic-expressivist vision has something special
to offer the world through his or her mode of existence. Either criticizing or fol-
lowing others may betray our respective ways of life. What public and civil life
ought to honor and promote is only whatever sorts of behavior and outlook,
whatever kinds of institutions and practices, liberate individuals, as choosing
beings, from all unchosen constraints. Romantic-expressivism, in short, is re-

Mill and Political Philosophy220



sistant to establishing modes of existence as higher or lower. At the end of chap-
ter  of On Liberty, Mill leaves us with the question of whether wisdom and 
diversity may be inherently antithetical or at least, to a degree, adversarial. Cer-
tainly almost all contemporary commentators, who generally portray Mill as
the archetype theorist of negative liberty, ignore his concern for wisdom.37

When it comes to cultivating higher modes of life and wisdom, Mill’s polit-
ical philosophy faces constraints. He is determined to extend liberalism’s com-
mitment to secure the conditions of free human conduct through limiting the
restrictions imposed by law and public opinion. He also adheres to the roman-
tic-expressivist view that, as Wordsworth put it, the glory of the human soul is
with infinity and therefore with “something ever more about to be.” Still, as an
empiricist he recognizes that self-developed ways of life are not generated spon-
taneously and do not arise necessarily; they are cultivated and sustained by cir-
cumstances. To actualize them, laws and civil society must develop practices
and beliefs that generate developed minds and strong wills. Mill’s liberalism, in
short, must by definition be broadly inclusive of diversity, yet it cannot be to-
tally indifferent to the character of its citizens. A society based on free human
conduct and self-development is dependent on the human qualities that it does
not spontaneously generate and sustain. These human qualities cannot be im-
ported from the outside, for they must be immanent to the liberal way of life.
Mill insists that only free moral agents can attain the highest human qualities
and that it is not the role of law and public opinion to compel higher modes of
existence; only free men and women can release the vital energies of life—most
notably reason and the will—so long held down by customs and conventional
practices. His commitment to free human conduct and self-development re-
quires exercising restraint in regard to the steps that would contribute to the
cultivation of the qualities he believes liberal societies need if they are to pros-
per and protect liberty itself.38

By turning to Aristotle’s Politics we gain insights into Mill’s dilemma. In the
Politics, Aristotle notes that different types of regimes cultivate different types
of citizens so that the characteristics of citizenry differ from one type of politi-
cal order to another. Oligarchic regimes tend to produce citizens primarily con-
cerned with wealth; democratic regime cultivates citizens with a political dis-
position centered on freedom and equality. Regimes, in short, curry citizens in
the image of their central political principle. As Aristotle puts it, if the organi-
zation of composition is different, the compound creates a distinct mix of the
same elements. What characterizes an excellent citizen derives from the pri-
mary aim of the political association. “Although citizens are dissimilar,” Aris-
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totle argues, “preservation of the partnership is their task, and the regime is
[this] partnership; hence the virtue of the citizen must necessarily be with a
view to the regime.” As Aristotle explains it, the qualities of citizenship and the
best life are not the same because the primary goals of the political association
are in tension with or in opposition to the comprehensive development of the
human faculties: “If, then, there are indeed several forms of regime, it is clear
that it is not possible for the virtue of the excellent individual to be a single or
complete virtue. That it is possible for a citizen to be excellent yet not possess
the virtue in accordance with which he is an excellent man, therefore, is evi-
dent” (emphasis added).39

From the perspective of Aristotle’s teachings, it follows that a regime
grounded in Mill’s harm principle will cultivate tolerant citizens with disposi-
tions that generally shun commenting on whether this or that individual or so-
cial practice is better or worse, as long as these individuals and practices respect
the rights of others. The root of the problem is that, as the primary goal of
equality in freedom—the inviolable principle of Mill’s liberalism—gains a
foothold in the liberal citizen’s character, rather than existing as the highest
good among many, it slowly becomes the one and only aim or good. Further,
Mill’s argument that the free individual is not to rest and refer to an established
standard but to move on in the ceaseless journey of new experiences limits our
ability to say that one way of life is better than another. There is a vitalism in-
trinsic to romantic-expressivism which privileges that which lives, moves, and
changes over that which establishes static or general standards.

This emphasis on movement and change limits Mill’s ability to succeed in
his challenge to Plato. Mill regretted that Plato could not reconcile the goals of
wisdom and liberty; he charged that Plato grew frustrated by his inability to
discover justice and increasingly became concerned solely with the character,
disposition, and wisdom of a small elite of philosophers and legislators. Mill’s
problem comes from the opposite direction. His concerns for an overarching
morality of justice and self-realized ways of life preclude his ability to develop
the circumstances that will cultivate wisdom and higher ways of life. Although
Mill wants to promote higher modes of existence, he always insists that we
must respect the moral agency of others; even those we think are acting fool-
ishly. Over time, as Nietzsche predicts, modern culture loses more and more
confidence in its ability to identify higher and lower, better and worse, practices
and ways of life: the modern intellectual is characterized by either the com-
placent observation (social science) or tepid celebration (historicism) of differ-
ent values; the modern mind protects differences and celebrates ambiguity.
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“Whither are we moving?” Nietzsche asks. “Away from all suns? Are we not
plunging continually? Backward, sideward, forward, in all directions? Is there
still any up and down?”40

To be sure, Mill is neither silent nor indifferent to the connection between
promoting self-development and discovering new truths and better ways of
life.

It would be a great misunderstanding of this doctrine to suppose that it is one of 
selfish indifference which pretends that human beings have no business with each
other’s conduct in life, and that they should not concern themselves about the well-
doing or well-being of one another, unless their own interest is involved. . . . I am the
last person to undervalue the self-regarding virtues; they are only second in impor-
tance, if even second, to the social. It is equally the business of education to cultivate
both. But even education works by conviction and persuasion as well as by compul-
sion, and it is by the former only that, when the period of education is past, the self-
regarding virtues should be cultivated.41

For Mill, there is no contradiction between self-development, tolerance, and
conflicting opinions, on the one hand, and the increasingly universal accep-
tance of new synthetic standards of good and bad, on the other hand. Fostering
differences, criticisms, and contradictory paths did not mean for Mill that we
quit discovering better and worse ways of life. The former was a necessary con-
dition for the latter, and while it may seem from the focus of Mill commenta-
tors that Mill prefers the current of his thought that contributes to liberty and
self-development to the current of his thought that focuses on wisdom and dis-
covering the truth, in fact, Mill regards neither by itself as a likely or desirable
way to develop the good society.

But Mill’s leading principles—protection of all self-regarding activity, self-
expression as the best life—set in motion a conceptual dynamic that all too 
easily induces silence about what ideas or practices are best. Indifference to
questions about their cultivation result. Whether or not Mill’s harm principle
rejects legal enforcement of practices that cultivate rationality and fortitude, re-
fuses to limit alternative modes of existence, or, most important, makes indi-
vidual choice the touchstone of human development,42 Mill’s leading political
principles shift focus away from a determinate set of excellences of character.
Moral and intellectual qualities that determine the good human being some-
how get lost in the dynamic. Indeed, spurred on by Mill’s injunctions against
judgmentalism, his successors become skeptical critics of Mill’s judgment that
there are higher and lower ideas and modes of existence. Tellingly, most of the
contemporary literature on Mill focuses on the presentation of his harm prin-
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ciple, not as he himself presented it, but “reconstructed” and “improved,” so
that he is shown as one who would have agreed with expanding liberty of action
in more and more spheres of society.43 These commentators ignore Mill’s view
that both the romantics and ancients taught qualities of character that would
lead to higher forms of individualism, and they eschew his position that the
waning conflict between competing conceptions of liberty required the tactical
embrace of eccentricity as an expression of the human good. In these analysts’
eyes, Mill and liberalism are indifferent to substantive ethical concerns, apa-
thetic to the human bonds that hold societies together, and antagonistic to hu-
man excellence.

One cannot accuse Mill of failing to see the necessity of wisdom and higher
modes of existence for the development of individual happiness and a prosper-
ous liberal society, for these he put forth with impressive clarity (notwithstand-
ing, in most cases, their being overlooked by contemporary commentators). To
be sure, it is one thing for Mill to say that people should continue to be open to
what ideas and practices are better or worse, and quite another for analysts of
Mill to say that these questions are irrelevant to human happiness and liberal-
ism’s well-being. Mill’s political philosophy, however, was left vulnerable be-
cause, having underestimated the vulnerability of all sectors of liberal society to
the actualization of the liberal spirit, he failed to provide adequate sustenance
of the mental and moral qualities that are necessary for liberalism’s comprehen-
sive moral development. On Liberty does not fully clarify the disproportion be-
tween liberalism’s need for moral and intellectual development and the means
he proposes to identify the qualities it needs its citizens to possess.

THE DEMOCRATIC INTELLECTUAL

Accordingly, Mill’s expectation that the “instructed minds” would develop as
either statesmen willing to stand above public opinion or, in some circum-
stances, special elites who perceived and pursued the general interests has not
been realized. One could apologize for Mill by pointing to other influential
modern thinkers—both before and since—who also believed that either intel-
lectuals or “noble minds” could be specifically cultivated as statesmen or class-
less leaders of society. For instance, Mill’s belief that proportional representa-
tion would contribute to an enhanced political role for those individuals driven
by higher considerations than party or pressure group is not fundamentally
different from Alexander Hamilton’s proposal that an electoral college will en-
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able presidents to be statesmanlike figures who stand above the “vicious arts” of
partisan politics. “Talents for low intrigue, and the little arts of popularity, may
alone suffice to elevate a man to the first honors in a single State,” notes Hamil-
ton, “but it will require other talents, and a different kind of merit to establish
him in the esteem and confidence of the whole Union. . . . It will not be too
strong to say that there will be a constant probability of seeing the station filled
by characters pre-eminent for ability and virtue.”44

Mill’s proposal that extra votes be given not to property owners but to those
who have attained higher levels of intellectual excellence is consistent with the
spirit of Thomas Jefferson, who argued for the need to diminish in democracy
an “artificial aristocracy, founded on wealth and birth,” while welcoming
within government a “natural aristocracy” grounded in “virtue or talents.”
This “natural aristocracy,” Jefferson goes on to say, “I consider as the most pre-
cious gift of nature, for the instruction, the trusts, the government of soci-
ety. . . . May we not even say that that form of government is the best which
provides the most effectually for a pure selection of these natural aristoi into
the offices of government?”45 Rousseau asserted in the Social Contract that an
“elected aristocracy” was the best form of government, the administration of
laws by those whose superiority was due to such conventional attributes as
honesty, soundness of understanding, and experience in public affairs.46 He-
gel asserted the necessity of “executive civil servants” for the purpose of pro-
tecting “the particular rights [of the corporations], legality and the universal
interest of the state.”47 Karl Mannheim, among many other twentieth-cen-
tury thinkers, consistently expressed a Millian-like view that intellectuals
comprise the only group that can at least temporarily ignore the private inter-
ests that modern societies engender in them and take on a detached view of
the common good.48

However, identifying Mill’s affinities with other seminal thinkers regarding
modernity’s need to cultivate in statesmen or elites a universal outlook or moral
and intellectual excellence should not obscure his failure to assess accurately the
character of the modern intellectual. Mill never offered a road map showing
how this uniform outlook was to be forged among the intellectual elite. Con-
sistent with his position that the character of speculative thought is the most
decisive factor in founding and establishing social practices,49 Mill assumes
that his project to reconcile the fundamental divisions of Western political phi-
losophy will unify the intellectuals of the future. What is required to unify the
intellectuals is the right set of political principles. “If your opinions or mine are
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right,” he writes to Sterling in a letter discussing his goal to reconcile the major
divisions in political philosophy, “they will be in time adopted by the instructed
classes.”50

Indeed, there is a not very well thought out current of pantheism in Mill’s ap-
proach to the modern intellectual. Pantheism, which is a characteristic of ro-
manticism and later Continental thinking,51 assumes that if historical forces
are obeyed a primordial unity of subjective and objective good, which existed
in Genesis or among the ancient Greeks, will be restored at a self-conscious or
higher level. Pantheism emphasizes history as the midwife or transmitter be-
tween unity lost and unity gained. While individuals often play decisive roles at
crucial moments in forging unity, pantheism tends to promote the belief that
no one acts voluntarily and that whole peoples are being driven toward unity by
grand historical forces above or outside of them. Mill does not assume that so-
ciety is automatically moving toward unity, but he does state at times—despite
his revulsion from English intellectual life—that the intellectual sector of En-
glish society is on the edge of full-scale agreement regarding the subjective and
objective good.52 “For my own part,” he writes, “not believing in universal sel-
fishness, I have no difficulty in admitting that Communism would even be
practicable among the [intellectual] elite of mankind.”53 Here Mill’s thought
would have benefited from the treatment of democratic intellectuals and cul-
ture in Tocqueville’s Democracy in America.

Tocqueville’s thesis is that democracy overruns modern culture and poli-
tics.54 His concern is that in democracies, unpopular and alternative ideas will
no longer be proposed at all, as individuals of independent minds will become
isolated and dispirited by the weight of public opinion. Tocqueville believes
that as democratic individuals become more and more alike, the belief of gen-
eral equality of the intellect insinuates itself slowly into the public outlook, and
it becomes extremely difficult for the views of exceptional individuals, whatever
they may be, to exercise influence over the public opinion.

The modern intellectual, Tocqueville warns, discovers that very few things
elevate “him much above them [the public] and distinguishes him from them,”
and he “begin[s] to distrust himself when they are at war with him.” Not only
will the modern intellectual “doubt his strength, but he comes to doubt his
right to it, and he is very near to recognizing that he is wrong when the greater
number affirms it. The majority does not need to constrain him; it convinces
him.” Henceforth, the substantive outlook of the modern intellectual will not
be fundamentally different from that of the mass individual, who, in turn, will
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display little concern for debating alternative ideas and social practices, as he is
now focused exclusively on improving his material well-being. In the cultural
realm, for instance, “the democratic social state and institutions give to all the
imitative arts certain particular tendencies that are easy to point out,” states
Tocqueville. “They often turn them from the depiction of the soul to apply
themselves to the body: and they substitute the representation of motion and
sensations for that of sentiments and ideas; finally, in place of the ideal they put
the real.”55 Tocqueville, in short, dismisses a vision of democracy in which in-
tellectuals evaluate alternative experiences originated by creative individuals in
civil society, contributing to people discovering the best life and having the op-
portunity to gain more control over their mental and moral faculties.

In Mill’s generally laudatory reviews of Tocqueville’s Democracy in America
in  and , he explicitly rejects Tocqueville’s thesis regarding the “learned
class” being subsumed by democracy.56 Mill counters that, in England, intel-
lectuals generally embrace the idea that “the most serious danger to the future
prospects of mankind is the unbalanced influence of the commercial spirit,”
and he puts forth that these learned minds must be cultivated as a social bul-
wark “for opinions and sentiments different from those of the mass.” Mill in-
sists that the intellectuals’ capacity for limiting the excess of commercialism “by
a contrary spirit, are at once apparent.” He concludes that England has an ad-
vantage over America in that it possesses a well-articulated intellectual class and
that energy must be devoted to making it better and better qualified for the im-
portant function of representing a unified impartial outlook in society.57

While Mill’s view of modern intellectuals does not necessarily detract from
his thesis that competent minorities or statesmen are necessary for liberalism to
prosper (a position Tocqueville also maintains), it is now clear that the present-
day intellectual is unable to fulfill this role. Indeed, the contemporary one-
sided reading of Mill as a theorist who focuses exclusively on liberty of action
reinforces Tocqueville’s thesis that the modern intellectual turns from the soul
to the body, substitutes motion for sentiments and ideas, and replaces the ideal
with the real.

CONCEPTIONS OF FREEDOM

As Mill also draws from the various currents of political philosophy to reframe
the modern conception of liberty, it becomes necessary to evaluate his theory
from the perspective of his self-imposed task of mediating the differences be-
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tween the empiricists’ and romantics’ conceptions of freedom. And here we
find his theory of liberty to be far more coherent and consistent than his pro-
posal that diversity and contrasting modes of existence will cultivate new syn-
thetic truths and wisdom.

The opposite of freedom for empiricists such as Hobbes, Locke, and Hume
was a specific kind of constraint, restrictions on human conduct coming from
another human being or group of human beings. Human actions are necessi-
tated, and therefore unfree, only when they are coerced, and they are coerced
only by external impediments, imposed intentionally by other persons. On the
traditional empiricist understanding of liberty, it does not matter much what
we do so long as we agree to do it. From this perspective one is free to act, not
free to will, as antecedent circumstances determining the will always exist.

In both the Logic and Hamilton Mill agrees with the empiricists’ position
that liberty requires free action. But based on a deeper conception of freedom,
he recognizes that even a society that is free by egalitarian standards is not suffi-

cient to provide “moral freedom” or the opportunity to choose one’s way of life.
Mill claims traditional empiricism’s conception of circumstances is too narrow:
it tends to overlook consideration of the motives that propel human activity
and therefore ends up misunderstanding the circumstances affecting human
conduct. More important, empiricism has failed to recognize that, when an
agent comes to the realization of his own role in determining ends, the an-
tecedent circumstances for human conduct undergo an important change. In
particular, a life dominated by customs is one of servitude and weakness due to
its ignorance of causes, whereas the free life is one of deliberative action, a life in
which the more one reflects on the character of his experiences, the larger be-
comes his awareness of his power and free agency. An agent’s outlook does not
merely reflect but alters his world, so that it is the state of the individual’s mind,
as part of the empirical conditions, which enables him to be a free individual.
From this more developed idea of freedom, for our actions to be genuinely free,
we must will the outcome we desire. Such an understanding of freedom at-
tempts to address the challenge raised by Rousseau, Kant, Coleridge, and the
romantics concerning the origin, status, and quality of our desires. If my desires
are not chosen but derive externally, then any goal I pursue as a reflection of
them actually deepens my entrenchment in an external system of commands
and prohibitions. Rather than being in charge of my life, I become an accom-
plice to my own dependence.

In both the Logic and Hamilton, however, Mill recognizes a conundrum as
he attempts to reconcile the empiricist view of causation and the romantics’
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concern for free will. Human beings, in his account, are basically unfree in all
activities in which desires can be understood as being determined only by causes
external to the will. But as an empiricist, he holds that whatever happens is de-
termined by antecedent events and circumstances. Mill, in short, requires ex-
ternal or antecedent circumstances that form individuals with a character that
regards self-development and self-realization as the good. Mill is aware that the
individual’s self-consciousness does not exist in isolation and that the structure
of the mind is socially developed through and in conflict with other minds.
Where will these antecedents come from? As Mill asks in the Logic, “Our char-
acter is formed by us as well as for us; and how?”58

Mill’s expressivist conception of liberty attempts to close the gap between
empiricism’s view of causality and the romantics’ conception of the free will.
The actualization of different ways of life will induce people to make choices
about their own character, thus further promoting self-determined modes of
existence. Freedom, instead of being the capacity to satisfy any desire that
might occur, becomes the capacity to satisfy a particular desire—that of modi-
fying or choosing one’s character. In Mill’s view, choice in regard to different
modes of existence performs the same task as Plato’s dialectic: allowing for the
development of human judgment, which is the highest good of human life.
The alternative modes of existence will create the circumstances that enable the
desires for self-command to arise among human agents. Two things are neces-
sary for “human development,” insists Mill, “namely freedom and variety of
situations.”59 Diverse modes of existence will create the antecedents needed to
promote the romantic-expressivist goal of self-development within the empiri-
cist view of causation.

Here it is instructive to situate Mill’s position in relation to the dichotomies
that Kant’s and Hegel’s negative and positive conceptions of freedom create.
For Kant, the “state creates conditions of negative liberty that are instrumental
to the positive freedom of the individual,” but neither state nor society is capa-
ble of creating the conditions or experiences that cultivate the realization of au-
tonomy in the most complete sense. A focus on developing the conditions for a
fully self-defined existence will end up being the worst enemy of the “auton-
omy” it purports to aid. Therefore, the state creates a legal environment for the
realization of autonomy by extending negative freedoms so that one can be self-
determining through exercise of the moral law. The laws and practices of soci-
ety should not obstruct the individual’s ability to attain autonomy. They should
grant him the external freedom to find internal autonomy.60

Hegel responds to this argument by charging Kant with confusing different
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stages of freedom—abstract right and subjective freedom—and argues that
state and society are not mere instruments for the self-determination and posi-
tive freedom of the individual. Rather, the individual must experience a gen-
uine identification with the universal interests of civil and political institutions,
most notably the state. As individuals recognize their own minds—their own
conception of subjective freedom, realized in the constitution of the state—
they come to view the state and its institutions not as mere instruments of their
freedom, but as expressions of it. It is only at this moment, with the natural
workings of the mind—freed from myth and tradition—finally coinciding
with a functioning concrete social world that one realizes the ideals Kant told
us had to remain as “oughts.” Only then does the individual enter the final and
most complete stages of freedom.61

Like Hegel, Mill maintains that circumstances and experiences are crucial to
shaping and realizing, not merely reducing obstacles to, the free will. Here Mill
follows Tocqueville, however, and rejects proposals focusing on centralized
states as potentially dangerous. Mill also rejects the claim that it is through
identification with the universal that the individual becomes totally free.62

Like Kant, Mill retains a commitment to a negative liberty that restricts what
others can do to the individual by the exercise of their wills. This negative lib-
erty is an essential condition for the freedom of the individual, but freedom it-
self is not completely realized merely because a condition for its exercise has been
met. Hence, Mill advocates a romantic-expressive conception of the best life
and transforms the Platonic dialectic whereby individuals defend their way of
life against opponents. The goal is to form individuals with the qualities of
mind and character capable of exercising choices skillfully, boldly, and au-
tonomously. It is only through conflict and contradictory roads that one learns
who and what one is and the possibility of growing as an individual. It is these
learned experiences that Kant and others mistakenly identify as an innate free
consciousness. Mill writes,

Suppose that my experience of myself afforded two undeniable cases, alike in all the
mental and physical antecedents, in one of which cases I acted in one way, and in the
other in the direct opposite; there would then be proof by experience that I had been
able to act in either one way or in the other. It is experience of this sort I learn that I
can act at all, viz., by finding that an event takes place or not according as (other cir-
cumstances being the same) a volition of mine does or does not take place. But when
this power of my volitions over my actions has become a familiar fact, the knowledge
of it is so constantly present to my mind as to be popularly called, and habitually
confounded with consciousness. And the supposed power of myself over my voli-
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tions, which is termed Free will, though it cannot be a fact of consciousness, yet if
true, or even believed, would similarly work itself into our inmost knowledge of our-
selves, in such a manner as to be mistaken for consciousness.63

Mill’s goal of creating options for the self-amendment of character creates more
openness and moral indeterminacy than Hegel’s corporate liberalism, while
bridging Kant’s division between Rechtslere and Tugendlere: the legal duties of
justice and the moral duties of a self-determined existence.

THE PAST AND PRESENT

Thoughtful assessments of Mill’s political philosophy are so rare in contempo-
rary political theory because most commentators on Mill do not analyze him as
a comprehensive thinker within the central currents of Western political phi-
losophy. On Liberty and Utilitarianism are largely read independently of Mill’s
other writings and are connected to seminal writings in philosophy and politi-
cal theory only “within a thin historical narrative informed by the progressive
refinement of epistemological issues and the grounds of moral and political ob-
ligation.”64

Emblematic of this problem, most contemporary interpretations of Mill’s
thinking suppress the continuities linking Mill’s views to previous political phi-
losophy. Mill clearly upholds modern goals such as choice, equality, and the
conquering of human suffering. But he also addresses classical concerns of po-
litical philosophy—reason and faith, philosophy and poetry, liberty and virtue,
self-interest and morality, particular and general goods. Nevertheless, there has
been no attempt to explain comprehensively and systematically Mill’s appro-
priation of classical and premodern thinking in constructing his liberal politi-
cal philosophy.65 For instance, Mill’s analysis of what lessons should be taken
from Plato’s dialogues allowed him to deepen his arguments about the advan-
tages and disadvantages of different types of moral outlooks. But Mill com-
mentators’ excessively narrow approach to both Mill and Plato leads them to
ignore Mill’s writings on Plato. Similarly, Mill writes in his Diary, “Religion, of
one sort or another, has been at once the spring and regulator of energetic 
action, chiefly because religion has hitherto supplied the Philosophy of Life, 
or the only one which differed from a mere theory of self-indulgence.”66

Nonetheless, almost all contemporary analysts of Mill ignore his views on reli-
gion.67

This lacuna in the study of Mill suggests that the outlook toward liberalism
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held by many contemporary analysts inhibits the study of liberalism’s founda-
tional principles. All recognize that liberalism’s highest goals, whether that of
the self-interested, disengaged, self-expressive, or rationally motivated individ-
ual, are a radical break from the focus of ancient philosophy and medieval faith
on the virtues required to live in conformity with a transcendent order. But this
understanding of liberalism’s new aims often contributes to overlooking how
premodern and diverse currents of thought either contribute to or buttress the
modern project.68 For instance, analysts like Berlin and Ryan detach modern
thinking from previous political philosophy, in the process discarding the
founding assumptions of liberalism and losing the views of seminal thinkers
such as Mill on the ethics and mores of liberalism. Mill scholarship fails to ini-
tiate discussions about whether the Anglo-Scottish Enlightenment failed to
break sufficiently with Christianity, or whether the United Kingdom and the
Continent faced different forms of one-sided moral development, or whether
both romantic and ancient outlooks stood in opposition to an English liberal-
ism that did not take responsibility for human development, or whether it is
possible to reconcile empiricism’s causality and romanticism’s free will. Rather,
the debate on Mill in contemporary political theory centers on a traditional in-
terpretation of a simplified, ambivalent Mill unable to reconcile conflicting
views, or a revisionist portrayal of a coherent prosaic Mill. Given these inter-
pretations, it is not surprising that in recent decades liberalism has become syn-
onymous with indifference to substantive moral concerns, hostility to human
bonds that hold societies together, and antagonism to human excellence.

Mill tells us in The Subjection of Women that it has become more difficult to
create new values in the modern era and that we have inherited a complex in-
tellectual heritage. Unlike previous ages, he argues, potential founders confront
new conditions. As civilization has developed, philosophical, political, and sci-
entific thinking has become structured. “Nearly all the thoughts which can be
reached by mere strength of original faculties,” Mill writes, “have long since
been arrived at; and, originality, in any high sense of the word, is now ever
scarcely attained but by minds which have undergone elaborate discipline, and
are deeply versed in the results of previous thinking.” By knowing the past, one
begins to understand both what contributes to one’s own thinking and the
good and bad, advantages and disadvantages, of previous thoughts and experi-
ences. The past, Mill believes, is a crucial comparative heuristic: if we have
nothing to compare the present to because we have forgotten everything in the
past, on what grounds can we hope to criticize or improve upon the world as we
find it? Consequently, “every fresh stone in the edifice has now to be placed on
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the top of so many others, that a long process of climbing, and of carrying up
materials, has to be gone through by whoever aspires to take a share in the pres-
ent stage of the work.”69 As contemporary interpreters of Mill restrict their
analysis of his thinking to what they find to be original and beyond the past,
they identify him as a founder of a modern liberalism that is far more narrow
and one-dimensional than Mill’s own political philosophy.
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