
John Stuart Mill's Feminism: 

The Subjection of Women and the 
Improvement of Mankind 

JOHN STUART M I L L died a hundred years ago, on 8 May 1 8 7 3 . In view 
of the recent renaissance of the feminist movement in the western 
world, it seems especially pertinent to remember and pay tribute to 
the very significant influence which he had in the early struggle for 
women's rights. It is well-known that, as M.P. for Westminster, Mill 
provoked the first substantial debate on women's suffrage in the 
House of Commons, and it is generally acknowledged that the pub-
lication of his The Subjection of Women in 1869 was a catalyst for 
the suffrage movement in Great Britain. What is not so generally 
known, however, is the influence, well demonstrated by Patricia 
Grimshaw in her recent book, Women's Suffrage in New Zealand,1 

which Mill's ideas and enthusiasm exerted on the New Zealand 
feminists of the same period. As Ms. Grimshaw relates, Mill corres-
ponded with the early Nelson feminist, Mary Muller, whose pamphlet 
An Appeal to the Men of New Zealand was published in the same 
year as his own Subjection of Women, — commending and encourag-
ing her by saying 'You have made an excellent beginning'.2 Mill's 
ideas were discussed at meetings of the Women's Christian Temper-
ance Union, backbone of the struggle for female enfranchisement; and 
prominent New Zealand suffragists of both sexes, including Kate 
Sheppard, Sir John Hall and Sir Robert Stout, were either reaffirmed 
in their feminist convictions, or converted to the cause, by reading 
Mill's convincing and decidedly unhysterical arguments. Thus it is 
trebly relevant, in this centennial year, in this New Zealand journal, 
and at this time of revived and wide-spread agitation for female 
equality, to understand and to examine critically the substantial con-
tribution of this great thinker to the feminist cause. 

The fact that John Stuart Mill was an ardent and active feminist 
is particularly interesting for two reasons, which are developed as 
themes of this essay. First, as anyone who has recently glanced at 

1 Auckland University Press, 1972. I am indebted to Ms. Grimshaw for most 
of the information in this paragraph. 

- Grimshaw, p. 15. 
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the 'Feminist Studies' or 'Women's Liberation' shelves of a bookstore 
must have noticed, very few feminist works are written by men. So 
far as I am able to ascertain, the only substantial piece of writing on 
the subject by a man, prior to the publication of Mill's Subjection of 
Women, was a little-known work by the Owenite Socialist, William 
Thompson, which he graced with the title An Appeal of One Half 
the Human Race, Women, against the Pretensions of the Other Half, 
Men, to retain them in Political, and thence in Civil and Domestic 
Slavery.3 And since Mill's Subjection of Women, too, there have been 
no feminist writings by men which approach its forcefulness, compre-
hensiveness and lucidity. One of the questions I propose to discuss, 
then is why this nineteenth century philosopher had such strong con-
victions about the inequity of the treatment of women, and what were 
the influences which bore upon this aspect of his thought. 

Secondly, Mill's feminism is a striking example of the application 
of political theory. Though far from the abstractness of Plato or Hegel, 
Mill was a philosopher who was concerned with the broadest and 
most profound issues affecting the life of man in political society. 
Liberty, individuality, justice and democracy were his values, and at 
the root of his whole philosophy was his conviction that the utilitarian 
goal of 'the greatest happiness of the greatest number' could not be 
achieved apart from the greatest possible advancement, moral and 
intellectual, of the human race. Thus, for Mill, unlike Bentham and 
James Mill, one of the principal purposes of social and political in-
stitutions was to develop human potential to the highest possible 
stage. One of the most intriguing things about his feminist writings, 
then, is that they are clearly an application of his most dearly-held 
principles to a specific case where he felt they were being most 
flagrantly ignored. His feminism was definitely not a 'sideline': rather 
it constitutes, for the student of Mill, a valuable opportunity to see 
how he applied his central ideas about human beings in a social 
setting. For the emancipation of women to a level of equality with 
men was not, for Mill, aimed solely at the increased immediate happi-
ness of women themselves, although this was an important part of 
it. It was also a very important prerequisite for the improvement of 
mankind. 

John Stuart Mill's opposition to the prejudices and beliefs which 
kept women in a subordinate position in all aspects of social and 
political life was based on convictions formed very early in his life, 
which found expression in many of his works on political and ethical 
subjects. At the beginning of the work he devoted specifically to the 
subject, The Subjection of Women, he states that 'the legal subordina-
tion of one sex to the other . . . is wrong in itself, and now one of the 
chief hindrances to human improvement' is 'an opinion which I have 
held from the very earliest period when I had formed any opinion 

3 L o n d o n , 1 8 2 5 . 
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at all on social or political matters, and which . . . has been con-
stantly growing stronger by the progress of reflection and the experi-
ence of life'.4 Evidence for his continual concern with the position 
of women is offered by his various biographers and in his letters; he 
often judged peoples, philosophical systems and periods of history, 
according to their attitudes towards women and their role in society.5 

It will not suffice, then, to confine the following discussion to The 
Subjection of Women alone, since it is possible to find in some of his 
other published works and in his letters a fuller treatment of some 
ideas that are rather summarily dealt with in that work. For example, 
both to guard his own and Harriet Taylor Mill's personal reputations, 
and in order to avoid endangering the respectability of the incipient 
movement for women's rights, he played down or omitted some of 
his more radical ideas about divorce and contraception. Where this 
occurs, I shall make reference to his more explicit discussions of 
these subjects, and I shall also point out instances in which Harriet's 
ideas, as expressed in her writings on the subject of women, are 
significantly different from those which Mill himself ever espoused.6 

Alien though Mill's radical ideas about women were to the mid-
nineteenth century climate of opinion in general, it is easy to find 
stimuli to the development of his feminist convictions amongst several 
of the groups of thinkers with whom he was in contact in his forma-
tive years. The Utilitarians amongst whom he was educated were 
certainly not unconcerned with the issue. Bentham, for instance, 
although he considered the actual question of women's suffrage to 
be an insufficiently urgent one to be allowed to distract attention 
from or endanger his greater purposes, did concede the crucial points 
that existing differences between the sexes had certainly not been 
shown to be innate or inevitable ones, and that therefore there was 
no reason why women should not vote on the same terms as men, 
since clearly their interests were equally involved in the outcome.7 

Of his father, John Stuart Mill notes in his Autobiography that Tie 
looked forward . . . to a considerable increase of freedom in the rela-
tions between the sexes, though without pretending to define exactly 
what would be, or ought to be, the precise conditions of that free-
dom'.8 On the subject of female suffrage, however, James Mill had, 

4 J. S. Mill, The Subjection of Women, London 1912, p. 427. 
5 See, for example, Michael St. John Packe, The Life of John Stuart Mill, 

London, 1954, pp. 90, 294-5, F . A. Hayek, John Stuart Mill and Harriet Taylor; 
their Correspondence and Subsequent Marriage, London & Chicago, 1951, pp. 
208, 248, and The Subjection of Women, p. 451. 

6 The two essays on the subject of marriage and divorce which J . S. Mill and 
Harriet Taylor wrote for each other some time in 1832, are reprinted in Hayek, 
and also in Alice Rossi's edition of their Essays on Sex Equality, where the 
pamphlet The Enfranchisement of Women, which was probably although not 
certainly written by Harriet Taylor, is also to be found. 

7 Jeremy Bentham, Plan of Parliamentary Reform in the Form of a Catechism 
in Works, ed. Bowring, 1843, III, 463-4, and Constitutional Code, in ibid., IX, 
107-9. 

8 J. S. Mill, Autobiography, London, 1873, p. 107. 
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in his Essay on Government, committed a gross 'faux pas' in the eyes 
of the other philosophical radicals, by suggesting that women might 
well be excluded from voting without any bad consequences.9 A 
violent controversy was produced in Utilitarian circles, by this single, 
most unacceptable sentence, from which Mill junior tells us that he 
and his associates, including Bentham, 'most positively dissented'.10 

It is obvious from his use of the phrase in his subsequent writings 
about women, that the young Mill was particularly struck at this time 
by the rather exaggerated statement in Macaulay's critical attack on 
the Government essay, that the interests of women were no more 
identical with those of their husbands than the interests of subjects 
with their kings.11 The whole controversy must surely have stimulated 
John Stuart Mill's concern with feminism. The Utilitarians' mouth-
piece, the Westminster Times, had established itself as an early cham-
pion of the cause of women's rights, and as early as 1824, Mill himself 
had published in that periodical an article attacking the prevalent 
custom of regarding morality and personal characteristics in com-
pletely different lights with reference to the different sexes. 

Secondly, Mill's feminism derived inspiration from the early French 
and English Socialists. Although there is no evidence that Mill ever 
read William Thompson's Appeal, he does mention it in a passage 
in the Autobiography in which he talks of meeting Thompson, whom 
he considered 'a very estimable man', through his youthful contacts 
with the Owenite Socialists.12 He said that he considered it 'the signal 
honour of Owenism and most other forms of Socialism that they 
assign [to women] equal rights, in all respects, with those of the 
hitherto dominant sex'.13 We know, also, from his letters, that he was 
very interested in the ideas of Enfantin and the other Saint-Simonian 
'missionaries' who came to London in the early 1830s,14 and tempered 
though his admiration was by his subsequently justified suspicions of 
their fanaticism and charlatanry, he continued to recognize the debt 
owed to them by the feminist cause. In the Autobiography he wrote: 
'In proclaiming the perfect equality of men and women, and an en-
tirely new order of things in regard to their relations with one another, 
the St. Simonians, in common with Owen and Fourier, have entitled 
themselves to the grateful remembrance of future generations.'15 

Another influence which must have tended to confirm Mill's already 
strongly-held feminist ideas was his connection with W. J. Fox and 
the Unitarian periodical, the Monthly Repository. As early as 1823, 

9 James Mill, 'Government', written for the 1820 Supplement to the Encyclo-
paedia Britannica, and reprinted as a pamphlet, 1821, p. 21. 

1 0 Mill, Autobiography, p. 104. 
« Packe, p. 90. 
1 2 Mill, Autobiography, pp. 124-5. 
1 3 J . S. Mill, Principles of Political Economy, in Collected Works, Toronto, 

1963, II, 209. 
1 4 R. K. P. Pankhurst, The Saint-Simonians, Mill and Carlyle; A Preface to 

Modern Thought, London, 1957, pp. 3-4, 108-9. 
1 5 Mill, Autobiography, pp. 167-8. 
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when Harriet Martineau contributed on the subject of equal education 
for women, but especially in the 1830s, when Fox was editor, this 
magazine published articles advocating female suffrage, a more 
rational attitude towards divorce, and the correction of the countless 
other injustices in the treatment of women by society. In his history 
of this periodical, Francis Mineka says: 'Altogether, the Repository's 
record on the emancipation of women is a distinctly honorable one. 
For its day, it was far in advance of common opinion; no contemporary 
periodical so consistently advocated an enlightened policy.'16 Mill 
wrote for the Repository in the early and mid-1830s, and his frequent 
correspondence with Fox over these years shows that the latter was 
a distinct spur to his feminist principles.17 

Finally, we cannot ignore the direct influence on Mill's ideas about 
women that must have come from the women themselves whom he 
met in the intellectual circles in which he moved. Such talented and 
intelligent, educated and productive women as Harriet Martineau, 
Sarah Austin, Harriet Grote, and Eliza and Sarah Flower (to the 
former of whom he refers as 'a person of genius'), cannot fail to have 
made their impression on his attitude to their sex and the way it was 
regarded by contemporary society. Most important of all in this 
respect, however, was Harriet Taylor. 

There has been much dispute about the extent of Harriet Taylor's 
influence on Mill, and the originality of her contribution to his work.18 

This stems from the extreme divergence between, on the one hand, 
Mill's enraptured statements about her limitless genius and his claims 
that a great proportion of his later work was, in fact, based on ideas 
that were hers, so that she played Bentham to his Dumont,19 and, 
on the other hand, the decidedly unfavourable impression she made 
on their contemporaries, and the hardly startling quality of her own 
extant writings. I am much inclined to agree with H. O. Pappe, who 
concludes his examination of the evidence by saying that it was only 

1 6 Francis Mineka, The Dissidence of Dissent: The Monthly Repository, 1806-
1838, Chapel Hill, 1944, p. 296. 
passim, e.g. pp. 160, 229. 

1 7 J. S. Mill, The Earlier Letters, (1812-1848), in Collected Works, XII , 
1 8 Until the 1960s, twentieth-century biographers of Mill, such as Ruth Bor-

chard, Hayek, and Packe, had tended to accept Mill's estimate of the great extent 
of Harriet Taylor's intellectual influence on him, especially Packe, p. 317, who 
talks as if she all but wrote all of Mill's major works except the Logic. In recent 
years, however, there has been considerable reaction against this view, from Jack 
Stillinger, who edited the earlier draft of Mill's Autobiography, H. O. Pappe, 
in a short work entitled John Stuart Mill and the Harriet Taylor Myth, Melbourne, 
1960 and John M. Robson, in his study of Mill's thought, The Improvement of 
Mankind, Toronto, 1968. None of these writers disputes that Harriet Taylor was 
a very important part of Mill's life, and that she provided him with the emotional 
well-being without which he may well not have Deen nearly so productive: what 
they are disagreeing about with the earlier critics, and with Mill himself, is that 
the principal ideas of his works were hers, not his. 

1 9 Letter from J.S.M. to H.T., in Hayek, p. 185; for other examples of Mill's 
hyperbolic references to Harriet Taylor, see, for example, his introduction to The 
Enfranchisement of Women, his Autobiography, passim, and the inscription which 
he placed on her tombstone, in Hayek, p. 34. 
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Mill's grossly distorted impression of her abilities that suggests that 
Harriet was endowed with any qualities of genius. However, it is not 
necessary in the context of Mill's feminist ideas to go deeply into this 
controversy, for several reasons. 

First, Mill has left us with a very clear statement, in his Autobio-
graphy,20 about Harriet's effect on his feminist beliefs. He stresses 
that she was certainly not the source of his convictions about the 
complete equality of men and women, and of course this statement 
is borne out by his many letters and several publications on the sub-
ject which date from before their first meeting. He says, in fact, that 
it may well have been his strong views on this subject which initially 
attracted her to him. However, he adds that, in the course of their 
long relationship and eventual marriage, she had played the role of 
transforming what had been 'little more than an abstract principle' 
into a real appreciation of the practical, day-to-day effects of women's 
lack of rights and opportunities, and also of 'the mode in which the 
consequences of the inferior position of women intertwine themselves 
with all the evils of existing society and with all the difficulties of 
human improvement'.21 Thus, although there is no doubt that Mill 
was a convinced feminist quite independently of the influence of 
Mrs. Taylor, the existence and the difficult circumstances of their 
relationship must have increased the fervour of his convictions and 
his determination to do what he could to have women's many disa-
bilities remedied. 

Secondly, it is impossible to tell which of the ideas that Mill and 
Harriet Taylor expressed on the subject of women originated in his 
mind and which in hers, with the possible exception of those they 
expressed to each other in two short essays on marriage and divorce, 
very early in the relationship.22 From this evidence, one derives the 
distinct impression that her ideas were somewhat more extremist than 
his, though not necessarily in a consistent direction. For on the one 
hand she asserts that the total responsibility for bringing a child into 
the world belongs to the woman, and that therefore in the case of a 
separation or divorce the woman should bring up any children of the 
marriage; but on the other hand, she argues that even married women 
have just as much right as men to a career and to earning their own 
subsistence, an opinion which Mill never expressed in his writings 
on the subject. After these first two pieces they wrote for each other, 
it appears that their ideas must have become very enmeshed on this 
subject, which was so important to them both. Many of the ideas 
and arguments which appear in The Subjection of Women, which 
was actually written after Harriet's death, appeared first in her 
pamphlet The Enfranchisement of Women, but this is certainly not 
evidence enough for us to be able to say that they were originally 

2 0 Mill, Autobiography, p. 244, note. 
2 1 loc cit. 
2 2 Reprinted in Hayek, ch. iii. and in Rossi. 
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her ideas, since although the pamphlet was published under her name, 
it was referred to at least once by Mill as though he had written it 
himself. Most probably they worked on it together, or at least were 
constantly in touch about the ideas it contained. As Mill himself said, 
they came from 'the fund of thought which had been made common 
to us both, by our innumerable conversations and discussions on a 
topic which filled so large a place in our minds'.23 

Thus, to feminist convictions which J. S. Mill claimed to have held 
from very early in his life were added the influences of a number of 
the groups of thinkers with whom he mixed or at least had consider-
able contact: the Utilitarians, the early Co-operative Socialists and 
Saint-Simonians, and the Unitarian radicals. He had come into con-
tact with a number of women whose qualities strongly contradicted 
contemporary stereotypes of what women were and should be like, 
and he had had a lengthy and intimate relationship with a woman 
who had directly suffered the effects of discrimination against her 
sex, particularly in the spheres of the marriage laws and of the denial 
of educational opportunities. It appears, then, to be after all not 
surprising that he should decide to apply his most basic principles 
to arguing for the cause of female emancipation. 

In a passage which parallels that in On Liberty, in which Mill 
eschews any appeal to 'abstract right, as a thing independent of 
utility',24 in The Subjection of Women, too, Mill felt obliged to answer 
those who might accuse him of advocating 'a social revolution in the 
name of an abstract right'.25 In other works, however, in spite of this 
protestation, he does come very near to sounding like a natural rights 
theorist, rather than a simple utilitarian, for instance when talking in 
The Subjection of Women of the injustice of denying to women 'the 
equal moral right of all human beings to choose their occupation 
(short of injury to others) according to their own preferences'.26 

Despite a few un-utilitarian 'lapses' such as this, however, the basic 
arguments of the work on women, as of On Liberty, are made in the 
name of utility — that is, in the name of John Stuart Mill's version 
of utility. The appeal of The Subjection of Women, too, is to 'utility 
in the largest sense, grounded on the permanent interests of man as 
a progressive being'.27 

John Stuart Mill had vehemently rejected the narrow, Benthamite 
conception of human nature, explicitly in the essay on Bentham,28 

but also implicitly in all his other works. 'Human nature', he says in 

2 3 Mill, Autobiography, p. 266. However, I have assumed (p. 125) that 
those more radical views expressed in the Enfranchisement of Women, which 
Mill did not repeat in the Subjection, were hers alone. 

24 On Liberty, p. 16. 
25 The Subjection of Women, p. 521. 
-'s ibid., p. 487. 
27 On Liberty, p. 16. 
28 Essay on Bentham, p. 97. 
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On Liberty, 'is not a machine to be built after a model . . . but a 
tree, which requires to grow and develop itself on all sides, according 
to the tendency of the inward forces which make it a living thing.'29 

Whether Mill's totally unmechanistic conception of human nature 
prevents him from being called a real utilitarian is a much debated 
issue. Some have argued that the emphasis he places on the develop-
ment of the human faculties takes him so far away from 'the greatest 
happiness of the greatest number' that he cannot be considered a 
utilitarian in the Benthamite sense. He certainly did not believe that 
'pushpin is as good as poetry', but I do not consider that he ever 
gave up the 'greatest happiness' principle. The basic reason for this 
is that he was convinced that the moral and intellectual advancement 
of mankind would result in greater happiness for everybody. Be-
lieving as he did that the higher pleasures of the intellect yielded far 
greater happiness than the lower pleasures of the senses,30 and that 
consequently, 'next to selfishness, the principal cause which makes 
life unsatisfactory is want of mental cultivation',31 he could only con-
clude that a principal pathway to the greatest happiness was to open 
up to everybody the greater joys of poetry and the other higher 
pleasures. He also believed that continuing intellectual advancement 
would lead to greater discoveries and greater knowledge that could 
be applied in such a way as to increase the general utility. The moral 
development of humanity would likewise lead to ever greater happi-
ness, because to a moral being the feeling of virtue was not just a 
means, but actually a part of his or her own happiness;32 and also 
because the decline of selfishness would mean that people would be 
united in aiming at the greatest happiness of all, rather than just 
pursuing their own individual pleasures. Thus, Mill's utilitarianism 
was certainly different from Bentham's in that one could not find the 
answer to the question 'Is the greatest happiness presently being 
experienced?' simply by asking everyone how happy they are feeling. 
As Mill made clear, particularly in the 'Socrates and the pig' passage, 
he did not consider that people were at all capable of knowing how 
happy they were, in comparison with how great and profound their 
happiness could be, if their full intellectual and moral potential were 
developed. 

There is, undoubtedly, a strong current of intellectual elitism run-
ning through Mill's thought. While he had criticized Bentham for 
basing his concept of human nature on his own narrow and unim-

2» On Liberty, p. 73. 
ning of Chapter 2 of the essay Utilitarianism, pp. 258-62. Taken simply as it is 
presented there, without the unspoken premise that Mill took his own highly 
intellectual nature as his model of human nature no less than Bentham used his, 
the argument is quite unsatisfactory. Mill certainly fails to convince us that 
Socrates really knew what it was like to be a happy pig, any more than Mill 
himself did. 

8 0 The famous argument about the quality of pleasures is found at the begin-
31 Utilitarianism, p. 265. 
3 2 ibid., pp. 289-90. 
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aginative person, Mill proceeded to commit exactly the same fallacy, 
except that the content is different. He assumed that the model for 
humanity is the intellectual and ascetic aesthete that he himself per-
sonified. However, once this bias is acknowledged, it cannot be main-
tained that he rejected the greatest happiness principle in favour of a 
'greatest human development' principle; the point was that he was 
quite convinced that only the cultivated could achieve the greatest 
happiness available to mankind. 

The purpose of this somewhat lengthy digression from the specific 
subject of women was to explore the importance in J. S. Mill's version 
of utilitarianism of his concept of man as a progressive, a morally and 
intellectually improvable being. My conclusion is that he believed that 
such improvement was a prerequisite for the eventual achievement 
of the greatest human happiness. In The Subjection of Women and 
in those parts of his other works in which he argues the need for 
female emancipation, the theme of human advancement is a frequently 
recurring one. It is probably most succinctly summarized in a passage 
of the Principles of Political Economy, where he wrote: 'The ideas 
and institutions by which the accident of sex is made the groundwork 
of an inequality of legal rights, and a forced dissimilarity of social 
functions, must ere long be recognized as the greatest hindrance to 
moral, social, and even intellectual improvement.'33 Whereas there 
are two other principles that figure very prominently in The Subjec-
tion of Women and his other feminist arguments — liberty, or the 
opportunity for self-determination, and justice, in the sense of equality 
of consideration or impartiality — both of these other concerns are 
explicitly related to that of the moral and intellectual advancement 
of mankind, as well as to the happiness of women themselves. 

As is clear from his On Liberty, Mill was deeply concerned about 
the value of individual freedom, regarding it as such an important 
means to happiness and self-development that it could be justifiably 
sacrificed only to the extent that is absolutely necessary for the main-
tenance of security and social co-operation. 'After the primary neces-
sities of food and raiment', he asserted, 'freedom is the first and 
strongest want of human nature',34 and he recalled the joys of emerg-
ing from the tutelage of childhood into the responsibilities of adult-
hood, as indicative of the feeling of added 'aliveness' that self-deter-
mination could give. Thus freedom was such an essential part of 
human well-being that Mill concluded 'that 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'.35 

There was no question that this strongly held value could find 
copious scope for application to the issue of the contemporary social 
and legal position of women, and it is not surprising that liberty and 

principles of Political Economy, p. 765. 
:'4 The Subjection of Women, p. 542. 
35 On Liberty, p. 15. 
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self-determination are recurrent themes of Mill's arguments against 
the gross inequality of the marriage laws and the severe discrimina-
tion suffered by women in the spheres of educational and occupa-
tional opportunity. Indeed, he states that the most direct benefit he 
envisages will arise from the emancipation of women is the added 
happiness of women themselves, resulting from the difference between 
'a life of subjection to the will of others, and a life of rational free-
dom'.36 Whereas a woman at the time he wrote had practically no 
opportunity of any occupation (outside of unskilled labour and a few 
of the service industries), except that of wife, in a marital relation-
ship in which she was legally bound to obey her husband and had 
no rights to own property, it was obvious to Mill that an inestimable 
increase in happiness would result from giving women a real choice 
of how to spend their lives. Convinced as he was that 'if there is 
anything vitally important to the happiness of human beings, it is 
that they should relish their habitual pursuit',37 it was essential that 
all the careers open to men should be made equally available to 
women, so that the choice of whether to marry or not would be a 
meaningful one, and not the only means of escape from the despised 
dependency of 'old maidhood'. It was also essential that those who 
chose to marry should be granted an equal share in the rights and 
responsibilities of that relationship, and although he did not express 
his most radical ideas on the subject of marriage in The Subjection 
of Women, Mill believed that it should be a free contract in the sense 
of being dissoluble at the wish of the contracting parties, provided 
that any children that had resulted from the marriage were well 
provided for. His dissent from the contemporary view of the binding 
nature of the marriage contract is summed up in his statement that 
'surely it is wrong, wrong in every way . . . that there should exist 
any motives to marriage except the happiness which two persons 
who love one another feel in associating their existence'.38 Any denial 
of liberty which was not for the sake of protecting some third party 
from harm was anathema to him. 

It was not only, however, for the sake of the added happiness of 
women themselves, that Mill advocated giving them complete free-
dom of choice about how they would use their lives, but also for the 
good, and particularly the progress, of society as a whole. For, as he 
had said in On Liberty, 'the only unfailing and permanent source of 
improvement is liberty, since by it there are as many possible per-
manent centres of improvement as there are individuals'.39 The ex-
tension of education and the opening up of careers to women, freeing 
them from the bondage of conformity and narrow domesticity, would 

36 The Subjection of Women, p. 542. 
3 7 ibid., p. 547. 
3« Quoted in Hayek, p. 63. 
39 On Liberty, p. 87. 
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have the beneficial effect of 'doubling the mass of mental faculties 
available for the higher service of humanity'.40 

In addition to this vast increase in available talent, Mill was certain 
that freeing women to become educated and to work at whatever 
career they desired would have most valuable effects on men. Both 
the stimulus of female competition, and the companionship of equally 
educated partners, would result in the greater intellectual develop-
ment of men. He was most impressed by the fact that since men 
were becoming less bound up in outdoor pursuits and what were 
regarded as exclusively masculine activities, their domestic lives were 
becoming more important, and the influence of their wives, with 
whom they were tending to spend more time, was therefore con-
tinually increasing. Taking the rather pessimistic point of view that 
any society or individual which is not improving is deteriorating, he 
stresses the insidious effects that the constant companionship of an 
uneducated and frivolous wife could have on a man, even though he 
might have previously had serious intellectual interests. He asks how 
it could be considered anything but detrimental to a man's develop-
ment to be confined for a large proportion of his life with a partner 
whose mind has been so studiously concentrated on trivia, who is 
utterly ignorant about matters which should be of the highest con-
cern, and who is bound because of the narrowness of her education 
to consider the immediate and material interests of her own family 
of greater importance than any public-spirited or intellectual aspira-
tions that her husband might wish to pursue. 'With such an influence 
in every house', Mill asks, 'is it any wonder that people in general 
are kept down in that mediocrity of respectability which is becoming 
a marked characteristic of modern times?'41 Thus women in their 
present state of subjection and lack of opportunity were in Mill's 
view acting as a continual force against progress; liberating them 
would reverse this force. 

Second only to freedom, in the arguments set out in The Subjection 
of Women, is the principle of justice. Just treatment, no less than 
liberty, is regarded both as essential for the happiness of women 
themselves and as a necessary condition for the advancement of 
humanity. Mill's most comprehensive discussion of justice, at which 
it is necessary to look in order for us to be able to understand its 
importance in his feminism, is found in the last chapter of Utilitarian-
ism. Here, having stressed the central idea of impartiality, or treating 
like cases alike, he proceeds to show that the reason that different 
societies have had such divergent conceptions of what constitutes just 
treatment, is that they have regarded different qualities as relevant 
grounds for departing from impartiality. Whereas it is, then, crucial 
to the idea of justice that 'all persons are deemed to have a right to 
equality of treatment, except when some recognized social expedi-

40 The Subjection of Women, p. 525. 
4 1 ibid., p. 536, and see also p. 540. 
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ency requires the reverse',42 different conceptions of what constitutes 
social expediency have resulted in societies' regarding slavery, caste 
systems, and many other unequal arrangements, now considered com-
pletely unjust, as thoroughly justified by the requirements of their 
circumstances. This meant that when social inequalities ceased to be 
considered expedient, they became regarded as not only inexpedient, 
but also as unjust. However, people tend to be 'forgetful that they 
themselves perhaps tolerate other inequalities under an equally mis-
taken notion of expediency',43 and a paradigmatic case of this was 
the subjection of women. Believing fervently that the society of equals 
was society in its most desirable form, and that all instances of com-
mand and obedience were but temporary evils, to be tolerated no 
longer than necessary, Mill looked forward to the day when discrim-
ination on grounds of colour, race and sex would follow that based 
on nobility of birth into disrepute and oblivion. 

In order to rest his case for female equality on what he regarded 
as the universally-accepted value of just treatment, Mill felt that he 
was obliged to demonstrate two things. First, he set out to show, 
against the strong force of contemporary opinion, that the reasons 
which had always been considered ample grounds for treating women 
differently from men — that is, that they are naturally inferior, less 
rational, and so on — were not based on good evidence and were 
probably all false. Secondly, even when he had demonstrated this as 
far as anyone could at that time, Mill considered it important, as a 
utilitarian who did not want to be accused of making a social revo-
lution in the name of an abstract right, to show that doing away with 
the unequal treatment of women would be expedient in the sense 
of contributing significantly to the welfare of society. 

In arguing the first of these two claims, Mill had to contend not 
only with popular prejudice, but also with the violent reaction which 
many influential intellectuals of the mid-nineteenth century were 
expressing against the excessive importance which French eighteenth-
century educational theorists, such as Helvetius and d'Holbach, had 
attributed to environmental factors in the formation of the human 
character and intelligence. For Mill, following to some extent in the 
footsteps of the latter, claimed that certainly most, and probably all, 
of the existing and allegedly innate differences of character and in-
tellect between men and women were caused by the very different 
attitudes of society towards members of the two sexes from their 
earliest infancy, and the vastly different types and qualities of edu-
cation they were given. In his fragment on the subject of marriage, 
written about 1832, he had vehemently denied any natural inequality 
between the two sexes apart from that of physical strength (and even 
this, he said, admitted of doubt).44 He was, however, so opposed to 

42 Utilitarianism, p. 320. 
4 3 loc. cit. 
4 4 In Hayek, op. cit., p. 64. 
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dogmatism on any issue that he later modified his position to the 
assertion that none of the alleged differences between the mental and 
moral capacities of the sexes had been proved to be the inevitable 
consequences of innate factors, though some of them might possibly 
be.45 His only dogmatic assertion was that nothing was yet certainly 
known on the subject: 'If it be said that the doctrine of the equality 
of the sexes rests only on theory, it must be remembered that the 
contrary doctrine has only theory to rest upon.'46 For as long as what 
was called 'women's nature' was such a very artificial product, re-
sulting from 'forced repression in some directions, unnatural stimu-
lation in others',47 like a tree that has been reared with one half in 
a vapour bath and the other half in the snow, it was impossible to 
assess that natural differences between this distorted creature and 
her male counterpart. What was 'natural' to the two sexes could only 
be found out by allowing both to develop and use their faculties 
freely. For, as Harriet Taylor had written in her Enfranchisement of 
Women pamphlet, the 'proper sphere for all human beings is the 
largest and highest which they are able to attain to'48 and the narrow 
channelling of the activities of the entire female sex was a most glaring 
example of the non-application of this principle. 

Mill considered that anyone who took the trouble to consider the 
very different way in which nineteenth-century boys and girls were 
educated, and their different assigned tasks in adult life, could readily 
explain a great many of the intellectual incapacities and special moral 
qualities attributed to women. Those who summarily assessed the 
female sex as 'naturally' practical and intuitive, capable in small, 
day-to-day affairs but lacking in any capacity for rational thought, 
had only to look at the way girls were trained to cope with domestic 
trivia, while boys were educated in the classics and the sciences. A 
woman's mistakes were therefore often like those of a self-educated 
man, who might grasp the common-sense factors of a situation, some 
of which might elude the theorist, but who was likely to suffer from 
a lack of knowledge of general principles and a lack of ability to 
grasp the abstract, conceptual aspect of the problem.49 

Mill was no more prepared to accept any innate distinctions drawn 
in favour of the female character, than to accept allegedly innate 
inferiorities, and counted as equally absurd as the claim that women 
are mentally inferior to men, the claim that they are by nature 
morally superior.50 Women, like negro slaves, he said, have had 
scarcely any opportunity to commit crimes, and so it is not remarkable 

4 5 In a letter written in 1869 and quoted by Pappe, p. 27, Mill actually says: 
'it is not certain that the differences spoken of are not partly at least natural 
ones'. 

48 The Subjection of Women, p. 450. 
4 7 ibid., pp. 451-2. 
4 8 Harriet Taylor, The Enfranchisement of Women, p. 100, in Rossi. 
49 The Subjection of Women, p. 495. 
so ibid., pp. 518-9. 
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nor particularly laudable that they have not often been criminals, 
and all such qualities as unselfishness and moral restraint can be 
explained in terms of their particular circumstances of dependence 
on and accountability to others. He concluded: 'I do not know a more 
signal instance of the blindness with which the world, including the 
herd of studious men, ignore and pass over all the influences of 
social circumstances, than their silly depreciation of the intellectual, 
and silly panegyrics on the moral, nature of women.'51 

Any attempt to refute the prevailing notion that women were 
innately and irremediably inferior in ability to men, Mill felt, was 
difficult because of the very unadvanced state of psychology. The 
contemporary preoccupation with the biological sciences and the 
deplorable lack of attention paid to the influence of environment on 
the formation of the human character had led, he thought, to far too 
great a reversal of the Helvetian claim 'Veducation pent tout', to the 
point where organic characteristics were now supposed capable of 
explaining everything.52 Mill's chief adversary, in his battle to win 
recognition for the importance of environmental factors in the charac-
ter-formation of women, was Auguste Comte, with whom he carried 
on a substantial correspondence on the subject during 184353 — a 
correspondence which, however unsatisfactorily it ended with regard 
to this issue, formed an important part of Mill's thinking about this 
aspect of his case for the emancipation of women. 

Comte was a clear example, among political and social theorists 
of the time, of the confident conviction that the physical sciences 
were not just potentially capable of solving all human problems, once 
their findings were 'applied' by the social sciences, but that they had 
found practically all the important answers already. Thus he was sure 
that, although biology was still unable to answer every important 
question, it was already 'able to establish the hierarchy of the sexes, 
by demonstrating both anatomically and physiologically that, in almost 
the entire animal kingdom, and especially in our species, the female 
sex is formed for a state of essential childhood, which renders it 
necessarily inferior to the corresponding male organism'.54 With a 
pre-Darwinian confidence in the uniqueness of the human species, he 
asserted that 'the organic condition must certainly prevail, since it is 
the organism and not the environment that makes us men rather than 
monkeys or dogs, and which even determines our special type of 
humanity, to a degree much more circumscribed than has often been 
believed'.55 Thus, far from its being simply a question of social ex-
pediency that women should be subordinate to men, to attempt any 

si ibid., p. 519. 
5 2 Mill did, however, concede that Helvetius' claim for the powers of education 

was exaggerated. 
5 3 Mill, Earlier Letters, in Collected Works, XIII , 590-611, and Comte, Lettres 

d'Auguste Comte ā John Stuart Mill (1841-6) , Paris, 1877, pp. 175-212. 
54 Comte, p. 175. 
55 ibid., p. 199. 
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other arrangement of society was biologically absurd. The causes of 
all mental characteristics were to be found in the physical organism, 
the brain, and women, with their physically weaker constitution, must 
therefore be intellectually inferior to men, though Comte granted 
generously that they were compensated to some extent by being en-
dowed by nature with greater delicacy of feeling and sympathy. They 
were to be pampered, worshipped, even prayed to, in the society 
Comte envisaged for the future, but to expect them to be capable 
of any sort of decision-making or political participation that required 
reasonable or objective thought, was to go against nature in a way 
that could only be disastrous both for women and for society as a 
whole. 

Mill, who initially acknowledged the gaps in his knowledge of 
biology which he was valiantly attempting to remedy,56 adopted a 
tone that seems extremely humble and conciliatory, especially in con-
trast to Comte's arrogant confidence in his own convictions,57 but was 
simply not prepared to accept that biology could have achieved any 
conclusive findings on the subject. While admitting the possibility that 
there might one day be proved to be certain physiological differences 
between the brains of the sexes (that, for example, as had been sug-
gested, women's brains might be smaller but finer in quality, so that 
they could work faster but would be sooner exhausted — though he 
was certainly far from being convinced of any such hypothesis), he 
stressed in answering Comte that there was, as yet, no definite know-
ledge of the precise relationship that held between the physical 
characteristics of the brain and the intellectual powers of its owner. 
To rely, then, on such an oversimplification as the contention that 
men, being bigger than women, have bigger brains and therefore 
greater mental powers, was to lay oneself open to the charge that 
big men are more intelligent than little ones, and that elephants and 
whales are more intelligent than either.58 

Mill was convinced that the sort of reasoning that Comte was en-
gaging in, on the issue of the different capacities of the sexes, was 
likely to produce no sound conclusions, as long as the study of the 
environmental influences on character development, or ethology, re-
mained so neglected. In The Subjection of Women, he spoke urgently 
of the need for the advancement of this science, saying that 'of all 
the difficulties which impede the progress of thought, and the forma-
tion of well-grounded opinions on life and social arrangements, the 

5 6 He reports having read several volumes of the works of the biologist, Gall, 
during the correspondence. 

5 7 Comte assumes the superior attitude that the only explanation for the diver-
gent opinion of the two great thinkers on such a fundamental subject is that 
Mill is going through a passing phase — as had Comte himself when struck by 
'the strange work of Miss Mary Wooltonscraft' [sic] — from which he will soon, 
no doubt, recover. Comte, p. 184. 

5 8 And anyway, Mill reports, for the benefit of those who are impressed by 
such statistics, that he knew of a man who had weighed many human brains, 
the heaviest of which was that of a woman. The Subjection of Women, p. 503. 
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greatest is now the unspeakable ignorance of mankind in respect to 
the influences which form human character'.59 He was not, however, 
under any illusions as to the ease of carrying out such a study. The 
difficulties of isolating causal factors in a study in which experimental, 
laboratory conditions are impossible, should be obvious, he thought, 
to anyone who has thought seriously about the complexity of the 
subject of education, or who has read Helvetius' or Rousseau's works 
on the subject. Despite the difficulties, however, he was convinced 
that this area of science, so crucial for the advancement of society, 
must not continue to be so neglected, and in the Logic, in a chapter 
headed 'Of Ethology, or the Science of the Formation of Character',60 

he set out some preliminary ideas for such a science, though he went 
no further in carrying it into operation. He was sure, though, that 
until that science was well advanced, no differences between the 
intellectual and moral characteristics of the two sexes could be rea-
sonably held to be caused by innate, physiological factors. 'No one', 
he wrote bluntly in The Subjection of Women, 'is thus far entitled to 
any positive opinion on the subject.'61 

Therefore, with knowledge in its limited state, it could certainly not 
be demonstrated that women were incapable of the same levels of 
intellectual achievement as men, and such a belief could certainly 
not be regarded as just grounds for keeping them subordinate in 
society, and denying them all opportunity to show what they could 
in fact achieve. Further, Mill argued, in many fields women had 
already achieved a considerable measure of success, despite the weight 
of circumstance, lack of education, and force of prejudice which 
worked against them. Though this claim was to rest the case for 
women on very humble grounds, 'when we consider how sedulously 
they are all trained away from, instead of being trained towards, any 
of the occupations or objects reserved for men',62 he cited the achieve-
ments of women such as Mme. de Stael and George Sand in the field 
of literature, and applied the argument most forcefully in the case of 
politics, in which women had proved themselves so competent at the 
top executive level. Here the reader was not confined to speculation 
about what women might be capable of if suitably educated: what 
some women had achieved in the political sphere was most persua-
sive in itself. At the top political level, Mill pointed out, which is 
practically the only sphere of public affairs to which they have ever 
been admitted, the great qualities of a proportionately larger number 
of queens than kings has demonstrated that 'Exactly where and in 
proportion as women's capacities for government have been tried, in 
that proportion have they been found adequate'.63 Citing such 

59 The Subjection of Women, p. 452. 
6° J . S. Mill, Logic, London, 1875. pp. 451-63. 
61 The Subjection of Women, p. 453. 
62 ibid., p. 489. 
6 3 ibid., p. 493; and see also Representative Government, p. 293. 
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examples as Elizabeth, Margaret of Austria, Deborah and Joan of 
Arc,64 he argued that these and other examples of women who had 
been expert governors or leaders made it quite ridiculous to regard 
women as a sex as unfit to participate on all other levels of political 
life. For their potential in the field, he said, has already been demon-
strated to be at least equal to that of men. 

Speaking generally of all the spheres of human endeavour, Mill 
concluded, that there were very few fields in which, however little 
opportunity they had had to prove themselves, some women at least 
had not reached a very high level of accomplishment. The fact that 
they had not, so far, achieved first-class works of genius and originality 
could, he thought, be explained by their lack of the thorough educa-
tion which is necessary in order to reach original conclusions once all 
the first principles in a field are established, by the fact that women 
were traditionally expected to be always available to the beck and 
call of men and children, and therefore seldom had sustained periods 
in which to concentrate, and by the circumstances of their coming, 
like the Romans after the Greeks, second to men chronologically in 
all fields of study and art. Thus, he regarded what women had 
achieved as conclusive proof of what they were capable of, but re-
fused to treat what they had not so far achieved as conclusive proof 
of anything at all. 

However, Mill did not consider that he had finished arguing the 
case for female equality by demonstrating to his contemporaries that 
their grounds for discriminating against women were scientifically 
undemonstrable, and in many cases had been refuted by the facts of 
history. For, as he had pointed out in the last chapter of Utilitarianism, 
people in general had shown themselves consistently unwilling to 
admit to the unjust nature of any social discrimination, until they had 
concluded that it was inexpedient also. Thus he felt obliged to argue 
not only that the unjust treatment of women was inequitable, but that 
it was socially harmful as well, and that treating women as equals 
would be beneficial for the happiness and advancement of all. Justice, 
then, like liberty, is linked in Mill's feminist ideas with the constant 
theme of the improvement of mankind. 

Mill believed that inequality was undesirable because of its direct 
moral effects on the parties involved. While this might at first seem 
not to be a utilitarian point of view, when we recall that in Mill's 
view the feeling of inner morality or virtue was itself an important 
part of individual happiness, it becomes compatible at least with his 
esoteric version of the principle of utility. He believed that 'society 
in equality is its normal state', and moreover that 'the only school of 
genuine moral sentiment is society between equals';65 thus, in Mill's 
view, the very fact of the everyday assumption by men of their 

64 ibid. , pp . 4 9 0 and 4 9 2 . 
65 ibid. , p. 4 7 7 . 
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superiority over women was constantly detracting from the value of 
their own lives as well as women's. There could be nothing approach-
ing the highest potential of human companionship between two 
beings one of whom was convinced of his greater capacities and 
value, and of the justice of his taking precedence over the other. What 
hopes, Mill asked, could there be for the moral advancement of 
society, when the domestic atmosphere in which all its members re-
ceived their earliest moral education was based, in theory even if 
not always in practice, on such an unjust distribution of rights and 
powers? If marriage were to be recognised by law and in society as 
a co-operative partnership between equals, the family would at last 
have a chance of becoming, for the children, 'the real school of the 
virtues of freedom . . ., a school of living together in love, without 
power on one side or obedience on the other'.66 Only then could their 
upbringing prepare children for what he regarded as the 'true virtue 
of human beings', that is, 'fitness to live together as equals'.67 

The unjust treatment of women had, Mill thought, another detri-
mental effect on society; they attempted to gain influence in subver-
sive ways and to use it for selfish purposes, as happened in other cases 
in which legitimate access to power was denied. Under existing con-
ditions, he argued, women were forced to resort to cunning and under-
hand tactics in order to have their wishes fulfilled in family matters 
in which they and their husbands disagreed, instead of such issues 
being discussed openly and rationally between them. As far as their 
political influence was concerned, he was sure that the indirect influ-
ence they exerted, through their pressure on their enfranchised hus-
bands, was bound to be unconcerned with the welfare of anyone but 
their own immediate families. If they were themselves enfranchised, 
and thereby given their own legitimate means of influencing the 
political process, they would become far more likely, at least in the 
course of time, to use these means responsibly and in a more humani-
tarian spirit. Convinced as he had become by de Tocqueville's im-
pressions of the educative effects of political participation, he was 
convinced that women who exercised their political right would 're-
ceive that stimulus to their faculties, and that widening and liberaliz-
ing influence over their feelings and sympathies, which the suffrage 
seldom fails to produce on those who are admitted to it'.68 Thus, by 
admitting women to the franchise, society would benefit doubly — by 
minimizing the selfish and narrow influences which many of them 
already exerted, via their husbands, and by increasing the selflessness 
and responsibility of the total electorate. Not only the quality of 
ethical life in the family, but also the standard of politics, would be 

06 ibid., p. 479. 
6 7 loc. cit. 
68 'Speech of John Stuart Mill, M.P., on the Admission of Women to the 
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raised, Mill argued, by the granting of just and equal treatment to 
women. 

It is generally recognized that, despite the fact that Mill had omitted 
from The Subjection of Women his most radical views about sexual 
relations and divorce, it nevertheless earned him more antagonism 
than anything else he wrote.69 Several of his friends, including his 
biographer, Bain, dissented strongly from the views expressed in it, 
and periodicals such as the Saturday Review and Eraser's Magazine 
published hostile reviews of it.70 Among Mill's most serious critics on 
this subject of female emancipation were the Stephen brothers — 
both Leslie, the more liberal, who was generally sympathetic to his 
utilitarian principles, and James Fitzjames, who disagreed violently 
with so much of what Mill believed about human equality. Leslie 
Stephen took great exception to Mill's references to the 'accident of 
sex', being definitely on Comte's side of the argument about innate 
sexual differences. 'It is not', he wrote, 'apparently, a case of two 
otherwise equal beings upon which different qualities have been 
superimposed, but of a radical distinction, totally inconsistent with 
any presumption of equality.'71 

James Fitzjames Stephen attacked Mill in a far more vigorous 
manner. It is highly significant that, being totally opposed to Mill's 
central conviction that society was progressing towards a state of 
equality among individuals that was its 'normal' and its most desir-
able state, Stephen used Mill's arguments for the equal treatment of 
the sexes as a kind of test case, by means of which to attack this 
central principle.72 In his Liberty, Equality, Fraternity, Stephen re-
ferred to The Subjection of Women as 'a work from which I dissent 
from the first sentence to the last',73 and his objection, too, is the very 
basic one that sex, like age, is an undeniable inequality which exists 
by nature, and which must be recognized by society in its institutions, 
customs and laws. He considered that the inequality of the sexes is 
one of those facts which is so obvious that it is very difficult to prove 
specifically: 'The physical differences between the two sexes affect 
every part of the human body, from the hair of the head to the soles 
of the feet, from the size and density of the bones to the texture of 
the brain and the character of the nervous system. . . . All the talk 
in the world will never shake the proposition that men are stronger 
than women in every shape. They have greater muscular and nervous 
force, greater intellectual force, greater vigour of character. . . . These 

6 9 See, e.g., Packe, p. 495, and J . A. and O. Banks, Feminism and Family 
Planning in Victorian England, Liverpool, 1964, p. 25. 
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are the facts, and the question is whether law and public opinion ought 
to recognize this difference.74 Such were the words of a highly edu-
cated man, writing just one hundred years ago in 1873. 

In spite of the fact that most of the political and legal rights for 
which Mill specifically argued have since been won, throughout most 
of the world, and most of the educational and career opportunities 
are no longer denied in principle, though still very often in fact — 
John Stuart Mill and Harriet Taylor's feminist principles and argu-
ments continue to sound relevant to a remarkable degree. The main 
reasons for this are probably that they understood the immense com-
plexity of the issue, they appreciated how much deep-rooted and 
strongly-felt prejudice was involved in this subject which affected 
the lives of everybody, both men and women, in a very intense way, 
and they realized that the emancipation they advocated would require 
change on a revolutionary scale, though not necessarily at a revolu-
tionary speed, before it could be fully accomplished in practice. Far 
from thinking that a well-argued case would have immediate results, 
Mill acknowledged at the very beginning of The Subjection of Women 
that 'The difficulty [of the case] is that which exists in all cases in 
which there is a mass of feeling to be contended against. So long as 
an opinion is strongly rooted in the feelings, it gains rather than 
loses in stability by having a preponderating weight of argument 
against it.'75 He also appreciated, as did Harriet Taylor, the great 
difficulties that stood in the way of persuading women themselves to 
fight for equality, because of the extent to which almost every one 
of them was dependent, both for her livelihood and her social stand-
ing, on a man; the intimacy of this master/slave relationship and the 
love that existed in many instances of it, made extensive 'Uncle Tom-
ism' a certainty.76 It is really hard for us, accustomed to the relative 
legitimacy of protest, to appreciate as Mill and Taylor did the per-
sonal sacrifices which the early feminists must have made. 

It is a tribute to the far-sightedness of Mill's and Taylor's thought 
that there are only two aspects of his feminism and one of hers that 
would probably be found objectionable by most present day Women's 
Liberationists. The first of these, which was a product of the nine-
teenth-century environment and which they both undoubtedly shared, 
was their attitude towards sexuality. Although they regarded the 
mores of their time as unbearably restricting, in the sense that they 
saw people's self-regarding behaviour as a matter of private morality 
in which the law had no justifiable right to intervene,77 it is clear 

7 4 ibid., pp. 227-9. 
75 The Subjection of Women, p. 427, and see also pp. 439, 433-5, and 520. 
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from a number of passages that the purpose of their desire for people's 
sexual lives to be regarded as their own business was not the increase 
of sexual freedom and pleasure, but rather that what they saw as 
an unhealthy preoccupation with sexuality might then diminish.78 

Far from wanting women to feel that they had a right to derive 
pleasure from their sexuality, as men felt that they could, they thought 
that the emancipation of women, already the less sensually-preoccu-
pied sex, would accelerate the movement of men away from a trait 
which they regarded as befitting humanity only in its semi-barbarous 
state. One of the 'improvements of mankind' which they hoped would 
result from female equality, then, was sexual asceticism. 

Secondly, Mill, though not Harriet Taylor, continued to assert that, 
if a woman chose to marry, she chose marriage in place of a career 
of her own, and that if she had children, it was her proper role to 
look after them. Although in those days of primitive contraceptive 
techniques, it would have been far harder for him that it is for us 
to conceive of the sharing of child-rearing and domestic chores, it is 
interesting that in spite of his adherence to the principle that one 
could not say what men and women were innately like until they 
were educated in the same way, Mill assumed that it was the woman's 
function to manage the household, and the man's to earn their liveli-
hood. 

In his early essay on marriage and divorce, this position is put much 
more dogmatically than later, and in terms which he could not con-
sistently use in The Subjection of Women. This, then, is one area 
in which it seems highly likely that his views were at least modified 
in the certainty with which they were stated (though not substantially 
changed) by Harriet Taylor's more radical views. For in 1832, having 
just asserted that 'there is no natural inequality between the sexes', 
he proceeded to say that, in a home where there are no servants, it 
is 'good and will naturally take place . . . that the mistress of a family 
shall herself do the work of servants', and that, where there do not 
exist the means of hiring teachers for the children, 'the mother is the 
natural teacher'. He concluded, with little attention seemingly being 
paid to their own preferences, that 'the great occupation of women 
should be to beautify life . . . and to diffuse beauty, elegance and 
grace everywhere', since women are 'naturally endowed with greater 
elegance and taste.79 

By the time he wrote The Subjection of Women, Mill could no 
longer say that women's domestic role was natural, in so many words, 
since in that work he asserted that 'natural' is such a subjective term 
that 'everything which is usual appears natural', and asks 'was there 
ever any domination which did not appear natural to those who 

7 8 See, e.g., Mill's implied approval of his father's thought on this issue in 
the Autobiography, p. 107, and Harriet Taylor's early essay on marriage and 
divorce, in Rossi, pp. 84-85. 
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possessed it?'80 In spite of the alteration in terminology, however, he 
still adhered to the traditional division of labour within marriage. 
'Like a man when he chooses a profession', he wrote, 'so, when a 
woman marries, it may in general be understood that she makes 
choice of the management of a household, and the bringing up of a 
family, as the first call upon her exertions, during as many years of 
her life as may be required for the purpose; and that she renounces, 
not all other objects and occupations, but all which are not consistent 
with the requirements of this.'81 Thus, in spite of the fact that he had 
drawn attention to women's continual preoccupation with domestic 
detail, in order to help explain that they had never achieved any 
works of genius because they were always amateurs in terms of time 
and concentration, Mill was not prepared to concede that the tiresome 
details of domesticity should be shared by both sexes. Although cer-
tainly a very forward-looking feminist, Mill was not prepared to 
follow his own theory to the point of seeing the injustice and in-
equality of opportunity involved in the practice of a man's being 
free to choose to have a full career and a family, whereas a woman 
was free to choose only one or the other. We might well cite this as 

n instance of that phenomenon to which he himself draws our atten-
tion in Utilitarianism, in the discussion of justice — that is, that people 
who have come to recognize previously practised inequalities as unjust 
and tyrannical, are 'forgetful that they themselves perhaps tolerate 
other inequalities under an equally mistaken notion of expedi-
ency. . . .'82 Mill, at any rate, was so far from being a dogmatist that 
he would certainly not have claimed to have said the last word on 
the subject of women's position in society. 

Harriet Taylor, however, would find herself more in agreement 
with modern feminist feelings about a woman's right to have both 
children and a career. Although she did not go into the specifics of 
how this might be arranged when there were no servants, she asserted 
in The Enfranchisement of Women that it was not only necessary 
for women to have the capacity and training to be able to earn their 
own subsistence (which was Mill's formulation in The Subjection of 
Women),83 but that women's position in the family would improve 
substantially 'if women both earned, and had the right to possess, a 
part of the income of the family'.84 And from several other passages 
of this work, from which Mill did not draw in composing The Sub-
jection of Women, it becomes clear that Harriet was more of a radical 
feminist with regard to the role of the married woman. She spoke 

80 The Subjection of Women, pp. 440, 441. 
8 1 ibid., p. 484, and see also Principles of Political Economy, pp. 395-6, for 

another statement of the same position. 
82 Utilitarianism, p. 320. 
83 The Subjection of Women, p. 483, where Mill says 'the power of earning 

is essential to the dignity of a woman, if she has not independent property'. The 
conditional clause implies that he is concerned with the financial aspect of 
dignity, rather than with personal self-esteem or professional status. 

84 The Enfranchisement of Women, in Rossi, p. 105, text and note. 
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out more strongly than Mill ever did in favour of the married woman's 
need to have a life and a career of her own, so as not to be 'a mere 
appendage to a man', attached to him 'for the purpose of bringing 
up his children, and making his home pleasant to him'.85 These were 
probably aspects of her thought which Mill, whom we know from 
letters to have been extremely dependent on her as far as domestic 
arrangements were concerned, did not feel at all comfortable with. 

However, on all the other important feminist principles, they were 
agreed, and were collectively far in advance of their time. In her 
recent introduction to John Stuart Mill's and Harriet Taylor's collected 
Essays on Sex Equality, sociologist and feminist Alice Rossi says: 'In 
1970 the movement is much broader [than the suffrage movement] 
and its goals more diffuse, for the women's liberation movement seeks 
nothing short of full equality of the sexes. In this sense contemporary 
activists are closer to the perspective of John Mill and Harriet Taylor 
than of the majority of turn-of-century American suffragists.'86 This 
fact, though of course a striking tribute to them, is not surprising, 
considering their intelligence, their visionary capacities, their great 
concern with liberty and justice, and their strongly held belief that 
abolishing the unequal treatment of women would contribute ines-
timably to the happiness of both men and women and the moral and 
intellectual improvement of mankind. 
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S3 ibid., p. 107. 
8 0 Rossi, Introduction, p. 62. 


