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Abstract

This article details the efforts of right wing libertarian and neo-liberal
groups to appropriate John Stuart Mill as one of their own. In refuta-
tion of their position three propositions are made. The first involves a
detailed analysis of On Liberty, the key tract for libertarians. It shows
that Mill clearly acknowledged the necessary role of governments and
the limitations on the rights of individuals which are necessary in any
society. The second examines the largely neglected role of Mill as a prac-
tising politician both in parliament and in the popular movements which
he supported. As well as championing votes for women, Mill supported
trade unions, the working classes more generally, the Irish insurgents and
French revolutionaries. The third section outlines the various debates on
whether Mill was in fact a socialist — reaching the conclusion that, while

the label may be open to debate, Mill can only be categorised as being on
the left.
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History is as much about the present as it is about the past. In my adopted
country of Australia the term ‘history wars’ has become commonplace.
Most recently, right wing revisionists denied the slaughter of indigenous
peoples ever took place — and the left responded and routed them. Across
the world history wars are waged not only over events and their meaning,
but also over ownership — of victories, of ideas and even of people.

John Stuart Mill was unquestionably one of the greatest minds of the
nineteenth century and a vital force in the development of ideas which
preceded the coalescence of working class forces towards the end of the
century. The libertarian right in the Anglophone world has been waging
a quiet war in recent years to claim ownership of Mill. This is not only
an offence against historical scholarship, it is one more weapon in the
armoury of forces that can only be described as sinister.
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I am certainly not the first to make such a claim. In October 2013
the American commentator Max Bruenig wrote in American Prospect
an article where the title says it all - ‘Sorry, John Stuart Mill Was Not
a Libertarian’. Breunig complained that, ‘T’ve run into more libertarians
than T can count who think John Stuart Mill was one of them’.!

Evidence of the claims of the right is legion. In the United States it
extends from respectable figures in academia to the ravings of lunatics
who dream of being holed up in the Kentucky Hills with a year’s supply
of canned food and enough ammunition to take on the FBI. They all
love Mill, most particularly as the author of On Liberty and explicitly or
implicitly claim him as their own. The shortest journey through Google
will find them.

The website of libertyfund.org, ‘a collection of scholarly works about
liberty and free markets’ details numerous senior academic alumni includ-
ing Pedro Schwartz, the Spanish professor we will later meet denying that
Mill was a socialist. Their On Line Library of Liberty, headed by portraits
of John Locke, Edmund Burke and Mill, provides extensive readings from
Mill including the ubiquitous On Liberty.?

Libertarian.org, a massive web site associated with the influential Cato
Institute, offers bite-size, and carefully selected quotes from Mill as well
as a video lecture about On Liberty.?

Serendipity.li, on the other hand, a web site for conspiracy theorists
and deranged paranoiacs, tells us little about its contributors, presum-
ably out of concern that they might be abducted by the people who faked
the moon landings and invented global warming. Yet even in this fraught
environment the entire text of On Liberty is provided,* presumably in the
hope that no one will notice that Mill justifies extensive powers being held
by the state and by society.

The Australian edition of The Spectator offered the view (on 15
February 2014) that Mill had a certain type of ‘right of centre politics’.?
Similarly, on 11 September 2014 a love-in in the pages of the Sydney
Morning Herald between a right wing columnist and a right wing polit-
ico revealed that the latter listed her influences as John Stuart Mill and
F.A. Hayek!® Hayek is remembered as the compiler of John Stuart Mill
and Harriet Taylor, a cut and paste job of their personal correspondence
comprising in the main travelogues, health reports and waspish comments
about their acquaintances.

In the UK, right wing libertarianism lacks both the intellectual fire-
power and the political clout of its American counterparts. The Libertarian
Alliance (‘For Life, Liberty and Property’) appears to be a latter day (it
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was founded in 1979) inheritor of Lord Elcho’s Liberty and Property
Defence League, founded in 1881, an organisation which excoriated Mill.
The current organisation comprises a handful of Tory politicians and
propagandists, yet even in this backwater, the claim to be inheritors of
Mill’s philosophy continues.® The Alliance couples Mill with Popper and
(again) Hayek. If readers can hear a distant rumbling, it is probably Mill
turning in his grave.

The neo-liberal or libertarian line on Mill distinguishes them from tra-
ditional conservatives such as Roger Scruton, who claimed in the Wall
Street Journal on 19 May 2006 that Mill’s Principles of Political Economy
was a ‘concealed socialist tract’.” Scruton’s view is in line with the con-
servative reaction to Mill in the late nineteenth century. Libertyfund.org
reveals its own intellectual confusion by on the one hand elevating Mill
to guru status and, in another section, citing A.V. Dicey’s reference to
‘the socialism of John Stuart Mill’.?° Dicey, the pre-eminent conservative
thinker at the close of the nineteenth century, also had some pungent criti-
cisms of the revered tract On Liberty.!!

In his own century Mill was generally admired by socialists as much
for his political courage as for his intellect. The exception was Marx, who
dismissed Mill’s standing among British intellectuals, ‘On the level plain,
simple mounds look like hills; and the imbecile flatness of the present
bourgeoisie is to be measured by the altitude of its great intellects’.!? The
twentieth century saw him consigned to academic discussion and, not
surprisingly, his achievements as a political activist have been somewhat
lost, while his academic writings have been analysed to within an inch of
their collective lives. Were it not for the outrageous proselytising of the
Libertarians, Mill would probably be best remembered today for the one-
liner in the Monty Python philosophers’ drinking song.

It is therefore timely, in the interests of historic truth and our own
better understanding of where we have come from, to consider the poli-
tics of John Stuart Mill and to retrieve his reputation from the clutches of
the far right. Three contentions will be made: that the Mill of On Liberty
was never a libertarian; that Mill the practising politician was, on the
great majority of issues, on the side of the left, and that the question as to
whether Mill was a socialist is at least open to debate.

The equivocal Libertarian

Mill had good reason to strongly defend individual freedom in the mid
1850s when he wrote On Liberty. As an (albeit closeted) atheist and an
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opponent of aristocratic and clerical power, he needed to defend the few
freedoms he had and to press for more. But Mill the philosopher always
saw merit in putting both sides of the question. So every declaration for
liberty carries with it qualifications which vitiate his original contention.

Mill’s “‘Introduction’ briefly considers different forms of social rela-
tions throughout history before addressing his concerns for the present.!?
He begins with de Tocqueville’s warnings of the dangers of tyranny from
government itself (‘the tyranny of the majority’). He demands ‘protection
against the tyranny of the prevailing opinion and feeling” but immediately
there is a caveat. The protection Mill seeks acknowledges ‘the legitimate
interference of collective opinion with individual independence’ because
‘all that makes existence valuable to any one, depends on the enforcement
of restraints’. And as well as prevention, there can also be compulsion.
“There are also positive acts for the benefit of others which [a man] may
rightfully be compelled to perform’.

Notwithstanding these claims, Mill’s single ‘very simple principle’ is
that ‘the sole end for which mankind are warranted, individually or col-
lectively, in interfering with the liberty of action of any of their number,
is self-protection’. He then shifts the ground somewhat by approving
of ‘the subjection of individual spontaneity to external control, only
in respect to those actions of each which concern the interest of other
people’.

Mill defines his view of liberty as ‘all that portion of a person’s life
and conduct which affects only himself’, ‘absolute freedom of opinion
and sentiment on all subjects’, and the liberty ‘of combination among
individuals’. Placing Mill in his time, the first of these belongs to the
philosopher, the second and third to the politician — a politician of the
left. Freedom of opinion did not exist in Victorian England. Access to
the universities, to Parliament and to certain professions depended on a
person’s willingness to swear a Christian oath. Atheism was systemati-
cally persecuted as blasphemy and the advocacy of birth control could,
as it did for a young John Stuart Mill, lead to an arrest for obscenity.
‘Combination’ was a risky endeavour, especially combination of workers
in trade unions. Workers could be and were jailed for the most basic trade
union activities until the 1870s.

Mill then moves on in Chapter 2 to his strongest ground, liberty ‘Of
Thought and Discussion’. Through close and trenchant argument he
attacks both institutional restrictions on freedom of opinion and expres-
sion and the subtler use of public opprobrium to silence dissidents.

Chapter 3, ‘Of Individuality’, and Chapter 4, ‘Of the Limits to the

Socialist History 53.indd 10 10/06/2018 13:57:34



Rescuing John Stuart Mill 11

Authority of Society’, consider who should be permitted to do what. He
asks ‘How much of human life should be assigned to individuality and
how much to society?” Crucial here is Mill’s recognition — again — of the
legitimate interest of the state in any society. He does not believe, as the
neo-liberals do, that ‘taxation is theft’ or, necessarily, that they govern
best who govern least. Rather, ‘As soon as any part of a person’s conduct
affects prejudicially the interests of others, society has jurisdiction over it,
and the question whether the general welfare will or will not be promoted
by interfering with it, becomes open to discussion’.

Soitall depends. For matters which solely concern the individual, ‘there
should be perfect freedom, legal and social’. But that is not the end of the
matter. Even in matters pertaining only to the individual, society should
encourage individuals ‘to their good’. ‘Human beings owe to each other
help to distinguish the better from the worse’. But ‘neither one person,
nor any number of persons is warranted in saying to another human crea-
ture of ripe years, that he shall not do with his life for his own benefit what
he chooses to do with it”. Well, almost, because ‘a person may so act as
to compel us to judge him, and to feel him, as of a fool ... and since this
judgement and feeling are a fact which he would prefer to avoid, it is doing
him a service to warn him of it’. Such a person may be shunned and others
warned to avoid them.

Society enters the picture if a person acts injuriously towards others. In
that case ‘moral retribution and punishment’ can follow.

The final chapter is titled ‘Applications’. After reiterating that acts that
only concern an individual are no one else’s concern, but that society has
a right to punish individuals under the very plastic rubric of ‘protection’,
Mill provides some examples which ‘may serve to bring into greater clear-
ness’ his principles. Sadly, they do not.

Restraint of trade is wrong, but not an offence against liberty, since
society is entitled to enforce restraints of social conduct. Mill’s objection
to such restraints is that they do not work. But then again there are other
restraints of trade to consider. Adulteration of food and drink, sanitary
precautions and the protection of workers are acceptable. But the Maine
Law prohibiting alcohol in certain states of the USA and the efforts to
stop British traders flooding China with opium(!) are not.

Not for the first time, Mill strays into the ground of moral authori-
tarianism, the antithesis of libertarianism, ‘If, either from idleness or from
any other avoidable cause, a man fails to perform his legal duties to others,
as for instance to support his children, it is no tyranny to force him to
fulfil that obligation, by compulsory labour’. And idleness is not the least
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of Mill’s deadly sins. “Violations of good manners ... might rightly be
prohibited’. Moreover, since ‘taxation for fiscal purposes is absolutely
inevitable’, (libertarians please note) taxation of alcohol ‘is not only admis-
sible, but to be approved of’.

Mill’s general principles of Liberty now begin to contract significantly.
‘A limit is everywhere set to them by the necessities of life, which con-
tinually require, not indeed that we should resign our freedom, but that
we should consent to this and the other limitation of it’. For parents, the
state should enforce significant obligations. “To bring a child into exist-
ence without a fair prospect of being able, not only to provide food for
its body, but instruction and training for its mind, is a moral crime ... and
that if the parent does not fulfil this obligation, the state ought to see it
fulfilled, at the charge, as far as possible, of the parent’.

Mill appears to be completely unaware that a large proportion of the
population were hard pressed to even feed themselves and that the tiny
income their children could earn was needed to keep them above the
bread-line. The old Malthusian rescues himself from this reality by noting
that the laws of several countries ‘forbid marriage unless the parties can
show they have the means of supporting a family’. Such laws, he says,
‘do not exceed the legitimate powers of the state’. This is a more liberal
position than Mill took in Book II of his Political Economy where he pos-
tulated that public opinion, mobilised against large families, would force
people to stop having sex. ‘Over-indulgence is as much caused by the
stimulus of opinion as by the mere animal propensity’. By a change in
the opinions of the labouring classes, ‘a revolution will soon take place in
this department of human conduct’.'* It is difficult to conceive of a more
fatuous and illiberal position.

There is much in On Liberty to gladden the hearts of the libertarians
and much more to make them groan. There is also much to give weight
to the contention that ‘political philosophy’ is an oxymoron. Mill’s enun-
ciation of general principles — radical in his time, banal in ours — merits
our approbation. But when he enters the murky waters of politics and
public administration, the realities of conflicting principles blow him all
over the place. Central to this confusion is Mill’s utter blindness to ques-
tions of class.

Mill considers the oppressive possibilities of the state and of public
opinion, but not of the landlord or the factory owner. His blindness to
these realities leads to his failure to realise that freedom means different
things to people in different situations. But it is a necessary blindness.
Liberty as an abstraction can only be considered if massive imbalances in
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wealth and power are ignored. And this is where the libertarian project to
thrust Mill to the forefront of their ranks falls down.

In its time On Liberty was a profoundly important, and hugely popular
book. The foremost intellectual of the day raised the banner of liberty and
his qualifications and caveats were neither here nor there to most of his
readers.

People wanted to be able to speak their minds, even if most of them
could not vote. They wanted to lift the dead hand of the church and
the aristocracy from their backs, they wanted to be able to combine in
trade unions. The liberties which Mill championed were largely achieved
through the construction of the social democratic state in the twentieth
century. But the neo-liberal project to boost On Liberty is on a par with
Margaret Thatcher’s desire to return to the values of Victorian England.

No thanks.

The unsung hero of the left

From the early 1820s until the 1870s Mill occupied a commanding posi-
tion in the intellectual life of the country. Formidable in debate, frequently
outrageous in his opinions (birth control, votes for women, trade unions,
land nationalisation) he spanned the entire spectrum from philosopher to
commentator to propagandist to political activist. It is difficult to name an
activist in the socialist, secularist or trade union movements in the second
half of the nineteenth century, be it George Odger or Annie Besant, Ben
Tillett or Sidney Webb, who did not name Mill as one of their greatest
influences.

History remembers Mill as the philosopher and to some extent as the
commentator. But Mill the propagandist and the practising politician —
Mill as a leader of the left, has been largely forgotten. Necessarily so. The
resurgent political right could hardly claim him as their own if that part of
his history was more commonly understood.

As a young man Mill forged his reputation among the Philosophical
Radicals through debates and frequent letters and articles in the press. Still
in his teens he wrote a vigorous defence of Richard Carlile, famous for
his atheism and lurid sex life, who had been prosecuted for blasphemy.!®
By the age of 18 he was the most frequent contributor to the radical
Westminster Review.

If ‘left’ and ‘right’ have any meaning, the Philosophical Radicals must
be counted on the left. It was a progressive but distinctly limited ten-
dency, fighting against the established power structure of aristocracy and
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church but with an equivocal relationship with the mass movements of the
growing working class.

Mill felt that his philosophical views at this time were well set, ‘the only
[!] substantial changes of opinion that were yet to come, related to politics
and consisted ... so far as regards the ultimate prospects of humanity, to
a qualified Socialism’.!® Yet even in the 1830s, ‘I was not only as ardent
as ever for democratic institutions, but earnestly hoped that Owenite,
Saint Simonian and all other anti-property doctrines might spread widely
among the poorer classes. Not that I thought these doctrines to be true’.”
We may infer that Mill’s intent at this stage was merely to make the ruling
class tremble.

Philosophical Radicals were elected to the first parliament after the
1832 Reform Act but their performance disappointed Mill. The Radicals
knew what they were against but not what they were for. Inexperienced
in parliamentary tactics, they were helpless against their Whig opponents.
Mill strove in vain to create a Radical Party divorced from the Whigs and
led by Lord ‘Radical Jack’ Durham.!®

Mill’s standing in political circles by this time can be judged from
the actions of Lord Molesworth, who in 1834 purchased the Radical
Westminster Review on the sole condition that Mill, then aged 28, would
be its editor. Mill’s most signal achievement was to use its pages to defend
Radical Jack who in 1839 published a report advocating limited self rule
for Canada.

The Irish Famine commenced in 1845. By late 1846, when the full
horrors were becoming known, Mill wrote a series of articles for the
Morning Chronicle urging land rights for the cottiers and a programme of
public works to bring waste lands into agricultural production. Neither of
the major parties showed the slightest interest in dispossessing the English
landlords of their property rights.

Then in 1848 came the upheavals in Europe, especially in Mill’s beloved
France. As with the Irish, Mill’s defence of the French revolutionaries was
politically courageous. Most intellectuals in England were as nervous
about the revolutionary French as they were about the insurgent Irish.

Mill’s extensive correspondence with the leaders of the revolution
provided him with a wealth of information which he used to thunder-
ous effect to counter reactionary statements from Macauley and Lord
Brougham. ‘Vindication of the French Revolution of 1848’, published in
the Westminster Review, poured scorn on assertions that the revolution
was not a popular uprising and looked favourably on plans to establish
national workshops and to guarantee work for all. When Louis Blanc,
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the socialist champion of the national workshops scheme, was forced
into exile in Britain he was one of the few guests welcomed into Mill’s
household."

Thus far Mill the philosopher, commentator and propagandist has
been a leading light in promoting progressive causes. His writings had
confirmed him as the intellectual leader of the left. He then stumbled
monumentally on the issue of the franchise, only to redeem himself when
he entered the practical business of politics. By the end of the 1850s the
expansion of the franchise had become a major issue. Mill responded with
a pamphlet Thoughts on Parliamentary Reform. The Thoughts were along
way from the spirit of the times. Mill’s elitism led him to notions of ‘fancy
franchises” in which everyone would have one vote and then persons of
‘education and ability’ should be allotted additional votes. Worse was to
come. Mill did not believe in the secret ballot, believing that the elector-
ate was now so large that it could not be corrupted — a view of which
anyone with experience of elections in working class areas could quickly
have disabused him.

The outbreak of the American Civil War in 1861 saw Mill return to the
political fray. He later wrote, ‘I contemplated the rush of nearly the whole
upper and middle classes of my own country, even those who passed for
Liberals, into a furious pro-Southern partisanship: the working classes ...
being almost the sole exceptions to the general frenzy’.?° Mill understates
the scale of his problem, because, while the cotton workers of northern
England suffered heroically and stood by the Union, other sections of
the working class, as detailed by Harrison,”! were clearly pro-Southern.
Mill thundered against slavery in “The Contest in America’ in Fraser’s
Magazine and advocated that if Britain were to interfere in the war, as
many were suggesting, it should be on the side of the North. He followed
this with a piece in the Westminster Review in support of the anti-slavery
stand of Professor Cairns.

Mill was now a national figure with a substantial following. The combi-
nation of his intellectual dominance and radical politics made him the most
significant figure outside of parliamentary politics. The atheism detected in
his dismemberment of Sir William Hamilton mightily pleased the secular
movement which at this time was a powerful force in its own right.?? It was
therefore hardly a surprise that he was approached with a request that he
stand for the seat of Westminster in the general election of 1868.

Mill’s response to the Westminster overture was as shocking as it was
typical. He might stand, he said, but the names of other Radical candidates
(he named several) should also be considered. If they still wanted him, he
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would stand but he would not contribute any money, would not cam-
paign or issue pamphlets or make any speeches. If elected, he wished it to
be clearly understood that he ‘could not undertake to give any of my time
and labour to their local interests’. He was frank about the chief cause
which would take up his time. ‘T made known to them ... my conviction
... that women were entitled to representation in Parliament on the same
terms with men. It was the first time, doubtless, that such a doctrine had
ever been mentioned to electors’.?

As the election approached Mill took himself off to holiday in France.
He returned to London shortly before polling day but only because he
wished to attend a meeting of the Political Economy Club. Now that they
could get their hands on him, his supporters managed to prevail upon him
to make two speeches, one to electors and one to unenfranchised workers.
At this second meeting opponents brandished a placard with a quote from
Mill — “The lower classes, though mostly habitual liars, are ashamed of
lying’. Did Mill say this, they demanded to know. ‘I did’, he responded.
There was a deadly pause then up leapt George Odger, working class mili-
tant and a member of the Central Council of Marx’s International. The
working classes wanted friends, not flatterers, he said, and had no desire
not to be told their faults. According to Packe, ‘It was a riot’.**

Mill romped home in the election with a majority of 700 over the Tory
W.H. Smith. At the age of sixty he finally entered into Parliament, and he
did so with great vigour and confidence, rising to speak thirty-one times
in his first year, forty-eight times in 1867 and eighty times in 1868. The
Tories were furious. Sir William Hardman commented on the victory:

Awkward citations are made from his books, which show that as to
rights of property he is scarcely less than communistic, that he would
give votes to women, that he does not believe in either god or the devil.Z

Mill’s determination to focus only on enfranchising women soon gave
way in the face of many other pressures. He declared, on the Irish
Question, that England did not have an Irish problem - rather, Ireland
had an English problem. ‘Every foreigner, every continental writer, would
believe for many years to come that Ireland was a country constantly on
the brink of revolution, held down by an alien nationality, and kept in
subjection by brute force. [Cries of ‘No, no!’]’.%

And at a time when ‘Fenian’ carried the sort of odium which ‘ter-
rorist’ carries today, Mill supported the Irish insurrectionists and told
the House in 1867 that they were ‘patriotic heroes’. A few weeks earlier,
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when Burke and McCafferty were due to be executed in Ireland, Mill,
most uncharacteristically, roused a crowd in the St James Hall to some-
thing approaching a riotous frenzy with his demand that these men
should be pardoned.”

Mill published his pamphlet England and Ireland in 1867, pointing
out that the central issue in mainly agricultural Ireland was that the land
was owned by English aristocrats under grossly oppressive terms. He
demanded legislation to grant Irish tenants permanent tenure at a fixed
rent. This effective expropriation of landlords’ property rights caused
understandable outrage in polite society, but Mill was playing a long
game: ‘I well knew that to propose something which would be called
extreme was the true way not to impede but to facilitate a more moderate
experiment’.?® That hope was fulfilled after Mill’s death with Gladstone’s
Irish Land Act of 1881.

Practical politics does not permit the sort of nuances which the philos-
opher can afford. Mill positioned himself on the left on every significant
issue during his time as an MP.

When Gladstone moved to extend the franchise to a section of the
working class, Mill spoke with passion in support of the bill. “‘And is
there, I wonder’, he asked, ‘a single Member of this House who thor-
oughly knows the working men’s view of trades unions, or of strikes,
and could bring it before the House in a manner satisfactory to working
men?’ He even abstained from mentioning votes for women as he did
not wish to ‘encumber’ the bill.?? Mill was equally vigorous in defence
of trade unions following the court decision in Hornby v. Close (1867)
which effectively declared trade unions to be unlawful. He demanded leg-
islative action to overturn the court’s decision, pointing out to the House
that the Boilermakers Society had been found guilty of an offence which
no one had previously believed was an offence at all and the society had
consequently been stripped of all legal rights.

The expansion of the franchise was being driven by the Reform League
— an organisation which trod a fine line between militant and respecta-
ble campaigning. When the Reform League was banned from meeting in
Hyde Park, the author of On Liberty declared to the House in April 1866;
‘It has been for centuries the pride of this country, ... that a man has a
right to speak his mind, on politics or on any other subject, to those who
would listen to him, when and where he will ... Wheresoever’s he has a
right to be, there, according to the Constitution of this country, he has a
right to talk politics, to one, to fifty, or to 50,000 persons. I stand up for
the right of doing this in the Parks’.
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The Reform League attempted to ‘do this in the Parks’ and were
repulsed by a massive force of police. Some among the tens of thousands
called out by the league then tore down the railings of Hyde Park and
there followed some days of skirmishing. Radical MPs, including Mill,
conferred with the leadership of the league on the next step — to return
to Hyde Park or to hold a protest in the Agricultural Hall. Mill’s view
was crucial to the decision: ‘He asked them to look at the principles of
the thing. Their course of action could be justified only “if the position
of affairs had become such that a revolution was desirable, and if they
thought themselves able to accomplish one”. To this argument, rather sur-
prisingly, they yielded’.*°

It was agreed that they would meet in the Hall but the league stipulated
that Mill, who was not even a member of the league, must be the main
speaker. Reluctantly he agreed to address the crowd, which the Daily
News called ‘the most numerous and imposing demonstration of popular
feeling that was ever exhibited under one roof’.>! Mill was called to speak
(‘received with loud cheers’) and was only able to make a few remarks to
those of the 20,000 who could hear him before the cheers of the crowd
overwhelmed him, but it was enough. This strange middle class intellec-
tual had told them that their cause was just, that they had shown their
strength to great effect and that the government was in the wrong.

Mill was no orator. His voice was not strong and he generally dis-
dained flowery rhetoric. Yet there was something about this old man,
stick thin with the glistening orb of his bald head which endeared him to
crowds who often understood very little of what he said to them. He was
clever, he was honest, he was courageous and he was on their side. In an
age where intellect was valued, the greatest intellect of the day was with
the workers.

But the ‘woman question’ was why Mill had entered the Parliament.
There was nothing new about Mill’s commitment to this cause. As a
young man he had been arrested for distributing material advocating
birth control, and while this could be attributed to his early Malthusian
enthusiasm, there was also concern for the plight of working class women
with huge families. His journalistic writings in the 1850s focussed on the
wrongs suffered by women and before entering Parliament he had been
involved in the annual petition for women’s suffrage which by 1867 was
garnering 13,500 signatures.

On 20 May 20 1867 John Stuart Mill rose from his place and moved
an amendment to the Reform Bill to, in all places, replace the word ‘man’
with the word ‘person’. He put it simply: “There is nothing to distract
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our attention from the simple question, whether there is any adequate
justification for continuing to exclude an entire half of the community,
not only from admission, but from the capability of being ever admitted
within the pale of the Constitution’.

Of course he lost, but the votes for Mill’s amendment (eighty, count-
ing the pairs) surprised and delighted him. Women’s suffrage was on the
agenda. Not surprisingly, Mill then entered forcefully into debate on the
Married Women’s Property Bill. The Bill sought to remedy the situation
under which any married woman had no rights over either property she
had owned prior to marriage or property she might acquire after marriage.
All belonged, legally, to her husband.

‘A large portion of the inhabitants of this country are now in the anom-
alous position of having imposed on them, without their having done
anything to deserve it, what we inflict as a penalty on the worst crimi-
nals. Like felons they are incapable of holding property. And the class of
women who are in that position are married women, whom we profess a
desire to surround with marks of honour and dignity’. As with the Irish
Land issue, Mill’s intervention failed at the time but the Bill eventually
became the Married Women’s Property Act of 1870.

During his three years in Parliament, Mill provoked another political
sensation. Edward Eyre was the incompetent Governor of Jamaica. By
1865 the combination of poverty and the Governor’s total indifference
to it led to the outbreak of a minor rebellion. Eyre, whose mental health
was now becoming questionable, declared marshal law and commenced a
rampage of hangings, floggings of men, women and children and arbitrary
shooting of civilians. The authorities killed 586 people and burnt over a
thousand houses to the ground.

Opinion in Britain was initially all for Eyre. Imperialism and racism
were entering their heyday. ‘Sentimentalising over a pack of black brutes’
was heresy while ‘saving the women of England’ was the only priority of
respectable opinion. But Liberalism rallied to a surprising degree with the
formation of the Jamaica Committee, dedicated to bringing Eyre to justice.
The Committee had considerable fire-power but Mill was the driving
force. They soon had over three hundred names including seventeen MPs.

Mill pestered the government into sending a Royal Commission to
Jamaica to investigate. He also sent the committee’s lawyer along with the
commission to keep them honest. Mill’s intention was to prosecute Eyre
for murder. His implacable position frightened some of his own commit-
tee members and energised an Eyre Defence Committee which included
former allies Thomas Carlyle and John Ruskin. Eyre returned to England
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in August 1866 and vanished into the wilds of Shropshire where no county
magistrate would have dreamed of signing a warrant against him.

For another year Mill pursued Eyre through the courts but to no avail
and the Jamaica Committee wound up in 1868. It had failed to nail Eyre,
but there can be no doubt that it had given pause to any colonial gover-
nor who contemplated similar atrocities in the future. Mill meanwhile had
polarised the country in much the same way that his stand on women’s
suffrage had.*?

In the general election of November 1868 Mill was defeated by W.H.
Smith. His championing of Ireland and pursuit of Eyre did him great
damage and his performance in the Parliament had roused the Tories to
such fury that they put vast resources (£45,000) into bringing Mill down.
He was not much saddened to step down from Parliament. He had raised
the issues which few others dared to do and advanced these causes with an
eloquence which none could match.

Even on his departure from Parliament, Mill could not avoid court-
ing new controversies. Always a generous man, he had made donations
to the election campaigns of various working class candidates, including
George Odger. Moderate Liberals were furious that Mill was support-
ing candidates who were in some cases standing against them, but there
was one much more serious issue. Mill sent ten pounds to support
Charles Bradlaugh in Northampton. Bradlaugh was the most notorious
atheist propagandist in the country, long standing editor of the National
Reformer and the leader of a national secular movement of surprising size.
A torrent of abuse, from The Times, the Saturday Review and the Lord’s
Day Observance Society attacked Mill with vigour and yet again even his
friends turned away from him.

Subsequent events show that Mill was prescient in his support of the
great atheist. Bradlaugh was elected for Northampton five times. On four
of these occasions he was refused entry to the House because he refused to
take the Christian Oath. In following years he was sued, jailed, beaten up
by the police and vilified in the House until, in 1886, the Tories, no doubt
exhausted by the chase, gave up and allowed him to take his seat.

Following Mill’s speech in the Commons in 1867 Mill and Helen
Taylor launched the National Society for Women’s Suffrage. They soon
had a hundred members enrolled including thirty Members of Parliament.
The combination of Mill’s great name and Helen Taylor’s driving energy
helped to recruit established radicals such as Mrs Fawcett and Mrs Cairns
but also names new to politics such as the philanthropist Mary Carpenter
and Florence Nightingale.”
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In 1869 Mill felt the time was right to publish On The Subjugation
of Women, a work which combined all Mill’s talents as philosopher,
commentator, propagandist and political agitator. As expected, it was
intensely polarising, scandalising conservatives and inspiring progres-
sives. Mill believed that votes for women might be only ‘as much as three
years distant’. He had reason for optimism. Radicals who remained in
Parliament resolved to move Mill’s resolution each year on the anniver-
sary of the date that he first moved it. In 1870 they achieved a majority on
the first reading and on the second reading obtained 184 votes. Subsequent
votes, however, fell away.

The campaign for women’s suffrage overlapped with the campaign
against the Contagious Diseases Acts, which permitted police to force
medical examinations upon any woman they considered might be a pros-
titute. At first Mill was wary of fighting a war on too many fronts, but
when the campaign led by Josephine Butler forced a Royal Commission in
1870, he requested permission to testify. It was to be the last major public
appearance of ‘that great good man’. His age and poor health were clear
from ‘his burning cheek, his quivering voice, and in the nervous twitch-
ing of his temple’, but he was still well able to bring relentless logic and
his passion for justice before the Commission. If soldiers and sailors were
at risk of venereal disease because they used prostitutes, he said, then the
fault was theirs and they should be punished for it. The prostitutes were
the innocent victims of the men who sought them out. Yet again Victorian
opinion fell back aghast. It would be fifteen years before the Contagious
Diseases Acts were repealed.*

Mill’s last great struggle was over private ownership of the land. Britain
had, through legal and customary structures, developed the most con-
centrated systems of land ownership in Europe. In 1874, five per cent
of landowners held seventy-nine per cent of the country. Mill had made
control of the land central to his critique of the Irish Question and the
Whig fears that reforms in Ireland might then ‘cross the water’ became
Mill’s ambition.

In July 1869 Mill called together a group of Radical MPs to establish
the Land Tenure Reform Association. There is no evidence that Mill knew
that shortly afterwards members of Marx’s International, along with
Fenian sympathisers, would establish the Land and Labour League with
ambitions to emulate the achievements of the Reform League — preferably
with pitchforks. Neither organisation flourished. The League petered out
by 1873, coincidentally the year that Mill died in France.

Packe sums up Mill’s legacy: At his funeral ‘a large spontaneous crowd
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stood dumb and damp ... These were his real memorial. All his life he had
fought for them and for the millions they represented; fiercely, though
never with unfair weapons. All his life they had looked to him, half-com-
prehending, full of trust’.?®

Was Mill a Socialist?

Was John Stuart Mill a socialist? This may seem a strange question to
pose about an intellectual who has become the poster boy for libertarian
and neo-liberal groups, but Mill forces the question onto an often reluc-
tant audience by his frequent positive references to varieties of socialism.
The Autobiography provides nine index references to socialism which are,
significantly for a writer who was not afraid to change his mind, evenly
spread through Mill’s adult life. More significantly, the Autobiography
was written twenty years before Mill’s death in 1873 and therefore omits
the most radical and socialistic period of his career.

Under the influence of Harriet Taylor, Mill became ‘not the least of
a Socialist’, and, for the two of them, ‘our idea of ultimate improvement
went far beyond Democracy, and would class us decidedly under the
general designation of Socialists’. And again they progressed, ‘so far as
regards the ultimate prospects of humanity, to a qualified Socialism’.3¢

Debate has raged within the Mill industry, essentially around the ques-
tion of whether Mill is to be believed, whether his own writings belie his
commitment to socialism or (misogyny sometimes coming close to the
surface) whether the hussy Harriet Taylor blew the poor man off course.
Early editions of The Mill News Letter,” an invaluable source for the most
minute details of Milliana Arcana, carried the debate to readers for some
time. L.E. Fredman and B.L.J. Gordon kicked the issue off in Autumn
1967 with a repudiation of Sidney Webb’s assertion that Mill was ‘a con-
vinced Socialist’. They rest their argument on three legs: that Mill was a
follower of the theories of Malthus; that he was a strong believer in indi-
viduality and that his passion was to advance education. Thin legs indeed.

Pedro Schwartz, he of libertyfund.org, then entered the lists in Autumn
1968, gently demolishing Fredman and Gordon but then reaching the
same conclusion by different roads. Mill’s affection for Malthus, argues
Schwartz, had waned by the early 1850s by which time Mill was arguing
(in Principles of Political Economy) that social pressure could restrain pop-
ulation growth. Individuality in Mill is significantly circumscribed (even
in On Liberty).There is now, and was then, no contradiction between
being a socialist and being passionate about education. Schwartz goes on
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to deny Mill’s socialist credentials because, as the quotes from Mill above
show, Mill, as he always did, hedged his bets with qualifiers to his social-
ist commitments such as ‘ultimate’, ‘qualified’, ‘in general’ and, in other
references, ‘future’. Schwartz then goes on to rather spoil his own argu-
ment with this: ‘[Mill] proposed various radical reforms, such as taxing
the unearned increment of land rent, modifying the inheritance laws and
extending co-operation (the latter a feature of the programmes of many
socialists)’. Not a bad list really for the times.

Some rigour was then brought to the debate by the Canadian William
Hughes in Spring 1972. Hughes’ first thrust makes the obvious point that
Mill’s socialism can not be discussed unless we are clear what we mean by
‘socialist’ — a syllogistic point that the author of A System of Logic would
surely have supported. If socialists, and only socialists, believe in X and Y;
and Mill believed in X and Y, then Mill was a socialist. Hughes points out
that, as well as ‘utopian’ and ‘scientific’ socialisms, there were also the ten-
dencies which Hughes terms ‘Democratic Socialism, Social Democracy,
Liberal Socialism, Fabian Socialism’. He cites Hobhouse, Tawney and
Laski as representatives of some of these trends (curiously omitting the
Webbs), and argues that while Mill was neither a utopian nor a scientific
socialist, he was clearly close to these thinkers.

Some, especially within the socialist movement, might deny that some
or even all of these tendencies were really socialist. The same problem
would arise if we extended Hughes’ list to Crosland’s list of the twelve
‘Socialist Doctrines’ among the nineteenth-century precursors to the
Labour Party.”® The issue is thrown into further question by Royden
Harrison’s work covering the mid-Victorian period. The title, Before the
Socialists could give us cause to wonder whether anyone at this time could
be called a socialist.

Hughes takes a different tack, arguing that for socialism, as for other
‘isms’, ‘there is no essence in the sense that there is no objective prop-
erty which unambiguously identifies a socialist and which it is the task of
political theorists to discover’. He notes the complexity of political ide-
ologies (used in the broad rather than the Marxist sense) and conflicting
hierarchies of importance ascribed to various aspects of such ideologies.
‘How important is it’, he asks, ‘that Mill and Laski, for example, agree on
the nature of liberty but disagree on the principle of one man one vote?’

Hughes neatly sidesteps the dilemma he has created by switching from
digital to analogue. The question “Was Mill a Socialist?’ is recast as “To
what extent was Mill a Socialist?” Complications here are legion. Like
any writer active for more than fifty years, Mill changed his views on
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many issues over time. Being a philosopher, and a careful one, definitive
statements on ideological questions are frequently hedged and heavily
qualified. For example, in the statement quoted above of Mill’s conversion
to some form of socialism, he couples that with ‘a shifting of my political
ideal from pure democracy ... to a modified form of it’. So the philosopher
was contemplating a transition to socialism, albeit ‘in a greater approxi-
mation’, ‘ultimate’ and ‘qualified’, while resisting the full transition from
aristocratic to democratic rule.

In a review by Trevor Lloyd of Willard Wolfe’s From Radicalism ro
Socialism. Lloyd cites Wolfe as claiming that: ‘the original Fabians were
“Ethical Socialists”, devoted to co-operation, social harmony and ethical
improvement, and that these principles came from Mill and Owen’. This
perhaps helps us in the task of finding an appropriate label for Mill. The
Fabians were the first English theorists of social democracy as we came to
know it in the twentieth century. While they owed a debt to the Positivists
and Comte, especially in the case of Sidney Webb, Mill must be accounted
the primary source of their theory which was then combined with the
research of the Webbs, the rhetoric of Shaw and, all too briefly, the activ-
ism of Annie Besant.

Thus far scholars have examined Mill and then compared him to some
imagined yardstick of socialism. We may find our way more clearly by
asking what it meant to be a socialist in mid-Victorian England and then
looking back at Mill.

Socialism was a broad church at this time. One might be a follower of
Fourier or Saint-Simon, of Owen, of the Christian Socialists, of Louis
Blanc or of Marx. Joseph Chamberlain’s early career was characterised
as ‘Municipal Socialism’ despite Chamberlain never advancing beyond
Radicalism. The issue of where Radicalism ended and socialism began
could occupy a lengthy discussion and conservative thinkers such as A.V.
Dicey preferred to lump both tendencies together under the general title
of “collectivism’. It is more productive to consider the political issues of
the time, to build an image, pixel by pixel.

Class was central then as now. The working class were well aware of
class, but this was a working class divided, between town and country
and between trades and labourers. Socialists were not only aware of
class but also clear about whose side they were on. Methods might vary,
but all socialists sought, in some manner, to advance the interests of the
working class. Mill was hopeless on class. Unlike Beesly or Marx, Mill
had no contact with the working class or, beyond occasional formal
meetings, working class leaders. He sympathised with the class from
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humanitarian and egalitarian impulses but so did the Radicals and even a
few Conservatives.

The labour theory of value, rising in prominence with the growth of
the factories, was becoming central to socialist thought in Mill’s lifetime.
Developed by Marx building on the work of Smith and Ricardo, the
theory became central to an understanding of the exploitation of the class.
How this should be tackled, by co-operatives, by revolution, by legisla-
tion, divided socialists but the theoretical basis of exploitation did not.
Again Mill fails poorly on this. He was perhaps hampered by the inten-
sity of his early contact with classical political economy. Adam Smith and
Turgot were regular subjects taught to him by his father, who himself
published a volume on political economy, and Ricardo was a regular guest
and almost a protégé of James Mill when John was in his teenage years.
This contact with the abstractions and macro theories perhaps blinded
Mill to the realities of the production of commodities. There is no record
of his ever visiting a factory. The means of production were foreign to him
and therefore, necessarily, the relations of production, on which much of
the socialist project rested. Nevertheless, within the context of bourgeois
political economy, he gave conservatism a shake. He conceded that private
property and competition might be necessary but placed them on equal
ground with a future socialist society because, at the time of his writing,
neither of them had been tried to his satisfaction. Above all, in Principles of
Political Economy, he provided a humanist face to a future socialist society
in which personal ambition would be replaced by the common good.

Mankind are capable of a far greater amount of public spirit than the
present age is accustomed to suppose possible ... And no soil could be
more favourable to the growth of such a feeling, than a Communist
association, since all the ambition and the bodily and mental activity
which are now exerted in the pursuit of separate and self regarding
interests, would require another sphere of employment, and would
naturally find it in the pursuit of the general benefit of the community.*

As with the qualifications to his support for a future socialist society,
Mill is equivocal about laissez faire, which, in Political Economy ‘in
short should be the general practice, every departure from which, unless
required by the greater good, is a certain evil’. But what and how much is
required by the greater good? The issue is left for the future.

A key priority for the working class was political democracy. The
issue united Radicals and socialists to such an extent that even Gladstone,
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whose natural inclinations were always towards the Whigs, first forced
the issue in 1864. We may account the philosopher Mill a failure here with
his fancy franchises and his terror of ‘the tyranny of the majority’. The
politician Mill had a more positive record.

In the Newsletter of Summer 1976 L.B. Zimmer posed the question as
to whether Mill was a democrat. Citing a number of distinguished scholars
on each side of the question, Zimmer took the startling tactic of examin-
ing not what Mill said or wrote, but what he actually did. Through a more
detailed analysis than is available to us here, Zimmer concluded that in the
parliamentary debates on the Second Reform Bill, ‘on these five divisions,
Mill consistently supported and voted for measures which led to a broader
franchise or which led to an enlarged democratic representation in the
urban areas’. In practice Mill the politician was with or ahead of Radicals
in Parliament and respected by socialists outside Parliament for his role,
but with one notable exception.

Socialists had campaigned for the secret ballot since before it became
part of the People’s Charter. The reasons were simple, bribery before the
vote and retribution after it. As late as the election of 1865, when Mill
was elected, it was reported to the Reform League from Huntingdon that,
‘Every tenant of the Earl of Sandwich who voted for Liberals was at once
turned out, and every [Liberal] voter in the employ of a Tory was imme-
diately discharged’.*

Mill spoke at length in Parliament against bribery and intimidation in
elections. But for once the nether world of the philosopher overwhelmed
Mill the politician. He did not support the secret ballot. Gerald McNiece
(Newsletter, Spring 1973) has traced the linear descent from William
Godwin to Percy Shelley to Mill of an almost mystical attachment to
the people ‘assuming the qualities of enlightenment’ by voting in public.
To this is added Mill’s fear of the tyranny of the majority. Had he but
attended some of the riotous events that surrounded elections before the
ballot, had he listened to Radical and working class activists experienced
in the street fighting which often took place,*! not to mention the drunken
orgies funded by both sides in elections, he would have taken another
view. But that was not his world.

Finally, as to the franchise extending beyond working class men
to women, socialists in the day were split. There were still millions of
working class men excluded from the franchise after the 1867 Reform Act.
Enfranchising women on the same terms laid down in the Act would, it
was believed, increase the voting power of the rich, as it would be mainly
rich women who would get the vote. This was one of the many tactical

Socialist History 53.indd 26 10/06/2018 13:57:35



Rescuing John Stuart Mill 27

divisions which beleaguered the movement for women’s suffrage and
delayed its implementation for so long. Mill’s courage in raising the issue
and in prosecuting it in the last years of his life must surely place him on
the side of the angels.

Liberty, for those seeking to change the existing power relations, has
always been an issue for socialists. But liberty for whom, and to do what?
In Mill’s day socialists faced significant constraints on their freedoms.

The press only become relatively free with the abolition of stamp duties
on newspapers in 1853 and of the excise duty on paper in 1855. The radical
press still faced threats of arrest for blasphemy, for obscenity (for advo-
cating birth control) and for sedition. Trade unions were not free to take
industrial action (Hornby v. Close, Taff Vale) and trade unionists could be
imprisoned for striking (Beckton Gas Works 1872). More generally, liberty
and equality are fundamentally linked. A society of obscene wealth and
grinding poverty left the legions of the poor not only without the liberty to
travel to Italy for the winter, but without the liberty to engage in the most
basic political activities. The Second Reform Act gave many the right to
stand for Parliament, but no working class candidates (and there were few
enough candidates nominated) were elected in 1868 and if there had been,
they could not have sustained themselves because Members were not paid.

Aside from the generalities in On Liberty, Mill takes up some impor-
tant political issues. A free press and liberty of combination would clearly
aid the growing working class movement. The role of the state, while
minimised for the sake of making Mill’s central thesis, is nevertheless suf-
ficiently present to distance Mill from conservatives and aristocrats who
felt that they could generally do very well without it,

Socialists, whether scientific, utopian or social democratic, have always
held to equality, more recently badged as ‘social justice’, as a core value.
Mill scores respectably on this criterion, railing against the ‘distinction
between rich and poor, so slightly connected as it is with merit or demerit’
and campaigned for changes to inheritance laws. But Mill’s approach was
primarily that of the Radical rather than the socialist. For him, social
justice required a society in which each individual could reach their full
potential. Mill’s answers to the inequality he saw around him were essen-
tially individual — the removal of privilege.

The welfare state was barely more than a thought bubble in Mill’s life-
time. This fact, and Mill’s always equivocal attitude to the state, meant
that he had few practical solutions to the appalling circumstances of the
poor. Mill, the bureaucrat from the East India Company, laboured hard
in Parliament to reform the administration of the Poor Law, but left the

Socialist History 53.indd 27 10/06/2018 13:57:35



28 Socialist History 53

principles of the system untouched. In the field of political economy he
eventually repudiated the wage fund theory which claimed that at any one
time there was a fixed amount of money available for wages, and trade
unions which succeeded in raising their members’ wages were simply
taking that money off other workers. But neither the philosopher nor
the politician Mill could come near even to a young Radical like Joseph
Chamberlain who was proclaiming that, ‘It is as much the duty of the state
to see that [children] are educated as to see that they are fed’.*?

Again it is clear that wilful ignorance of the real world prevented Mill
from ever being able to approach the issues of privilege and inequality
with any rigour. Unlike Engels, Mayhew and others, he never saw the
terrible privations of the rookeries of East End London or of the factory
districts of Manchester.

Public ownership became, in the twentieth century, a defining feature
of socialism, or at least of social democracy, to a greater extent than in any
other developed nation. As with the welfare state, ideas on public owner-
ship were in their infancy in Mill’s time but we may easily surmise where
he would have stood on the question as it grew in importance.

Mill did not like the state. He liked laissez faire and the role of the joint
stock company. But these positions were based on his notions of utility and
he readily conceded that, should utility require it, should it be ‘required by
the greater good’, then the state should step in. He had little to say, perhaps
through ignorance, of Chamberlain’s ‘municipal socialism” in Birmingham
which involved slum clearance and the buy-up of gas, water and sanita-
tion companies. But utility would have been the yardstick Mill would have
brought to the purchase of the docks, railways and coal mines.

And what of revolution? Socialists sought the complete transforma-
tion of society through changes in the relations of production which
would lead to changes in the relations between people. How this might be
achieved remained unclear in Mill’s time. It might be through the ballot
box, it might be through insurrection, or it might be the Owenites” model
in which their co-operative model would gradually supplant capitalism.
Mill gravitated towards this third model. The writer who believed society
had the right to impose ‘good manners’ on its citizens would never have
found himself on the barricades.

It is however instructive to note that the excitement of real events can
sometimes inspire even the mildest of spirits. When Parisians took to
the streets in February 1848 and overthrew their government, Mill was
vigorous in their defence and clearly stirred by the spirit of the popular
uprising, however short lived.
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But there was a further more significant gift that he brought to the
socialist project which changes the outcome significantly. Victorian
England has many surprising characteristics. Republicanism and atheism
were more powerful political forces than at any time since. And intellect
was valued. The most famous intellects were considerable celebrities. The
fact that the greatest intellect of his generation considered socialism as
an entirely credible possibility for the future, and not something to be
dreaded but rather a prospect to be considered calmly against the yard-
stick of utility, was a great gift to the socialists.

Mill told his readers that the transformation of society from capital-
ism to socialism was not unthinkable, that it fell within the realms of
reasonable debate. Mill’s elevation of socialism to the status of a credible
alternative shifted the political centre of debate and heartened the diverse
working class and socialist movement. The fact that he was much more
than a philosopher, that he put his tattered shoulder to the wheel of practi-
cal political work with courage and energy enhances his standing.

The brutal individualism of neo-liberalism is a far cry from the true

legacy of John Stuart Mill. He belongs now, as he did in his own time, to
the left.
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