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Prologue
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Striding across St James’s Park on his way to work, John Stuart Mill noticed a bundle lying beneath a tree. He carefully unpeeled layers of dirty blankets. Within them lay a newborn, newly killed baby. The previous summer’s night had been warm, so those responsible had taken no chances, strangling the infant before discarding it.


Mill reported his find to a watchman, who would not have been surprised: London in 1823 was full of poor families who could not afford another child. Mill, however, was moved to action. With a friend, he toured a working-class district of London distributing a pamphlet which described and advocated contraception. The handbill, written by the campaigner Richard Carlile, contained the following advice: ‘A piece of soft sponge is tied by a bobbin or penny ribbon, and inserted just before the sexual intercourse takes place, and is withdrawn again as soon as it has taken place. Many tie a piece of sponge to each end of the ribbon, and they take care not to use the same sponge again until it has been washed. If the sponge be large enough – that is, as large as a green walnut, or small apple it will prevent conception . . .’1 The pamphleteers were arrested for the promotion of obscenity and duly appeared before the magistrate at Bow Street. Once he realized who was in the dock, the magistrate lost his nerve, and referred the case to the Lord



Mayor of London. Despite an eloquent self-defence, John Stuart Mill lost his liberty for a couple of days.2


The youthful criminal – Mill was just seventeen – would subsequently become the highest-ranking philosopher of his century and the foremost public intellectual in British history. To this day he retains his status as the authentic voice of modern liberty. Already by that summer of 1823 he had embarked on a successful career in the East India Company, impressed the members of the Cambridge Union and completed a prodigious course of home schooling which is famous to this day – at the age of eight he had devoured Demosthenes in the original Greek.


Mill’s family and friends, fearing irrevocable damage to his future prospects, worked hard to brush the incident under the carpet. Mill himself worried about the loss of some correspondence which detailed it. The damage limitation exercise was mostly successful: there was no public discussion of these events during Mill’s lifetime, even when his past was raked over during two turbulent election campaigns. But the story was transmitted through the salons and clubs of London by means of doggerel verse, an important Victorian broadcasting device:





There are two Mr M . . ls, too, whom those who like reading
What’s vastly unreadable, call very clever;
And whereas M . . l senior makes war on good breeding
M . . l junior makes war on all breeding whatever.





This stanza was reprinted in the obituary of Mill published by The Times fifty years after the incident, as evidence of his foolishness.3 But this adolescent adventure by the ‘boy-philosopher’, as his friend Willliam Christie described him, speaks volumes about the true character of John Stuart Mill.4 Far from being a ‘Saint of Rationalism’, as Gladstone affectionately dubbed him, he was a passionate man of action. John Morley, a Liberal politician and writer, often seen as ‘Mill’s representative on earth’, described him as ‘a man of extreme sensibility and vital heat in things worth



waxing hot about’.5 He was a philosopher, but he was a firebrand too.


Mill became an accomplished polemicist, firing off an article a week on Irish land reform throughout 1846, as the people of that nation starved under the inequities of the system he railed against. He was a humane administrator of Indian affairs, coming to hold one of the highest official posts in the East India Company by the time the Indian Mutiny boiled over. Mill was also a passionately engaged politician, fighting to preserve the rights of free speech and demonstration in public parks, ensuring that to this day, a corner of Hyde Park still represents this precious freedom, and attracting almost universal opprobrium for his legal pursuit of a murderous colonial governor. His political activism was lifelong: his last public speech just two months before his death, arguing for a redistribution of land rights, led to his ejection from the free-trade Cobden Club on the grounds of dangerous radicalism. As an enthusiastic botanical collector, Mill was observed, in his later years, with ‘his trousers turned up out of the mud, and armed with the tin insignia of his craft, busily occupied in the search for a marsh-loving rarity in a typical spongy wood on the clay to the north of London’.6 He was similarly unafraid to get his hands dirty in the political arena.


In his own day, Mill was accused of being ‘an acrimonious partisan’ and of ‘descending too easily from the judgement-seat to the arena’, but this was precisely the source of his greatness.7 As an intellectual, Mill was constantly engaging with the problems of the real world. ‘His life was not stimulated by mere intellectual curiosity,’ wrote Morley, ‘but by the resolute purpose of furthering human improvement’.8 Mill was not the kind of philosopher who sat in a silent study, engaged in the painstaking construction of theoretical systems, according to which society should be remoulded; he was not in this sense a ‘systematic’ thinker. Whether this makes him a lesser one is another question: the systems generated by purer philosophers have often been of little use in dealing with the practical issues of real life – or worse, have been the inspiration for some of the most oppressive societies in modern history. Mill himself was



dismissive of anyone who was a ‘mere thinker’9 and said that ‘few of the systems of these systematic writers have any value as systems; their value is the value of some of their fragments’.10 Mill’s claim to our attention is not principally based on his treatises on Logic or Political Economy, canonical though they are in the history of Western thought (Thomas Carlyle’s attack on Mill’s economics as ‘a dismal science’ has unfortunately stuck to the discipline ever since). His greatest works are his taut cris de cœur, particularly The Subjection of Women and On Liberty.


In any case, Mill never acquired the necessary restraint of an elevated soothsayer. In political battles he would use all the polemic tools at his disposal; the Tories, for example, were ‘the stupid party’, though he later clarified his view in Parliament: ‘I never meant to say that the Conservatives are generally stupid. I meant to say that stupid people are generally Conservative.’11 Even those who influenced Mill were not immune. The poet-philosopher Samuel Taylor Coleridge, whose work Mill admired, was nevertheless an ‘arrant driveller’ on matters of political economy;12 the Scottish writer Thomas Carlyle a ‘true voice for the Devil’ when addressing the issue of race.13 Thomas Babington Macaulay, the eminent Whig historian, was, according to Mill, ‘an intellectual dwarf, rounded off and stunted, full grown broad and short, without a germ or principle of further growth in his entire being’.14


The received picture of Mill as a bone-dry, formal, humourless Victorian is, then, a gross distortion. But the misrepresentation is partly his fault: his Autobiography presented an aloof portrait, a life, as one reviewer suggested, of ‘monotonous joylessness’.15 Mill’s tone was one of observation, rather than confession, and the Autobiography certainly contained no startling revelations about Mill’s eighteen-year relationship with the married Harriet Taylor, one of the most discussed affairs of the nineteenth century. Indeed, one of the explicit purposes of the book was to present an image of their partnership as a platonic one of intellect and spirit, rather than of a sexual nature. Mill did, in the end, marry Harriet, but he had to wait two decades.


In the course of his extraordinary life of action and reflection, Mill engaged with many of the great thinkers, politicians and writers of his day. William Gladstone was heavily influenced by Mill’s economics; and Alexis de Tocqueville bound Mill’s review of his landmark book De la démocratie en Amerique (Democracy in America) into his own working copy, on the grounds that the two had to be read together for his own work to be fully appreciated.16 Mill made Alfred Tennyson’s reputation, but almost stopped Robert Browning from writing. George Grote, the great Greek historian, was a lifelong friend. Mill duelled with Benjamin Disraeli in Parliament, and drew the young Millicent Fawcett, one of the most successful campaigners for women’s rights in British history, to the hustings in the pursuit of women’s rights – and helped to persuade Florence Nightingale of the same cause. Mill’s much-tested friendship with Thomas Carlyle survived the accidental burning by Mill’s maid of the only copy of the first volume of Carlyle’s monumental history of the French revolution.


While Carlyle railed against almost all the changes of the modern world – for him, the 1867 Reform Act, which gave some of the working class the vote, represented ‘the end of our poor old England’17 – Mill assisted in the triumph of the idea of progress. Despite his many concerns about the future, he retained a progressive conviction that people, nations, cities and institutions could all, by the application of sound moral principles and robust social science, be made better. It was the self-declared duty of ‘public moralists’, such as Matthew Arnold, Walter Bagehot, John Morley and Henry Fawcett, to work tirelessly for the betterment of humankind.18 But Mill stood above them all, with his unique combination of intellectual muscularity, forensic prose and personal passion.


Mill was raised by his father, James Mill, the historian of India – who was actively assisted in the task by the philosopher Jeremy Bentham – to be an apostle for utilitarianism, the rationalist philosophy founded on the scientific promotion of ‘the greatest happiness to the greatest number’. For a few years, the utilitarian



torch burned brightly in the young Mill’s hands. After a self-described ‘mental crisis’, effectively a mid-life crisis at the age of twenty, Mill fell under the spell of poetry – famously dismissed by Bentham as merely lines that fell short of the margin – and began his journey away from the starker versions of utilitarianism towards a profound belief in the inalienable value of individual liberty. Mill was raised to promote ‘happiness for the greatest number’, but came to see that freedom was both necessary for and superior to happiness.


The animating idea at the heart of Mill’s life and work is individual liberty. His image of a good society was one in which every man (and, he would add, every woman) can shape the course of their own life. This is not to say that Mill’s liberalism was of the anything-goes, morally neutral, laissez-faire variety. He certainly considered that people should be free to live as they saw fit, as long as they did not harm others. But at the heart of his liberalism was a clearly and repeatedly articulated vision of a flourishing human life – self-improving, passionate, truth-seeking, engaged and colourful – which it was the job of individuals to cultivate, and the duty of society to promote. Mill wanted our lives to be free, but he also wanted them to be good.


For Mill, the principal enemy of individual freedom was not the law, but the attitudes of society. He argued presciently that the ‘despotism of custom’ could be as threatening to liberty as the tyranny of the state. Mill feared the stifling effects of public opinion, and heaped praise on eccentricity, individualism and ‘experiments in living’. For Mill, to take a course of action simply because it was ‘the thing to do’ was to make no choice at all. His liberalism similarly fuelled his support for freedom of speech. He had a lifelong thirst for dissent, heterodoxy, and for the collision of opposing views. It was in the competition between and subsequent fusing together of opposing arguments, each usually containing a ‘half-truth’, that Mill believed the whole truth was to be found.


His liberalism was also at the heart of his support for gender equality. With typical pungency Mill wrote that in England ‘there



remain no legal slaves except the mistress of every house’.19 In Mill’s time, married women had no formal legal status regarding their property or their own children; and of course women had no vote. Mill was the first MP to put down legislation to give women the vote, winning seventy-four votes to his side, and was the moving spirit in the National Society for Women’s Suffrage. Millicent Fawcett described him as the ‘principal originator of the women’s movement’.20 In fact his support for women’s rights provoked more hostility than any other position; but his liberalism could have led him nowhere else. For Mill, every individual, black or white, Christian or Hindu, male or female, must have the necessary liberties and resources to lead lives of their own construction. British feminism has many mothers, but only one father.


Mill, like Tocqueville, had deep reservations about democracy, however, stemming from a fear of the tyranny of the majority, especially an uneducated, easily-led majority. In the end, he was persuaded by experience that a broader franchise posed little threat; and consistently supported reform. Nevertheless it is quite clear that universal suffrage was very much less important to Mill than universal liberty. Even while supporting electoral reform, he opposed the secret ballot – seen as essential by all ‘true’ democrats – on the grounds that everybody should be willing to stand up publicly for their views. In this he was undoubtedly being idealistic; but it was a thoroughly liberal ideal.


It was Mill’s liberalism which shaped his response to socialism, too. He was vehemently opposed to centralized state control of the economy, but was a strong supporter of socialism in the form of collective ownership of individual enterprises, competing in a market economy. In the final analysis, the best system was the one which provided for the ‘greatest amount of human liberty and spontaneity’. For him, the value of economic, social and political arrangements was always to be measured by their liberating qualities. Mill was a liberal, a democrat and a socialist – in that order.


During the twentieth century Mill’s importance was somewhat obscured by the bitter ideological struggle between Western



capitalism and state socialism. Given the choice between the two it is quite clear which side Mill would have been on – but also, of course, quite irrelevant. Now that the clouds are clearing, Mill’s true value can be seen once again. For one thing, in countless topical areas of policy, he remains instructive: the regulation of gambling, smoking, drinking and prostitution; modes of education provision; House of Lords reform; the grounds for foreign intervention by liberal states; women’s rights; and models of capitalism, among others. But Mill demands our attention for a deeper reason too. The challenges facing affluent societies now are how to balance individual freedom with collective action; how to build democratic and civic institutions which ‘empower’ – in other words, build the characters of – citizens; how to cultivate national cohesion alongside diversity; how to honour authority while encouraging dissent. These were also the issues with which Mill grappled. His life’s work was a sustained effort to make liberal democracy better, to infuse it with more truth, energy and freedom.


To understand Mill and his contribution, not only to his own century but to ours, his life and work must be viewed together. Mill was an intensely autobiographical thinker: for him the political and personal were inseparable. While his ideas still retain much of their original resonance, his legacy is also found in the example of his own life. In what follows, then, Mill’s thought and life are essentially treated as one, each reflecting the other. Four of Mill’s major intellectual engagements – with conservative philosophies, French thought and politics, liberalism, and feminism – are also given a more direct treatment.


Politically, Mill has been claimed, and continues to be claimed, by pretty much everyone, from the ethical socialist left to the laissez-faire, libertarian right – and at various points by every major political party. Today, two centuries after his birth, Mill’s stamp of approval is still sought. It is difficult, however, to size up Mill using the measuring tools of twentieth-century thought. Was he left-wing or right-wing? A progressive or a conservative? For or against state action? An imperialist or anti-colonialist? Elitist or democrat?



Free marketer or socialist? Take your pick – there is evidence to support every answer. The point is that they are the wrong questions. If Mill sometimes looks inconsistent to modern eyes, it is usually because we use the wrong lenses. He wanted a society in which individuals had the freedom and strength to pursue their own goals, along with the virtue and character necessary to sustain collective life. ‘The worth of a State, in the long run, is the worth of the individuals composing it,’ wrote Mill in the final paragraph of the ‘gospel’ of freedom, On Liberty. ‘A State which dwarfs its men, in order that they may be more docile instruments in its hands even for beneficial purposes – will find that with small men no great thing can really be accomplished.’21











CHAPTER ONE


An Unusual and Remarkable Education (1806–20)


[image: Images]


John Stuart Mill was born on 20 May 1806, the first child of James Mill, a struggling writer, and his wife Harriet, the daughter of a widowed lunatic asylum owner. Their home, 12 Rodney Terrace, Pentonville, London, was a wedding gift from Harriet’s mother. Writing to another new father, James Mill proposed ‘to run a fair race with you in the education of a son. Let us have a well-disputed trial which of us twenty years hence can exhibit the most accomplished and virtuous young man.’1 It would be a trial for young John, too.


A couple of years after John’s birth, James Mill befriended and formed a lifelong alliance with the radical philosopher Jeremy Bentham, who was also to have a considerable influence on the young John Stuart’s future. When James Mill fell ill four years later, Bentham even offered to take care of his son if the illness became fatal, to ensure that the boy was properly raised to ‘make Codes and Encyclopedias’.2 James Mill reassured his mentor that he was ‘not going to die, notwithstanding your zeal to come in for a legacy’. But he agreed to the legal guardianship, explaining that in the event of his early death, one of his greatest regrets would be to have ‘left his [John’s] mind unmade to the degree of excellence to which I hope to make it’.3 Considerable hopes were already riding on a six-year-old pair of shoulders.


John Stuart Mill was a test case for his father’s and Bentham’s theory that every person is born as a tabula rasa – a clean slate – whose mind is shaped entirely by life experiences, especially those of childhood. Mill was raised in an intellectual Petri dish, explicitly designed to produce an ideal standard-bearer for radicalism, rationalism and reform. Raised to be a ‘worthy successor’ to both his father and his potential guardian, Mill was given a home education which has been a source of wonderment and condemnation ever since. The experiment was, as the twentieth-century philosopher Isaiah Berlin wrote, ‘an appalling success’.4 By the age of six Mill had written a history of Rome; by seven he was reading Plato in Greek; at eight soaking up Sophocles, Thucydides and Demosthenes; at nine enjoying Pope’s translation of The Iliad, reading it ‘twenty or thirty times’.5 By the age of eleven he was devouring Aristotle’s works on logic, before being moved on at twelve to political economy. Nor were these labours reluctantly undertaken: Mill recalled later that ‘I never remember being so wrapt up in any book as I was in Joyce’s Scientific Dialogues’.6


This extraordinary emphasis on education was also a reflection of James Mill’s life story. He had read his way out of the poverty of Logie Pert, a Scottish town of mud-shacks, at the insistence of a mother sufficiently motivated by the prospect of advancement to change the name of the family from ‘Milne’ to the less common, and more anglophone, ‘Mill’.7 James had also received vital assistance from a wealthy patron, Sir John Stuart – after whom his first son would be named. As a young man, James tutored the beautiful Stuart daughter, Wilhelmina, and fell hopelessly in love with her. (He was in good company: Sir Walter Scott later fell hard for her, too.) Edinburgh University and a short-lived preaching career followed, before he decided to live by his pen in London. He never talked about his childhood, at least not in front of his family.8


As he had assured Bentham, James Mill survived his 1812 attack of gout. But Bentham would none the less be a significant figure for the Mill family in general, and John Stuart in particular. In 1815, Bentham helped to keep the growing Mill family out of poverty by



installing them in the house next door to his own, in Queen’s Square, Westminster, and charging them less than the market rent for the first five years of their occupancy. This was vital assistance at a time when James was earning next to nothing from journalism, breeding at an alarming rate for a professed Malthusian – by 1814 there were five children, including one somewhat tactlessly named Wilhelmina – and spending most of his energies on the colossal work that would make his name, The History of British India (1826).


Bentham decided that everyone would benefit from some time in the countryside, and successively leased two country houses for the Mill-Bentham clan. The grandest of these, Forde Abbey in Somerset, was the family home for six months of the year until John was twelve. In his famous Autobiography, completed towards the end of his life and published after his death, Mill described his time in the Abbey as ‘an important circumstance’ in his education:





Nothing contributes more to nourish elevation of sentiments in a people than the large and free character of their habitations. The middle-age architecture, the baronial hall, and the spacious and lofty rooms, of this fine old place, so unlike the mean and cramped externals of English middle class life, gave the sentiment of a larger and freer existence, and were to me a sort of poetic cultivation.9





Although Mill would spend much of his life railing against the aristocracy, he always appreciated the grandeur, space and beauty of their homes.


James Mill was understandably proud of his experiment. In a letter to the self-made tailor and political radical, Francis Place, he wrote: ‘John is now an adept in the first six books of Euclid and in Algebra . . . while in Greek he has read . . . the last half of Thucydides, one play of Euripedes [sic] and one of Sophocles, two of Aristophanes and the treatise of Plutarch on education . . . His historical and other reading never stands still, he is at it whenever he has any time to spare. This looks like bragging . . .’10 It certainly does. But there was plenty to brag about. Mill was not the only



example of youthful achievement; by the age of twelve, Macaulay had produced a sizeable and serious compendium of history and Tennyson had written an epic 6,000-line poem. But for the sheer range and depth of his reading and learning, from the classics through logic to political economy, the first fourteen years of Mill’s life surely stand alone.


Mill paid a heavy price for his education, not least in acute loneliness. He was aloof from his siblings, he had no friends, no toys, and few childish diversions. Again, he was not the only one: John Ruskin was only allowed to play with keys and bricks and ate only cold food on Sundays.11 Mill did enjoy Robinson Crusoe, and his father procured Arabian Nights and Don Quixote for his amusement. He was especially keen on stories of brave, fiercely independent adventurers and, passing through the patriotic phase typical of most boys, supported the British against the American colonists: his father, of course, soon put him right. ‘As I had no boy companions, my amusements,’ he recalled, ‘which were mostly solitary, were in general of a quiet, if not a bookish turn.’12 His greatest loneliness stemmed from the absence of a confidante; he could talk to his father about cerebral matters, but never emotional ones. Mill’s mother does not feature in the final version of his Autobiography at all; but in earlier, discarded drafts, he ponders how different life might have been if he had been blessed with ‘that rarity in England, a really warm-hearted mother’. He believed it would have made ‘his father a totally different being . . . and would have made the children grow up loving and being loved’.13


There is no question here that Mill is being unfair. By the time he was writing these passages, he had turned away from his family because of a perceived slight against his new wife. A visitor recorded that in his early twenties, Mill ‘was evidently very fond of his mother and sisters, and they of him’.14 John, though, was close to neither parent: ‘I had no one to whom I desired to express everything which I felt; and the only person I was in communication with, to whom I looked up, I had too much fear of . . .’15 As Mill’s sister Harriet later wrote, their parents were ‘living as far apart,



under the same roof, as the north pole from the south’.16 One contemporary said that James Mill treated his wife as a ‘squah’ [sic].17 Perhaps John enjoyed his summers at his guardian’s Somerset estate as a partial escape from the loveless, ascetic atmosphere at home. The ageing Bentham – he was sixty when John was born – was a colourful character, with long golden locks, a walking stick named ‘Dapple’ and a chaotic working style, pinning notes all over his curtains. Every day, between twelve and one he would play the organ. At Forde Abbey there were games of ‘battledore’ and shuttlecock, walks, fishing for eels – and even occasional dances.


For a supposed ultra-rationalist, Bentham held some eccentric views. He did not believe in ghosts on the grounds that it was impossible to imagine spectral clothes, and yet no one ever saw a naked ghost. He did, however, retain a sufficient fear of goblins, acquired as a child, to be unable to sleep alone. His assistants were made to sleep in the same room as their master – a noisy duty, for as one of them remarked ‘if Jeremy Bentham does not snore, he is not legitimate’.18 Bentham also suggested that people should make memorial ornaments, or ‘auto-icons’, out of the corpses of their dead relatives. His own auto-icon, along with Dapple, is in the foyer of University College, London.


Visitors to the Bentham-Mill household were variously struck by the children’s precociousness and otherworldliness. Francis Place, who spent a month at Forde Abbey in 1817, was impressed by James Mill’s commitment to his children’s education: he spent at least three or four hours a day with them as well as completing his own work ‘without a moment’s relaxation’. The days were organized with a military precision: James and eleven-year-old John were up at 5 a.m. to work on the proofs of the Indian history. Place also thought James Mill ‘excessively severe’ for depriving the children of their lunch because of a mistake of just one word in their translations. John, by now undertaking much of the education of his younger siblings, would go hungry for their mistakes, too. Of John, Place wrote that he was ‘truly a prodigy, a most wonderful fellow; and when his Logic, his Languages, his Mathematics, his Philosophy



will be combined with a general knowledge of mankind and the affairs of the world, he will be a truly astonishing man’.19 Place saw the benefits of the regime, but it greatly unsettled Anne Romilly, wife of Sir Samuel Romilly, a legal reformer: ‘They are all nice well-behaved children, but they are literally cram’d with knowledge, and I should fear that much of it may turn to indigestion rather than healthy nourishment.’20


This fear was unfounded, at least in the case of the eldest son. While the prodigious reading lists do give the impression that information was being swallowed at an alarming rate, John emphatically denied, later, that his education had been one of ‘cram’ and insisted that his father ‘never permitted anything to degenerate . . . into a mere exercise of memory’. He was taught to discover answers for himself, rather than being provided with them. Skills, rather than knowledge, were the most important fruits of his education. Mill learnt to interrogate every point of view and how to form and test his own ideas. ‘My father,’ he wrote later, ‘strove to make the understanding not only go along with every step of the teaching, but if possible, precede it. Anything which could be found out by thinking, I was never told, until I had exhausted my efforts to find it for myself’.21


Like his father, the young Mill was greatly influenced by the Socratic method of constant questioning, which, he said, ‘became part of [his] own mind . . . The close, searching elenchus by which a man of vague generalities is constrained either to express his meaning to himself in definite terms, or to confess that he does not know what he is talking about . . .’22 He was taught to dissect bad arguments forensically, as well as to generate and defend his own views, recounting that ‘the first intellectual operation in which I arrived at any proficiency, was dissecting a bad argument, and finding in what part the fallacy lay’.23 His contemporary Leslie Stephen described John’s education as a ‘course of strenuous mental gymnastics . . . he had been trained to argue closely; to test conclusions rather than receive them passively . . .’24 What James Mill could not foresee is that these talents would later be turned



against his own work, and that he was in fact equipping his son for a journey away from him.


James Mill recorded an incident that illuminates the child prodigy as a true thinker, rather than a walking encyclopaedia. In 1818 a professor from the Royal Military College in Bagshot called on the Mill household. Finding James Mill out, he fell into conversation with the twelve-year-old John and asked him to describe his studies. Hearing the answer, the professor suspected John of being either a ‘folly or a cheat’, and thought James Mill ‘was either fool enough to let the boy pass over a multitude of things without knowing them, or . . . making the semblance of knowledge in him pass for the reality’. The sceptical professor returned with some colleagues and subjected John to what they considered a ‘rigid examination’, but which was almost certainly no more unnerving than his daily encounters with his own father. Convinced of the boy’s genius, the College issued an unprecedented invitation to John to attend a series of chemistry lectures. The Governor of the College begged John to visit his home as much as possible and spend time with his own sons, in the hope that some of his learning might magically rub off. However, James Mill rushed his son back to London the moment the lectures finished, ‘unwilling to leave him to the spoiling of the notice he is receiving’.25


John reported that his father’s Socratic moral inculcations were ‘justice, temperance (to which he gave a very extended application), veracity, perseverance, readiness to encounter pain and especially labour, regard for the public good; estimation of persons according to their merits, and of things according to their intrinsic usefulness; a life of exertion, in contradiction to one of self-indulgent sloth’.26 James Mill expected the same virtues from his children – especially John – and was constantly on the lookout for any ‘spoiling’ or ‘corrupting’ influences, either of a moral or educational nature. He wanted to keep the intellectual air as pure as possible, to ensure that his tender plant did not grow awry.


Along with a formidable intellectual confidence, James Mill instilled in his eldest son a blend of Aristotelian virtue and



protestant work ethic, largely by example. John worked at the same table as his father throughout his childhood; and when they were at Forde Abbey, both of the Mills and Bentham worked in the same room, even though they could have taken a room each.27 John was directly provided with a very specific notion of what men did: they worked hard, with that work consisting of reading and writing. One of Mill’s sisters said that John, uniquely among the children, had benefited from ‘teaching by companionship’, and there was certainly a strongly collegiate feel to John’s working environment, one which he would replicate in adult life around a different table with the only woman he ever loved, Harriet Taylor.28


While the indoctrination into what would today probably be called workaholism was absorbed across the table, the lessons in virtue were more direct. Mill would later recollect the force with which his father impressed the message of the ‘Choice of Hercules’, a story in which the hero is forced to choose between two beautiful women, one flashing her cleavage and promising pleasure, the other demure and offering lifelong virtuous nobility.29 It is not surprising that Mill’s conscience always spoke to him ‘in his father’s voice’.30 (Goethe, who Mill came to admire, had his Hercules solve the problem by grabbing one under each arm.)31


In the Mill household, then, discipline was tight, learning was given priority over play, and love was rationed. ‘They are unlike other children. They do not know what a game of Play is,’ lamented Mrs Romilly. For James Mill, pleasure was at best a distraction from the more important tasks of the mind, and at worst a positive evil. No holidays were ever allowed, as John recorded, ‘lest the habit of work should be broken, and a taste for idleness acquired’.32 One of the very few non-intellectual activities prescribed for the Mill boys was marching drill and sword practice under the tutelage of a sergeant from a nearby barracks.33 But Mill would never be a swordsman: his pen was mightier.


John himself confessed that whatever the elegance and rigour of his mind, his body was ill-coordinated and clumsy. He was grateful that his father had ‘saved’ him from ‘the demoralizing effects of



school life’, but was disappointed that ‘he made no effort to provide me with any sufficient substitute for its practicalizing influences’. To his dying day John struggled to tie a cravat. And while he would become a dedicated long-distance walker – including multiple ascents of Mont Ventoux in his final years – games and sport were never part of his life. ‘I never was a boy,’ he told a friend decades later, ‘never played at cricket: it is better to let Nature have her way’.34


If play was scorned by James Mill, so too was passion. Mill recorded that his father ‘professed the greatest contempt . . . for passionate emotions of all sorts, and for everything which has been said or written in exaltation of them . . . the greatest number of miscarriages in life, he considered to be attributable to the overvaluing of pleasures’.35 Stuck in a loveless marriage, James Mill chose to seal up his emotional side – and expected the same of his children. Harriet Grote, wife of George Grote, the historian of Greece and a friend of the adult Mill, described James Mill as ‘the prototype of the Utilitarian character, almost to the point of caricature: self-made, manly, independent, rationally controlled (especially in the areas of sex and work), not giving way to feelings of any kind (especially of love)’.36 Her analysis of the result on his eldest son was sharp. ‘If anything could make intellectual culture odious and terrible, it is the ensample of that overstrained infant,’ she wrote. ‘One set of faculties is wrought up by artificial processes to preternatural acuity, leaving the physical side to shift for itself, all with the minimum of guidance from his guardians – the emotions being regarded as of no account, or noticed only with reprobation.’37


From a modern perspective, James Mill’s anti-emotional regime seems cruel. Because he was his father’s project, John also appears to have formed a weak attachment to his mother, who might otherwise have filled some of the void. As it was, John would have to learn for himself – the hard way – that feelings were as valuable as thoughts. In his notes for an 1829 debate on the relative merits of Wordsworth and Byron, Mill wrote: ‘Education is 1. the education of the intellect. 2. that of the feelings. Folly of supposing that the first suffices without the last.’38


One of the main casualties of the elder Mill’s aversion to pleasure was, according to his son, poetry, and particularly contemporary verse. Poetry held a special place in utilitarian demonology. For Bentham, ‘all poetry was misrepresentation’, on the grounds that it exaggerated for effect and used feelings to persuade. Mill would later point out, in a parricidal essay on Bentham, that poetry was far from alone in this respect – all good oratory does the same thing – and that in any case the quality of argument was improved as a result. While reading poetry was clearly not high on James Mill’s list, his son was not entirely starved of verse. He read most of the ancient Greek and Roman poets, in original and translation. Milton’s old damp cottage in Bentham’s garden was briefly, and disastrously, home to the Mill family in 1810 and the poet remained a firm favourite of his father’s. Mill, by contrast, would later come to accuse Milton of having ‘the soul of a fanatic a despot & a tyrant’.39


He was also introduced by his father to the poems of Goldsmith, Burns, Gray, Cowper, James Beattie, Scott and Dryden. James Mill read the first book of Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene out loud to his son, showing at least that his austerity could relent now and again. It is true, however, that contemporary poetry never made it on to the Mill bookshelves: John would have to discover Coleridge, Wordsworth and Tennyson for himself. Before his later crisis opened his eyes to the potential of poetry, ‘the correct statement would be not that I disliked poetry,’ he said, ‘but that I was theoretically indifferent to it.’40


Nevertheless John was made to write poetry, which he described as ‘one of the most disagreeable of my tasks’.41 His friend, and first biographer, Alexander Bain would write that Mill ‘was born to read, not to write, poetry’.42 It seems odd that James Mill, arch-utilitarian, would make his son write verse. But he did so for the precise reasons that Bentham attacked it: poetry was a better medium for communicating some messages, James Mill believed, because ‘people in general attached more value to verse than it deserved’. There was perhaps no better illustration of the fact that James Mill



was consciously preparing his son for a life of persuasion and activism, rather than for the ivory tower of pure philosophical thought. In an ideal utilitarian world, poetry would not be so valued, but given that it currently was, John should be equipped to use it in the interest of reform. As it turned out, almost certainly to the benefit of his reputation, Mill made no further attempts at poetry, at least in formal terms. A poetic spirit does however breathe through much of his writing, giving some of his prose the impact which his father and Bentham attributed to poetry. And poets and poetry – especially Wordsworth and Coleridge – would come to play a significant role in his life, intellectually as well as emotionally.


In discarded drafts of his Autobiography, John aired his childhood grievances against his father, reporting that ‘both as a boy and as a youth I was incessantly smarting under his severe admonitions’, and recounted that he was ‘perpetually losing his temper’ over mistakes, and described him as ‘one of the most impatient of men’. James Mill clearly often expected far too much. His son recalled using the word ‘idea’ in a discussion and was asked to define the term, not to his stern father’s satisfaction: Mill was thirteen. He recalled that he had been educated ‘in the absence of love and in the presence of fear’.43 But perhaps the level of fear should not be overstated. It was the absences in John’s childhood that were most damaging, especially in the long run. When he complained of having been left ‘morally stunted’ as a result of his upbringing, Mill was referring to his emotional underdevelopment. Intimate relationships would never come easily to him. By the time he left home for the first time, at the age of fourteen, Mill had the education and intellect of a mature man, but his emotional vocabulary was that of a young child.


James Mill must bear much of the responsibility for his son’s lack of emotional cultivation – and for the ‘crisis’ it would subsequently precipitate. But to be fair, he was in some ways an enlightened father for the age. While the Mill children certainly missed lunch, and were occasionally cuffed, ‘flogger’ John Keate, headmaster of Eton, was beating his charges black and blue. While most middle-class Victorian children were expected to be seen and not heard, the



Mill children often had the audacity to argue with adult guests, seemingly encouraged in this by their ‘schoolmaster’. Many children of their time barely knew their father, but the Mill children spent hours each day with theirs. Mill himself reported that his siblings loved their father ‘tenderly’, before adding the melancholy qualification that, ‘if I cannot say so much of myself, I was always loyally devoted to him’.44


Mill’s moral sense, however, was well developed. When, as a sixteen-year-old, he lost his watch during a holiday with family friends, he wrote to his father to confess, pointing out that ‘it was lost while I was out of doors, but it is impossible that it should have been stolen from my pocket. It must therefore be my own fault.’45 It seems his father was forgiving on this occasion. If the young philosopher had been tempted to lie – and few sixteen-year-olds would not have been – he was clearly able to resist. Mill was to remain a more honest man than most, even on those occasions, especially during his years as a politician, when his candour made life more difficult for him.


By the age of twelve, Mill had acquired much of the intellectual equipment required for his extraordinary career as a political thinker and activist, through a deep immersion in classical history and philosophy and the example of his father’s working habits. He assisted in the production of James Mill’s History of British India, reading proofs out loud while his father checked them against his original drafts. The working knowledge of Indian affairs he thereby acquired would be useful to him during his own lifelong career with the East India Company. Mill also delved into Roman history, writing for his own ‘amusement’ a history of Roman government up to the introduction of the Licinian laws, drawing mostly on Livy and Dionysius. ‘It was, in fact,’ he said, ‘an account of the struggles between the patricians and the plebians’, a struggle which he saw as continuing in nineteenth-century England, and in which he would play a significant part. James Mill encouraged his son in these ‘useful amusements’ but never asked to see the results, for which John was grateful, because it allowed him to write



without the ‘chilling sensation of being under a critical eye’.46


Current affairs, however, was one blind spot in Mill’s education – he learned nothing, for example, about the French Revolution – even though Europe was in a period of turmoil and transition throughout John’s childhood. Mill was born in war-time, but came of age in peace. While he read Homer’s Odyssey and Ovid’s Metamorphoses, the European powers were carving up the continent at the 1815 Congress of Vienna, to the soundtrack of Beethoven’s specially written cantata, Der glorreiche Augenblick (‘The Glorious Moment’).47 According to the historian Paul Johnson, the period 1815 to 1830 – the years in which Mill went from boy to man – were ‘the birth of the modern . . . In 1815 reaction seemed triumphant everywhere; by 1830 the demos was plainly on its way’.48 Mill himself would go on to become one of democracy’s most important analysts.


As he approached his teenage years, Mill’s education changed direction. Logic, argument and political economy dominated the curriculum, starting with Aristotle’s Organon. The focus was now on developing reasoning ability: ‘From about the age of twelve,’ he recalled later, ‘I entered into another and more advanced stage in my course of instruction; in which the main object was no longer the aids and appliances of thought, but the thoughts themselves.’49


At the same time, John was being schooled in the persuasive arts, predictably enough using the classical orators as case studies. The adolescent Mill was especially interested in the way in which ‘everything important to his [the orator’s] purpose was said at the exact moment when he had brought the minds of his audience into the state most fitted to receive it; how he made steal into their minds, gradually and by insinuation, thoughts which if expressed in a more direct manner would have roused their opposition.’50 It was none the less a largely silent exercise. While the young William Pitt had been taught by reading out loud in a number of languages, with an emphasis on melodious delivery, John Stuart Mill’s education was almost always focused on the written word; the only exception



being that he was made to read Plato and Demosthenes out loud, a task he described as ‘painful’.51 John would never be a great orator, having never learnt to vary his tone and pitch to good effect, and he struggled to pronounce the letter ‘r’ correctly until the age of sixteen.52 Only when he lost his temper – as he would, for example, over Ireland in 1868 – could he raise the roof. The written word remained his most effective weapon.


Yet the lesson about both the tone and timing in argument would stay with the adult Mill. His writing always reflected the politics and interests of the reading audience. There was a palpable difference, for example, between his articles for the Westminster Review, a partisan radical journal, which for a while he both edited and owned, and the Edinburgh, a moderate Whig publication. Mill frequently held his fire on a subject until he judged that the time was ripe – examples include his support for the North in the American Civil War and for the emancipation of women. A shrewd tactician, Mill understood from an early age that in public debate, timing is often everything.


The year 1819 was an important one for the family, as James Mill secured his first regular salary as an examiner at the East India Company, cutting a path which his son would soon follow. It was also the year in which the thirteen-year-old John Stuart Mill undertook ‘a complete course in political economy’ and the point at which he emerged as a thinker in his own right.53 James Mill had befriended the economist David Ricardo, and played a significant role in cajoling him into publishing his famous Principles of Political Economy and Taxation (1817), one of the founding works of classical economics. Ricardo’s ideas on economics were similar to those of Adam Smith. He agreed that three principal forms of income – rent, interest and wages – accrued to three groups: landlords, capitalists and workers. But Ricardo added a strongly political twist. The chief obstacle to economic harmony and growth, he argued, was the protectionism of the landlords, which drove up the cost of living, and in turn was made possible by the political domination of the landowning classes. The prospects for economic progress were



therefore contingent on some radical reallocation of political power.


It was an appropriate time for Mill to be learning about the connections between economic theory and social consequences: in August 1819, economic distress had driven thousands of Lancashire weavers on to the streets of Manchester, where they were cut down by the army in the ‘Peterloo massacre’: eleven dead and more than a hundred injured. The protectionist Corn Laws, which secured landowners’ profits but made bread expensive, had been causing hardship and provoking riots – especially in 1812 and 1815 – for years before the Manchester eruption.54 The years 1819 and 1820 would also demonstrate to Mill the essentially non-revolutionary nature of the English: an economic upturn and a royal scandal were enough to snuff out any further trouble in the following year. None the less, Mill would spend his life battling against the landlords and their ‘unearned’ incomes and insisting that the ‘science’ of economics was not a set of abstract laws, but was profoundly shaped by human institutions and interventions. Poverty was never, for Mill, a necessary price for progress.


James Mill had already seen the political implications of Ricardo’s analysis, and was determined to publish his own treatise, intended to popularize Ricardo’s insights. John did most of the groundwork for this book, published as Elements of Political Economy in 1826, and, he says, ‘thought for myself almost from the first’.55 He disagreed with his father on some points, and reported that on a few occasions his own view prevailed, which he rightly said was to his father’s credit. The young Mill, probably fairly desperate for some affection, was also very taken by Ricardo on a personal level, writing later that ‘by his benevolent countenance, and kindliness of manner, [he] was very attractive to young persons’ and records his pleasure at being invited to Ricardo’s house or to walk with him.56 His death in 1823 was a blow to both father and son, but when James Mill bequeathed to his son a watch that Ricardo had left to him, John – perhaps remembering the traumatic watch loss of fourteen years earlier – insisted it went to his brother Henry.57 Political economy would remain one of Mill’s lifelong preoccupations



and his own Principles would eclipse those of both his father and Ricardo, with Walter Bagehot later describing his position with regard to economics in the mid-century as ‘monarchical’.


As an adult, Mill was acutely aware of the influence of what he described as an ‘unusual and remarkable’ education on his subsequent life. In his Autobiography (rightly regarded as a classic and still in print), he devoted as many pages to his first seventeen years as he did to his last thirty-three – the period in which all his major works were published, he married and became a widower, moved to France and served as an MP. His education was in fact one of the two motivations for writing the Autobiography; the other being the posthumous elevation and defence of his wife, Harriet. Mill’s characteristically balanced assessment of his education included the recognition that it was an essential foundation for his subsequent success: ‘If I have achieved anything, I owe it, among other fortunate circumstances, to the fact that through the early training bestowed on me by my father, I started, I may fairly say, with an advantage of a quarter of a century over my contemporaries.’58


Mill also believed that his education was proof of the capacity of very young children to learn much more than was typically believed at the time. He insisted that his achievements were no reflection on his abilities: ‘If I had been by nature extremely quick of apprehension, or had possessed a very accurate and retentive memory, or were of a remarkably active and energetic character, the trial would not be conclusive; but in all these natural gifts I am rather below than above par.’59 There is more than a touch of false modesty here; he did not believe for a moment that he was actually ‘below par’ in these areas, but his conviction that other children, similarly raised, would have reaped similar rewards, was genuine.


Mill would eventually rebel against his father’s world-view, but he was the first to recognize that his achievements were possible because of the habits, skills and knowledge acquired across the table from his father. His childhood and education imbued him with a sense of the possibilities for human betterment and the urgent need for reforms to realize them. Mill’s upbringing also gave him a



strong work ethic. To label Mill prolific only hints at his productivity: his collected works occupy four feet of bookshelf. William Wordsworth, the poet who wrote in 1802 that the ‘child is father of the man’, and would later greatly influence Mill, produced the most sustained poetic treatment of child prodigies in his posthumous, autobiographical work, The Prelude. Much of this must have resonated with Mill when it was published in 1850, including a description of a lifelong trait of hot-housed children:





All things are put to question; he must live


Knowing that he grows wiser every day,


Or else not live at all . . .’60





For the moment, Mill was enthusiastically putting ‘all things to question’ and was ready to strike out on his own. In 1820, at fourteen years of age, he was ready to take his first step towards independence. It turned out to be a significant one, and not merely because he was away from home for almost a year. He went to the country whose history and politics would inspire so much of his work, the country which he would come to love more than his own – where he would bury his wife, spend his last years, and be buried himself. He went to France.









CHAPTER TWO


A Man Among Men (1820–6)


[image: Images]


‘Well, I must draw back one pet-boy from you,’ wrote Jeremy Bentham to his brother Samuel. ‘What say you to my sending you another? . . . What other? Why John Mill, who you may shew for 6d. a piece and get rich.’1


So began Mill’s year in France. Once the first ‘pet boy’, Bentham’s research assistant Richard Doane, had returned from his sojourn – and managed to pass on a bit of French to his successor – Mill was off, five days before his fourteenth birthday. A boy then, he would return after the ‘best months’ of his youth as a young man, and as an ardent Francophile.


First his father had to break some news. The pair walked around Hyde Park on a May morning in 1820. London was peaceful again, after the excitement which had accompanied the trial and execution, a few weeks earlier, of Arthur Thistlewood, the radical who had conspired to assassinate the Cabinet. James Mill told his son that ‘he had been taught many things which youths of [his] age did not commonly know’, and warned him that people might pass comment on this fact – or, worse, compliment him on his prodigiousness. As Mill recalled, his father then made it clear that any such achievements resulted solely from ‘the very unusual advantage which had fallen to my lot, of having a father who was able to teach me, and willing to give the



necessary trouble and time, that it was no matter of praise to me’.2


In his Autobiography, Mill claimed to have been surprised by the revelation of his exceptional learning, and to have accepted his father’s explanation unquestioningly. But it seems unlikely that he was as ignorant as all that: it cannot have escaped his attention that he was the only child attending the lectures at Bagshot. At least some of this modesty must have been fashioned for later public consumption; after all, in the year he left for France, Bentham described Mill as ‘having the pride of Lucifer’.3


Mill set off on 15 May 1820. On his way south, he stopped in Paris, where he stayed for a week with Jean-Baptiste Say, the Ricardian political economist and correspondent of many British radicals. It was an engaging time to be in the French capital. The constitutional monarch Louis XVIII and his Prime Minister, the Duc de Richelieu, were attempting to rule with a degree of public involvement and consent and there was a ‘lively murmur in Parisian society’, according to the poet Lamartine. The fourteen-year-old Mill was already managing some conversations in French and was in some demand in the salons of Parisian radicals.


During the next leg of the journey, from Paris to Orleans, Mill was engaged in a squabble over who had the right to sit inside the horse-drawn coach, and had to endure a stretch between Orleans and Massay riding outside the diligence with a fat, chain-smoking butcher. The prissy young Mill recorded in his personal notebook that he was ‘not a little incommoded by his smoking’.4 (As an MP almost half a century later, he would support the introduction of no-smoking carriages on trains.) Even when the butcher got off after two days’ travelling, there was little to celebrate: he was replaced by a ‘dirty fille’ with an ‘eruption on her face, which made [the] place none of the pleasantest, particularly on account of the smell’.5 Mill would be a lifelong supporter of the rights of the workers, but he would never travel ‘coach’ class again.


It was with some relief that he joined the other Bentham household in the early hours of 2 June, at the Chateau de Pompignan, near Toulouse, rented from Jean-Louis Lefranc de Pompignan, the



son of one of Voltaire’s great enemies. They were quite a family, even by Benthamite standards. Sir Samuel – who Mill had met once before, six years earlier – was a naval officer, engineer and mineralogist and had served in Russia, once crossing the entire Siberian plain to the Chinese border.6 While Jeremy Bentham had been awarded honorary citizenship of France, Samuel had won the more glamorous prize of a gold-hilted sword and the rank of Brigadier General from Catherine the Great. The honour was given in thanks for repulsing a Turkish attack on the Black Sea port of Kherson – where Samuel Bentham had been sent as an engineer by Potemkin – using ‘self-recoiling’ cannon of his own invention to repel the enemy.


The Bentham children were almost as precocious as Mill, and twenty-year-old George took responsibility for organizing his education. It quickly became clear that in some areas, especially mathematics, the teaching would in fact be in the other direction; nevertheless it was from ‘Mr George’ that Mill would acquire his lifelong love of botany. It was Lady Bentham, though, who made the greatest impression. She was, Mill recalled in the Autobiography, ‘a woman of strong will and decided character, with much general knowledge, and great practical good sense . . . she was the ruling spirit of the household, as she deserved, and was well-qualified, to be’.7 He could have been describing his own future wife, or drawing a contrast with his own mother, of whom he wrote that ‘to make herself loved, looked up to, or even obeyed, required qualities which she unfortunately did not possess’.8


After two weeks at the Chateau, the family moved to an apartment in Toulouse for six weeks. The move kept being delayed for a variety of reasons – the Benthams were an appealingly disorganized family. John, however, was not happy. ‘The confusion in the house is very great’ he wrote in his journal, regular dispatches from which were sent to his father: ‘There can be no regularity in anything at present . . . the stay here begins now to be very tiresome to me, on account of the confusion of my being obliged to pack up my books so early, thinking that we were setting off the very next day, etc.



especially now, when I am excluded from the library.’9 (In Mill’s parlance, ‘tiresome’ indicates an even higher level of annoyance than ‘incommoded’.) He was delighted when one day the Comte dropped by, took pity on him, and opened the library up again.


This was the only occasion that Mill’s homesickness showed through. He begged his father for a letter, since ‘it is now more than a month since I left England, and I dare say something must have happened worthy of notice’. He even hints at a topic, adding that ‘we hear a great deal here of the Queen of England’.10 Following the accession of George IV, news of the arrival of his estranged wife, Queen Caroline, at Dover (shortly after Mill left England) was indeed sweeping England and, according to one historian, was ‘opening the age of public opinion politics’.11 William Cobbett said that it had stirred ‘every pen in England’.12 It seems James Mill had little interest, however. Or at least, not enough to pass on to his son.


The French sojourn showed that Mill’s study habits were well ingrained. At both the Chateau and in town, the Benthams tried to draw him away from his books, with regular excursions, dawn bathing trips to the river (which Mill hated), riding, fencing lessons and even – disastrously – dancing lessons. However, Mill greatly enjoyed Franconi’s famous horse circus.13 Lady Bentham passed some gentle judgement on her charge’s prior educational experience in a letter to James Mill, in which she hoped ‘that you will have satisfaction from that part of his education we are giving him to fit him for commerce with the world at large’. She was more frank when she asked if John could extend his stay by six months, by which time the family would be in Montpellier, mentioning that he still struggled to brush his hair.14 Mill, too, was loving his time in France and was hoping to be able to stay.


His bibliophilia, however, was even greater than his francophilia. The gift he most appreciated during his stay was a set of portable bookshelves from the eldest Bentham daughter, and by any standards, but especially those of a fourteen-year-old away from his parents in the south of France, Mill’s regime was spartan.15 On 22 June he recorded waking after nine o’clock – ‘I do not know for what



reason, for I usually wake very early’.16 He certainly did. His journal often states that he ‘rose early’, and at other times he was more specific: during the five days from 4 July to 9 July, he reported his hours of rising as ‘five o’clock . . . five o’clock . . . six o’clock . . . 5¾ . . . five o’clock’.17 On 8 July he gave a sample of his morning’s occupation:





Rose at five o’clock; read five chapters of Voltaire; at 6¾, began to read another portion of the Treatise on the Use of Adverbs; Mr G. went to call on M. Sauvage and engaged him to give me lessons in French. At 7¾ commenced reading the ‘Prometheus’ of Lucian: from 8½ till 9, took my first lesson of solfeges, with the principes de musique; continued the ‘Prometheus’ till 9½, when we breakfasted. From 10½ to 10¾ was employed miscellaneously; went then to Madame Boulet’s to practice my music; she had brought me some pieces of music. Returned at 12½, read 10 propositions of Legendre.18





At the same time, he was excited by rumours that as a result of widespread Italian revolutions ‘the Pope’s temporal powers are done away with (a most fortunate circumstance)’.19 These hopes of revolution were soon dashed – the rumours were just that – but none the less the direct knowledge acquired by Mill during his time in France would serve his own radicalism well. His lessons and wide reading in French – especially of Voltaire, Racine and Molière – and immersion in French life quickly gave him the precious gift of fluency in the language, although he never lost his strong English accent.20 His musicianship also improved significantly, causing him to write to his mother asking her to suspend his sisters’ music lessons until his return because ‘the bad habits I had acquired previously to coming here are the chief obstacle I am faced with’.21 Music would become an important form of relaxation for Mill in later life, but he would only ever play the piano for his wife and stepdaughter.


In August, the family were on the move again, this time for a tour of the Pyrenees. These weeks strongly affected Mill: ‘This first



introduction to the highest order of mountain scenery made the deepest impression on me, and gave a colour to my tastes throughout life’.22 Walking, especially in mountains, become a fixed feature of Mill’s life. The Pyrenean trip was also the point when he began botanizing seriously with ‘Mr George’, a hobby which also would become a lifelong one. After returning briefly to Toulouse, the Bentham tribe settled in Montpellier. Mill, granted leave by his father to remain, attended lectures in logic and chemistry, perfected his French and made his first friend, Antoine Jérôme Balard, the future inventor of bromine. As he explained it years later to Auguste Comte, ‘that is to say, a friend of my own choice, as opposed to those given to me by family ties’.23


In retrospect, Mill believed that ‘the greatest, perhaps, of the many advantages which I owed to this episode in my education, was that of having breathed for a whole year, the free and genial atmosphere of Continental life.’24 In the Autobiography he contrasted this with the insularity and pettiness of English discourse:





The chief fruit which I carried away from the society I saw was a strong and permanent interest in Continental liberalism . . . keeping me free from the error always prevalent in England, and from which even my father with all his superiority to prejudice was not exempt, of judging universal questions by a merely English standard.25





Mill would shortly become one of England’s leading – and, for a while, foremost – commentators on French affairs. Politically, France would be his benchmark and inspiration, the main laboratory for the great ‘democratic experiment’, until the 1850s when the United States attracted more of his attention. Mill never lost his conviction that an understanding of another nation – which was only really possible with fluency in its tongue – was a vital antidote to intellectual parochialism. ‘Without knowing the language of a people, we never really know their thoughts, and their type of character’, he told the students of St Andrews four a half decades later, ‘and unless we do possess this knowledge, of some other people



than ourselves, we remain, to the hour of our death, with our intellects only half expanded.’26


For now, though, it was time to head home, where he was soon to immerse himself in the public affairs of his own country. ‘John [is] very much grown; looking almost a man; . . . has got the French language – but almost forgot his own – and is nearly as shy and awkward as before,’ reported James Mill to Ricardo. ‘His love of study, however, remains; and he shews tractability and good sense. If he does not make what the French call an aimable man, I have no doubt he will make what the English call an amiable and a useful one.’27


James Mill judged that his son was ready for baptism into the Benthamite faith. Mill had not yet been introduced to his guardian’s writings, and one of the very first books his father commanded him to read on his return from France in June 1821 was Pierre Dumont’s French edition of Bentham’s Traité de Législation Civile et Penale. The results must have been gratifying; according to Mill’s own recollection, when he put down the last volume, he had ‘become a different being. The feeling rushed upon me, that all previous moralists were superseded, and that here indeed was the commencement of a new era in thought.’28


The Benthamite creed, later to become known as ‘utilitarianism’, is the best-known moral theory of all time. Its expression in the ‘greatest happiness principle’ is more familiar than any Kantian, Aristotelian or Rawlsian formulation and the moral and political questions raised by Bentham are alive and well today. Contained in the Dumont edition of the Traité which so captivated Mill were key extracts from Bentham’s Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation. The opening sentences are perhaps the clearest in all of moral philosophy: ‘Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign masters: pain and pleasure. It is for them alone to determine what we ought to do, as well as to determine what we shall do.’29


This was the foundation stone of utilitarianism. Attaining pleasure and avoiding pain were all that counted. We ought, morally, to



do what will maximize pleasure and minimize pain. Fortuitously, these goals were precisely what drove human behaviour anyway. At a stroke, then, most of the painful questions of morality, ethics, psychology, philosophy, and even theology were dispensed with. Bentham simply dismissed the competing grounds given by other philosophers for human morality, such as an innate moral ‘sense’, individual ‘rights’, natural justice or natural law. His audacity was breathtaking.


Having established that pleasure was what we would – and should – seek, Bentham could state that ‘utility’ was simply defined as ‘that property in any object, whereby it tends to produce benefit, advantage, pleasure, good or happiness (all this in the present case comes to the same thing) . . .’ Of course not all pleasures were equal. So Bentham devised a ‘felicific calculus’ to assist in weighing competing claims. The value of a pleasure or pain to an individual depended on six factors: ‘1. Its intensity 2. Its duration. 3. Its certainty or uncertainty. 4. Its propinquity or remoteness 5. Its fecundity. 6. Its purity.’ To which, considering a community of people, a seventh had to be added: ‘7. Its extent, that is, the number of persons . . . who are affected by it.’30


The value of any action was clear: the extent to which it promoted ‘the greatest happiness of the greatest number’ – a formulation originally arrived at by the Glaswegian philosopher Francis Hutcheson in 1725 but popularized by Bentham.31 In a famous ‘thought experiment’ set by the utilitarian William Godwin, the reader was asked whether they should, in the event of a fire, save Archbishop Fenelon or Archbishop Fenelon’s chambermaid – supposing, additionally, that the chambermaid was the reader’s wife or mother.32 The utilitarian answer was clear: Fenelon had the greater capacity to increase happiness, and so should be saved. The test vividly demonstrates the Benthamite model, as well as indicating that there might be something more than slightly wrong with it. Indeed, Godwin himself later retreated from this impossibly doctrinaire position.33 As the twentieth-century philosopher Bernard Williams suggested, if we have to throw one person over



the side of the lifeboat, our wife or a stranger, and we have to think about it, that’s just one thought too many.34


Mill himself would later depart from much of Bentham’s philosophy, at first stealthily and then explicitly. His own Utilitarianism, published forty years later, would present a radically different version. But at fifteen he was utterly convinced. For the young Mill, the ‘principle of utility’ underpinning Bentham’s work made sense of his world, falling ‘exactly into place as the keystone which held together the detached and fragmentary component parts of my knowledge and beliefs. It gave unity to my conception of things.’35 This unifying power of the principle of utility for the teenage Mill was hardly surprising. After all, his knowledge and beliefs were the result of an education designed by perhaps the most ardent Benthamite of all, for the express purpose of producing a utilitarian disciple. But Bentham’s work had given the young, ‘tractable’ Mill even more than a piece of intellectual architecture. It provided him with him a mission:





. . . the vista of improvement which he [Bentham] did open was sufficiently large and brilliant to light up my life, as well as to give a definite shape to my aspirations . . . I now had opinions; a creed; a doctrine; a philosophy; in one among the best sense of the word, a religion; the inculcation and diffusion of which could be made the principal outward purpose of a life.36





Bentham did not shy away from the applications of his philosophy. In the Traité, for example, he applied his principles to issues of crime and punishment. The results, to modern eyes, were a curious mixture of the liberal and illiberal. On the one hand, Bentham believed that homosexuality should not be punished, since it harmed no one. On the other hand, if punishment was meted out it should be effective. What this meant in practice was that prison had to be ‘a mill to grind rogues honest’ an idea most fully realized in his plan for a ‘hub and spoke’ Panopticon prison, in which prisoners would be under the eye of warders twenty-four



hours a day, and for which Parliament eventually paid him £23,000.


The following year, Mill read the manuscript of a book by ‘Philip Beauchamp’, the pen name of Mill’s new friend and later preeminent Greek historian, George Grote, which was ‘not on the truth, but on the usefulness of religious belief’.37 Here was a striking example of the utilitarian approach. The important question about God was not whether He existed, but whether belief in His existence added to human happiness.


With his intellect and learning now put at the service of a clear creed, Mill was ready to evangelize. It was a good time to be a young man with a reforming mission. The 1820s were a period of relative economic and political stability, but there was at least a whiff of reform in the air: Robert Peel, Home Secretary for most of the decade, was introducing some legislation to protect factory workers and liberalizing the laws on trade union association. During the economic downturn of 1826, he even suspended the tariffs on corn, to bring prices more closely in line with depressed wages, an early warning of the shock to the body politic he was to administer two decades later, with the repeal of the Corn Laws.38


Mill embarked on a recruitment drive, indulging what one biographer has called his ‘adolescent passion for founding societies’.39 The first one was, predictably enough, a ‘Utilitarian Society’. Mill says that he found the term ‘utilitarian’ in John Galt’s novel, the Annals of the Parish (1821), in which the priest urges his parishioners not to leave the Gospel and become utilitarians. Unknown to Mill, Bentham had in fact used the term in a letter to Dumont decades earlier: ‘I dreamt t’other night that I was a founder of a sect, of course a person of great sanctity and importance: it was called the sect of the Utilitarians.’40


The other original members of the correctly prophesized ‘sect’ were Richard Doane, Bentham’s other ‘pet boy’; William Eyton Tooke, whose father Thomas Tooke had started a Political Economy Club with James Mill; William Prescott, Grote’s banking partner; William Ellis, an economist and later founder of the Birkbeck Schools in London; and George John Graham, a civil servant and



future Registrar General. But it was the later members – John Arthur Roebuck, the Canadian radical and future MP, and Charles Austin, a lawyer – who proved to be the ones to watch. The group met fortnightly in Bentham’s mothballed downstairs dining room for the next three years.


Thomas Babington Macaulay, perhaps the greatest English historian of the nineteenth century, was exposed to the group via his friendship with his Cambridge contemporary Austin and in 1829 wrote a critique of a ‘society . . . composed of young men agreeing in fundamental principles, acknowledging Utility as their standard in ethics and politics . . . expecting the regeneration of mankind, not from any direct action on the sentiments of unselfish benevolence, but from the effect of educated intellect enlightening the selfish feelings’. Macaulay also dismissed the disciples of James Mill and Jeremy Bentham as ‘persons who, having read little or nothing, are delighted to be rescued from the sense of their own inferiority by a teacher who assures them that the studies they have neglected are of no value, puts five or six phrases in their mouths, lends them an odd number of the Westminster Review, and in a month transforms them into philosophers’.41 He later apologized publicly for his tone of ‘unbecoming acrimony’, and the elder Mill forgave him, even supporting Macaulay’s candidacy for a senior job in India, a gesture which Macaulay said demonstrated his ‘generosity’.42 Mill junior, however, would be a harsh critic of Macaulay throughout his life.


A second cluster of about a dozen earnest young men, dubbed the ‘Society of Students of Mental Philosophy’, met twice a week from 8.30 until 10 a.m. at Grote’s house on Threadneedle Street. The members included five of the utilitarians – Mill, Graham, Ellis, Roebuck and Prescott – as well as Grote himself. Despite their name, the group began by addressing political economy, using the writings of Ricardo and Samuel Bailey, author of the influential Critical Dissertation on the Nature, Measure and Causes of Value, as their set texts. Their approach was predictably thorough. First, one of them would read a chunk of the text out loud. ‘Our rule,’ Mill



wrote later, ‘was to discuss thoroughly every point raised, whether great or small, prolonging the discussion until all who took part were satisfied with the conclusion they had individually arrived at . . .never leaving it until we had untied every knot we found.’43


Satisfied with their progress in political economy, the group moved on to logic and then psychology, beginning with David Hartley’s Theory of the Human Mind. After a well-deserved two-year break, the group reconvened to round off their work as they had begun – with James Mill – this time examining his Analysis of the Phenomena of the Human Mind, published in 1829. Hartley and James Mill were adherents to the ‘associationist’ school of psychology, based on the view that external stimuli shaped the human psyche by connecting certain activities with pleasure and others with pain. Mill followed Locke, Hartley and James Mill in seeing ‘no ground for believing that anything can be the object of our knowledge except our experience’.


Mill was similarly already convinced that laissez-faire economics promoted the common good, that logic had to be based on demonstrable proof of hypotheses and that humans were motivated by the self-interested seeking of pleasure and avoidance of pain. But these conversations gave him the opportunity to develop his thoughts away from the brooding presence of his father, in the company of like-minded peers. He believed they marked his ‘real inauguration as an original and independent thinker’.44 The exhaustive, exhausting approach to discussion taken by the Threadneedle Street set certainly had a long-term influence. Mill said later that through these twice-weekly conversations:





I acquired . . . a mental habit to which I attribute all that I have ever done, or ever shall do, in speculation; that of never accepting half-solutions of difficulties as complete . . . never allowing obscure corners of a subject to remain unexplored, because they did not appear important; never thinking that I perfectly understood any part of a subject until I understood the whole.45





Mill’s work would be marked consistently by a determination to gain all perspectives on an issue before pronouncing upon it, and an impatience with those – friend or foe alike – who failed to do so. When Mill was asked to review a book on logic by ‘Mr George’, his friend and tutor from France, he replied that the author’s ‘mistake was . . . that of supposing that he was qualified to write on such a subject as Logic after two or three month’s study’.46 The review was never written.


These intellectual activities were also important to Mill for the companionship they offered. Following his return from France, he began to form the first English friendships of his life. One new friend, Charles Austin, paraded Mill around Cambridge and persuaded him to speak at the Cambridge Union, where he appears to have made a favourable impression. Mill recounted of Austin that ‘it was through him that I first felt myself, not a pupil under teachers, but a man among men’. Mill thought that the radicalizing effect this brilliant young man had on his Cambridge contemporaries deserved to be ‘counted a historical event’.47 Indeed, Macaulay’s nephew and biographer, George Trevelyan, reported that Austin ‘effectually cured the young undergraduate [Macaulay] of his Tory opinions’, to the distress of many of his friends. Trevelyan, writing in 1908, claimed that ‘to this hour men may be found in remote parsonages who mildly resent the fascination which Austin of Jesus exercised over Macaulay of Trinity.’48


As Mill later moved away from the narrow form of utilitarianism advocated by his father and Bentham, however, so he became more distant from those who stuck to the creed, including Austin, who in any case was to become more motivated by the wealth that could be accumulated by brilliance at the bar than by the less tangible rewards of scholarship. Grote, an unbending utilitarian, would be dismayed by Mill’s later heresies.


Mill’s two closest friends after his eighteenth year were John Roebuck and George ‘John’ Graham. The three Johns – nicknamed the ‘Trijackia’ – spent a good deal of time together.49 Mill and Graham began work on a treatise on political economy: Mill



completed it alone, but did not publish it in full until 1844. On country walks with his two friends, Mill would fill his pockets with wild violet seed, and scatter them in the hedgerows to help them flourish. For the young utilitarian radical, even hedges could be improved.50


James Mill disapproved of these new friends, for reasons that are unclear: certainly his displeasure cannot have had political grounds. In the summer of 1824, during a weekend at the Mills’ new weekend house in Mickleham, Surrey, Mill senior and Roebuck had a bitter quarrel. Roebuck and Graham left, and Harriet Mill senior fretted tearfully that ‘John was going to leave the house, all on account of Graham and Roebuck’. Mill did not leave home, but he strongly defended his friends to his father. When the Trijackia reformed, Mill told the others that he had ‘vindicated his position’.51


The row almost certainly made for a frosty Monday morning for both father and son, since by this time Mill junior was working for Mill senior in the Examiner’s Department of the East India Company. His tutor was now his boss. This department, acting effectively as a civil service to the three Presidencies of the remote colony, was to become virtually a Mill monopoly: James Mill rose to the rank of Chief Examiner in 1830, a post he held until his death in 1836. John, having started in 1823, the day after his seventeenth birthday – the minimum age for Company jobs – also rose quickly through the ranks and inherited the top job twenty years later, months before the Indian Mutiny.


University had been dismissed virtually out of hand, despite a bequest from James Mill’s old patron John Stuart expressly for that purpose, and the entreaties of Professor Townshend at Trinity.52 Neither of the Mills, or Bentham, could see any value in John sitting in tutorials with the crusty, establishment dons of Oxford or Cambridge. Although James Mill had benefited greatly from Edinburgh University, the cases were hardly comparable. Bentham considered his own time at Oxford to have been a waste and this was not an unusual view: Edward Gibbon, the Roman historian, described his nine terms at Oxford as ‘the fourteen months . . . most idle and unprofitable of my whole life’.53


The alternative career possibilities under consideration were politics, journalism and the law. Politics, given that MPs were unpaid, was difficult for anyone but the independently wealthy. The income from journalism was too unpredictable, especially for those writers who stuck to their principles. ‘Writing for the press cannot be recommended as a permanent resource to any one qualified to accomplish anything in the higher departments of literature and thought’ was Mill’s later assessment. While there were those, such as Macaulay, who lived by their pen, writing under pressure to earn was no way to produce the work which both Mill and his father envisaged for his future: ‘The writings by which one can live, are not the writings which themselves live, and are never those in which the writer does his best . . . those who support themselves by their pen must depend on literary drudgery.’54


That left the law. There does not seem to have been much enthusiasm on the part of either Mill for this option – according to John, his father simply saw the law as ‘on the whole less ineligible for me than any other profession’.55 None the less he began studying some law under John Austin, Charles’s elder brother and a neighbour in Queen’s Square. In the end, however, the East India Company seemed a safer berth. Mill does not seem to have minded missing out on a legal career. Indeed, he joined in the radicals’ continual bombardment of the profession with some relish, declaring just a few years later that ‘if our standard of morality includes any of the more exalted virtues, it appears to me as difficult for a lawyer to practice them as it is for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven’.56 But he was ‘not indifferent to exclusion from Parliament’.57 This partly reflected the culture of the time: a parliamentary career was an important facet of the nineteenth-century gentleman’s portfolio. David Ricardo was an economist, but also an MP. Macaulay was a historian and an MP. The Duke of Wellington won the battle of Waterloo; but he was also an MP and of course Prime Minister. Anthony Trollope and William Thackeray stood for Parliament; Walter Bagehot tried four times, without success.58


With his growing love of the countryside and botany, the other



immediate disadvantage of Mill’s new job was the ‘unpleasantness of confinement to London’, which he alleviated by walking for up to twenty miles on Sundays and spending as much time as possible in Mickleham. He also walked briskly to work, or to Grote’s house for discussion, each morning. In later years, Mill established a fixed routine, arriving in his third-floor, triple-windowed office in Leadenhall Street at 10 a.m., where he would have a breakfast of tea, bread and butter and a boiled egg. His India work, piled on a high desk at which he stood or perched on a high stool, would typically be done by 1 p.m., leaving him free to converse with visiting friends – Grote ‘announcing his advent by a peculiar and rat-tat with his walking stick’ on Mill’s office door – or turn to his writings.59 One of his colleagues recorded Mill’s working habits in the office:





The son [John], even when in conversation with others, seemed to be preoccupied with his own thoughts, all the time moving restlessly to and fro, ‘like a hyena,’ as described to me. When particularly inspired, he used, before sitting down at his desk, not only to strip himself of his coat and waistcoat, but of his trousers; and so set to work, alternately striding up and down the room and writing at great speed.60





The job gave Mill financial security. After jumping from £30 to £100 in May 1825, his annual salary rose steadily to eventually reach £2,000 – equivalent to at least £ 125,000 today – in return for less than his full attention.61 In a passage removed at his wife’s suggestion from the Autobiography, Mill wrote that his career at India House ‘precluded all uneasiness about the means of subsistence [and] occupied fewer hours of the day than almost any business or profession’.62 He told one of his brother’s friends that his literary output was only possible because he could ‘get through my India work so quickly’.63 Like his father, he showed not the slightest inclination to visit the country he was administering. But among the other gifts for which we should be grateful to the East India Company – and there are some – is the financial support given to these two outspoken radicals.


Mill’s administrative work on India also directly influenced the nature of his colonialism. He would later argue that the non-political administration provided by the Company for India was superior to the more direct forms of colonial rule attempted in Ireland and America.64 His views on the power of custom, the role of women, the economics of land and the demands of democracy were also informed, at least in part, by Indian affairs. Mill’s work, which involved churning out thousands of instructions, decisions and memoranda, may also have had some less obvious consequences. One of the benefits, which he came to see only later, was that of seeing how ‘public measures . . . did not produce the effects which had been expected of them, and from what causes’. The daily experience of dealing with the often mundane details of Indian administration reinforced Mill’s pragmatism and helped to inoculate him against the wild utopian schemes of so many of his contemporary thinkers, including, of course, Bentham himself. By Mill’s own reckoning, the India House work was a defence against debilitating perfectionism: ‘I became practically conversant with the difficulties of moving bodies of men, the necessities of compromise, the art of sacrificing the non-essential to preserve the essential. I learnt how to obtain the best I could, when I could not obtain everything.’65


By his late teens, then, Mill had a creed, comrades and a career. But he was not yet a ‘public man’ and he was ambitious to take his place among the reformers of the age. The discussion groups were useful for deepening understanding and cultivating friendships, but Mill did not simply want to analyse contemporary society: he wanted to improve it. Outside Parliament, there were two principal means of exerting some influence: the many debating and intellectual societies springing up across the nation, and the columns of the more serious publications. As a young man in a hurry, Mill threw himself at both.


London in the 1820s shared some of the ‘lively murmur’ of Paris. Mill’s own debating debut occurred at a little-documented ‘Mutual Improvement Society’, meeting at Bentham’s house, in a debate on the benefits of knowledge. But he soon had the chance of



a larger hearing. In 1825, Roebuck attended a meeting of the followers of Robert Owen, founder of the cooperative movement, and suggested a debating duel between the Owenites and the utilitarian radicals. Both were on the side of reform, but while the Mill-Bentham tribe were committed to the free-market principles of Smith and Ricardo, the Owenites wanted to abolish private property altogether: it was an argument to which Mill would return repeatedly in later life. Battle was joined that November in what Mill described as a ‘lutte corps-à-corps between Owenites and political economists’.66 These appear to have been well-attended: at one point Mill estimated there were at least fifty bachelors in the audience.67 In the course of the debate, Mill came up against twenty-eight-year-old Connop Thirlwall, who like Mill had been a child prodigy, reading Greek fluently at four, and later became a controversial Bishop of St Davids. Mill reckoned him the ‘best speaker [he] had ever heard’.68 At this point, his own debating style was a little wooden. His voice was frequently referred to by contemporaries as ‘thin’, and by his own admission, ‘dry argument’ was the only thing he could manage.69 He apologized frequently for his inadequacy, fearing publicly ‘that even my thoughts, feeble as they may be, will appear still more feeble by my manner of expressing them’. He clearly thought this admission struck the right self-deprecating note: he used precisely the same phrase at both the Mutual Improvement Society and in the debate against the Owenites.70 In the debate itself, Mill took an unadulterated Ricardian stance on economics, praising the benefits of competition, the fixed nature of human self-interest and the sanctity of private property – views he would come to alter, though not abandon, as the years passed. On population, he stuck equally fast to the Malthusian view that population growth had to be curbed – voluntarily, of course – if progress were to be secured.


The popularity and quality of these debates led Mill and his cohort to establish a standing society, along the lines of ‘The Spec’ (the Edinburgh Speculative Society) and the Oxford and Cambridge Unions. Mill undertook the onerous duties of society Treasurer, as well as speaking regularly, and the London Debating



Society became a modest fixture of the capital’s intellectual scene. For Roebuck, the exposure gained from the Society excited the interest of some of the voters of Bath and aided in his election to that parliamentary seat.71 For Mill, the Society gave him an opportunity to practice some of the rhetorical skills he had so long admired in the classical orators. He continued to lament his poor speaking, but while he was clearly no Demosthenes he cannot have been too awful. One acquaintance described him as a ‘great speaker’, although later qualified his praise with the observation that ‘the smallest ornament is a sin with this school, and they draw their conclusions from their narrow premises with logical dryness and precision’.72


Although the historian Stefan Collini suggests that a compendium of Mill’s wit would be ‘a slim one indeed’,73 there is some evidence in the debates of Mill’s capacity for a droll put-down: ‘Assertion without proof takes up little time; misrepresentation is always beautifully brief’;74 ‘The honourable opener may learn that even when he is in the wrong, a little logic will do him no harm’; and ‘If to have been to University be the end of education there is no doubt that by going to University that end may be most effectually attained.’75 In one debate he reassured listeners that contrary to the fears of his opponent, the ‘beauty of our women’, ‘good dinners’ and ‘turtle soup’ would all survive parliamentary reform.76 While Mill sneeringly dismissed ‘frippery . . . pomp, and glare, and tinsel’ in an opponent’s speaking style, his own capacity for constructing resonant phrases was growing.77 In August 1824, arguing for parliamentary reform, he said that ‘a time is approaching when the enquiry, What has been, shall no longer supersede the enquiry, What ought to be, and when the rust of antiquity shall no longer be permitted to sanctify institutions which reason and public interest condemn’.78


Even at his best, however, Mill could never be called a great orator. As an MP in the 1860s he was not one who could easily ‘hold’ the house and his debating strength came from his careful preparation, unrelenting dissection of his opponents’ arguments



and fearlessness in attack. As well as winning new admirers, he therefore inevitably collected a clutch of enemies. Having successfully recruited a couple of Tories to the Society – the lawyers William Shee and Abraham Hayward – Mill proceeded to demolish them on a regular basis. He went over Hayward, it was said, ‘as a ploughshare goes over a mouse’.79 Abraham would – much later – serve his vengeance cold, as the author of a vicious obituary of Mill in The Times.


Any weaknesses as a speaker were amply compensated for by his virtuosity on the printed page. He was already wielding the weapon with which he would always be most formidable: his pen. Following his return from France, his ‘intellectual cultivation’, he said, came as much from writing as from reading.80 Of course, he was still digesting a small library’s worth of books each year, including Condillac, Helvetius, Hartley, Brown, Stewart, Berkeley, Reid, Condorcet, Goldsmith, Voltaire, Pascal and Courier, as well as the ‘set texts’ from his discussion groups. Early in the 1820s he also read a history of the French Revolution, almost certainly by François-Emmanuel Toulongeon,81 in which he learned, ‘to his astonishment, that the principles of democracy, then apparently in so insignificant and hopeless a minority everywhere in Europe, had borne all before them in France thirty years earlier, and had been the creed of the nation’.82


What is really astonishing, however, is Mill’s ignorance of recent European history. Here was a young man who had just spent a year in France, who had undertaken possibly the most demanding education in history, who probably knew the details of the policy disagreements between Pericles and Cimon for each year between 457 and 450 bc, but was ignorant of the most important event in the history of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.83 The lacuna clearly demonstrates that, voluminous though Mill’s learning was, it was highly selective. His father’s suspicion of things continental may have been a factor. Henceforth, Mill would remain absolutely au fait with political and intellectual developments in France, and for much of his life, France would act as a source of intellectual and



political inspiration. He immediately imagined a similar rupturing of English society, and his own role in such an uprising. At this moment, he later recalled, ‘the most transcendent glory I was capable of conceiving was that of figuring, successful or unsuccessful, as a Girondist in an English Convention’.84


Some of Mill’s other reading was specifically intended to improve his own writing. The authors he admired were the ones who managed to combine ‘ease with force’, and he placed Goldsmith, Pascal and Voltaire in this category. As a result of their infusions, ‘the bones and cartilage’ of his own writing began in his estimation ‘to clothe themselves in flesh, and the style became, at times, lively and almost light’.85


His first published work was a letter to the Traveller newspaper in December 1822, which took issue with an interpretation of Ricardian economics by the paper’s owner Colonel Robert Torrens – who happened to be a friend of James Mill.86 From here Mill moved steadily upmarket, via the Morning Chronicle in 1823 to the newly founded Westminster Review in 1824.87 The editor of the Chronicle, John Black, had transformed it from a Whig publication to a radical, Benthamite mouthpiece after falling under James Mill’s spell: George Grote claimed to be able to tell from Monday’s editorial whether Black had eaten Sunday lunch in the Mill household.


One of the difficulties facing the budding, reform-minded writer in the first half of the 1820s was a shortage of outlets. The only two major reviews at the time were the Quarterly, which was Tory, and its Whig counterpart, the Edinburgh, and as one historian has put it, they, ‘like their respective parties, [had] soon settled into a kind of convenient enmity’.88 There was also a clutch of radical papers: Cobbett’s Political Register, Leigh and John Hunt’s Examiner and Henry White’s Independent Whig, as well as the Morning Chronicle. But by and large their columns were filled with shallow invective rather than sustained argument – and as often as not aimed at each other, rather than the establishment. Cobbett and Henry ‘orator’ Hunt shared a particular dislike.89 A dinner party attended by



supporters of both men ended in a mêlée in which walking sticks were the principal weapons, and resulted in the loss of ‘part of’ Cobbett’s waistcoat.90


The radical movement had in fact lost its way. There appeared little appetite for a repeat of Peterloo, and George IV’s survival of the Queen Caroline affair, which began while Mill was in France, disheartened those who had – with some grounds – seen his throne tottering. The radicals and even, for a while, the Whigs had supported Caroline’s claim to be Queen and she was loudly acclaimed in the streets. The Duke of Wellington worried that some of his junior officers were feeling divided in their loyalties. In response, the Tory government, under pressure from the king, introduced a ‘Pain and Penalties’ Bill to strip her of her titles should her widely suspected infidelity be proven. The nation was gripped. When the Lords debate – effectively a trial – began in August 1820, William Wilberforce bought nineteen Sunday newspapers so as not to miss a single titbit. Popular songs about the affair were sung in every ale-house and an exhibition of pro-Caroline artefacts was held, including a huge painting by Carloni showing her triumphantly entering Jerusalem.91


Although the evidence against the Queen was close to conclusive, in the end the Bill was dropped, as the pro-Queen faction, led by the radical MP Henry Brougham, threatened to produce cast-iron evidence that the king had – illegally – married again. As the year drew to a close, public interest in the affair disappeared as rapidly as it had arisen. The Whigs quickly accommodated themselves to George IV’s coronation the following year, 1821; the militancy of the previous decade faded along with the Queen Caroline affair, and most of the nation got on with their lives. As Paul Johnson puts it in his monumental history of the period: ‘The economy had been recovering throughout 1820, almost unnoticed. By summer 1821 it was booming – the opening of the first modern trade cycle. The nightmare conjured up by Peterloo thus dispersed, the country woke up prosperous, and the Radicals found themselves yesterday’s men, rebels without a cause or a following.’92


The 1820s would thus be a decade for thoughtful reformers, such as Mill, rather than the populist orators. As the social historian Roy Porter puts it, ‘swords were beaten into teaspoons’.93 The coffee-houses – always centres of literary debate – were gaining in political importance, helped by a sharp reduction in coffee duties. But reformers still needed a vehicle for reforming ideas and campaigns. Parliament remained too much of a closed shop, and one of their great political hopes, Ricardo, was dead by 1823.


So Bentham decided to launch his own publication, called the Westminster Review, a journal which was to play a significant role in Mill’s life. His father was surly about the choice of editor – John Bowring, a rival for Bentham’s ear – and fearful that the whole enterprise was doomed. He none the less wrote the main piece for the first number, published in January 1824.94 James Mill’s opening was a sustained attack on the Whig aristocracy in general and the Edinburgh Review in particular. Mill junior did most of the research, re-reading all the old issues of the enemy publication. According to him, ‘so formidable an attack on the Whig party and policy had never before been made; nor had so great a blow been struck, in this country, for radicalism . . .’95 Certainly it was polemical enough for the publisher, Longman’s, which had a stake in the Edinburgh, to back out of the enterprise. At this point, Robert Baldwin, James Mill’s publisher, stepped in.


To almost everyone’s surprise, including both Mills, the first issue was a commercial success and ‘excited much attention’. All shoulders were now put to the wheel: ‘There could be no room for hesitation,’ wrote Mill, ‘and we all became eager in doing everything we could to strengthen and improve it’.96 Charles Austin wrote against primogeniture and George Grote tore into William Mitford’s history of Greece. But Mill himself was the most prolific, writing thirteen articles between the second and eighteenth numbers. The Westminster, and Mill specifically, carried out a series of attacks not only on the competing reviews and their respective political parties, but on the aristocracy, the Church, the monarchy and the legal profession. Plans for parliamentary reform, greater



freedom of speech, and an overhaul of the penal system were pursued in successive issues.


The group around the Westminster were bound together by their adherence to the reforming agenda. In economics this meant laissez-faire policies, especially free trade; in psychology, it implied adherence to ‘associationism’, the theory that we are all formed by our experiences; in politics, it was linked with support for a wider suffrage and opposition to the influence of the clergy; and in social affairs, voluntary birth control to halt the rise in population. They shared above all an unshakeable conviction in the power of liberated, enlightened human reason, and by extension the force of knowledge. Their motto could have been Immanuel Kant’s imperative sapere aude, ‘dare to know’.97 Theirs was a modernized, anglicized version of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment project, a parallel the young Mill made explicit and relished. ‘The French philosophes of the eighteenth century were the example we sought to emulate,’ he said, ‘and we hoped to accomplish no less results’.98


Mill thought the success of the review reflected the tone of the times: ‘When the fears and animosities accompanying the war with France had been brought to an end, and people had once more a place in their thoughts for home politics, the tide began to set towards reform.’99 For three years the Westminster rode the rising tide of political change and in the process, estimated Mill, ‘made the Bentham school in philosophy and politics fill a greater place in the public mind than it had held before, or has ever held since.’100 But although Bentham was the primary intellectual inspiration for the review’s contributors, it was James Mill, and increasingly his son, who were its animating forces, cajoling friends into writing and finding new contributors as well as producing plentiful amounts of copy themselves. John said that while Bentham’s was certainly ‘a much greater name in history . . . my father exercised a far greater personal ascendancy’.101


Mill also helped to launch, and wrote for, the short-lived Parliamentary History and Review (1825–28), an annual publication which offered sharp, reformist commentaries on parliamentary debates,



more often than not from the pen of a Mill or an Austin. Mill suggested in his Autobiography that his pieces for this Review marked the beginning of his editorial independence. They were ‘no longer mere reproductions and applications of the doctrines I had been taught; they were original thinking . . . there was a maturity about them . . . which there had not been in any of my previous performances’.102 With the exception of a strong piece on religious tolerance, Mill was overstating this claim to early independence. Although elegantly turned, these articles are in fact as doctrinaire as most of his other material from this period. He remained a loyal adjutant to his father and Bentham. Intellectually, almost all of the arguments made by Mill in print, or indeed in debate, could be traced back to his father, Bentham or to other members of the radical school. On political economy, the aristocracy, constitutional theory, the Church, population, institutional reform and psychology, all his moves were straight from the Bentham-Mill rulebook. John Roebuck’s first impressions of Mill in 1824 were unequivocal: ‘Although possessed of much learning, and thoroughly acquainted with the state of the political world, [he] was, as might have been expected, a mere exponent of other men’s ideas, these men being his father and Bentham.’103 Henry Taylor, another admirer, described him as ‘the Apostle of the Benthamites’.104 Thomas Carlyle’s later jibe against Mill – that he was a ‘made man’ – would have been fair if it had referred to the years 1820 to 1825.


With the benefit of hindsight, it is possible however to discern three areas in which Mill was just beginning to fashion his own ideas: feminism, France and free speech. As he was beginning his entry into public life, a woman named Mary Anning was quietly digging in a field near Lyme Regis, Dorset, the reward for her labours being a fossilized ichthyosaurus, one of the most important palaeontological finds of the century. Her gender gave the find an added significance; it was a rare example of the slow infiltration of a handful of talented women into traditionally masculine domains. By his late teens, Mill began to write and speak on behalf of women. On 20 August 1823, a letter by a ‘Lover of Justice’ (Mill) was



published in the Morning Chronicle, taking issue with the behaviour of a Queen’s Square magistrate. The magistrate, hearing a complaint from a woman servant, had banished any journalist covering her side of the story from the court and accepted without interrogation the denial of the employer, whose name was William Lamb, the future Lord Melbourne and Prime Minister. Since Mill lived on the square it cannot have been difficult to determine authorship of the piece.105 It was the start of a lifelong campaign by Mill to win for women the same legal protection enjoyed by men.


Even when writing or speaking on other subjects, Mill would make a point about women en passant. During one of debates with the Co-operative Society, in the middle of a passage about rhetorical style, he praises speakers who treat the audience ‘like men, and I may add, like women, of judgement and sense’, the parenthetical statement being designed to raise the male eyebrows of the attendees.106


His support for women marked an important breach with James Mill, who was decidedly conservative on this issue. Mill considered his father’s Essay on Government to be a ‘masterpiece’ but ‘most positively dissented [from] . . . the paragraph, in which he maintains that women may consistently with good government, be excluded from the suffrage, because their interest is the same as men’. Nor was the disagreement trifling: for the young Mill, the falseness of this claim was ‘as great an error as any of those against which the Essay was directed’.107


Mill also began to escape from the parochialism of the British radicals by deepening his understanding of and expertise in French history and politics, and by the late 1820s would be considered an expert on France. His francophilia also indirectly caused a breach with the utilitarian tribe. Reading the biography of Baron Jacques Turgot, the French statesman and intellectual, Mill was struck by the fact that he had ‘always kept himself perfectly distinct from the Encyclopedists’.108 Turgot’s example led Mill to ‘leave off designating myself and others as Utilitarians, and by the pronoun “we” of any other collective designation, I ceased to afficher sectarianism.



My real inward sectarianism I did not get rid of till later, and much more gradually’.109


Most significant, from the perspective of his later concerns, were Mill’s youthful forays into the issues of free speech and toleration. It was not a liberal era, especially with regard to religious and sexual differences: Catholics were excluded from public life, the suppression of anti-Christian literature was common and ‘deviancy’ was frowned upon.


Mill’s principal concern was with freedom of opinion and belief. Prompted by the trial of Richard Carlile, the atheist publisher, for sedition and blasphemy in 1823, Mill issued three passionate pleas for free speech in the Chronicle, under the pseudonym ‘Wickcliffe’. Some of Mill’s articles were too strident for even the Chronicle but the published ones prefigure some of Mill’s later themes, especially in On Liberty.110 His abiding concern was not with the freedom of the press simply for its own sake, but with the dangers of allowing mainstream opinion to go unchallenged. For Mill, even a single voice should not be silenced, however erroneous, strident or profane it might appear. Dissent was a necessary ingredient of intellectual and social progress. To silence any view, he wrote in 1823, was ‘to say that the people are better qualified to judge before discussion than after it: which is absurd, since before discussion, if their opinions are true it is only by accident, whereas after it they hold them with a complete conviction, and perfect knowledge of the proofs on which they are grounded’.111


While atheists were entitled to hold and publish their views, Christians of different denominations should likewise be free from discrimination: Mill’s lead article for the first number of the Parliamentary Review of 1825 argued for the removal of all ‘disabilities’ faced by Roman Catholics.112 The tide was already moving Mill’s way, and four years later a Catholic Relief Act was finally passed under the Tory Government of the Duke of Wellington. Asked by Macaulay how the Prime Minister would propose the Bill to the sceptical peers, Lord Clarendon replied: ‘Oh, it will be easy enough. He’ll say: “My Lords! Attention! Right about face! March!”’113


Although Mill was fairly prolific during his late teens and early twenties, the most significant influence on his literary development during the period was a long, tiring wrestle with the work of the doctrine-maker himself, Jeremy Bentham. In 1825, Mill edited a chaotic, repetitious, gigantic pile of paper in Bentham’s study into a five-volume classic of English legal theory, the Rationale of Judicial Evidence, published in 1827. Bentham was not easy to edit – Hazlitt had already quipped that having been published in French, Bentham should now be translated into English114 – and the task ‘occupied nearly all [Mill’s] leisure for about a year’.115 Given his work-rate, this provides a good indication of the scale of the challenge facing Mill – as well as of his loose definition of ‘leisure’.


Mill was coy about being named as the editor of Bentham’s Evidence, a work which would be hugely influential in the promotion of judicial reform, not from false modesty but because of his fierce pride. He told Bentham that he ‘should be very sorry to be suspected of wishing to obtain a reputation at a cheap rate by appearing before the public under the shelter of your name’.116 ‘Amen,’ replied Bentham, adding, ‘If you know not what that means send to the Booksellers for a Hebrew Dictionary.’117 In the end, Mill gave way and his name appeared.


The process of sifting through various drafts of Bentham’s work, combining the best of each, influenced Mill’s own writing methods. Throughout his life, he always made at least two drafts of his writings, and was a heavy editor of his own work. ‘Everything which I wrote subsequently to this editorial employment,’ Mill said, ‘was markedly superior to anything that I had written before it.’118 By the time Mill turned twenty, in 1826, it was becoming clear that his literary gift was going to provide more than adequate compensation for any lack of oratorical skill. A few years later, he noted that ‘only when I have a pen in my hand can I make language and manner the true image of my thoughts’.119


In his own writing and debating during the period 1822 to 1826, Mill’s principal form of engagement was attack. He was frustrated and angry at what he saw as the stupidity and conservatism of



English society, and especially its ruling classes. Even for a polemical age his forays were vituperative, and not all of them reflect well on him. A savage assault on David Hume’s magisterial History of England – by way of a review of George Brodie’s history – included the claim that ‘regard for truth formed no part of his [Hume’s] character . . . it would be a vain attempt to describe the systematic suppression of the truth which is exemplified in this portion of his history’.120 Mill would aim his fire across the political spectrum: the Duke of Wellington was predictably blasted – but so too, in 1825 in the course of the debate with the Owenites, was the radical hero William Cobbett, who was so revered that the essayist William Hazlitt had described him as a ‘kind of fourth estate in the politics of the country’.121 ‘It does not follow that a man’s opinion is good for anything because he has abilities,’ said Mill, ‘– it is also necessary that he should have a little knowledge, and a little principle . . . It is one of his [Cobbett’s] peculiar characteristics that he pronounces with equal confidence upon the things which he knows, and upon the things which he does not know . . .’122


The British constitution was a favoured target, and Mill especially took issue with English worship of the idea of ‘constitutional balance’. As early as 1824, in front of the Mutual Improvement Society, Mill declared: ‘There seems to be something singularly captivating in the word balance: as if, because anything is called a balance, it must, for that reason, be necessarily good.’ Even if the metaphor were allowed, Mill pointed out that equilibrium between the ‘balancing forces’ of the constitution meant, logically, that ‘the machine must stand still’.123 Mill’s pessimism was not entirely justified: the Great Reform Act of 1832 was less than a decade away.


The aristocracy – and its influence on politics – was of course a bête noire of all the radicals. Indeed, for Mill, the difference between Whigs and Tory was a ‘petty question’: all were landowners or nominees of landowners.124 After all, he declaimed, ‘Did they not almost all support the Six Acts? Do they not all support the Corn Laws?’ The House of Commons was seen by Mill as an echo-chamber for the views of a tiny minority. Charles Grey, later Earl



Grey, had estimated in 1793 that the House of Commons was effectively controlled by two hundred aristocratic families, and although his figures were hotly disputed, ‘Two Hundred Families’ remained a staple of radical rhetoric into the nineteenth century and was often cited by Mill.125 It was, as he said, ‘a Constitution of the rich’.126 Popular opinion, he argued, had little influence on the parliamentary process. So long as enough was done to avoid outright revolution, there was little to fear from the general population. ‘The people may cry,’ he said, ‘but if they only cry, who will attend to their cries?’127 While he privately opposed fox-hunting, he used the sport as the basis for a heavily satirical attack on the landed classes. Fox-hunting, he suggested, was ‘an employment . . . admirably fitted to keep their constitutions in repair – and themselves out of mischief . . . it is much better that they should torment foxes, than men; and . . . foxhunting is a far more proper pastime for such persons than judging or legislating’.128


It followed that Mill favoured a much wider suffrage, although he was not specific at this point about where the line should be drawn: he was more interested in proving the weakness of existing arrangements than in detailing their replacement. While Mill dismissed the idea of a permanent ‘balance’ in the constitution, he accepted the case for ‘checks’ on the power of any particular group or individual. In 1824, he ingeniously turned the argument that Parliament was a necessary check on the monarch against the aristocratically dominated chamber itself:





The theory . . . of the British Constitution, is, that unchecked power is always abused: and it is because the King would be a tyrant, if he could, that a House of Commons is given to control him. How absurd then to say that the same check which is required by a king, is not required by a House of Commons! Have a hundred despots ever been found to be less evil than one?129





This argument merits some attention, because while it is used here to justify greater democratic participation it also contains the germ



of Mill’s later anxieties about working-class suffrage. His concern was always that one group should not hold sway over another. For him, liberty meant protection from ‘despotism’ of any kind. But if a hundred tyrants could be as evil as one, so could a million. Mill would later fear that ‘the people’, i.e. the majority working class, might wield the same despotic power over other classes, especially the professional middle class, of which he was a member, as the aristocracy currently did over them. In his greatest works he would warn of the ‘tyranny of the majority’ – words which echo the sentiments he was directing at this time at the Whig-Tory aristocratic establishment. It is also possible to detect the first stirrings of Mill’s fear that ‘the people’ were not yet ready for democracy, although he did not, in this early, idealistic phase, take his argument to this conclusion. He admitted that the people were ‘bigoted and prejudiced and stupid and ignorant enough’, but blamed the ruling class for not providing them with an education: universal elementary education was still half a century away. In any case, he still preferred ‘stupid, ignorant persons who have not a sinister interest to stupid, ignorant persons who have’, in other words, the block-headed landowners.130


During this demanding period of writing, editing, and debating, Mill’s energy was unquenchable. Walking to work from Westminster to the City, he would often be joined by one of his friends, and they would talk all the way. Otherwise he would use the time to think through a problem of logic, or prepare some phrases for an upcoming debate or review: it was on one such morning, crossing St James’s Park, that he found the horrific bundle which was to lead to his brief imprisonment. With the exception of his rural excursions, every waking moment was filled with reading, writing, debating, editing, organizing and discussing. The London he traversed between home, Grote’s house, the Freemason’s Tavern – where the London Debating Society met – and his own office in Leadenhall Street was changing around him. The population of the city was soaring, and even as the country prospered, it did so as the ‘two nations’ that would come to dominate political life throughout the



century. As the nation became richer, so its poor became more visible and Mill’s economic egalitarianism – which he never abandoned – was on display in his early polemical works:





Everybody knows that the same sum of money is of much greater value to a poor man than to a rich one . . . The richer a man is the less he is benefited by any further addition to his income. The man of £4,000 a year has four times the income of the man who has £1,000 a year; but does anybody suppose that he has four times the happiness?131





Mill was already arguing in a speech made in 1826 that having secured the production of wealth through the defence of property rights and promotion of competition, the next concern of the legislator was ‘what distribution conduces most to human happiness’, to which his answer was: ‘that which approximates the nearest to equality’.132 These issues were not simply for the textbooks and debating societies: the economy was entering a new phase. Between 1821 and 1848, 5,000 miles of railway track were laid in the UK. In 1823, a revolutionary technique for road-building, the innovation of John Loudon (‘tarmac’) McAdam, was given parliamentary approval, and within two decades the UK had the best road system the world had seen for two millennia. After 1820, Britain was set on a century-long course of mobilization, industrialization and secularization – in short, modernization – which would last for a century.


This new world would need new thinkers, and Mill was determined to be one of the foremost among them. His goal was to put his ideas to work, influencing the course of events. He would be as much an activist as an analyst. Until 1826, none the less, he appeared as a distinctly bookish kind of radical. The young, dry Mill appeared to personify almost perfectly the general tendency of the utilitarians to downgrade feelings, or ‘sentimentality’ in favour of rationality – as he said in the Autobiography, to present ‘utility as cold calculation; political economy as hard-hearted’ – a weakness he later saw clearly. Among the group as a whole, ‘cultivation of



feeling (except the feelings of public and private duty) was not in much esteem . . . What we principally thought of, was to change people’s opinions.’133


Mill’s prodigious learning, ascetic upbringing and formidable work ethic had indeed made him a very serious young man. ‘I conceive that the description so often given of Benthamite, as a mere reasoning machine’, he wrote in the Autobiography, ‘was, during two or three years of my life not altogether untrue of me.’134 He would in time, slowly and painfully, throw off some of the debilitating legacy of his earliest years. But he would always be a serious figure. A century after his death, the Monty Python philosophers’ drinking song played on this aspect of his image: ‘John Stuart Mill, of his own free will / after half a pint of shandy was particularly ill.’135


During the 1825 debates, one of the Owenites directly accused Mill of failing to displaying sufficient feeling, prompting him to reply that ‘feeling [should] be kept strictly to its proper function, that of stimulating our exertions in that course which reason points out’. But his opponent had clearly hit a sore spot, because Mill went on, more than slightly defensively:





I must beg gentlemen not to suppose that I am destitute of feeling for no reason perhaps but because my feelings are under better regulation than theirs. No, Sir: if I am to be condemned for want of feeling, I will have a fair trial – I will be tried in the proper province of feeling – I will be tried in action . . .136





While he could not refer to it, Mill had of course been tried in action just two years earlier, when he was arrested and imprisoned. On that day in the summer of 1823, Mill’s opinions about population and poverty had not changed: it was the passionate feelings aroused by the finding of the dead baby that called him to act. So while the image of Mill’s earnestness and dryness is clear and accurate, it is also only half the picture. In six years, Mill had become a Francophile, a zealously committed Benthamite and a radical, serious journalist, debater and civil servant. His productivity was



extraordinary; even if he was not, as critics claimed, a ‘machine’, he certainly worked like one. The project of his father and Bentham to create a ‘worthy successor’ had, it seemed, been more successful than they ever imagined. From the blank slate of an infant boy’s mind, they had fashioned a formidable disciple.


But in the autumn of 1826, at the age of twenty, Mill suddenly faltered. Doubt washed over him, and then depression claimed him. He was forced to make himself anew, an act which was to influence everything that followed – his philosophy, friendships, politics and even his love life – and which would also be the source of his immortal legacy: the most articulate plea for human liberty of the modern era.









CHAPTER THREE


Strange Confusion (1826–30)


[image: Images]


At the age of twenty, Mill lost his faith. In his case, the religion was Benthamism, rather than Christianity, and he had been a true believer for just five years. But Mill’s trauma was acute, none the less. During his feverish teenage years, Bentham’s utilitarianism had become the ‘keystone’ of his beliefs.1 Without it, he was lost. Mill’s intellectual recovery from what he described as a ‘mental crisis’ – correctly labelled by Stefan Collini ‘one of the best-known identity-crises in history’ – would not be complete for decades, if ever.2


It began philosophically enough. In a ‘dull state of nerves’, Mill decided to conduct a thought experiment. ‘Suppose’, he suggested to himself, ‘that all your objects in life were realized; that all the changes in institutions and opinions which you are looking forward to could be effected at this very instant: would this be a great joy and happiness to you? And an irrepressible self-consciouness answered, “No!” At this my heart sank within me: the whole foundation on which my life was constructed fell down.’3 The psychology of this ‘crisis’ has been attributed by modern commentators variously to a yearning for God; a reaction to the overwork of the previous few years; an inevitable consequence of a Spartan childhood; and an unconscious rebellion against a tyrannical father.4 The truth is almost certainly more prosaic. It was a miserable winter, he



was desperately lonely, and he suddenly saw the hollowness of the philosophical religion to which he had subscribed. Mill was, as he described it, ‘left stranded at the commencement of my voyage, with a well-equipped ship and a rudder, but no sail; without any real desire for the ends which I had been so carefully fitted out to work for’.5 Mill became maudlin about the fact that an octave contained ‘only five tones and two semitones’, which severely limited a composer’s options. ‘I was’, he said, ‘seriously tormented by the thought of the exhaustion of musical combinations.’6


Mill’s anguish was not visible to those around him, however; he continued to perform his duties at India House, as well as to attend and speak at the Debating Society. None of his friends, not even the other two members of the ‘Trijackia’, was aware there was anything wrong with him – an indication, perhaps, of a lack of intimacy in even his closest relationships. As he recalled, ‘I sought no comfort by speaking to others of what I felt. If I had loved anyone sufficiently to make confiding my griefs a necessity, I should not have been in the condition I was.’7 Mill was reminded of Macbeth’s plea to his doctor to ‘administer to his mind diseased’, only to receive the reply: ‘Therein the patient/Must minister to himself.’8


Mill’s self-ministry began with tears and ended in poetry. Reading a passage of Jean-François Marmontel’s Mémoires, which described the death of the writer’s father, Mill found himself weeping. He was delighted. ‘From this moment my burthen grew lighter,’ he recalled. ‘I was no longer hopeless: I was not a stock or a stone. I had still, it seemed, some of the material out of which all worth of character, and all capacity for happiness, are made.’9 The ‘material’ underpinning Mill’s recovery was emotion. After a childhood in which feelings had been largely scorned, Mill now came to believe that emotions were as important as thoughts. William Wordsworth, the conservative Lakeland poet, spoke directly to his new mood. In the famous ‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood’, Wordsworth described a similar bout of ennui, from which he also recovered:







A timely utterance gave that thought relief,


And I again am strong.


The Cataracts blow their trumpets from the steep,


No more shall grief of mine the season wrong.10





When Mill reached the following lines, he must have felt that he was being addressed in person:





Thou, whose exterior semblance doth belie


Thy Soul’s immensity;


Thou best Philosopher, who yet dost keep


Thy heritage, thou Eye among the blind . . .11





Wordsworth, Mill insisted, captured ‘thought coloured by feeling, under the excitement of beauty’.12 Mill became evangelical about the poet, much to the dismay of his radical friends who, John Morley reported, ‘used to get very angry with him for loving Wordsworth’.13 The poet was certainly on the other side of the political spectrum: in 1818, he had campaigned vigorously against the radical Henry Brougham, who was trying to prise one of the two Westmorland parliamentary seats out of the grip of the principal local landowner, Lord Lonsdale, who had installed two of his sons in them. Some of Wordsworth’s fellow poets were as dismayed as the radicals: Byron used the preface of his masterpiece, Don Juan, to savage Wordsworth for his hypocrisy and treachery and Shelley addressed a sonnet to him on the matter, concluding sadly that ‘thou leavest me to grieve, / Thus having been, that thou shouldst cease to be’.14 Weeks before his death, Mill recalled to a friend how he had responded to the anger of his friends during this period. ‘“Wordsworth,” I used to say, “is against you, no doubt, in the battle which you are now waging, but after you have won, the world will need more than ever those qualities which Wordsworth is keeping alive and nourishing”’.15


Above all, Mill came to believe that poets could powerfully describe the vital, emotional dimension of human life. On a personal



level, poetry fuelled his own journey away from the ascetic rationalism of his own upbringing. Almost a century earlier David Hume had passed through a similar phase, described by his physician as ‘the Disease of the Learned’, and for which he sensibly prescribed claret and riding. Hume’s experience clearly influenced his later philosophy, especially in his distrust of pure reason and emphasis on human affinity. ‘Be a philosopher,’ Hume concluded, ‘but amidst all your philosophy be still a man.’16


John Bowring told Caroline Fox in 1840 that Mill ‘was most emphatically a philosopher, but then he read Wordsworth, and that muddled him, and he has been in strange confusion ever since, endeavouring to unite poetry and philosophy’.17 But Bowring had accurately foreseen the impact of Mill’s new interests on his long-term intellectual preoccupations: he became convinced that technocratic reform of social, educational and political arrangements – the principal focus of the ‘philosophic radicals’ – was an insufficient basis for progress. The character of individuals became as important to Mill as the design of institutions or legislation. What he described as the ‘internal culture of the individual’ was henceforth a crucial theme in Mill’s thought, and the emotional ingredients of that culture were placed on a par with the intellectual ones. ‘The cultivation of the feelings’ he said, ‘became one of the cardinal points in my ethical and philosophical creed.’18


During an 1828 debate in which he spoke on the subject of ‘Perfectability’, Mill suggested that ‘the passions are the spring, the moral principle only the regulator of human life’.19 As the Mill scholar John Robson has pointed out, the ‘only’ in this sentence was indicative of Mill’s new outlook.20 From a philosophical standpoint, Mill’s views reflected the work of earlier writers such as Hume and Rousseau, and anticipated the work of later philosophers who have attempted to integrate an understanding of the role of feelings into a discipline dominated by a narrow rationalism.21


Mill’s shifting views were put to the test in January 1829, when he and Roebuck found themselves, for the first time, on opposite sides in the Debating Society, arguing respectively for the merits of



Wordsworth and Byron. The subject was not treated light-heartedly, at least by Mill. Having said in a previous session that he did not have the stamina to speak for two hours, he proceeded to spend at least that much time defending his poetic saviour.22 Mill lamented the ‘contemptuous laugh’ with which Roebuck had introduced certain Wordsworth passages – including ‘I wandered lonely as a cloud’ – and set three tests for the greatness of poets: their capacity to describe objects, feelings and thoughts.23 Mill declared Wordsworth as pre-eminent in the first and third categories and at least a match for Byron in the second. Indeed, he was, Mill claimed, the only contemporary English poet with a claim to the first rank.24 There was also an autobiographical dimension to Mill’s argument. In the only confessional passage in all of his debating speeches, he explained that Wordsworth had helped him to emerge from a period when he ‘thought life a perpetual struggle’.25


In later years, Mill would relegate Wordsworth below Shelley, Tennyson and especially Coleridge, who would in time have a profound influence on Mill, as much for the depth of his philosophy as for the beauty of his poetry. It was Coleridge who Mill retrospectively recruited in his own Autobiography to describe his 1826–7 depression:





A grief without a pang, void, dark, and drear,


A stifled, drowsy, unimpassioned grief,


Which finds no natural outlet, no relief,


    In word, or sigh, or tear . . .26





What Mill may not have known was that this poem, ‘Dejection: An Ode’, was itself inspired by the first four stanzas of Wordsworth’s ‘Immortality’.27


Mill’s engagement with poetry marked a significant step away from his philosophical roots and his first group of friends. His relationship with Roebuck was weakened by the Wordsworth v. Byron bout and Mill left the Debating Society shortly afterwards. In his Autobiography, he said the departure was the result of having had



‘enough of speech making’.28 But at the time, and in private, Mill gave a more personal explanation: ‘I am resolved hereafter to avoid all occasions for debate, for they cannot now strengthen my sympathies with those who agree with me, & are sure to weaken them with those who differ.’29


Mill’s crisis, and embrace of Wordsworth, also led him to re-evaluate the modus operandi and motivation of reformers. Theory was no longer enough. It was not sufficient to rely, in Macaulay’s phrase, on ‘the effect of educated intellect, enlightening the selfish feelings’ – rather, a desire for human betterment had to be based on a love of humankind.30 Mill clearly did not try too hard to disguise himself, or his own feelings, in one debate, ostensibly on ‘The Use of History’:





He who is just starting in his worldly career, and before whose enraptured sight visions of earthly grandeur and the applause of men are now for the first time floating, he may think that these things are sufficient for happiness. But it is he who has obtained these things, or he who even without having obtained them (and there are such men) has sickened of the pursuit, it is for him to feel that it is all hollow, and that it is necessary to the happiness of human beings to love human beings, and therefore necessary to think them deserving of love.31





So ashamed was Mill now of an earlier essay attacking emotion and sentiment, that he retrieved it from Harriet Grote, to whom he had lent it, and burned it.32 In the full flood of his newly discovered love of poetry, Mill even suggested that it could capture ‘intuitive’ truths about human existence, endorsing Wordsworth’s view of poetry as the most philosophical writing, ‘not standing upon external testimony, but carried alive into the heart by passion; truth which is its own testimony’.33 Writing in 1833 to Carlyle, Mill declared:





I conceive that most of the highest truths are, to persons endowed by nature in certain ways which I think I could state, intuitive; that is, they need neither explanation nor proof, but if not known before are assented



to as soon as stated . . . Now one thing not useless to do would be to . . . make those who are not poets understand that poetry is higher than logic, and that the union of the two is philosophy.34





Just a few years later, Mill would have moved away from this extreme position, castigating the ‘intuitionist’ school as a brake on necessary reform, and arguing strenuously that any philosophy that saw certain truths, whether about mathematics or morality, as being discovered ‘a priori’ – in other words as simply ‘innate’ rather than being externally learned or tested – was the very foundation of political conservatism.


In his early twenties, however, Mill was convinced not only that poetry was a vital element in human flourishing, but that poets, or ‘artists’, should play a key reforming role. ‘Although a philosopher cannot, by culture, make himself, in the peculiar sense in which we now use the term, a poet,’ he wrote in 1833, ‘a poet may always, by culture, make himself a philosopher.’35 The Benthamite school, by contrast, were staunchly rational in their approach: utilitarian science would both diagnose and prescribe for society’s ills. Poets were at best a distraction: in the first edition of the Westminster Review, Peregrine Bingham, a Benthamite barrister, wrote disparagingly that ‘Mr Moore [the one who lampooned Mill over his arrest in 1823] is a poet, and therefore is not a reasoner’.36 Reason held the key to progress, not rhyme. Wordsworth ironically described the rationalist mindset in The Prelude:





. . .What Delight!


How glorious! in self-knowledge and self-rule,


To look through all the frailties of the world,


And, with resolute mastery shaking off


The accidents of nature, time, and place,


That make up the weak being of the past . . .37





It was Shelley – Mill’s wife’s favourite poet – who argued in 1821 that because of their appreciation and production of ‘intellectual



beauty’, poets were the ‘unacknowledged legislators of the world’. But Mill did acknowledge them.38 He became a voracious consumer of contemporary poetry and, by way of two essays in the Monthly Repository in 1833, added poetry criticism to his portfolio of activities.39 Yet it was not the area in which he displayed his greatest originality. Although there are moments of insight to be found in these appraisals – one of the best known is that ‘eloquence is heard, poetry is overheard’ – Mill’s theory of poetry was almost as derivative of Coleridge as his teenage outpourings had been of Bentham.40 He suffered sporadically from ‘gloom and morbid despondency’ throughout his life, but except during the darkest moments of his first, and worst, depression, Mill was more concerned with the ideas expressed by a poem than with its simple beauty.41 ‘Mr Mill was not’, a contemporary recounted shortly after his death, ‘a cultivator of Art for Art’s sake.’42 He was especially interested in the way poetry could connect feelings with thoughts: poets were ‘so constituted that emotions are the links of association by which their ideas, both sensuous and spiritual, are connected together’.43


While Mill is not, then, a significant figure in the history of literary criticism, he could claim at least one important critical success, bringing Alfred Tennyson – later the poet laureate – to wider notice, via a glowing review in 1835. Mill praised the young poet’s ability to create scenes ‘in keeping with some state of human feeling’ as well as his ‘advancing . . . intellectual culture’.44 Robert Browning, on the other hand, felt Mill’s critical lash. Asked by a mutual friend, William Johnson Fox, to review ‘Pauline’, Mill penned a lukewarm welcome for which, highly unusually, he could find no publisher. At the same time, Mill pencilled his private, deeper misgivings about the poem on the flyleaf of his copy. He especially disliked the ‘flummery’ of the closing sections, which failed to mask the amorality of the ‘hero’ in accepting Pauline’s love without true reciprocation. This was surely, Mill scribbled, a reflection of the author, who ‘seems . . . possessed with a more intense and morbid self-consciousness than I ever knew in any sane human



being’. Fox ignored Mill’s request to keep these comments from Browning – and they caused the poet greater distress than his failure to sell a single copy. To complicate matters, the model for Pauline, Eliza ‘Lizzie’ Flower, was Browning’s youthful amour, the object of a recent flirtation with Mill, and now Fox’s mistress. The poem was only reissued at the end of Browning’s life, and even then, he said, with ‘extreme repugnance’.45


Mill’s ‘crisis’ had a further, deeper impact on his mature thought. It marked the beginning of his journey away from the narrow version of utilitarianism of his father and Bentham. After his own struggle to re-create himself, Mill would place thereafter human autonomy – his version of ‘liberty’ – at the heart of his philosophy, economics and politics. He described to Carlyle how it was his extraordinary education that had paradoxically given him the resources to move away from Benthamite views: ‘None however of them all has become so unlike what he once was as myself, who originally was the narrowest of them all . . . fortunately however I was not crammed; my own thinking faculties were called into strong though partial play; & by their means I have been able to remake all my opinions.’46


This concept of ‘remaking’ – what Goethe and the German romantics called Bildung – was by the late 1820s beginning to affect Mill. His mature philosophy would be founded on a conviction that the range of opportunities for self-creation and autonomy – defined properly as ‘self-rule’ – were the standard against which cultures, political systems, economic institutions and philosophical ideas should be judged.


Mill’s most heretical thoughts were kept to himself, but the new Mill gradually became known to his friends. His friendship with Roebuck diluted into a sometimes wary acquaintanceship, before ending abruptly a few years later as a result of Mill’s relationship with his future wife, Harriet Taylor. But as one John was lost, another was found. In 1828, the Debating Society had gained two new members – Frederick Denison Maurice and John Sterling – who were politically radical but ‘vehemently opposed’ to



Benthamism and who introduced into discussion, recalled Mill, ‘the general doctrines and modes of thought of the European reaction against the philosophy of the eighteenth century’.47 Their hero was Coleridge. Mill said that the pair injected into the Society a ‘third intellectual party or nuance, opposed both to the Benthamite and to the Tory sections which used to fight their battles there’.48


Maurice was destined to be a great public figure, the first principal of the Working Men’s College and a professor of moral philosophy at Cambridge. Mill already knew him a little via mutual friends and ranked him above Coleridge in terms of sheer intellect, but was disappointed to see him frittering it away on an ill-fated, lifelong attempt to rehabilitate the Anglican Church along radical lines – a project which culminated in the formation of the Christian Socialist Movement. There was ‘more intellectual power wasted in Maurice than in any other of my contemporaries’, Mill estimated. ‘Few of them certainly have had so much to waste.’49


It was Sterling who was to become the closest friend of Mill’s life, Harriet excepted. After offering his own ‘long and rambling’ contribution to the poetry debate, Sterling was delighted – and, along with plenty of other members, slightly startled – by Mill’s eloquent defence of Wordsworth.50 The two men quickly became close and in his later poem, ‘The Election’, Sterling reminisced ‘how youths at clubs, while sipping coffee, solve / The questions pedants through long life revolve’.51


Although the same age, in temperament, they were a stark contrast. Sterling was chaotic, itinerant, exuberant and reckless – and no intellectual. In 1830 he was deeply involved in a wild scheme to help General Torrijos and a rag-tag bunch of rebels overthrow the repressive Ferdinand VII of Spain, using a boat commissioned by Sterling’s cousin Robert Boyd and a group of lightly armed Cambridge Apostles, including Tennyson. Mill appears to have done nothing to dissuade his friend from this madness; nor, however, did he show the slightest sign of reaching for a musket himself. At the eleventh hour, and entirely typically, Sterling fell madly in love with Susan Barton – his wife-to-be – and the



seaborne plot collapsed. Boyd and Torrijos went anyway, and were summarily shot by the fully informed Spanish secret police. If Sterling was fortunate on this occasion, it was the exception to a general rule of misfortune. He lost his wife and mother within an hour of each other, and died himself at the age of thirty-eight. From his deathbed, Sterling described Mill as:





a friend of many years, and one of the truest and worthiest, uniting a warm, upright and really lofty soul with a still and even cold appearance and a head that reasons as a great Steam Engine works . . . my intimacy with him has been one of the two great fortunes of my life – though hardly I suppose were ever two creatures more unlike than he and I. I have often wondered that he put up with me at all. Yet I am sure he would cut off his right hand tomorrow if he could see me recover from this illness.52
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