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Introduction

[O]ur ideal of ultimate improvement went far beyond Democ-
racy, and would class us decidedly under the general designation 
of Socialists. While we repudiated with the greatest energy that 
tyranny of society over the individual which most Socialistic 
systems are supposed to involve, we yet looked forward to a time 
when society will no longer be divided into the idle and the 
industrious; when the rule that they who do not work shall not 
eat, will be applied … impartially to all; when the division of the 
produce of labour, instead of depending … on the accident of 
birth, will be made by concert, on an acknowledged principle of 
justice; and when it will no longer either be, or be thought to be, 
impossible for human beings to exert themselves strenuously in 
procuring benefits which are not to be exclusively their own, but 
to be shared with the society they belong to.1

If one knows anything about John Stuart Mill, it is probably that he 
is revered as one of the “founding fathers” of liberalism – a “paradig-
matic liberal”2 whose defence of free speech remains unparalleled 
and whose On Liberty is still a touchstone for liberals everywhere. He 
championed the rights of women and minorities; stood as a Liberal 
candidate in Parliament; and was vehemently anti-paternalist. Though 
modern liberals have had concerns about his utilitarianism (prefer-
ring a more Kantian foundation for fundamental rights, rather than 
consequentialism), and Mill’s perfectionism is criticized by “political” 
liberals as lacking proper neutrality between reasonable conceptions of 
the good, Mill is viewed by most modern liberals as one of the “giants” 
upon whose shoulders they – as intellectuals and ideologues – stand. 

This is a view with a long history. But it is only part of the story. This 
book seeks to tell the other side. 



4 John Stuart Mill, socialist

By the mid-1840s, Mill viewed himself as a socialist. He did not 
endorse any particular contemporary form of socialism: he was not a 
Marxist, or an Owenite, or even a Fourierist or Saint-Simonian. In-
stead, he put himself “under the general designation of Socialist,”3 
developing his own unique and nuanced view. His form of socialism 
was decentralized, cooperative, and voluntarist. It was rooted in worker 
cooperatives, complemented by some state provision (preferably at a 
local level). He celebrated individuality, eccentricity, independence, au-
tonomy, and difference – but he also vehemently supported relations 
of equality and fraternity; a commitment to the common good; and an 
end to selfishness and the willingness to “get ahead” at the expense of 
others. He hoped we would not merely tolerate, but cherish, difference; 
he also hoped we would feel as badly about not living “in unity” with 
others as we currently do about murdering or stealing from them. He 
looked forward to an end to the “aristocracies of birth” – not just those 
of race, religion, and sex, but also of class and talent. He supported 
collective ownership of property, with the product of common labour 
being distributed according to democratic decisions; he also thought 
we should achieve that through democratic, individual-led processes 
rather than the revolutionary seizure of private assets. His evolutionary 
view of justice would have allowed several possible distributive princi-
ples to be expedient at various points in history, but he called the idea 
of “from each according to their capacities; to each according to their 
needs” a “still higher” principle than any other.4 He was undoubtedly 
a champion of liberty, but he was also fundamentally committed to 
utility, progress, security, equality, and fraternity. 

It is likely that much of this is a surprise. If you have studied politics, 
you probably know Mill the liberal. If you have studied philosophy, you 
probably also know Mill the utilitarian. Debate has raged over whether 
Mill’s liberalism is consistent with his consequentialism. Indeed, some 
advocate a “two Mills” view, whereby Mill is seen as an inconsistent 
thinker, trammelled by his utilitarian upbringing and ultimately advo-
cating two entirely separate and incompatible views.5 Much work has 
been done by “revisionists” (starting with the incomparable work of 
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Alan Ryan) to show that Mill’s huge body of work is in fact consistent. 
My argument follows in this train. But instead of trying to show that 
Mill could consistently be a liberal and a utilitarian, I am interested in 
showing how Mill built all six of his core principles into a consistent, 
nuanced, and socialist whole. This avoids some of the disputes about 
whether a utilitarian can really be a liberal. It also transcends those 
debates, as many simply do not arise when we see Mill as a socialist. 

One might, however, think that Mill is inconsistent in a different 
way. For Mill is the author of On Liberty and not On Socialism. Indeed, 
his Chapters on Socialism are a critical engagement with contemporary 
forms of socialism, not a rallying cry to the cause. How could Mill 
write so many texts advocating “liberal” positions and still think of 
himself as a socialist? Indeed, some have felt this so strongly that they 
advance a different “two Mills” thesis: there is John Stuart Mill the 
liberal, and there is Harriet Taylor Mill the socialist, and somehow 
she managed to force her liberal lover into advocating positions that 
were far removed from his “authentic” views.6 This argument relies on 
taking Mill’s word regarding Taylor’s authoring parts of Principles of 
Political Economy, but not taking his word regarding her co-authoring 
all of On Liberty.7 It also requires us to ignore a wide range of texts 
beyond Principles where Mill’s socialist ideas are evident. Rather than 
seek to blame Taylor for Mill’s socialism, I start from a position of 
assuming that Mill might have been neither deluded nor inconsistent, 
and looking to map how his various commitments make a coherent 
(and – as it transpires – socialist) whole. 

A different answer to the claim that Mill is inconsistent in advocat-
ing “liberal” reforms while calling himself a socialist lies in the fact that 
Mill saw himself as engaged both in immediate political action and in 
theorizing about the future. He saw these two practices as inherently 
connected: he believed we needed a North Star by which to navigate in 
politics as much as in exploration.8 But one might be both – to extend 
the metaphor – sea captain and astronomer. Mill thought many things 
were good about the contemporary regime of individual property 
and that much improvement could be made without fundamentally 
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changing the system. He wholeheartedly believed that the utilitarian- 
radical reforms championed by his father and Jeremy Bentham (or 
something very similar) needed to be implemented to rid Britain of 
the last vestiges of feudalism, and he spent much of his life fighting 
for these reforms (having been trained as a campaigner literally from 
birth). It is neither inconsistent nor hypocritical, however, to think that 
the reforms one currently champions are not the last word in social 
reform, but only necessary steps toward something better. Mill cham-
pioned broadly “liberal” reforms and principles in public debate for 
most of his life, but he changed his mind as to whether these would 
result in the best possible society, or merely a greatly improved society 
that would transition into something much better.9 My argument in 
this book is that this much better future society, which Mill thought 
we ought to consider as the “North Star” even in navigating contem-
porary political reform, was socialist. 

Similarly, although Mill does sometimes use the word “utopia,” and 
the idea of a “North Star,” he was wary of being overly prescriptive. 
Thus, we do not find a detailed blueprint for future societies in Mill, of 
the kind beloved by many of his socialist contemporaries. He thought 
organic trial-and-error would allow the best institutions to evolve over 
time, as education, knowledge, and the human capacity for sympathy 
improved, so long as this process was allowed to proceed in its natural 
way without unfair and illegitimate action on the part of elites, whose 
power would, by this process, by eroded and eventually eradicated.10 In 
an age of increasing combination of labour, the spread of democratic 
institutions, and the widening of suffrage, the world belonged to the 
workers, and they would shape their own futures with, he ardently 
hoped, guidance from those with knowledge and expertise – not just 
academic economists, public philosophers, or elected politicians, but 
also those who had already made progressive experiments in practical 
economics, from profit-sharing to cooperation, and from whose mis-
takes, as well as successes, others could usefully learn.11

Just as he came to see the Benthamite program of reform for which 
he had been raised as standard-bearer as no longer the dernier mot of 
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“fundamental improvement in social arrangements,” so Mill also saw 
that his utopian vision might not be the last word, or the “ideal of 
ultimate improvement.”12 But he thought this vision would be a very 
good start and that it approximated the best we could currently im-
agine to be feasible.13 

One aim of this book is to reconstruct Mill’s utopia, bringing 
together the disparate passages from his extensive collected works that 
shed light on his view of the “ideal.” That is, I aim to lay out in as 
much detail as possible the content of Mill’s socialism. This involves 
using the tools of both the history of political thought and analytical 
political theory. I have tried hard not to fill in any potential gaps “for” 
Mill; I seek only to uncover what is there. I have also approached the 
project without expectations: I have not, that is, made a list of what “a 
socialist” needs to believe, and tried to find it in Mill.14 

Instead, I have traced the development of his ideas and sought to 
understood what Mill himself meant when he called himself a “social-
ist” – in terms of both his own political philosophy and what he under-
stood “socialism” to mean. When we do see what Mill meant, it looks 
like socialism. But this ascription has come after the investigation, not 
before. Indeed, when I first heard that Mill called himself a socialist, I 
was bewildered (as I am sure many others have been): I was pretty sure 
I knew what socialism was, and I hadn’t seen any in Mill, even when I 
went away and read Chapters. In part, this is because I was brought 
up within an understanding of “socialism” as Marxist and/or social 
democratic as practised in northern Europe and still preached (by and 
large) by the British Labour Party. But I was also brought up with 
knowledge of the history of cooperation, and once I had delved into 
Principles, Mill’s claim to a “qualified socialism”15 appeared much more 
plausible. The more I have researched, the more plausible it seems. 

This plausibility is not widely accepted. Although the question of 
whether Mill was correct in his self-identification has been called 
“well-worn,”16 there is no consensus about Mill’s socialism. Indeed, 
most works on Mill do not mention this element of his thinking, even 
where it might be appropriate.17 There have, however, been several 
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articles18 and chapters19 on the topic, and engagements to a greater 
and lesser degree in books on Mill.20 That said, Mill’s socialism has not 
spawned as much debate as his feminism, or the question of how to 
understand his utilitarianism; and nowhere near as much ink has been 
spilled over it as over his harm principle. Moreover, as Wendy Sarvasy 
rightly notes, “Mill’s socialism is rarely taken to pose a serious threat to 
his stature as a theorist of liberal-capitalism.”21 That is, Mill’s socialism 
is almost never seen as something that could undermine the specific 
pedestal later generations have put him upon, or change the place in 
which he has been set in the canon. Yet it does. 

Surveying the then extant literature (in 1985), Sarvsay writes that 
“to account for his confession of socialist leanings” scholars either em-
phasise Mill’s “romantic weakness for the downtrodden” or “his moral 
repugnance for existing industrial conditions,” or they blame Taylor.22 
These views persist today, with some additional rationales, none of 
which allow Mill’s socialism to seriously undermine the view that, 
in the end, he endorsed liberal-capitalism. Several scholars highlight 
what they see as fundamental commitments in Mill’s philosophy that 
make it impossible for him to be a socialist, including to private prop-
erty;23 competition;24 Malthusianism;25 the need for education;26 and 
non-revolutionary methods of reform.27 Relatedly, much of the ex-
ploration of Mill’s socialism treats it as an entirely economic question, 
and one where – ultimately – Mill’s commitment to individuality led 
him to reject socialism in favour of laissez-faire.28 Others argue Mill 
was a Romantic, not a socialist.29

Some go so far as to argue that his interest in, and apparent com-
mitment to, socialism was just a sign of his liberal tolerance and his 
desire to get even the “wrong” side of a debate a fair hearing (perhaps 
merely to prevent the “truth” of liberal-capitalism from becoming a 
“dead dogma”).30 Others conclude that Mill was not a socialist for 
long, and certainly not when he wrote On Liberty, which is seen as 
more “authentic” to the “mature” Mill than his brief “flirtation” with 
socialism.31 In a similar vein, although Jonathan Riley seeks to show 
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that those who entirely deny Mill’s socialist sympathies are mistaken, 
he also seeks to emphasize that Mill left the future “open” between 
socialism and a reformed form of individual property.32 Similarly, Dale 
Miller asserts that the voluntarist, anti-statist nature of Mill’s “social-
ism” is compatible with libertarianism and that Mill’s “socialist” future 
would feature a hybrid system of cooperatives and private ownership.33 
Neither stance challenges Mill’s standing as a liberal-capitalist or a 
theorist of negative liberty, nor asks us to critically reflect on the as-
sumption that Mill’s account of individual liberty entailed a future of 
private-property relations. 

Sarvasy writes that “the main weakness of this approach is that it 
ignores or undervalues Mill’s historical sensibility and preoccupation 
with the dynamics of change,”34 and that is certainly one problem with 
this view. It encourages people to mistake institutions Mill cham-
pioned for now, in his own transitional age, as his view of the best 
institutions humanity could ever have. In turn, this encourages people 
to read Mill’s endorsement of socialism as “the ultimate end” of hu-
manity as him putting off socialism into an unreachable future, thereby 
dismissing it from serious political discussion and endeavour. 

But Mill meant almost the opposite. As Joseph Persky points out, 
Mill adopted the view that all institutions and their underlying prin-
ciples were “transitional” and that they were “good” (or “bad”) relative 
to their specific historical context.35 In the 1830s he called Saint- 
Simonism “the true ideal of a perfect human society … which, like 
any other model of unattainable perfection, everybody is the better 
for aspiring to, although it be impossible to reach it.”36 Though his 
ideas regarding the precise form of socialism that represented this 
“North Star” changed over time, nevertheless the “ultimate end” was 
a standard and guide, not something so far distant it could safely be 
ignored.37 Thus, the approach criticized by Sarvasy leads to confusion 
between Mill’s predictions as to what will happen regarding social-
ist reforms and his opinions regarding what should happen. Lastly, it 
leads to misunderstandings regarding the nuances of Mill’s approach 



10 John Stuart Mill, socialist

to socialism and communism; and the rationale underpinning his en-
dorsement of various forms of socialism arising from considerations of 
whether they were (ultimately) desirable, feasible, and “available as a 
present resource.”38 

Similarly, Sarvasy rightly notes that Mill’s view of history is central 
to the development of his socialism, key to understanding much of his 
writing on the subject, and vital for understanding his proposed meth-
ods of reform. But Mill’s concept of “transitional” and “organic” ages 
alone does not fully explain the extent of his socialist commitments, 
nor the extent of their impact on our understanding of Mill’s concepts 
of liberty, equality, fraternity, security, happiness, and progress.  

Moreover, that it misses this contextual element of Mill’s position is 
not the only problem with this view. Many of these accounts approach 
Mill expecting to find a liberal defending capitalism, and then any-
thing which does not fit this picture is dismissed as not the “authentic” 
or “mature” Mill. Quentin Skinner has pointed out some of the flaws 
with this approach to the history of political thought.39 Although I do 
not entirely embrace a Skinnerian attitude to studying Mill, this is cer-
tainly a problem with some previous commentary on Mill’s socialism. 
A similar problem has beset commentators who think that because 
they can find little that looks like Marxism in Mill, he cannot have 
been a socialist.40 But this, of course, ignores the wide and disparate 
range of political ideas known as socialism before Karl Marx ever pub-
lished a word or even put pen to paper. Perhaps one might argue that 
only Marxism is “really” socialism: but this seems an unwarrantedly 
narrow view of what a “real socialist” might mean. 

Another problem is that the general approach sees Mill’s socialism 
as something “extra” to his “real” political theory (i.e., the ideas in On 
Liberty). But his socialism was not peripheral to his political thought, 
and we see Mill wrestling with the questions of how to balance the 
competing claims of liberty, equality, and fraternity in various texts 
that help contextualize the discussion in On Liberty and are interesting 
in their own right.41 Even this response, of course, privileges On Lib-
erty. Perhaps it is the text, of all of Mill’s oeuvre, that has best stood the 
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test of time, the one to which we still most frequently turn as a source 
of ideas and defences of key freedoms (as, indeed, Mill predicted42). 
But in terms of understanding Mill’s own thought, on his own terms, 
it is not clear that On Liberty ought to have this privileged status as the 
place in which he expounds all – or at least the key tenets – of his pol-
itical philosophy. “Liberty” is only one of six key principles of Mill’s 
political philosophy, the others being happiness, progress, security, 
equality, and fraternity, and these elements get lost, or at least are seen 
out of focus, when we magnify On Liberty as the text in Mill’s opus. 

Bruce Baum has a different criticism of existing approaches, which 
is that we should not be debating “whether Mill, despite his socialist 
self-designation, should be counted as a socialist.” “Whether Mill’s ul-
timate political economic ideal is indisputably a form of socialism is 
less important,” Baum argues, “than the extent to which he provides 
support for the democratic socialist goal of extending democracy and 
the freedom of self-government beyond the state and into modern 
economies.”43 That is, instead of arguing about how we should label 
Mill’s political philosophy, we should be applying his insights, or at 
least seeing that we could recruit him for a modern-day battle over 
freedom and the economy. 

Of course, this relies on a particular methodological view of the 
purpose of studying historical thinkers, and not everyone would agree. 
I concur, though, that fighting over how to label Mill can distract us 
from understanding what he actually had to say. (And on that topic, 
it is certainly worth highlighting Baum’s attempts to take Mill’s so-
cialist commitments seriously, and trace the consistency of his views 
regarding liberty and cooperative socialism.) Like Baum, I think we 
should move on from the question of whether Mill was a socialist, and 
also – to some extent – from the question of what kind, in part be-
cause Mill’s socialism, like so much of his political thought, was unique 
(or, rather, like much of their thought, Mill and Taylor’s socialism was 
unique). On the other hand, this position is far from mainstream in 
Mill scholarship, or in understandings of political philosophy more 
widely. So the argument for Mill’s socialism – however apparently 
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“well-worn” – still needs making. Also, laying out in detail, and at some 
length, the development of Mill’s socialism, its content, and its histor-
ical context helps us better to understand his view, and his critiques of 
contemporary capitalism, as well as what there might be in both that 
is of use to reformers today. 

As with Baum’s work connecting Mill’s commitment to liberty with 
his socialism, Gregory Claeys connects Mill’s anti-paternalism to his 
socialism – again, showing that these two elements of Mill’s political 
philosophy, so often seen as being in tension with each other, are ac-
tually closely linked.44 Sarvasy embraces Mill’s socialism and uses it to 
explain his writings on democracy and, in particular, how Considera-
tions on Representative Government reveals a theory of democracy for a 
transition between capitalism and socialism.45 

Concerning the egalitarian element of Mill’s socialism, John Rawls 
sought to position Mill as a “property-owning democrat” rather than 
a “liberal socialist.”46 As Baum rightly notes, Rawls – and Rawlsians – 
“offer some support for liberal socialism, but chiefly to achieve dis-
tributive justice rather than as a way to maximise freedom.”47 Indeed, 
the two principles of justice deal separately with maximal liberty and 
fair distribution.48 Baum sees Mill as “advanc[ing] a form of liberal 
democratic socialism for the enlargement of freedom as well as to 
realise social and distributive justice.”49 I agree that Mill does see so-
cialism as maximizing freedom and achieving social and distributive 
justice. He also sees it as securing fraternity (alongside security, prog-
ress, and – ultimately – happiness), and this has been underexplored in 
the existing literature. 

Separately to writing on Mill’s socialism, there is increasing interest 
in his concept of distributive justice,50 and his ideas regarding equal-
ity.51 In particular, recently Persky has linked what he sees as Mill’s 
luck-egalitarianism to his socialism, while Piers Norris Turner has 
emphasized Mill’s “democratic egalitarianism,” a position that better 
encapsulates Mill’s view of justice under socialism.52 These questions 
are intimately linked to his socialism – a topic too often dominated by 
the question of Mill’s commitment to liberty. 
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In moving scholarship and understanding forward, then, from what 
has already been written on Mill’s socialism, this book seeks to en-
capsulate the entirety of Mill’s view of socialism: to see Mill as a social-
ist and to understand what that means. This work grows naturally out 
of existing interest in Mill’s socialism; in his account of economic free-
dom; in his egalitarianism; and in his concept of distributive justice. 

As such, one audience at whom this book is aimed is fellow Mill 
scholars. In true Millian fashion, of course, this is the case whether 
you find egalitarianism and fraternity – indeed, whether you find so-
cialism – attractive or not. To the extent that you find new truths here, 
Mill would think it all to the good. To the extent that you find mere 
falsehood, which strengthens your existing reading of Mill, then that 
is all to the good, too. I hope this book will spark fruitful debate on 
Mill’s socialism, his ideas of fraternity, and his egalitarianism, and per-
haps respark some old debates regarding his consistency as a thinker, 
the role of Taylor in his work, and precisely what kind of liberty he 
was defending. 

I hope, too, that there is something here for the “calmer and more 
disinterested bystander,”53 who is less concerned with what Mill had 
to say than in exploring what might be useful ideas for contemporary 
society, whoever said them. That is, one audience at whom the book 
is aimed is other political philosophers, and also politically concerned 
citizens, in the hope that it might contribute to wider debates around 
what “socialism” and “liberalism” might look like, as well as the in-
stitutional arrangements that are compatible (or not) with core Mil-
lian principles. 

It is true that Mill wrote during a stage of capitalism very different to 
our own. An age of Empire and, in most countries, of monarchy. One 
in which communication relied on the handwritten or press-printed 
word; lighting relied on gas or candle wax; railways, steamboats, and 
sailing vessels were the fastest forms of transport; and roads were dom-
inated by foot traffic and horse-drawn carts. Where computing was 
still a dream in the minds of Ada Lovelace and Charles Babbage; cur-
rency was still tied to its value in actual quantities of precious metals; 
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and financial transfers involved physical cash, coin, and bullion. Where 
the factory system was still in its infancy; and where the proletariat was 
still an emerging and far from universal class. Similarly, he was writing 
in a stage of socialism very different to our own. Mill counted himself 
as “under the general designation of Socialist” before 1848, long before 
the emergence of Marxism-Leninism, Maoism, or social democracy – 
before, even, Marx and Engels penned The Communist Manifesto.54

Thus, one might think Mill’s socialist ideas could only be of interest 
to the historian:55 our economies have changed, and socialism has both 
benefited from the insights of Marx and been burdened by the legacy 
of twentieth-century communism. “Socialism,” indeed, is in itself often 
seen as a dirty word, an insult, marking someone out as dangerous. 

One the other hand, though I do not think that finding such con-
temporary relevance is the main task of the history of political thought, 
Mill’s ideas often speak to contemporary concerns. For instance, there 
is increasing acknowledgment that GDP is not a good measure of a 
country’s “success”; that we need to take environmental concerns ser-
iously, which will involve radically changing our relationship to pro-
duction, consumption, and “nature”; and that in “developed” countries, 
many people are working ever longer hours, on stagnant wages, with 
an ever widening gap between rich and poor. All of this echoes Mill’s 
critiques of capitalism. Similarly, there is an increasing interest in solv-
ing some of the world’s current problems by “rewriting the rules” of 
contemporary capitalism, adopting forms of “property-owning dem-
ocracy” and “community wealth building” that might involve profit- 
sharing or cooperation and the kinds of restrictions on inheritance 
that Mill advocated as “first steps” toward progressive social reform; or 
via other ideas we see in his work such as (re-)nationalization of key 
services and universal basic income.56 

To put my own cards on the table: if I didn’t find Mill’s vision ap-
pealing, I would probably not have spent so many years researching this 
same topic. (That said, my main motivation has been to understand a 
puzzle in Mill: investigating one line in his Autobiography has led down 
a remarkably deep rabbit hole!) Though it is not a blueprint for reform, 
I think there is much to be admired in Mill’s socialist vision and in 



 Introduction 15

his organic, peaceful, piecemeal, incremental, grassroots-oriented, au-
thentic approach to social change, and his willingness to engage with 
the processes of actually enacting radical policy via existing economic, 
social, and political institutions. True, this view will probably never 
appeal to certain Marxists, but we need to start recognizing that there 
is much more to socialism than traditional, “revolutionary” Marxism. 
(Where “we” here refers both to academics and to active citizens.) 
Similarly, we need to see that there may be much more to liberalism 
than what is often imagined, and that libertarianism does not have 
a monopoly on what it means to be “liberal,” and to take seriously 
the idea conjured by Rawls of a “liberal socialism,” without necessarily 
needing to adopt a Rawlsian normative or epistemological framework. 

But I also think it is important to read history, and historical fig-
ures, accurately. There may be many ways of reading On Liberty, and 
the rest of Mill’s corpus, which accord with certain specific political 
ideologies. Conscripting Mill for a specific political campaign, how-
ever, is not the same as understanding Mill or explaining his position. 
Mill scholars are at risk of deeply misunderstanding Mill if we see 
him as a “classical,” laissez-faire liberal and not as a socialist. This has 
broader implications: Mill’s arguments for freedom of thought, con-
science, speech, and action are still (arguably) the best that have been 
written; and they are very prominent in political discourse, judicial 
rulings, and social understandings of what it means to be “free.” But 
generations of political philosophers – often with their own political 
motivations born out of an ardent desire to oppose totalitarianism – 
have read Mill’s theory of freedom as wholly “negative” (in Isaiah Ber-
lin’s terminology57), and his economics as a corollary of that, verging 
on the libertarian, defending laissez-faire, limited government, and low 
taxation. This is in part the outcome of seeing Mill solely as the author 
of On Liberty, or of seeing On Liberty as the work that embodies his 
entire political philosophy. 

This is not to say that Mill was not centrally concerned with liberty. 
But he felt that On Liberty would “survive” longer than, say, Principles, 
Considerations, Utilitarianism, or The Subjection of Women not because 
it was the text with the most normative weight, but because it would 
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become increasingly politically salient. This is a practical, political 
rationale, though based on a firm belief in the normative significance 
of the message of On Liberty regarding “the importance, to man and 
society, of a large variety in types of character, and of giving full free-
dom to human nature to expand itself in innumerable and conflicting 
directions.”58 But Mill also had normative commitments to equality 
and fraternity that are equally central to his philosophy, along with 
progress, security, and happiness. 

When we only see Mill as the author of On Liberty, then, we risk 
misunderstanding his entire corpus by looking on that text as the one 
to to which all his others led, or the one superior to all his others. 
We also risk misunderstanding Mill’s concept of liberty itself – as ex-
pressed in the passage from the Autobiography just quoted, for instance, 
it is evidently not as “negative” as is usually believed. 

This is important for liberals, and possibly also important for lib-
ertarians who would like to claim Mill as one of their own. It is also 
important for people who would see themselves somewhere to the left 
of “liberalism.” Traditional Marxists may dismiss Mill’s concern with 
individual liberty and “the free development of individuality” as “bour-
geois individualism,” trapped by contemporary, capitalist ideology. But 
Mill’s commitment to liberty and equality – to trying hard not only 
to imagine what both together would look like, but also to actually 
make that vision a reality – shows he does not privilege “bourgeois” 
freedoms, such as of trade, at the expense of others, such as flour-
ishing. Indeed, the idea that freedom “is the creative manifestation 
of life arising from the free development of all abilities of the whole 
[person]” could come from Mill – though, in actual fact, it comes from 
Marx.59 Similarly, Mill’s idea aligns well with the claim that in a so-
cialist future, “in the place of old bourgeois society, with its classes 
and class antagonism, we shall have an association, in which the free 
development of each is the condition for the free development of all.”60 

Of course, Marx (and Engels) and Mill (and Taylor) had different 
ideas about what “socialism” might look like, and – perhaps even more 
importantly – the process and speed by which modern society might 
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be steered toward an improved, socialist future. The purpose of this 
book is not to persuade Marxists that there might be more similarities 
between Mill and Marx than Marx himself acknowledged (as have 
later writers): though I do think we are still waiting for the definitive 
book on this relationship, this book has no pretences to be it. Instead, 
the purpose of the book is to bring to the world something previously 
unseen – Mill the socialist. 

The book proceeds as follows. In Chapter 1, I tackle head-on some 
of the reasons we might consider the very idea of Mill’s socialism to 
be implausible: between his Benthamite upbringing and his writing 
of On Liberty, where is there space for Mill’s ideas to have expanded 
to include socialism, and why would have he been looking for some-
thing “beyond” classical liberalism? In this chapter, I explore why Mill 
stopped seeing the philosophic-radical commitments of his youth as 
being the last word in social progress. 

In Chapter 2, I consider Mill’s criticisms of laissez-faire capitalism, 
which, in the main, he had been brought up to champion and see as 
the final stage of human progress. I then chart the criticisms Mill felt 
would have bite even against “the régime of individual property … as 
it might be made” in the “old” world and a “new” one.61 In Chapter 3 
I explain what it was Mill found desirable in socialism; what forms of 
socialism (both among those being suggested by contemporaries, and 
his own formulation) he thought humanity might one day be able to 
institute; and whether or not he thought that institution would be de-
sirable. I then consider what changes Mill proposed for people living 
in contemporary Britain and France (with which he was most inter-
ested) to start a gradual, peaceful, piecemeal, voluntary, grassroots led 
movement toward the realization of his preferred form of socialism. 

In Chapter 4 I explore Mill’s core principles (not just “utility,” but 
those secondary principles adherence to which allows us to maximize 
utility – security, progress, liberty, equality and fraternity). Understand-
ing Mill’s commitments helps us see his reasons for preferring socialist 
institutions, and why, at a really fundamental level, he saw himself as 
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“under the general designation of Socialist.” For Mill, it is socialism 
that will achieve the greatest happiness of the greatest number. 

In Chapter 5, I map Mill’s “utopia.” I look at what Mill thought 
society could achieve in terms of change almost immediately, and how 
this would form a “path” toward further developments of socialism, 
some of which he was willing to sketch, though he was opposed to 
looking too far into the future, leaving such decisions for the people of 
that time to make. 

In Chapter 6, I conclude by tracing some of the implications of this 
reinterpretation of Mill for our wider understanding of his thought, 
and dealing with some arguments regarding the longevity or auth-
enticity of Mill’s socialism. In particular, I show how understanding 
him as a socialist might help aid our understanding of what Mill 
meant by “the permanent interests of man as a progressive being,” 
which the harm principle is supposed to protect.62 I also highlight 
that this exploration reveals a number of paths not taken regarding the 
improvement and transformation of capitalism – paths suggested and 
endorsed by someone who is often seen as contemporary capitalism’s 
great champion. This ought to change our understanding not just of 
Mill, but of socialism and the possibilities of social(ist) change that do 
not demand a wholescale, immediate, violent revolution, but instead 
could be brought about in a piecemeal, peaceful and organic manner. 
Mill provides a sophisticated vision of cooperation, egalitarianism, 
human flourishing and social harmony in a decentralized, diverse, free, 
friendly, and “green” society characterized by mutual concern for one 
another’s well-being: it is time we paid due attention to his ideas.



The only actual revolution which has ever taken place in my 
modes of thinking, was already complete. My new tendencies 
had to be confirmed in some respects, moderated in others: but 
the only substantial changes of opinion that were yet to come, 
related to politics, and consisted … so far as regards the ultimate 
prospects of humanity, to a qualified Socialism.1

When trying to understand, or even comprehend the idea of, John 
Stuart Mill’s socialism, it can sometimes seem hard to see where there 
is intellectual, political, or imaginative space for him to develop into 
a socialist. Mill was brought up championing such core classical lib-
eral concepts as representative government, free trade, and limited 
government, and for guides and teachers he had such great figures 
as Adam Smith, David Ricardo and, of course, Jeremy Bentham and 
James Mill.2 In later life he not only wrote On Liberty, one of the clas-
sic liberal texts, but also continued to support representative govern-
ment and universal suffrage;3 favoured female equality;4 stood for the 
Liberal Party in Parliament; sought to bring Governor Eyre to justice 
for rights abuses in Jamaica;5 and was constantly concerned about the 
oppressive and enervating effects of state power, leading him to favour 
limited government, laisser-faire,6 and a raft of political, economic, and 
social freedoms. True, his last work was titled Chapters on Socialism, 
but this was a critical evaluation of the claims of current socialists, not 
a rallying cry to their cause in the way of The Communist Manifesto. 
When, then, could Mill have become a socialist? He appears to have 

chapter one

Socialism as the Means to Maximizing Happiness: 
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been a liberal from cradle to grave. And why should Mill have found 
any element of socialism desirable? He appears to have been com-
pletely committed to a comprehensive liberal program of reform. This 
chapter addresses these questions as a means of clearing the ground 
before the book moves on to a more analytical exploration and assess-
ment of the substantive content of Mill’s socialism. 

In brief, the answer to these questions lies in the specific changes 
to Mill’s philosophy that arose from the “crisis in my mental history”7 
that he underwent in the winter of 1826–27, which left him looking 
for new answers to old questions just at the time he came into con-
tact with Saint-Simonian ideas. In particular, the idea of history pro-
gressing between “critical” and “organic” ages led him to him realize 
that philosophic-radical reforms were also transitional and not the 
“last word” in the historical development of human social institutions. 
Moreover, the idea that economic “laws” of distribution were mutable 
by human endeavour opened up a new landscape of possibilities for 
economic – and thus social and political – organization. Mill found 
the Saint-Simonian aims of collective ownership of property, the re-
quirement that every individual do his or her fair share of labour, and 
remuneration being based on a more socialist principle of justice to be 
“desirable and rational,” and he thought the “proclamation of such an 
ideal of human society could not but tend to give a beneficial direction 
to the efforts of others to bring society … nearer to some ideal stan-
dard.”8 This “ideal standard” was something other than the “ideal” of 
philosophic-radicalism and was the start of the development of Mill’s 
“qualified socialism.”9

Mill ’s  Early “Philosophic-Radicalism”

Mill’s earliest political philosophy, in which he was inculcated from 
birth as part of the infamous educational experiment that constituted 
his childhood, was a species of radicalism.10 Like radicalism more 
generally, it had as its central tenets commitments to representative 
government (including equal electoral districts, the secret ballot, 
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and universal suffrage11); free trade; pursuit of peace as the road to 
international trade; freedom of the press; liberty of speech, action, ex-
change, ownership of property, and religion (including decriminaliz-
ation of atheism); eradication of the power of the aristocracy and the 
established church; and reforms of education, the legal system, and 
the penal code.12 This “radical” political philosophy could be broadly 
described as “liberal,” particularly in its emphasis on formal, legal 
reform; toleration; free trade; and securing equal constitutional rights 
and liberties for all. 

Mill’s early political theory was based on the utilitarian (ethical, 
legal and political) theory of Bentham and James Mill;13 the asso-
ciationist psychology of David Hartley and James Mill; the political 
economy of Smith, Ricardo and (again) James Mill; and the popula-
tion theory of Thomas Malthus.14 He recalls his youthful heroes were 
the Girondins and the philosophes of the French Revolution, and that 
he dreamed “of figuring, successful or unsuccessful, as a Girondist in 
an English Convention.”15 

Mill also says that “from the very earliest period when I had formed 
any opinions at all on social or political matters” he was committed 
to “a principle of perfect equality” between the sexes, “admitting no 
power or privilege on the one side, nor disability on the other.”16 As 
Maria Morales rightly notes, this was a more substantive egalitarian 
commitment than is often assumed, and than was shared by other 
contemporary radicals.17 It is evidently a reason why Mill was drawn 
to the feminist ideas of the utilitarian socialist William Thompson;18 
however, Mill – at this point in time – did not extend this substantive 
egalitarianism beyond gender relations. Although a proponent of rep-
resentative government elected by universal suffrage, for instance, he 
thought (with James Mill) that reform would put the aristocracy on 
their mettle, not abolish them, and felt that “a leisured class … is an 
essential constituent of the best form of society.”19 Even so, his early 
substantive egalitarianism is a point worth bearing in mind as we look 
for “space” in Mill’s political philosophy for him to grow into a “quali-
fied” socialism. 
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Mill had contact with socialism from as early as he had contact with 
radicalism, through his father and Bentham’s links to Robert Owen.20 
( James Mill met Owen through a mutual friend, the Quaker phil-
anthropist William Allen, in London in 1803, and introduced him to 
Bentham, who invested in Owen’s experiments at New Lanark, though 
these were more exercises in paternalism than in the socialism Owen 
would later develop.21)

In 1825, Mill (and a group of friends) debated with Owenites in 
London,22 where Mill showed both knowledge of and admiration for 
Thompson’s work and Owen’s socialism, and professed this “friendly 
debate” was between two groups who had “in view the same great 
end, the improvement of the human race.”23 Mill was not, he says, “an 
enemy to Mr. Owen’s system” because he was “an enemy to no system 
which has for its object the amelioration of mankind.” That said, he 
had several concerns about the Owenite scheme, and he certainly did 
not endorse it. The “Cooperative system” Mill wrote, “might … facili-
tate the attainment of good education, of good laws, and of good gov-
ernment … but yet, the Cooperative system is not the same thing with 
good government, good education, good laws.” 

Owenism, Mill feared, was unworkable, particularly because Mill 
could not see how people would be brought to work when their sub-
sistence was already (at it would be under this scheme) secured whether 
they worked or not.24 It was inefficient, particularly as the start-up costs 
of an intentional community would be very high. This money would 
be better spent directly on reforms. Indeed, Mill said that two-thirds 
of the population would have starved by the time Owen’s Parallelo-
grams were up and running.25 If the money was instead spent directly 
on education and “working upon the press” (particularly regarding 
family planning), in twenty years many of the problems of poverty 
could be solved. Cooperation was not necessary, as self-interest could 
be harnessed in a reformed system of competition to make people as 
happy as they would be under cooperation. Lastly, cooperation was too 
restrictive of liberty, being “in its very nature … a system of univer-
sal regulation,” and it being “delightful to man to be an independent 
being,” there was “pleasure in enjoying perfect freedom of action” such 
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that “to be controlled, even if it be for our own good, is in itself far 
from pleasant.” Thus “other things being alike, it is infinitely better to 
attain a given end by leaving people to themselves than to attain the 
same end by controlling them.” 

Mill, then, up to 1825, certainly knew of the main contemporary 
form of socialism, and professed himself in sympathy with its aims 
(particularly regarding feminism), but he preferred philosophic-radical 
means to effect those ends. However, his own viewpoint was broadly 
“liberal” in terms of goals and the means to achieve them (legal, polit-
ical, and economic reform in favour of laissez-faire, and formal equal-
ity of opportunity). The egalitarian impulse was already there in his 
feminism, alongside his liberal commitment to “independence,” anti- 
paternalism, and widespread personal liberty, and in his genuine con-
cern with the contemporary suffering of the poor. This he blamed, 
in the main, on poor education and bad public morality regarding 
family planning; on bad economic policies aimed at benefiting rich 
landowners; and on bad governmental institutions that had been de-
signed to respond to the interests of an established elite rather than 
to maximize the general happiness. However, Mill was by no means a 
socialist at this point, and his belief in the efficacy and sufficiency of 
the philosophic-radical project meant there was not really the “space,” 
opportunity, or impetus for his views to develop towards socialism. 

Mill ’s  Mental “Crisis” and Reaction against 
Philosophic-Radicalism 

The creation of this “space,” opportunity, and impetus came in the 
winter of 1826–27 when Mill suffered his famous “crisis in my mental 
history.”26 Up to this point, Mill had believed that a life spent bringing 
about utilitarian reforms would ensure not just the greatest happiness 
of the greatest number, but his own personal maximal happiness as 
well. During the winter of 1826–27, however, this zeal was lost when 
he asked himself this simple question: “If everything I am fighting for 
was achieved, would I myself be happy?” The answer, he realized, was 
“No.” Indeed, Mill considered himself incapable of feeling happiness. 
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He lost faith in the principles for which he had been fighting, which 
no longer seemed inspiring or worthwhile; in the educative system 
that had created, in him, a being greatly lacking in emotional capacity, 
and that had poisoned the very wellspring of his motivations; and in 
the program of political reform for which he had been groomed to 
be the standard-bearer. This threw him into a deep depression: “my 
heart sank within me: the whole foundation on which my life was 
constructed fell down.”

Much has been made of this “crisis,” and different ways of inter-
preting it have been offered.27 I want to emphasize that Mill saw it as 
a seminal moment, one that, particularly with hindsight, he recognized 
as marking a break with his Benthamite past and the beginnings of 
his adoption of a new political philosophy of his own making – what 
he calls “the only actual revolution which has ever taken place in my 
modes of thinking.”28 

Attention has previously been paid to how the “crisis” affected Mill’s 
understanding of utility and led him to favour the indirect pursuit of 
happiness through the direct pursuit of the development of one’s own 
individuality (including the active pursuit of a variety of projects one 
reflectively found fulfilling, rewarding, or otherwise important).29 
There has also been some scholarly focus on how Mill’s reassessment of 
associationist psychology’s “doctrine of Philosophical Necessity” after 
his “crisis” led to his adoption of the idea that we had cohesive, “active” 
selves that were at least part-authors of our own actions.30 I want to 
focus on two oft-overlooked elements of Mill’s “crisis” that led to im-
portant changes in his political philosophy specifically regarding the 
possibility and desirability of socialism: first, changes to his philoso-
phy of history, particularly regarding “stages” of human social progress 
and the status of his current age; and second, changes to his political 
economy, particularly regarding the nature of the laws of distribution. 

Neither of these changes was a direct outcome of Mill’s asking him-
self the fateful question regarding the possibility of his own future 
happiness. But they are the outcome of the general re-evaluation of, 
and dissatisfaction with, philosophic-radicalism and, in particular, the 
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views of his father which stemmed from his negative answer to that 
question. Both changes are due, in some part, to his engagement with 
Saint-Simonism, the second form of socialism with which Mill had 
real contact, and which had a good deal of influence over him, though 
the root causes of the change in his opinion lie even earlier. 

Mill and Saint-Simonism

Mill met Henri Saint-Simon in 1820 (while he was staying in Paris 
with Jean-Baptiste Say), but, as Mill notes, this was before Saint-
Simon was known “either as the founder of a philosophy or a reli-
gion.”31 Mill’s first real encounter with Saint-Simonism was in 1828 
when he met Gustave d’Eichthal, a young Saint-Simonian visiting 
England to study the effects of industrialization.32 This was the begin-
ning of a lifelong correspondence and friendship.33 D’Eichthal gave 
Mill several editions of the Saint-Simonian journal Le Producteur and 
a copy of Auguste Comte’s Traité de Politique Positive,34 and these, 
coupled with their extensive correspondence and friendship, were “a 
great influence” on Mill’s life.35 

When Mill first made contact with the Saint-Simonians, their 
ideas were not fully formed. However, he recalled in later life that the 
scheme they “gradually unfolded,” 

under which the labour and capital of society would be managed 
for the general account of the community, every individual being 
required to take a share of labour, either as thinker, teacher, 
artist, or producer, all being classed according to their capacity, 
and remunerated according to their works, appeared to me a far 
superior description of Socialism to Owen’s. Their aim seemed 
to me desirable and rational, however their means might be 
inefficacious.36

Though he was never convinced about “the practicability, nor … 
the beneficial operation of their social machinery,” he thought “the 
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proclamation of such an ideal … could not but tend to give a beneficial 
direction” to other “efforts … to bring society … nearer to some ideal 
standard.” He particularly admired their treatment of “the family” 
and their proclamation of “the perfect equality of men and women, 
and an entirely new order of things in regard to their relations with 
one another.” 

Mill’s sketch gives a good overview of the content of the Saint- 
Simonians’ socialism, highlighting their commitment to collective 
property, communal organization of production and distribution, 
understanding of distributive justice, egalitarianism (particularly re-
garding women), and emphasis on a duty to contribute. There are many 
echoes with Mill’s own views, even though he never fully endorsed 
Saint-Simonism. However, rather than the content of their socialism, 
and whether Mill adopted any of it, in this chapter I am interested 
in two other vital elements of their thought – their understanding of 
history, and their view of the “laws” of production and distribution. 

The Progress of History

One area in which the Saint-Simonians greatly influenced Mill was 
in his philosophy of history.37 Mill’s reaction to the dispute between 
Thomas Macaulay and James Mill regarding the perceived ahistori-
cism of the latter’s Essay on Government revealed to him a fundamental 
difference of opinion with his father. Macaulay charged James Mill 
with writing about politics in such a way that one might think people 
had never previously formed states or made political institutions: 
James Mill’s reply revealed that he did not think history was apposite 
in questions of political theory. Mill was disappointed by his father’s 
response.38 Although he thought our reasoning about politics ought to 
be deductive (and not just inductive, as Macaulay would have it),39 he 
felt that a part of the answer to the question “What are the best polit-
ical institutions?” had to encompass specific questions about what so-
ciety, and at what point of time or progress, these political institutions 
were being designed for. Representative government might be “the 
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best,” and also “best for” late Georgian Britain: but that did not mean 
it was “best” for Norman Britain, or for all contemporary countries.40

Mill first revealed these changes in his view in The Spirit of the Age, 
and they raised outcry from his philosophic-radical friends: Fran-
cis Place said Mill had turned into some kind of German mystic41 
(Thomas Carlyle said the same, but he meant it as a compliment42). 
Mill was “greatly struck” by Saint-Simonian ideas about a “natural 
order of human progress”43 (for Comte, a tripartite scheme),44 and es-
pecially the “division of all history into organic periods and critical 
periods.”45

The Saint-Simonians believed that humanity was constantly 
improving, with people creating institutions that suited their current 
stage of progress in one age, then throwing them off as they became 
unsuitable. Periods of social stability in which the institutions of so-
ciety were universally supported, and there was a prevailing ideology 
that adequately explained the world, were “organic” ages, and those 
in which institutions were being thrown off were “critical” or “transi-
tional” ages. They were critical because the people within them criti-
cized everything about the preceding age, and transitional in that not 
only was the previous age destroyed during them, but the institutions 
of the new, organic, age were built. 

As examples of organic ages, Mill followed the Saint-Simonians 
and offered the periods in Greek and Roman history when the pan-
theon of gods was really believed in, and the mediaeval period when 
the spiritual and temporal power of the Catholic Church was univer-
sally acknowledged. For critical periods he suggested Athens in the 
time of Sophocles, Plato, and Aristotle, and the Reformation, which, 
Mill argued, ushered in a critical period that “has lasted ever since, 
still lasts, and cannot altogether cease until a new organic period has 
been inaugurated.”46 

Mill thought “the distinction between the … critical, & the organ-
ical [sic], epochs” was “one of the most valuable parts of the Saint-
Simon philosophy.”47 That said, he did not wholly adopt the optimism 
of the Saint-Simonian idea of progression: though Mill viewed 
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humanity as infinitely perfectible, and saw history as the story of the 
(non-linear) progress of humanity toward perfection, it is not clear he 
thought we would ever achieve it.48 Perfection was an ever-receding 
horizon toward which humanity was inexorably moving, but it could 
never arrive there, and its progress was best represented by a jagged 
rather than straight line. That said, it is worth emphasizing not only 
that Mill believed human nature was perfectible, but also that it was 
a test of good government if it aimed at improving the people it gov-
erned and allowed them to progress.49

There are several important outcomes of Mill’s adoption of this 
Saint-Simonian view of history, the first one to point out being that it 
opened up the space for an age of future improvement beyond Mill’s 
contemporary age. This he now saw as being (in Europe and America) 
a “critical” age, beginning with the Reformation and ongoing through 
several revolutions. But within every critical age were the seeds of the 
future organic age, and this critical age, too, would end in a new or-
ganic period. The reforms and institutions preferred by his father and 
Bentham might well be the best “critical” institutions – tearing down 
the last vestiges of feudal privilege, hierarchy and structures, and pro-
viding people with the tools to critically assess their previous age and 
free themselves from its trammels – but they were not necessarily best-
suited to the organic age to come. Indeed, they could not be best suited 
to such an age, being inherently “critical,” whereas an organic age 
would need new, organic, institutions to create, govern and reproduce 
it. It is this new organic age that had the potential to be socialist.50 

Here, then, is one way in which, in the aftermath of his “crisis,” a 
space opened up for Mill in which socialism became possible: something 
would come after the philosophic-radical institutions he had previ-
ously championed as the dernier mot of reform and human improve-
ment; his father’s ideas would not be the last word, after all. There is a 
second way in which this space opened up and socialism became more 
possible, which also had to do with changes in Mill’s ideas triggered 
by the Saint-Simonians (though, in this case, Mill says, they were 
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cemented by his relationship with Harriet Taylor).51 This concerns the 
very possibility of important economic institutional change. 

The Laws of Production and Distribution

Mill had been, almost from birth, deeply involved in the growth of the 
relatively new subject of political economy.52 His economics changed 
during his crisis because of his exposure to Saint-Simonians’ thought, 
especially his acceptance of their arguments that private property was 
not necessarily fundamental to securing utility; and that although the 
laws of production are fixed by nature, the laws of distribution are 
man-made. As Mill puts it in the Autobiography, his “eyes were opened 
to the very limited and temporary value of the old political economy, 
which assumes private property and inheritance as indefeasible facts, 
and freedom of production and exchange as the dernier mot of social 
improvement.” The Saint-Simonians had brought home to him “a new 
mode” of thinking.53

This “new mode” “consisted chiefly in making the proper distinc-
tions between the laws of the Production of Wealth … and the modes 
of its Distribution.”54 “The common run of political economists,” Mill 
wrote, “confuse … together, under the designation of economic laws, 
which they deem incapable of being defeated or modified by human 
effort,” the “laws” of production and distribution.55 However, he now 
saw them as distinct. 

The laws of production, Mill continued to believe, are “dependent 
on the property of objects” and thus cannot be changed, bent, or trans-
gressed (think, for instance, of the adage that the world cannot be fed 
from a single plant pot). But the modes of distribution, “subject to 
certain conditions, depend on human will,” and thus distributive out-
comes can be “modified by human effort” and are liable to be evaluated 
on the grounds not just of efficiency but of justice as well. As Mill ex-
plained, “[classical] political economists confuse these together, under 
the designation of economic laws … ascribing the same necessity to 
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things dependent on the unchangeable conditions of our earthly exist-
ence, and to those which, being but necessary consequences of particu-
lar social arrangements are merely coextensive with these.” This leads 
them to assume that “the shares which fall, in the division of the pro-
duce, to labourers, capitalists, and landlords” are “an inherent necessity, 
against which no human means can avail.” 

Mill now thought this was mistaken. Although there were certain 
“necessary consequences of particular social arrangements” that were 
“coextensive” with them, these social arrangements themselves were a 
matter of human choice and construction and thus capable of change 
by human endeavour. That is, capitalism necessitates a certain division 
of the means of production and the product of labour among labour-
ers, capitalists, and landlords. Similarly, feudalism necessitates a par-
ticular division among landowners, freemen, and serfs. However, these 
two divisions are very different, arising from the differences in the sys-
tems themselves. Moreover, both systems are human constructions and 
change as a result of human endeavour. Thus, capitalism as it currently 
existed was not “fixed” but capable of being improved. Indeed, so com-
mitted was Mill to this new truth that he criticized Harriet Martineau 
(and classical, laissez-faire economists like her) for not seeing it, but 
rather assuming that the current economic model was “as little under 
human control as the division of day and night.”56

This view has been much criticized, but Mill’s distinction is both 
plausible and consistent.57 Within any society, however it determines 
distribution, the laws of production are dependent on physical laws. 
Similarly, “given certain institutions and customs, wages, profits, and 
rent will be determined by certain causes,” which are also predictable 
and determined.58 But these causes are themselves the outcome of 
social arrangements (“certain institutions and customs”), and social ar-
rangements are human constructions and can be changed by human 
effort.59 Mill can appear to imply that laws of production are com-
pletely immutable, and that laws of distribution are entirely malleable, 
but this was not his actual position. Rather, he was positing that the 
laws of production (though not necessarily how production is carried 
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out) are immutable because they are “dependent on the properties of 
objects,” for instance, on the fixed fecundity of a piece of land (which, 
no matter what improvements in technology, working practices, and 
fertilization we employ on it does have a maximal limit). The laws of 
distribution are also predictable and “fixed” in the sense that a certain 
set of social arrangements will necessarily lead to a certain set of “co-
extensive” distributions – but the set of social arrangements itself is 
changeable. We might have, for instance, a slave-owning society; or a 
feudal society; or a system with particular rights over landownership 
giving rise to rent; or a system of communal property in not only land 
but all the instruments of production. Each of these will give rise to a 
certain set of “coextensive” distributions, but which of these we have is 
a matter of human choice and endeavour. 

Of course, in this way, the laws of production and distribution are 
interrelated: our “modes of production” (to borrow Marx’s term) are in 
some sense dependent on previous distributions (e.g., of ownership 
rights over, and profits arising from, land, capital, and labour), and 
the social system we have that “gives” our current laws of distribu-
tion depends on what was produced in the past, and how.60 But what 
Mill wanted to emphasize was that distributive outcomes are, to some 
extent at least, dependent on human choice, because the social systems 
with which they are “coextensive” are a matter of human construction 
and can be changed through conscious human action. 

That is, it might be true that a field of a certain size, worked on 
by the maximally efficient labour force with the best technology and 
knowledge, will produce a determinable amount of produce – but 
how the landowner, farmer, technology owner, and day labourers 
divide up that product is not fixed in the same way this fecundity is 
fixed. Human choices have led to a social structure that divides up 
ownership of land, capital, and labour in a certain way – and human 
choices also determine how we apportion the shares to each. It might, 
of course, be true that human psychology is such that if we were to 
apportion the shares differently, we would jeopardize the efficiency of 
production itself (perhaps capitalists simply would not invest in new 
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technology if they were not certain they would receive a larger share of 
the product than labourers). That said, human psychology itself is, to a 
great degree (according to Mill), the product of social institutions and 
structures that are, themselves, human constructions. Improvement in 
education (understood in a very broad sense) can change what people 
are psychologically capable of.61 Distributive outcomes are not outside 
human control or influence in the same way as planetary orbits. In fact, 
distributive outcomes are the product of a particular stage of human 
progress. A feudal society is bound by the same basic fecundity of land 
as a modern society (even though modern society might well exploit 
it much more effectively than feudal society had the technology and 
knowledge to do); how a given society distributes the resources gained 
from that same land must vary as greatly as its political organiza-
tion does.62 

This opens up another “space” in which socialism became not only 
possible but probable. Mill believed that how the resources of soci-
ety are parcelled out is a political decision, and the more people are 
allowed to be a part of that decision-making, the less likely they will 
be to accept that they should sustain an elite in idleness; this is what 
leads them to embrace socialist ideas. Moreover, this at least opens 
up the possibility of other distributions being feasible and possible – 
something that the “modern” school of political economy denied. The 
malleability of the laws of distribution, then, offered the potential for 
something “beyond” classical, laissez-faire economics, something that 
was more open to questions of justice in distributions and more amen-
able to the demands of the workers. In these two ways, the writings of 
the Saint-Simonians opened up a space for Mill beyond contemporary 
society and the philosophic-radical reforms he had previously cham-
pioned as the “last word” in human improvement. 

However, Mill could have believed this without thinking that what 
would come after the reforms he had previously championed could, 
would, or should be socialist. I will address this point in more detail in 
the next chapter, but it is worth noting here that in the 1830s, we see an 
important change in Mill’s ideas regarding at the very least what might 
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come after the existing age, and a strong expression that this would be 
desirable. He writes that the Saint-Simonian scheme is

impracticable indeed – but differing from Owenism, and from 
every other Utopia we ever read of, in this, that the impractic-
ability is only in degree, not in kind; and that while most other 
visionary projects for reforming society are not only impossible, 
but if possible, would be bad, this plan, if it could be realised, 
would be good. It is the true ideal of a perfect human society; 
the spirit of which will more and more pervade even the existing 
social institutions, as human beings become wiser and better; 
and which, like any other model of unattainable perfection, 
everybody is the better for aspiring to, although it be impos-
sible to reach it. We may never get to the north star, but there 
is much use in turning our faces towards it if we are journeying 
northward.63

I do not wish to argue that Mill’s socialism was Saint-Simonian – it 
changed over time and was never wholly Saint-Simonian even in the 
1830s. But statements like this show more than an ambivalent view 
as to what would be good, even if Mill remained unwilling to commit 
himself as to what would actually happen.64 

One task in this chapter has been to show how the space opened up 
for Mill to see the possibilities of reform, and a type of society beyond 
what was imagined by his father and Bentham. Another is to try to ex-
plain why something beyond Benthamite reform might have seemed 
attractive to Mill. These quotes go some way toward showing that 
something beyond Benthamism was attractive. I have already men-
tioned Mill’s commitment to progress and perfectionism – if there was 
room for more progress beyond this critical age, then we might assume 
Mill would think that would be good, given his general commitment 
to progress. And his realization that there could be improvements in 
the division of the product of labour, if human will was harnessed to 
achieving that, allowed him to entertain more radical ideas regarding 
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alleviating the plight of the poor and undoing what he saw as injus-
tices in current systems of distribution beyond what was imagined 
possible by his fellow Benthamites and classical economists. Another 
answer, however, arises from his adoption of the idea of critical and or-
ganic ages, and in particular from his assessment that there was much 
to be desired about organic ages, especially regarding social harmony, 
unanimity of interests, and social cohesion.65 

The “Organic” Nature of an Organic Age 

Mill was persuaded by the Saint-Simonians that history was split into 
“organic” and “critical” ages. “Critical” ages were characterized by wide-
spread skepticism about all past institutions; they were a time when 
the social fabric as well as the political, social, and religious institu-
tions of the previous age were ripped up and reformulated. Mill valued 
much that characterized a “critical” age, but says that he learned in this 
period not to take “the peculiarities of an age of transition in opinion 
… for the normal attributes of humanity.”66 He also disliked much that 
characterized a critical “age of unbelief ”; he preferred, in the long run, 
the Saint-Simonian critique to the conservative “bitterness” of Carlyle:

I looked forward, through the present age of loud disputes but 
generally weak convictions, to a future which shall unite the 
best qualities of the critical with the best qualities of the organic 
periods: unchecked liberty of thought, unbounded freedom of 
individual action in all modes not hurtful to others; but also, 
convictions as to what is right and wrong, useful and pernicious, 
deeply engraven on the feelings by early education and general 
unanimity of sentiment, and so firmly grounded in reason and 
in the true exigencies of life, that they shall not, like all former 
and present creeds, religious, ethical, and political, require to be 
periodically thrown off and replaced by others.67

It was this that attracted him to the tripartite view of history pro-
posed by Comte, who predicted that we were approaching a “positivist” 
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organic age that held out the promise of this “general unanimity of 
sentiment … firmly grounded in reason and in the true exigencies 
of life,” which would, therefore, “not … require to be … thrown off ” 
ever again. 

Mill’s desire for “unchecked liberty of thought” and for “unbounded 
freedom of individual action in all modes not hurtful to others” is fam-
iliar from his famous arguments in On Liberty. But his idea that it 
would be desirable that “convictions as to what is right and wrong, 
useful and pernicious” be “deeply engraven on the feelings by early 
education” is more surprising, given his apparent desire in On Liberty 
that we all be open to changing our opinions, even – perhaps espe-
cially – about such fundamental things as these, where it transpires 
that our opinions are either wholly or partly faulty. It is important to 
emphasize the desire Mill expresses for these convictions to be rooted 
in “general unanimity of sentiment,” as well as his interest in a core ele-
ment of an organic age – that people’s fundamentals concerning ethics, 
political organization, and social structures be shared and fixed, giving 
them a real sense of shared interests and a meaningful “common” good, 
rather than what he elsewhere calls the “irritating sense of contrariety 
of interest”68 that marked contemporary society. 

In the immediate aftermath of his “crisis,” Mill – though on the one 
hand mourning the sense of comradeship he had once shared with 
his fellow philosophic-radicals69 – became concerned that “sectarian-
ism” and “the spirit of argumentation” were not helping the current 
critical age grow into a new, organic age, but merely unduly extending 
it.70 Mill was concerned to “strengthen the sympathies” not only with 
those who agreed with him, but also with “those who differ,”71 and he 
disliked the antagonism that, he felt, characterized his contemporary 
critical age. 

This desire to “strengthen the sympathies” was an important ele-
ment of Mill’s utilitarianism, as Jonathan Riley has rightly argued, 
emphasizing Mill’s claim that we all have a desire to live in unity with 
our fellows.72 Thus, Riley argues, when it comes to actions that can 
rightfully be called right or wrong, Mill thought there ought to be 
harmony between our actions and feelings and the feelings and aims of 
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others.73 Thus, Riley includes social harmony as one of the “permanent 
interests of man as a progressive being,” which is how Mill parsed what 
he meant by “utility in its largest sense.”74 Social harmony in this way 
becomes not merely conducive to happiness but a part of it. That is, Mill 
thought we are happier when we are in sympathy with others and not 
in conflict with them, and when there is social stability of the kind that 
characterises an “organic” age. Similarly, he thought that “free institu-
tions are next to impossible … among a people without fellow-feeling” 
because “the united public opinion, necessary to the working of repre-
sentative government, cannot [then] exist.”75 This desire for social har-
mony, unanimity of sentiment, and “fellow-feeling” as core elements 
of happiness, and as necessities for good government, stemmed from 
his mental “crisis” and was quite different from the Benthamite utili-
tarianism that he previously endorsed. It is most evident in his analysis 
of, and discomfort with, class struggle and antipathy. 

We see this critique as early as 1831, when Mill criticized the “laissez-
faire spirit of the prevailing philosophy,” which, he said, is “the idea 
by which, either consciously or unconsciously, nine-tenths of the men 
who can read and write, are at present possessed.”76 This view led men 
to believe “that every person, however uneducated or ill-educated, 
is the best judge of what is most for his own advantage, better even 
than the man whom he would delegate to make laws for him.” The 
result of this “is to make mankind retrograde, for a certain space, to-
wards the state of nature, by limiting the ends and functions of the 
social union, as strictly as possible, to those of a mere police.” “The 
idea,” he added, “that political society is a combination among man-
kind for the purpose of helping one another in every way in which 
help can be advantageous, is yet a stranger to the immense majority of 
understandings.” Evidently, this view is the one Mill preferred. 

Indeed, in a letter to Carlyle, Mill directly linked the idea of laissez-
faire (as an economic principle but also as a broader principle of social 
philosophy) with the work of the “critical” age.77 It was a “negative” 
principle that “has work to do yet, work, namely, of a destroying kind, 
& I am glad to think it has strength left to finish that, after which 
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it must soon expire: peace be with its ashes when it does expire, for 
I doubt much if it will reach the resurrection.” “I wish you could see 
something I have written lately about Bentham & Benthamism,” he 
added, “but you can’t.” We, however, can. And in it we see criticism of 
Bentham for having a philosophy that, though it had many advantages 
for application to legislation, was “apt to fail in the consideration of the 
greater social questions – the theory of organic institutions and general 
forms of polity.”78 These questions, Mill said, relate not merely to the 
consequences of individual actions, and how best to create legislation 
that will harness even the individual least in tune with the general 
interest to act in accordance with the general happiness by making 
the commission of crime too costly; but also to “the great instruments 
of forming the national character; of carrying forward the members of 
the community towards perfection, or preserving them from degener-
acy.” As Mill noted, these were not things with which Bentham was 
concerned. But, Mill said, “this signal omission is one of the greatest 
deficiencies” of Bentham’s “speculations on the theory of government.”

Here, then, we get a sign of Mill’s concern with “organic institu-
tions” and, indeed, with a theory of how to bring them about. We also 
see signs of his perfectionism, and a notion that, while individuals are 
each individually perfectible, they are also members of a community 
that itself is capable of perfection, and that this community can have, 
or can at least impart to people, a “character” that differs from com-
munity to community. It is this “character” that would embody the 
common, communal “common sense” or shared knowledge of right 
and wrong and the other important attitudes sketched above. 

Mill furthered this line in Coleridge. Here, he said, “the third es-
sential condition of stability in political society, is a strong and active 
principle of cohesion among the members of the same community or 
state.”79 This “strong and active principle of cohesion,” he immediately 
went on to say, is not what is vulgarly thought of as “nationalism.” That 
is, it is not based on “senseless antipathy to foreigners,” “indifference 
to the general welfare of the human race,” “or unjust preference for 
the supposed interests of our own country.” Instead, Mill meant “a 
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principle of sympathy, not of hostility; of union, not of separation”; 
“a feeling of common interest among those who live under the same 
government, and are contained within the same natural or historical 
boundaries”; “that one part of the community do not consider them-
selves as foreigners with regard to another part; that they set a value 
on their connection; feel that they are one people, that their lot is cast 
together, that evil to any of their fellow-countrymen is evil to them-
selves; and do not desire selfishly to free themselves from their share of 
any common inconvenience by severing the connection.”

He cited as good examples of states that have enjoyed this “com-
munity of interests,” “those ancient commonwealths” such as Rome, 
which “succeeded in establishing the feeling of a common country 
amoung [sic] the provinces of her vast and divided empire.” It is strik-
ing that ancient Rome is one of his examples of an “organic age.” Mill 
went on to criticize “the French philosophers of the eighteenth cen-
tury,” who were among his childhood heroes, for “overlook[ing]” “these 
essential requisites of civil society” and “disregard[ing] the elementary 
principles of the social union.” Conservatives rightly noted the need 
for these “elementary principles,” but these “critical” thinkers preoccu-
pied themselves with weakening government and thus destroying the 
bad institutions and “unsettling everything which was still considered 
settled, making men doubtful of the few things of which they still felt 
certain; and in uprooting what little remained in the people’s minds 
of reverence for anything above them, of respect to any of the limits 
which custom and prescription had set to the indulgence of each man’s 
fancies or inclinations, or of attachment to any of the things which 
belonged to them as a nation, and which made them feel their unity 
as such.” 

Thus, though Mill admitted that “when society requires to be re-
built, there is no use in attempting to rebuild it on the old plan,” 
he feared the French revolutionaries “threw away the shell without 
preserving the kernel; and attempt[ed] to new-model society without 
the binding forces which hold society together.” 
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Here, then, we see Mill’s new-found realization that there are such 
“binding forces,” and a new-found commitment to the importance of 
a certain kind of social unity, based on “a principle of sympathy” and 
“union”; on “a feeling of common interest”; on a sense that our “lot is 
cast together” as a community that entails a willingness to shoulder 
burdens arising from this connection; and on a valuing of this con-
nection and “community of interests” in its own right. This is echoed 
in his criticism of the “laissez-faire” that “[c]ivilisation … calls tol-
erance,” which, though it no longer puts a “moral hero” to death for 
heresy, ensures he will “be everywhere ill spoken of, and … fail in all his 
worldly concerns; and if he be unusually fortunate he may, perhaps, be 
so well treated by the rest of mankind, as to be allowed to be honest in 
peace.”80 Mill here was evidently concerned that contemporary “toler-
ation,” though devoid of violence, was also devoid of “sympathy” with 
one’s fellow-men, whom we would happily see “fail in all his worldly 
concerns” because we disliked their moral views. 

It was because of this lack of sympathy that in 1839 Mill expressed 
his hope to see a new “Reform Party” that would build a coalition be-
tween the middle and working classes, which would breed “goodwill” 
between the classes. He hoped especially that the middle classes would 
do as they should, and support working-class efforts to set up workers’ 
cooperatives to “carry on the great operations of industry independ-
ently of individual capitalists, independently of inequality of wealth 
and the irritating sense of contrariety of interest” that characterized 
contemporary society.81 It is not that Mill was convinced that these 
socialist experiments would work. If they did, he wrote, it would be 
good. But if they did not, it would still be good, in that they would 
provide a useful “instruction … in political economy” to workers that 
these “utopian” schemes were not the route to their improvement, and 
that, instead, they should pin their hopes on philosophic-radical re-
forms to existing capitalism. That is, they should look to “correction of 
the abuses of government; the improvement of their own habits, and a 
due proportioning of their numbers to the field of employment” either 



40 John Stuart Mill, socialist

through colonization or “forbearing to call them into existence” (i.e., 
family-planning) to improve their lot. 

Mill still put his faith, then, in philosophic-radical reforms as the 
most useful immediate course of action to improve society and, in par-
ticular, the position of the poor. But he was evidently worried about 
“the irritating contrariety of interests” that marked contemporary so-
ciety. He called for the working classes – and particularly the Chartists 
campaigning for universal suffrage – to cast their desire for reform not 
in terms of “predominance” but rather in terms of “equal justice”; and 
for the middle classes to give a fair hearing and response to the right-
ful demands of the workers for this “equal justice.” “If ever democratic 
institutions are to be obtained quietly,” he wrote – that is, without a 
violent revolution – “a great change in the sentiments of the two great 
classes towards each other must precede the concession” of power. 

This critique of contemporary society as “critical” (i.e., “not organic”) 
in the sense of there being this “irritating contrariety of interests,” in-
stead of the kind of harmony of interests based on shared understand-
ings of right and wrong; sympathy with our fellow-men; and a sense 
of “community of interests” that we not only recognize but value, is 
something that developed in Mill’s thought as he came to critique his 
initial philosophic-radicalism in the aftermath of his mental “crisis.” It 
is a further indication of his opening to the realization that his fath-
er’s preferred reforms were not the “last word” in maximizing human 
happiness, and improving society, as he had previously thought them 
to be. And, although evidently Mill discovered this thought through 
not only the socialist Saint-Simonians, but also conservatives such as 
Carlyle and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, it is an important element of 
what attracted him to socialism (which coined this new word because 
of its emphasis on the “social”) and opened up the conceptual “space” 
for his own form of socialism to develop. That is, it was another area 
in which he found his early political philosophy wanting, and it was 
something that continued to inform the development of his “mature” 
political philosophy as he searched for the best way to build not only a 
new organic age, but perhaps the final one (a task that would include, 
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of course, finding the best kind of architectural blue-print to try 
and follow). 

Even though we might expect Mill (from On Liberty, at least) to 
favour the characteristics of a “critical” age, he found key elements of 
both ages to be not only desirable but vital for maximizing human 
happiness. Besides supporting freedom of speech, thought, and action, 
he admired the “organic” elements of harmonization of interests and, 
indeed, core views regarding the “fitness” of social, religious, and polit-
ical institutions for society and individual life/happiness being shared 
by everyone in society to such an extent that they were almost not 
even recognized as such, but seen as “natural” (a useful at least partial 
synonym for “organic”). 

One might, of course, think this was just an aberrant reaction to 
his “most extreme Benthamism,”82 and that a later move away from 
writers such as Carlyle and Coleridge might evidence a move back 
toward endorsing “critical” rather than “organic” societies. This is not 
the case. These same ideas are visible in Mill’s concern regarding class 
warfare from the 1840s onwards;83 in his writing about good govern-
ment in the 1860s;84 in Utilitarianism;85 and in his Autobiography.86 
Instead, this was a concern that grew on Mill as he critically reflected 
on contemporary political, social, and economic institutions and read 
the works of the Saint-Simonians, Carlyle, and Coleridge, finding in 
them something that was lacking in Benthamism. It would remain a 
central concern throughout his life. 

Conclusion 

When trying to understand the idea of Mill’s socialism, it can seem 
hard to see where there is intellectual, political, or imaginative space 
for Mill to have developed into a socialist. Knowing his upbringing, 
the arguments of On Liberty, and his commitment to “laisser-faire the 
general rule” in Principles of Political Economy, it can seem as though 
he found “classical” liberalism sufficient from cradle to grave. However, 
Mill’s mental “crisis” in the winter of 1826–27 opened up conceptual 
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space in at least three ways, which made him reassess, and ultimately 
find wanting, his original philosophic-radicalism. 

The future scope of human society opened up to a greater dis-
tance with Mill’s realization that he lived, not in an “end of history,” 
but merely in a “critical age” that would eventually be replaced by an 
“organic” one. The institutions championed by his father, Bentham, 
and his fellow philosophic-radicals were sufficient and indeed ideally 
suited for the contempory age, but not for a future age. This must in-
volve further political reform, including the building of a new social 
cohesion and harmony. It would also necessitate further economic 
reform: the modes of distribution that were championed by his father 
and other political economists were only attendant on those institu-
tions – they were not necessarily the “best” for all time. Indeed, given 
the relationship between the laws of distribution and social institu-
tions (which were a human construction), as humanity built new insti-
tutions, modes of distribution would also have to change – preferably 
into something (even) more just than what his father championed. 
This, and the new sense of social solidarity, would greatly improve 
human happiness in ways that Bentham, for instance, had missed in 
his analysis of utility. In this way, then, Mill’s “crisis,” and the means by 
which he sought to recover from it – and in particular his engagement 
with Saint-Simonian thought – led him to “a qualified socialism,” the 
content and development of which the rest of this book will explore.



I had seen little further than the old school of political econo-
mists into the possibilities of fundamental improvement in 
social arrangements … The notion that it was possible to go 
further … in removing the injustice – for injustice it is whether 
admitting of a complete remedy or not – involved in the fact 
that some are born to riches and the vast majority to poverty, I 
then reckoned chimerical ... In short, I was a democrat, but not 
the least of a Socialist.1 

John Stuart Mill records that his mental “crisis” brought about the 
only “revolution” that ever occurred in his thinking – but that still to 
come were substantial changes to his views regarding “political econ-
omy,” changes that, particularly through the 1840s and early 1850s, led 
him away from his initial views toward something “under the general 
designation of Socialist.”2 The previous chapter explored how his re-
action to his “crisis” carved out the necessary “space” for a possible 
socialist future. 

In that chapter, I noted that Mill referred to Saint-Simonism as the 
“North Star” by which we should navigate social reform. He did not 
think the Saint-Simonians’ scheme practicable, but he did think that, 
if it was, it would be desirable. But at least in the 1830s, Mill was not 
sanguine about the world changing to such an extent that their scheme 
would soon be practicable. Moreover, as in the 1820s, he thought that 
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a great deal of progress could be achieved within the framework of 
individual property, so long as it was substantially reformed. Given 
that this aim was more “available as a present resource”3 than any type 
of socialism, he felt this should be the focus for contemporary reform, 
though guided by the “ultimate” of human progress as represented by 
the Saint-Simonian “North Star.” 

Mill describes this reformed system of individual property in Prin-
ciples as “the régime of individual property, not as it is, but as it might 
be made.”4 In the 1830s and early 1840s, his ideas as to what this might 
look like were developing beyond the traditional Benthamite reforms 
to those of primogeniture and entails he had used to champion. 

Importantly, this “régime” would not look precisely like “laissez-faire” 
capitalism – at least not as Mill (and his contemporaries) understood 
it, or as we generally understand the term.5 This is worth emphasizing, 
because Mill is generally seen as a proponent of laissez-faire, and this, 
in turn, is used as a reason for thinking it impossible he could ever 
“really” be a socialist.6 Mill’s concerns with laissez-faire have their roots 
in his mental “crisis,” and it may be that he was trying to maintain a 
distinction between classical views of laissez-faire and his own pos-
ition in Principles, where he uses the esoteric spelling “laisser-faire.”7 
Certainly what he says there should be “the general rule” is not what is 
usually understood by the term, though it fits within the general sense 
of “leaving alone.” 

Moreover, Mill had concerns about the contemporary concept of 
laissez-faire capitalism; indeed, he had concerns about the existing 
regime of individual property, and about such regimes more broadly. 
These might, in a final determination by the people of the future, turn 
out to be lesser evils than those inherent in socialism (and particularly 
communism), but it is worth flagging the fact that Mill did have these 
concerns and did not simply or wholeheartedly endorse regimes of 
individual property (be they laissez-faire, laisser-faire, or some other 
variety). This is important, in part because it weakens the prevailing 
view of Mill as a supporter of not only laissez-faire but also capitalism 
more widely (perhaps as an inherent part of his liberalism), and in 
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part because it helps us see what Mill found attractive in certain kinds 
of socialism. 

In this chapter I first sketch Mill’s criticisms of the contemporary 
usage of “laissez-faire” and show what he meant by his term “laisser- 
faire.” I then consider the other criticisms of capitalism he mounts, 
some of which may only be criticisms of contemporary capitalist prac-
tices (and thus not necessarily flaws with capitalism per se), but some of 
which confront more fundamental problems that would apply to any 
system of private property. These are criticisms made on the grounds 
of justice and equality; freedom and individuality; the social ethos; 
proto-environmentalism; and efficiency. Not all of them can be over-
come even in a much-reformed system of individual property, which 
always leads to inequality. In understanding Mill’s critique of even 
ideal regimes of individual property, we will be able to see what led 
him to socialism. 

Mill’s  Critique of “Laissez-Faire”

Bruce Baum is right to note that one ought not to confuse Mill’s com-
mitment to individual liberty with laissez-faire.8 What Mill defends in 
On Liberty is complete individual freedom in a self-regarding sphere; 
and he explicitly says that “trade is a social act” – that is, it is not a 
self-regarding action9 – though “laisser-faire” ought to be “the general 
rule.”10 That Mill did not mean by this the same thing as his con-
temporary supporters of laissez-faire had in mind, however, is clear 
from his early critiques of the term,11 critiques he develops more fully 
in Principles. 

According to Mill, the doctrine of laissez-faire sets out to limit gov-
ernment to as little as is necessary for enforcing promises and pro-
tecting people from force and fraud.12 Mill makes several criticisms of 
this principle, but the main thrust of his argument is that this doctrine 
does not properly define the legitimate functions and limits of govern-
ment.13 That is, it does not encompass some legitimate functions of the 
state (e.g., the state managing property on the behalf of “incompetent” 
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heirs, and, more fundamentally, the necessarily social determination of 
property rights themselves). Moreover, it allows for some illegitimate 
functions (e.g., wrongly enforcing the promise to be a slave). It ought 
not, then, to be the guiding principle of our economic policy. 

That said, he thought there was merit in some arguments put for-
ward by proponents of laissez-faire. He disagreed with the argument 
that the government would become overburdened if it did more than 
protect people from force and fraud, and enforce their promises, point-
ing out that no one expects one single government department to deal 
with every governmental interference/action.14 However, he did agree 
that there should be an inviolable “circle” around people, interference 
with which by the government should be opposed.15 He also thought 
we ought to be wary of any extension of government power, for this 
could lead to the tyranny of the majority and a decline in individual-
ity – though, of course, this entailed caution, not an outright ban.16 He 
also agreed that government provision can often be inefficient, espe-
cially as individuals are generally better judges of their own interests 
than civil servants. Lastly, he concurred with proponents of laissez-
faire in their belief that the habit of relying on the government for 
things to be done for one breeds the wrong kind of character in a 
nation, leading to a people incapable of doing things on their own 
collective agency and initiative. 

However, Mill fundamentally disagreed with the premise upon 
which laissez-faire, as an economic and a social doctrine, was predi-
cated. This viewed society as a conglomeration of individuals, held 
together as minimally as possible by a government (the classic “night-
watchman” view of the state). On this view, government – and indeed 
society – are necessary evils, which allow everyone to safely pursue 
their own interests. Mill did not endorse this idea of society, writing, 
rather, that society could be a “combination among mankind for the 
purpose of helping one another in every way in which help can be 
advantageous.”17 In a similar vein he extolled Comte’s idea regarding 
labour. This, he said, “has great beauty and grandeur in it,” and real-
ization of it “would be a cultivation of the social feelings on a most 
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essential point.”18 Comte’s idea was “that every person who lives by any 
useful work, should be habituated to regard himself as not an individ-
ual working for his private benefit, but as a public functionary; and his 
wages, of whatever sort, not as the remuneration or purchase-money 
of his labour, which should be given freely, but as the provision made 
by society to enable him to carry it on, and to replace the materials and 
products which have been consumed in the process.” 

Comte noted that “in modern industry everyone in fact works much 
more for others than for himself ” because “his productions are to be 
consumed by others, and it is only necessary that his thought and im-
agination should adapt themselves to the real state of the fact.” Mill 
expressed a concern that things were not quite so simple, for “a strong 
sense that he is working for others may lead to nothing better than 
feeling himself necessary to them.” This feeling, instead of prompting 
us to “freely giv[e] … his commodity, may only encourage him to put 
a high price on it”: 

What M. Comte really means is that we should regard work-
ing for the benefit of others as a good in itself; that we should 
desire it for its own sake, and not for the sake of remuneration, 
which cannot justify doing what we like: that the proper return 
for a service to society is the gratitude of society: and that the 
moral claim of any one in regard to the provision for his per-
sonal wants, is not a question of quid pro quo in respect to his 
co-operation, but of how much the circumstances of society 
permit to be assigned to him, consistently with the just claims of 
others. To this opinion we entirely subscribe.19

Setting wages via the market may, Mill acknowledged, “represent 
a practical necessity,” but, he insisted, it did not “represent … a moral 
ideal.” Civilization may – as yet – not be able to organize things any 
better “that this first rude approach to an equitable distribution … 
But … the true moral and social idea of labour is in no way affected” 
by that. 
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This passage shows how different Mill’s view was to traditional 
laissez-faire and explains that even when he says “laisser-faire the gen-
eral rule” he means both “for now” and also that this is a compromise 
with the current state of human nature and reality, not a normative 
ideal. Mill’s “ideal” view of society, and of work, is fundamentally 
opposite to libertarianism and to the atomistic view of society that 
underpins the moral case for laissez-faire. 

Among other things, this view gave Mill a fundamentally differ-
ent outlook on what society, and government, was for to supporters of 
laissez-faire. This led to Mill allowing a broader scope for both coercive 
(“authoritative”) and what he saw as non-coercive (“non-authoritative”) 
governmental actions than traditional supporters of laissez-faire would 
have allowed.20 

According to Mill, authoritative governmental actions impact on in-
dividual liberty in inhibiting, regulatory, or coercive ways. They are not 
necessarily bad in themselves – the authoritative prohibition of murder 
is, for instance, both necessary and good. What is bad is too many 
authoritative actions, especially those that extend into “self-regarding” 
areas. As Mill put it, “the authoritative form of government inter-
vention has a much more limited sphere of legitimate action” than 
non-authoritative actions, and “there are large departments of human 
life from which it must be unreservedly and imperiously excluded.” 
Non-authoritative actions are not coercive: instead, they help individ-
uals achieve their aims, often through the provision of services. These 
are not coercive, for the government has no monopoly on the services 
and does not mandate their use. 

Mill set out guidelines as to what authoritative and non-authori-
tative actions are justified, and preferable, in Principles. They do not 
fit under the heading of “enforcing promises, and prevention of force 
and fraud” favoured by proponents of laissez-faire. Regarding authori-
tative interferences, Mill declared that where people cannot look after 
their own interests, the government has to step in and look after them 
for them (an obvious example being children – Mill insisted that the 
government should appoint either family members or its own officials 
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to look after them if their own parents are dead, or not doing their 
duty).21 The government should interfere authoritatively with con-
tract-making in order to ensure that no one can sign away their future 
irrevocably – this edict stretches from voluntary slavery (banned en-
tirely) through marriage (which should only be allowed if it is dis-
solvable) to employment contracts (where people should be prevented 
from agreeing to either pay or conditions without the contract being 
negotiable at regular and frequent intervals).22 Mill also argued that 
the government can authoritatively decree that all its citizens must 
be educated.23 Furthermore, the government should interfere au-
thoritatively to enforce acts that are already generally willed but that 
cannot be enacted without executive action (i.e., to solve coordination 
problems): his prime example is legislation limiting working hours.24 
Lastly, Mill argued that the government should be charged with street 
cleaning and lighting and other aspects of public health.25 

Mill also endorsed several non-authoritative interferences. One of 
these was a monopoly on the coining of money.26 Another was mu-
nicipal ownership, and provision, of utilities such as gas and water; 
yet another was state ownership/provision of means of communica-
tion such as canals, roads, and railways.27 Regarding the efficiency and 
utility of government management of such things, Mill pointed out 
that the same arguments arose against their provision by the joint-
stock companies that at the time were responsible for their provision.28 
Moreover, though there was ostensible competition between provid-
ers, these joint-stock companies were monopolies in all but name. That 
being the case, the public might as well benefit from the monopoly 
profits rather any private individuals – indeed, Mill seems to have 
thought there was a greater claim of utility, perhaps even justice, in the 
government maintaining these monopoly profits, for there would be 
injustice in allowing an individual to reap the profits of import levies. 

Mill also supported, as a non-authoritative interference, government 
provision of education.29 Education in government schools would not 
necessarily be free; rather, it would be means-tested. However, all chil-
dren were to be assured of an education, even if their parents did not 
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have the means to pay for it.30 He also approved the provision of a 
poor law, at least at a basic level of subsistence and in “less-eligible” 
conditions, in order to prevent anyone from dying because they were 
destitute,31 and he supported the orchestration of acts of public benefit 
that it would be difficult to organize privately, such as geographical 
exploration and research in both science and the arts, including “en-
dowments” for “the learned class.”32 

In brief, Mill supported a number of government interferences that 
could not be justified under the principles of laissez-faire but that could 
be justified by Mill’s assertion that society should be a combination of 
individuals seeking to help one another and by his idea that a real pol-
itical community is one in which “one part of the community do not 
consider themselves foreigners with regard to another part,” but “set a 
value on their connection” and “feel … that their lot is cast together” 
and therefore will pay, or do, “their share of any common inconven-
ience,” including helping shoulder common burdens even where this 
might involve provision of services they themselves may never need 
nor desire.33 

Moreover, contrary to most definitions of laissez-faire, Mill em-
braced not only governmental interference in the market but also trade 
union action.34 Indeed, he went so far as to say that any market without 
trade unions (or similar) would not really be free, because only when 
working people can associate to protect their interests as labourers can 
they “higgle,” and thus ensure that the real market wage is being of-
fered, not the one that employers can impose as they see fit because 
they hold more power.35 This is a very different picture than is usually 
offered by adherents of laissez-faire, and shows that what Mill felt was 
a “positive good” that could be secured by governmental interference 
was of a far wider scope than many would assume. 

Mill’s view of “laisser-faire,” then, is not usually what is under-
stood as “laissez-faire capitalism.” When Mill says “laisser-faire the 
general rule,” what he has in mind is the right “general rule” for “the 
present stage of human improvement,” as the passage from Auguste 
Comte suggests. That is, this whole long section of Principles has for 
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its subject what Mill said “the political economist, for a considerable 
time to come, will chiefly be concerned with,” which is, “the conditions 
of existence and progress belonging to a society founded on private 
property and individual competition,” where, he thought, “the object 
[which] ought to be principally aimed at … is not the subversion of 
the system of individual property, but the improvement of it, and the 
full participation of every member of the community in its benefits.”36 
But this means “laisser-faire” is only “the general rule” within a system 
of individual property. It does not mean this system had moral prior-
ity for Mill, in and of itself. And it does not mean he was endorsing 
even his own version of laisser-faire as the “dernier mot of legislation.”37 
Indeed, we can see that Mill really saw it as the expedient response to 
actual contemporary conditions – conditions he sought to change. 

Moreover, not only was Mill not a supporter of “laissez-faire” as 
either we, or his contemporaries might understand it, but the very 
fact that he thought “the system of individual property” was capable 
of “improvement” shows he was not an uncritical supporter of con-
temporary capitalism. I now consider Mill’s critiques of contempor-
ary capitalism more broadly – that is, beyond, his concerns regarding 
the doctrine of laissez-faire – before going on to consider which of 
these criticisms might remain unmet even by “the system of individual 
property” that had been “improved” such that “the full participation 
of every member of the community in its benefits” had been secured. 
That is, even by the “régime of individual property, not as it is, but as it 
might be made.”38 

Mill ’s  Criticisms of Contemporary Capitalism 

Evidently, Mill much preferred the current system of individual prop-
erty to feudalism – it was more productive and efficient, offering a 
chance to eradicate poverty, and it went hand-in-hand with important 
advances in knowledge and with political and social reforms such as 
representative government, civil liberties, and the destruction of inher-
ited and established privilege. When faced with paternalist theorists, 
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Mill clearly argued against what was being hailed as a “return” to 
feudal relations of dependence and protection as inappropriate, un-
suitable, and outdated, as well as arguing that such relationships never 
really existed as anything other than exploitation, conquest, and use 
of force.39

However, Mill was not an uncritical supporter of capitalism, offer-
ing five grounds for criticizing contemporary institutions.40 First – in-
efficiency and waste. Capitalist production was often inefficient and 
wasteful, for three reasons. One, because the worker had no interest in 
anything other than working as little as possible for his or her wage 
and only worked diligently when directly under their master’s eye.41 
Two, because it devoted “the greater part” of society’s “unproductive 
labour”42 to “objects” of “little worth.”43 Three, because it involved so 
many “mere distributors” taking an “enormous portion of the produce 
of industry.”44 

Second – liberty and individuality. So strongly did Mill feel this 
that he wrote, “the restraints of Communism” (of which he lists sev-
eral) “would be freedom in comparison with the present condition of 
the majority of the human race.” Most contemporary labourers had 
little or no choice of occupation or freedom of movement, and were 
“practically as dependent” on “fixed rules” and “the will of others” as 
they could be, short of slavery. Moreover, half the world’s population 
(women) lived in “entire domestic subjection.”45 Lastly, On Liberty cri-
tiques the lack of opportunity for the “free development of individu-
ality,” and limited civil liberties enjoyed, in a society with individual 
property (though the critiques do not only apply to such a society). 

Third – equality and justice. Capitalist distribution was so illegitim-
ately unequal, wrote Mill, that “attempts … to defend private property, 
on the ground of justice, must inevitably fail” because “the distinction 
between rich and poor, so slightly connected as it with merit and de-
merit, or even with exertion and want of exertion in the individual, 
is obviously unjust.”46 He thought it was unjust that “some are born 
to riches and the vast majority to poverty”;47 that some people, who 
were perfectly capable of labouring, “were exempt from bearing their 
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share of the necessary labours of human life” without having “fairly 
earned rest by previous toil”;48 and that remuneration was so unequally 
“apportioned … almost in an inverse ratio to labour,” with “the largest 
portions” going “to those who have never worked at all, the next lar-
gest to those whose work is almost nominal, and so in a descending 
scale.”49 These injustices compounded a further injustice, the “pro-
digious inequality” with which the “benefits” of unproductive labour 
were distributed, with a “large share … fall[ing] to the lot of persons 
who render no equivalent service in return.”50 

One injustice, then, is that there is a class of people who, through 
mere accident of birth, do not labour yet benefit most by the labour 
done by others. Another is that remuneration ought to be proportioned 
to effort or exertion, yet in contemporary capitalism almost the op-
posite occurs, such that those who do the least receive the most, and 
“remuneration” tends to “dwindle” as “work grows harder and more dis-
agreeable.”51 Mill’s criticism that “the most fatiguing and exhausting 
bodily labour cannot count with certainty on being able to earn even 
the necessaries of life” is connected to this problem of an “inverse ratio” 
between effort and remuneration, but it is also speaking to a separate 
point – that those who were willing (as well as able) to work under 
contemporary capitalism, and, indeed, who worked the hardest, were 
still not guaranteed subsistence, still less the full fruits of their labour. 

This is connected to another problem regarding subsistence and 
capitalism’s inability – or, at least, unwillingness – to secure it for 
everyone. Mill characterized contemporary capitalism as akin to a race 
commanded by an infamously cruel Roman emperor in which “those 
who came hindermost” would be put to death. “It would not be any 
diminution of the injustice,” Mill insisted, “that the strongest or nim-
blest would … be certain to escape. The misery and the crime would be 
that any were put to death at all.”52 

Similarly, Mill thought that if there was to be a “race” in life, people 
ought to “start fair” in it and have what we might now think of as 
fair equality of opportunity to make the most of their natural talents, 
industry, and abstinence.53 He criticized existing capitalist institutions 
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that “have not held the balance fairly between human beings, but have 
heaped impediments upon some, to give advantage to others; they 
have purposely fostered inequalities, and prevented all from starting 
fair in the race.”54

Lastly, concerning equality and justice, Mill criticized contemporary 
capitalism for not even achieving the kind of justice it was designed to 
produce: the laws of private property, under contemporary capitalism, 
did not guarantee the labourer the fruits of his labour, but instead “have 
made property of things which never ought to be property, and abso-
lute property where only a qualified property ought to exist.”55 That is, 
contemporary capitalism allowed people to unfairly benefit from the 
labour and abstinence of others, and to also benefit from property in, 
for instance, land, which is not the product of anyone’s labour, while 
not securing for many labourers the fruit of their own efforts. 

Overall, then, contemporary capitalism was open to a number of 
criticisms on the grounds of justice and inequality. Indeed, Mill went 
so far as to say that even the problems of the least optimal kind of 
communism were “as dust in the balance” compared to the injustices 
of contemporary capitalism.56

Fourth, Mill criticized capitalism’s obsession with the relent-
less pursuit of growth. This critique has two strands. One is proto- 
environmentalist.57 Mill wrote passionately and eloquently about the 
paucity of a world with “nothing left to the spontaneous activity of 
nature; with every rood of land brought into cultivation, which is 
capable of growing food for human beings; every flowery waste or 
natural pasture ploughed up, all quadrupeds or birds which are not 
domesticated for man’s use exterminated as his rivals for food, every 
hedgerow or superfluous tree rooted out, and scarcely a place left where 
a wild shrub or flower could grow without being eradicated as a weed 
in the name of improved agriculture.”58 He saw contemporary capital-
ism, with its relentless pursuit of growth, as inexorably leading to this. 

The second element is also linked to his final ground for criticizing 
capitalism: the social ethos that the pursuit of growth both is motiv-
ated by and engenders:59 the “struggling to get on” by the “trampling, 
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crushing, elbowing and treading on each other’s heels which form the 
existing type of our social life.” If we are going to relentlessly pursue 
riches, he said, it would be better if everyone had an equal opportunity 
to do it. However, it would be better still if, “while no one is poor, no 
one desires to be richer, nor has any reasons to fear being thrust back, 
by the efforts of others to push themselves forward.”60 Or “that society 
at large should not be overworked, nor over-anxious about the means 
of subsistence.”61 Or, again, where there will be “a well-paid and af-
fluent body of labourers; no enormous fortunes … but a much larger 
body of persons than at present, not only exempt from the coarser toils, 
but with sufficient leisure, both physical and mental, from mechanical 
details, to cultivate freely the graces of life, and afford examples of 
them to the classes less favourably circumstanced for their growth.” 

Moreover, Mill criticized the very metric of success against which 
capitalist societies (and the people within them) measure themselves: 
“I know not why it should be a matter of congratulation that persons 
who are already richer than any one needs to be, should have doubled 
their means of consuming things which give little or no pleasure except 
as representative of wealth: or that numbers of individuals should pass 
over, every year, from the middle classes into a richer class, or from the 
class of the occupied rich to that of the unoccupied.”62 Indeed, he in-
sisted we need, not “increased production,” but “a better distribution,” 
and to use technology to lighten people’s labour, rather than increasing 
the amount of stuff we produce. 

Lastly, Mill criticized the quality of relationships in contemporary 
capitalism: “the need of greater fellow-feeling and community of in-
terest between the mass of the people and those who are by courtesy 
considered to guide and govern them,” he said, “does not require the aid 
of exaggeration.” “We yield to no one,” he continued, “in our wish that 
‘cash payment’ should no longer be the universal nexus between man 
and man.”63 His hope was that “the employers and employed should 
have the feelings of friendly allies, not of hostile rivals whose gain is 
each other’s loss” and that they will be bound by “real attachment.” 
Where “subordination” is legitimate, this will not be, as it generally is 
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now, “either hypocrisy or servility” but “the result of personal qualities” 
“equally” on both sides. There will not be the “concealed enmity” toward 
the “whole class of employers, in the whole class of the employed” 
nor the ensuing “deep-seated alienation of feeling.”64 That is, the very 
quality of relationships between people needed to change in order to 
overcome contemporary class antagonisms and achieve meaningful 
social harmony. 

Contemporary capitalism, then, was focused on the wrong things 
(increasing material wealth for a very few, exemplified in being able 
to cease labouring altogether); and fostered the wrong kind of rela-
tionships among people – instead of real community of interests, or a 
sense of “sympathy” and “union,” there was class warfare, the “irritating 
contrariety of interests,” and a general willingness to “elbow” another 
out of the way for personal gain, often to that other’s destruction. 

Mill was not, then, an uncritical supporter of contemporary cap-
italism either in theory or in practice. On the other hand, he clearly 
thought contemporary capitalism preferable to feudalism, and he 
made plain in Principles that what we ought to consider – particularly 
in comparison to socialism – was not contemporary capitalism, but “the 
régime of individual property … as it might be made.”65 This would be 
a regime that had overcome, or at least mitigated, the problems Mill 
had raised against contemporary capitalism as much as possible, and it 
is to the question of what this would look like that I now turn. 

 “The Régime of Individual Property … as It Might be Made” 

There are two ways of interpreting what Mill meant by “the régime 
of individual property … as it might be made.” On the one hand, we 
might parse this as “the existing régime of individual property as, by 
feasible and attainable improvements, it might be made by workers, 
capitalists, voters, politicians, economists, civil servants etc. over time.” 
On the other hand, there is “the régime of individual property as it 
might be created from scratch in a world without existing property 
relations.”66 Mill briefly mentioned the latter in Principles, but spent 
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more time considering the former. It is worth exploring the more 
“ideal” version, because this view of what private property might look 
like if it did not start from existing non-ideal circumstances gives us 
a better view of Mill’s perspective on what made individual property 
defensible and, indeed, desirable; it also helps us navigate toward a 
clearer view of what Mill thought might be achieved through gradual 
improvement even in countries with existing property regimes. 

“The régime of individual property … as it might be made”  
by “colonists, occupying … an uninhabited country” 

Mill invited us to consider “a body of colonists, occupying for the first 
time an uninhabited country; bringing nothing with them but what 
belonged to them in common, and having a clear field for the adoption 
of the institutions and policy which they judged most expedient.” If 
they adopted private property, it would not be accompanied by “the in-
itial inequalities and injustices which obstruct the beneficial operation 
of the principle” in existing “old” societies: 

Every full grown man or woman, we must suppose, would be 
secured in the unfettered use and disposal of his or her bodily 
and mental faculties; and the instruments of production, the 
land and tools, would be divided equally among them, so that all 
might start, in respect to outward appliances, on equal terms … 
[C]ompensation might be made for the injuries of nature, and 
the balance redressed by assigning to the less robust members 
of the community advantages in the distribution, sufficient to 
put them on a par with the rest. But the division, once made, 
would not again be interfered with; individuals would be left to 
their own exertions and to the ordinary chances for making an 
advantageous use of what was assigned to them.67

For the modern reader, the idea of “colonists,” and whether they 
could actually find an “uninhabited country,” is problematic. Mill 
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might have had in mind places such as Australia, New Zealand, 
Canada, and parts of what is now the United States. We, however, 
can imagine these “colonists” as landing on the Moon, or Mars. The 
point is to make a thought experiment – if people arrived in a country 
without existing property arrangements (neither existing there already, 
nor brought with them), what would they do – institute individual 
property, or a form of communal property?68 If they picked individ-
ual property, they could institute the “best” form of it, for they would 
not have to compromise with existing non-ideal circumstances that 
might mean that, in the real world, the “ideal” could never be attained. 

Mill’s sketch of an “ideal” regime of individual property speaks dir-
ectly to some of his concerns about contemporary capitalism and more 
obliquely to others. Most obviously, this “ideal” regime is deliberately 
designed to expunge “the initial inequalities and injustices which ob-
struct the beneficial operation of the principle [of private property] in 
the old societies.”69 

Concerning freedom and individuality, no adult would be “fettered” 
in the “use and disposal of his or her bodily and mental faculties.” 
That is, no occupations would be barred to (or reserved for) people on 
the grounds of class, religion, familial relationships, or gender. Even if 
this did not end, it would evidently help mitigate against, some of the 
problems Mill identified with regard to freedom and individuality in 
contemporary capitalism – particularly, but not solely, the problem of 
female domestic subjection.70 

Similarly, the equal endowment might allow all colonists to work 
for themselves, either as subsistence farmers or as self-employed arti-
sans and professionals (such as doctors). This would alleviate many of 
the criticisms Mill made of the contemporary system on the grounds 
of freedom and inequality, although such people might not enjoy very 
much freedom of choice regarding their occupation, or much ability 
to change it (subsistence farmers, for instance, being strongly tied to 
their work, hours, and land, with little opportunity for pursuing other 
employment options). If the colonists somehow managed to institute 
working for wages, then all of the concerns Mill had about lack of 
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freedom in a wage system would apply just as much as they do to 
contemporary capitalism, unless the colonists adopted profit-sharing, 
which is less liable to this concern. Similarly, if the colonists adopted 
worker cooperatives, the concerns about liberty and independence 
would be assuaged – but then they would not have a regime of in-
dividual property anymore. Lastly, if the colonists worked entirely 
independently, they would risk forgoing what Mill evidently saw as 
the great advantages of “combined” labour, and the regime would be 
less efficient than it might be (notwithstanding Mill’s concern about 
overproduction).71 In terms of freedom and individuality, then, this 
regime would be a vast improvement on contemporary capitalism, but 
it would not be perfect. 

Let us turn now to the question of justice and equality. “The in-
struments of production” – that is, land and tools – “would be divided 
equally” among the initial colonists. (It is not clear whether Mill en-
visaged only “full grown” colonists, or whether, if he was imagining that 
the colonists might arrive with children, he also thought these children 
would get an initial share.) This would prevent many of the injustices 
Mill identified in contemporary capitalism regarding people’s unequal 
“start in the race” – no one would begin with an unfair advantage in 
terms of their ownership of capital. Indeed, Mill went even further in 
trying to make the race “fair,” suggesting that the initial division would 
not be equal, but rather would involve “compensation … for the injuries 
of nature” and “redress” the “balance” between the weaker and stronger 
members of the community. This would also mitigate somewhat a fur-
ther concern Mill had regarding distributive justice – that unequal re-
muneration stemming not from choice but from natural “strength or 
capacity” unfairly “giv[es] to those who have; assigning most to those 
who are already favoured by nature”72 – by at least initially giving more 
to those who “by nature” have least (or less). Evidently, the colonists’ 
regime would be more just than contemporary capitalism. 

The last element of Mill’s sketch seems to be ruling out redistribu-
tive policies. However, Mill argued that even in current, non-ideal 
conditions, it was proven that “society can and therefore ought to 
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insure every individual belonging to it against the extreme of want; 
that the condition even of those who are unable to find their own 
support, needs not be one of physical suffering, or the dread of it,” and 
that “the fate of no member of the community needs to be abandoned 
to chance” so long as this “relief ” was administered in conditions of 
“restricted indulgence, and enforced rigidity of discipline.”73 For him, 
this realization was “a step to something beyond”: perhaps in a more 
“ideal” world, “relief ” might be generous regarding “indulgences” (as 
well as “ample in respect to necessaries”), or might not have to be “ac-
companied by conditions which” those receiving it “disliked.” It is hard 
to see why society would not still have this duty in a more ideal world, 
in cases where people had initially been provided with the means to 
“find their own support” but had become unable to do so, unless Mill 
thought this initial distribution would mean no one would ever be 
unable to support themselves. Note that Mill was deliberately arguing 
against the suggestion that people who bring their indigence on them-
selves somehow “deserve” to be left in conditions of want and need, a 
concept of justice that would presumably still hold in the “ideal” colony 
(unless conditions were so extreme there that society could not support 
such people). I suggest, therefore, that the restriction on redistribution 
did not rule out the provision of some sort of safety net for Mill’s 
colonists, and that this would make it more just than contemporary 
capitalism. (Or at least as just as contemporary capitalism, if Mill felt 
that the Poor Law reforms had indeed provided this basic safety net 
to everyone.)

Mill allowed for the equal apportioning of “land” as well as “tools.” 
It is worth our interrogating that proviso as well, because Mill noted 
elsewhere that though individual property in the product of land ought 
to belong to the labourer,74 “the earth itself, its forests and waters, and 
all other natural riches, above and below the surface … are the inherit-
ance of the human race”:75 “If the land derived its productive power 
wholly from nature, and not at all from industry … it not only would 
not be necessary, but it would be the height of injustice, to let the gift 
of nature be engrossed by individuals.” It is, however, true that the 
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land does derive “its productive power” at least in part from “industry” 
and that the promise of individual benefit motivates people to im-
prove land.76 Even this, though, does not necessitate individual owner-
ship of land; it simply secures exclusive use and profit. Mill left open 
in Principles the question of whether land ought to be individually 
owned, “occupied for one season only,” “be periodically re-divided as 
population increased,” or owned jointly, or whether “the State might 
be the universal landlord, and the cultivators tenants under it.”77 Else-
where he defended only the owner’s “full enjoyment of whatever value 
he adds to the land by his own exertions and expenditure” rather than 
full “ownership” rights over land as those are usually understood.78 

Given what Mill said about landownership, then, it is not clear 
whether “equal apportionment” of land to all the “colonists” would be 
“ideal.” That is, there would be problems with it, even if these were 
not exacerbated through inheritance. Perhaps, as Mill was providing a 
very thumbnail sketch of an “ideal” form of individual property before 
going on to discuss the possibilities of “common ownership” in more 
detail, he did not want to get bogged down in details regarding the 
best form of landownership in this passage, given his detailed discus-
sion of it elsewhere. Perhaps the limits on inheritance (to which I turn 
next) would solve the problems inherent in existing rules concerning 
landownership. Or perhaps Mill thought the colonists would imple-
ment the kind of tax and limited proprietary rights he himself fa-
voured, but felt there was no need to go into that level of detail of their 
arrangements at this stage of Principles. 

Perhaps, too, we see here a tension between a thought experiment 
and reality. Perhaps Mill really did think that equal portions was the 
best plan for new colonies – that this view, though not “just” in an 
abstract sense of the word, was the most expedient option for the 
real world. Certainly, he supported private ownership of land in some 
actual colonies such as Australia and New Zealand (though he could 
hardly have seen them as “uninhabited” – perhaps he thought areas of 
them were).79 He was particularly in favour of Wakefield’s scheme for 
using the profits from land sales to fund further colonization.80 But 



62 John Stuart Mill, socialist

even then, with this “ideal” sketch he would have had one eye on real-
ities – perhaps on the funding of further colonization, and certainly on 
the harnessing of an individual profit motive to ensure that land use 
was maximized. That, of course, would involve the kind of social ethos 
that Mill was not particularly fond of (one centred around growth and 
personal gain) and might lead to the kind of environmental problems 
he was concerned about in contemporary capitalism. But perhaps Mill 
thought these were bridges this “colonist” society could cross as they 
became more pertinent. Evidently, it is not wholly possible to separate 
the reality from the ideal, even in Mill’s thought experiment. Still, this 
question of landownership shows that even “the régime of individual 
property … as it might be made” by “colonists occupying … an un-
inhabited country” could not entirely escape some of the criticisms 
of contemporary capitalism that Mill made on the grounds of justice. 

I have mentioned the potential impact of “inheritance” several times 
now, so it is time to think about it in more detail. Evidently, in the 
initial sketch Mill gave, he had in mind only the first generation. If 
contemporary laws of inheritance were permitted, then very quickly 
people would cease to start “on a par with the rest” in this society. In-
deed, individuals’ ability to pass on their wealth intergenerationally was 
one of the elements of the contemporary regime of individual property 
that Mill linked with “the initial inequalities and injustices which ob-
struct the beneficial operation of the principle in the old societies.”81 

Elsewhere, Mill advocated a limit on inheritance:82 it should be 
no more than sufficient for a “comfortable”83 or “moderate independ-
ence.”84 His goal was to “restrict … what anyone should be permitted 
to acquire … by the mere favour of others, without any exercise of his 
faculties,” and to ensure that “if he desires any further accession of 
fortune, he shall work for it.”85 He did not give any more detail as to 
what this “independence” would look like. 

Discussions in the scholarly literature are concerned with the “non-
ideal” world – more specifically, with how contemporary capitalism 
might be reformed through, for instance, inheritance taxes.86 This 
seems to be a separate question from the one that asks which laws 
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of inheritance might be instantiated in a brand-new country that is 
“unhampered by previous possession” (the idea of being “unhampered” 
is illuminating), where the founders brought “nothing with them but 
what belonged to them in common” and where they had “a clear field 
for the adoption of the institutions and policy which they judged most 
expedient.”87 From what Mill said elsewhere, we can surmise that this 
“moderate” or “comfortable” independence would be sufficient to train 
someone for their preferred occupation (if there was enough capital to 
be left to them for that) and perhaps to buy them any necessary tools 
and licences and so on, in order that they had a fair chance at pursuing 
that occupation and making as much of a success of it as their own 
talents and efforts would allow. But it would not be enough to allow 
anyone to live without labouring for their entire life.88 

Of course, this position allows for a certain relativity in terms of 
what a “comfortable” or “moderate” independence would mean, even if 
we allow that the other elements of “the regime of individual property 
… as it might be made” by “colonists occupying … an uninhabited 
country” would have far fewer, or far less great, differences in wealth. 
And this, in turn, undermines some of Mill’s more egalitarian claims 
regarding the inherent unfairness of people not starting equally “in the 
race” by mere accident of birth: as he noted, such equality is not really 
compatible with any system of private property.89 Again, then, even 
this “ideal” form of individual property cannot be made immune from 
all of Mill’s criticisms. 

Turning to the other grounds on which Mill criticized contem-
porary capitalism, there is little in this sketch to help us determine 
whether this regime would be more efficient than contemporary cap-
italism. There is a risk that the colonists would not enjoy the efficiency 
gains of combined labour, but merely all work independently; on the 
other hand, a smaller population might, at least initially, overcome the 
problem of “middlemen.” Similarly, there is not really enough evidence 
to hazard a guess as to the impact on the “worth” of the products of un-
productive labour (Should there even be any such products in a society 
just, as it were, “starting out” in a new world?), or the equity of their 
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distribution. All things considered, then, this regime would be in some 
respects more efficient, and in some respects probably less efficient, 
than contemporary capitalism. 

Lastly, there is the question of the social ethos of this regime com-
pared to that of contemporary capitalism. There might well be an 
improvement in class relations, because initial parity might ensure 
there were no classes of employers and employed. Even if some people 
did end up employed by others, it is not clear that class antagonism 
would arise, given the initial division of resources, which would likely 
make the colony’s workers more independent than contemporary pro-
letarians. Much of this might depend on whether future generations 
cemented these classes through inheritance, giving rise to two classes 
in perpetuity. 

Perhaps the emphasis on at least initial “parity” (to which, of course, 
all the colonists would have to agree) is a sign that the colony would 
not be marred by the “elbowing, crushing and trampling” that char-
acterized contemporary society. Yet the idea is that there is “parity” 
at the start of a race – and without the safety net I argued we ought 
to imagine is included, this would be pretty akin to the “race” Mill 
disparaged in Chapters (where the “crime” would be that “any are put 
to death at all” for coming “hindermost” in it). (Though perhaps there 
would be this safety net in the colony.) Similarly, if there is still an 
emphasis on personal gain, on being “one up” on one’s neighbours, and 
on relentlessly pursuing growth, there will be the same environmental 
problems down the line. Even the regime of individual property as it 
might be established by “unhampered” colonists, then, would be liable 
to some criticisms on the grounds of its social ethos.90 

To sum up: the “regime of individual property … as it might 
be made” by “colonists occupying … an uninhabited country” would be 
much better than contemporary capitalism in a variety of ways. Its 
people would be more free and independent, though not entirely so, 
being potentially very much bound to their jobs or suffering from the 
same problems of wage labour as contemporary workers. It would be 
much fairer, with a more just division of initial assets going beyond 
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strict equality to try and “compensate” for differences in strength and 
talent so that everyone would “start on a par.” I have presumed, too, 
that it would try to preserve this “parity” in subsequent generations 
through limits on inheritance, though, as Mill noted, no system of 
individual property could allow everyone to start completely equal (a 
problem exacerbated even by his idea of a “moderate independence”). 
Thus, it would still be open to some criticisms of the grounds of justice 
and equality. On other important grounds, however (efficiency and the 
social ethos), it is not clear that there would necessarily be an improve-
ment over contemporary capitalism, though a lack of class antagonism 
would be an important gain (so long as this lasted for more than the 
initial generation). 

“The régime of individual property … as it might be made”  
in “the old societies” 

Mill did not give a detailed account of what the “régime of individual 
property … as it might be made” in “the old societies” might look like, 
but we can piece together a pretty clear idea from what he says in 
Principles, The Claims of Labour, and Chapters on Socialism. The key ele-
ments were designed to ensure more equitable divisions of wealth and 
the products of labour; more efficient working and distributing practi-
ces; a better social ethos; and greater scope for liberty and individuality. 
His preferred reforms included limitations on the right of bequest and 
inheritance; transforming wage relations into “partnerships” through 
profit-sharing; the right forms of authoritative and non-authoritative 
state interventions in the market (including provision of some goods 
and services); and changes to the social ethos. Mill took as his starting 
point the very non-ideal realities of existing capitalism (built, as he 
reminded his readers, not on any acknowledged principle of justice 
to do with individual property, but on a history of conquest exacer-
bated by the self-interested machinations of vested class interests91). 
We should not be surprised, then, if this “régime” – even at its best – is 
not immune from criticism. 
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Taxation and Inheritance 

Mill envisaged a society in which there were still individual owners of 
capital but very few individual owners of vast fortunes. In particular, 
his reformed version of individual property would have a very different 
system of taxation and inheritance. 

Mill opposed a graduated income tax. Such a tax was first intro-
duced in England during the Napoleonic Wars and then reintroduced 
in 1842 by Sir Robert Peel to address a growing budget deficit. When 
Mill wrote about it, then, it was in the context of this being a new 
fiscal strategy, and one that people were beginning to argue could be 
used to redistributive, egalitarian effect. “I am as desirous as anyone 
that means should be taken to diminish those inequalities [of wealth],” 
Mill said, “but not so as to relieve the prodigal at the expense of the 
prudent.”92 Claeys argues that Mill believed “the state has as one basic 
aim[,] rectifying social and economic inequality,”93 but it was a specific 
form of inequality he had in mind, at least when writing about taxation 
in contemporary capitalism – the inequalities generated by inherit-
ance. “It is not the fortunes which are earned, but those which are 
unearned, that it is for the public good to place under limitation,” Mill 
said.94 Again, he referred to the idea of the government ensuring that 
“all start fair” in the race, and he described graduated income taxes as 
“hanging a weight upon the swift to diminish the distance between 
them and the slow.”95 He added that “[m]any, indeed, fail with greater 
efforts than those with which others succeed, not from any difference 
of merits, but difference of opportunities: but if all were done which it 
would be in the power of a good government to do, by instruction and 
legislation, to diminish this inequality of opportunities, the difference 
of fortune arising from people’s own earnings could not justly give 
umbrage.” 

Good government, then, should tax earned income equally (if it 
needs to tax income at all), leaving a portion sufficient for the ne-
cessities of life untaxed. By “equally,” though, Mill means that people 
should make an equal sacrifice, not that everyone should pay the same 
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amount in tax.96 (In modern terms, he supported a proportional – or 
“flat” – income tax, with some income being below a taxation thresh-
old.) Preferably, government should turn most of its attention to 
taxing unearned increments on land,97 and to the taxation of inherit-
ance. Dependents left without support should be provided for if they 
would otherwise be a burden on the state (notwithstanding the testa-
tor’s wishes); intestate estates (apart from this proviso) should escheat 
to the state.98 Apart from some special exemptions, Mill otherwise 
believed that all anyone should be able to inherit was a “comfortable” 
or “moderate independence.” 

Other commentators have estimated this to be quite a large 
amount.99 However, Claeys rightly notes that these phrases of Mill’s 
(and another, “a limited amount,” which is to be found in a manu-
script taken to be Taylor’s work, but which is in Mill’s handwriting100) 
remain uninterrogated by most Mill scholars, and undefined in Mill’s 
own writing. 

In considering the claims of children, Mill wrote: “The parent owes 
to society to endeavour to make the child a good and valuable member 
of it, and owes to the children to provide, so far as depends on him, 
such education, and such appliances and means, as will enable them to 
start with a fair chance of achieving by their own exertions a successful 
life. To this, every child has a claim; and I cannot admit, that as a child 
he has a claim to more.”101 

Everyone acknowledges that people owe to illegitimate children 
“the amount of provision for his welfare which will enable him to 
make his life on the whole a desirable one,” Mill said. “I hold that to no 
child, merely as such, anything more is due.” Mill went on to criticize 
the parenting of many “possessors of terminable incomes” who raise 
their children “in habits of luxury which they will not have the means 
if indulging in after-life.” Some argued that rich parents ought to (i.e., 
have a duty to) leave to their children “greater provision … than would 
suffice for children otherwise brought up” because of the habits and ex-
pectations they will have formed. But Mill felt “this … is a claim which 
is particularly liable to be stretched further than its reasons warrant.” 
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The case, he felt, was the same as for those younger sons whose eldest 
brother inherited all under a system of primogeniture. Such men “are 
brought up in the same habits of luxury as the future heir, and they 
receive as a younger brother’s portion … enough to support, in the 
habits of life to which they are accustomed, themselves, but not a wife 
or children.” Mill added: “It really is no grievance to any man, that for 
the means of marrying and of supporting a family, he has to depend on 
his own exertions. A provision, then, such as is admitted to be reason-
able in the case of illegitimate children, for younger children, wherever 
in short the justice of the case, and the real interests of the individuals 
and of society are the only things considered, is, I conceive, all that 
parents owe to their children, and all, therefore, which the State owes 
to the children of those who die intestate.” 

Here, though, Mill seems to have been sketching two different 
things. First, there is the idea that children, while still children, are 
owed by their parents (or by the state, if the parents die intestate) an 
education and training sufficient to set them up for a decent chance in 
life. Second, there is a more generous view that children – or at least 
the children of wealthy parents, who have been brought up not to have 
to work – even as adults are entitled to inherit enough money to keep 
them from working so long as they are single but not if they want to 
marry and have children. 

This second view allows for quite some leeway in interpreting “mod-
erate” and “comfortable”: what is “comfortable” for the children of Bill 
and Melinda Gates is not the same as what is “comfortable” for me, or 
even for the children of Barack and Michelle Obama. In a later letter, 
Mill wrote that people should be allowed to inherit enough to “aid, but 
not … supersede personal exertion.”102

Claeys reads this as a radical break from Principles – even from the 
1871 edition of Principles that was published slightly earlier in the same 
year.103 Some care needs to be taken, however. In his letter, Mill was 
explaining why he did not support immediate land nationalization, but 
rather the less radical approach of the Land Tenure Reform Associ-
ation.104 An immediate nationalization would, he thought, prove very 
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difficult to administer in the current state “of our political morality & 
of our administrative habits,” as – he held – had proved to be the case 
even in democratic New York. Moreover, Mill believed that if the state 
was going to nationalize land it should compensate the landowners. 
He was not sure that under the plan proposed by his correspondent, 
the costs of compensation would be met by the gains of nationaliz-
ation. Moreover, he felt that the costs of a “great alteration” such as 
nationalizing land “ought to be fairly shared by the whole community 
who are to benefit by the reform.” In this context, he wrote: “I have 
very radical notions as to what is the fair mode of sharing any burthen 
among the whole community.” He would “throw a very large propor-
tion of it upon property … which has been inherited, & forms the 
patrimony of an idle class.” But there was no justice in making this fall 
more heavily on those who had inherited land rather than money. He 
concluded: “I would lay a heavy graduated succession duty on all in-
heritances exceeding that moderate amount, which is sufficient to aid 
but not to supersede personal exertion.” He further suggested using 
the funds thus raised to compensate landowners when their land was 
nationalized, as then “the land-holders themselves would bear … quite 
fairly, a large share of the burthen.” 

It is not, then, immediately clear whether Mill was suggesting this 
form of taxation only if it went hand-in-hand with land nationali-
zation, or whether this had a wider application. That is, was this de-
lineation of “that moderate amount, which is sufficient to aid but not 
to supersede personal exertion” something Mill would tax up to as part 
of a fair scheme for compensating landowners for nationalization of 
land? Or was it actually parsing what he said in Principles about “a 
moderate independence” (which is about all kinds of wealth inherit-
ance, not just land)?

In Principles Mill left open the question of landownership: he ex-
plained that he did not think it could be justified by the means used 
to justify other kinds of private property, but he also said that different 
systems of landownership were expedient at different points in his-
tory. His letter may be suggesting that at a future date, when it was 
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expedient that land be nationalized, when it was also feasible, and when 
it was practically possible to institute nationalization, then this should 
go hand-in-hand with an even more radical tax on inheritance. Given 
that this was not yet expedient, however, we cannot say that Mill would 
have endorsed this form of taxation. Indeed, one reason why Mill did 
not spell out precisely what he meant by “a moderate independence” or 
“a comfortable independence” in Principles is that that book was meant 
to address general principles and to offer advice regarding what was 
currently achievable. By which I mean it is not clear that Mill changed 
his mind between the final edition of Principles and writing this letter 
in October 1871. Instead, we see Mill putting forward a general princi-
ple in Principles that would have different precise meanings in terms of 
policy at different times, as people, and our institutions and capacities, 
changed. What Mill believed expedient for contemporary society did 
indeed change from the first edition of Principles to the last – as did his 
view of what kinds of radical reform might ever be expedient. But we 
cannot say with certainty say that Mill definitely changed his mind on 
this during a few months in 1871. 

What we can say is that Mill thought a reformed system of private 
property might be reformed so as to involve not just reforms to land 
tenure, but also so extreme a tax on inheritance that we could only 
inherit what would “aid” a life supported by our own labour. Certainly, 
it would involve limits to inheritance, guided by expediency, which 
means that people could not support a family (perhaps could not even 
support themselves) in a life of idleness solely on what they had inher-
ited. “Aid” still needs some interpretation, which Mill did not provide: 
it might “aid” us, for instance, to inherit enough to pay off our mort-
gage outright (or never need one) – it might only “aid” us in affording 
regular tickets to a favoured form of entertainment, and a nice holiday 
each year. Either interpretation, of course, is in line with Mill’s pos-
ition that no society is “salutary” where there is any “class” of people 
who do not labour, save those who have earned rest by previous toil.105 
This makes plain that this “previous toil” would have to be their own, 
not that of someone else. Claeys calls the view expressed in the 1871 
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letter “by Mill’s standards, egalitarianism with a vengeance,” and the 
position in Principles a form of “radical meritocracy.”106 He is correct 
that in Mill’s view a reformed system of individual property would be 
a radical meritocracy. As we will see, though, Mill entertained even 
more radically egalitarian ideas than this – though not concerning a 
reformed system of individual property. 

Still, what parents left their children would vary with their eco-
nomic position.107 At least in the current state of affairs, this would 
entail relatively significant inequalities of starting position for children. 
Even in a more radically meritocratic future society (one in which land 
nationalization was expedient), there would still presumably be some 
people who had been left an inheritance sufficient to “aid” their work-
ing lives, and others who had not been. Indeed, as Mill continued to 
note, a situation of everyone “starting fair” was impossible to secure 
under any system of individual property.108 Thus, although “the régime 
of individual property … as it might be made” in “the old societies” 
would be much more just than existing capitalism, it would still be 
liable to criticism on the grounds of inequality and injustice. 

Property in Land 

Aligned to Mill’s desire to prevent the inheritance of large amounts 
of capital, thereby reinforcing existing class inequalities and the injus-
tice of people benefiting by something other than their personal exer-
tion, Mill recommended several changes in the regulation of property 
in land. As “the earth itself, its forests and waters, and all other nat-
ural riches, above and below the surface … are the inheritance of the 
human race,”109 property in land cannot be justified by the principal 
that otherwise justifies property – securing for the labourer the fruit of 
their own labours110 – and there is no justification for allowing “sine-
curist[s] quartered on it” from benefiting from their ownership when 
they do nothing to cultivate or improve land.111 At the same time, the 
promise of individual benefit motivates people to improve land.112 For 
this reason, it is good to secure to people certain proprietary rights 
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over land (e.g., exclusive claim on the product of one’s labour on that 
land), though this does not imply that these rights are absolute,113 or 
that land can be inherited, or that one necessarily has a right to pre-
cious resources found under land one has cultivated. Even so, the land 
might be owned communally, or privately,114 and it could be “periodic-
ally re-divided,” or “the State might be the universal landlord, and the 
cultivators tenants under it.”115 

Regarding ways to address the injustice of landownership in con-
temporary capitalism, Mill proposed a “peculiar taxation” on the 
“Future Unearned Increase of the Rent of Land” so far as that could be 
ascertained.116 This taxation would not be retrospective, and any land-
owner wishing to relinquish his land would be paid a market rate for it. 

In this manner that increase of wealth which now flows into the 
coffers of private persons from the mere progress of society, and 
not from their own merits of sacrifices, will be gradually, and in 
an increasing proportion, diverted from them to the nation as 
a whole, from whose collective exertions and sacrifices it really 
proceeds. The State will receive the entire rent of the lands vol-
untarily sold to it by their possessors, together with a tax on the 
future increase of rent on those properties whose owners have 
sufficient confidence in the justice and moderation of the State 
to prefer retaining them.  

This is reminiscent of the story Mill told in Principles of the “organic” 
process by which individually held capital would become the property 
of worker cooperatives.117 Here, the state would “organically” come to 
own land; but Mill was not saying that the state would come to own 
all land. When coupled with his recommendations for reform to in-
heritance, though, it is clear that what any individual could own would 
be only a very small amount of property in land, and that owning land 
would not provide the kind of advantage it currently does (for most 
landowners), for the “unearned increment” of increasing land values 
would be taxed. That is, people could inherit the land their forefathers 
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had farmed, or the land upon which stood the factory they had in-
herited; but Mill’s view of inheritance was directly aimed at breaking 
up large landed estates (particularly those on which the landowners 
themselves did little or no work). Indeed, Mill thought his plans would 
“pull down all large fortunes in two generations.”118 

Mill also argued for state ownership of sites of “historic, scientific, 
or artistic interest”; and for state ownership of wilderness for the pur-
pose of preservation; and for the state to make better use of existing 
public land (the wishes of its original endower notwithstanding) – 
for example, for “sanitary works, improved dwellings, public gardens, 
co-operative buildings, co-operative agricultures, [and] useful public 
institutions of every kind.”119 He also supported “home colonisation” – 
giving public land to “small proprietors,”120 or allowing them to rent it, 
or allowing cooperative farms to cultivate it.121 

State Provision of Goods and Services

It was not only land (and the uses of it noted above) for which Mill fa-
voured state ownership at the national or municipal level. For instance, 
he advocated state ownership of railways and roads, and municipal 
ownership (and provision) of utilities such as gas and water.122 He also 
at least suggested it would be permissible for the government to pro-
vide public hospitals; national banks; a postal service; “manufactor-
ies”; and a corps of civil engineers, so long as the government did not 
maintain a monopoly on these professions or services.123 This seems 
to speak to some of his concerns regarding efficiency as well as justice. 

Whether or not one inherited wealth, people would all be educated 
to as high a level as they either desired or were fit for.124 If one had 
parents who could pay for, or contribute to, one’s schooling, they would 
pay. If not, the state would pay. 

Mill advocated that everyone work save (perhaps) those who had 
been left the “moderate independence” mentioned above; those who 
were unable to work (for instance, because of severe disability); or 
those who had “fairly earned rest through previous toil.”125 Probably 
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he had in mind here people who had saved capital and invested it in 
their old(er) age, allowing them to retire from the labour market. But 
he might have had in mind something like an old age pension. 

Production and Profit-Sharing

Moving from ownership of the means of production to production 
itself, in the regime of individual property as it might be made in the 
“old” societies of the world, most of this would be done through firms 
that Mill described as “association[s] of labourers with capitalists”126 – 
that is, through profit-sharing. (I say “most,” because Mill did not rule 
out some single-person owner/worker businesses.) As Mill described 
it (at some length, in Principles), profit-sharing is where some (or all) 
of the profits of the firm are shared among the labourers in a way 
determined by the employer.127 It is, therefore, rather different from 
modern models of “profit-sharing” that involve paying staff a propor-
tion of their wages as shares. The price of shares is not directly depend-
ent on the hard work and effort of workers, but on the trading value of 
those shares on the stock market (based on a wide variety of factors, of 
which the perceived efficiency and the work ethic of employees are not 
highly salient). It is also not like the contemporary practice of workers’ 
pensions being invested, by funds, in other companies. It is also not 
identical to the John Lewis model of worker co-ownership in the UK 
(where the company is owned by a trust on behalf of the employees, 
and all workers receive the same percentage of their salary as an annual 
bonus arising from the profits). On Mill’s model, shares are not neces-
sarily the same, but may depend on performance, in an attempt to tie 
incentives to work even more closely to the share of profits received. 

Some production would be done (as noted above) by the state, 
though presumably it, too, could utilize profit-sharing or some other 
form of worker participation. Lastly, some scientists, artists, poets, 
explorers, and so on would be paid on government salaries (“pen-
sions”) – as, of course, would the necessary bureaucrats at the state and 
municipal levels.128 
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These profit-sharing firms would compete in markets. Initially, 
there might be trade unions to ensure fair working of the wage market, 
but Mill evidently thought that profit-sharing would eventually end 
the need for unions to “higgle” over wages (i.e., it would balance out 
owners’ monopoly power with their monopsony power), as profit- 
sharing would stop the labourers and capitalists being pitted against 
each other, each seeking to exploit the other as much as possible, and 
make them partners in production.  

These, then, were the basic economic mechanisms and institutions 
of this regime. Mill seems to have imagined that this regime might 
reach – or come into being within – a “stationary state”: that is, one 
in which there was no further increase in production, profits, or total 
amount of wealth, or advances in technology or extensions of inter-
national trade that could increase these things.129 He did not think 
this needed to be the parlous state his fellow economists feared, par-
ticularly if people ceased to pursue growth at all costs, with individual 
economic gain vis-à-vis their compatriots the only hallmark of success. 
He said: “Most fitting, indeed, is it, that while riches are power, and to 
grow as rich as possible the universal object of ambition, the path to its 
attainment should be open to all, without favour or partiality. But the 
best state for human nature is that in which, while no one is poor, no 
one desires to be richer, nor has any reason to fear being thrust back, 
by the efforts of others to push themselves forward.”130 

That is, in the current state of human nature and institutions, equal-
ity of opportunity in the “race” is what should be aimed for. But this 
is not, in itself, an ideal goal, nor is it the best we can either achieve or 
desire. In a stationary state, we might achieve a world that, though not 
entirely egalitarian, is marked by a very different social ethos and focus 
for human endeavour. 

This reformed system of individual property “as it might be made” in 
the “old societies,” then, would mitigate and even overcome a number 
of Mill’s criticisms of contemporary capitalism. It is evidently far re-
moved from that system, and equally far removed from our own (and 
from most libertarian utopias). There would be great gains for justice, 
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equality, efficiency, freedom, individuality, the social ethos, and the en-
vironment. But there would also still be problems on these scores. 

Regarding justice and equality, this society would still be unjust and 
unequal (though far less unequal than contemporary society), though 
the fact that everyone was working would be an important gain for 
both. To some extent, the injustice and inequality would arise from 
this society’s gestation in less than ideal circumstances – for example, 
the pre-existence of different social “classes” with more, or less, to leave 
to their children. But it would also be because “meritocracy” would 
allow those who were more talented, or more able to work longer and 
harder, to gain the most and then (even under Mill’s most radical view) 
pass at least some of this on to their children. Yet “meritocracy” itself, 
on Mill’s view, is imperfectly just, for to the extent that remuneration 
is due to “natural difference of strength or capacity,” it is merely “as-
signing most to those who are already most favoured by nature.”131 
Moreover, it is not clear that meritocracy, even when we try to limit 
inequalities of outcome to one generation, based on individual efforts 
and talent rather than inheritance, can necessarily overcome the other 
injustices Mill highlighted in contemporary capitalism regarding 
unjust remuneration. 

Mill wrote: “To judge of the final destination of the institution of 
property, we must suppose everything rectified, which causes the in-
stitution to work in a manner opposed to that equitable principle, of 
proportion between remuneration and exertion, on which in every vin-
dication of it that will bear the light, it is assumed to be grounded.”132

As already noted, this regime would prevent the injustice Mill saw 
in there being a “class” of people who did labour, but who benefited 
the most from the productive and unproductive labour of their society 
through unfair distributions. It seems plausible to think that under 
this regime, too, there would be a better “ratio” between work done and 
remuneration received (in contrast to the “inverse ratio” characterizing 
contemporary capitalism). 

Profit-sharing might guarantee that “the most fatiguing and ex-
hausting bodily labour” could “count with certainty on being able to 
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earn … the necessaries of life.”133 If not, there would need to be a min-
imum “living wage” and good labour protections in the workplace (and 
proper regulation and monitoring), coupled with a safety net for the 
unemployed. Mill did not mention these, though he was open to the 
idea of legislation passed democratically such as would limit working 
hours; meanwhile, the state would use its authoritative capacity to ad-
dress coordination problems and realize the desires of the majority (in 
line with the general good), which no individual worker could realize 
alone.134 Similarly, the state could step in to address concerns about 
workers’ health and safety.135 

In addition, this reformed system of individual property (especially 
proposed reforms to inheritance and landownership) would help 
ensure that “the largest portions” of the produce of labour would no 
longer go “to those who have never worked at all” and that “the next 
largest [would go] to those whose work is purely nominal.”136 But it 
is not clear that these reforms – or, indeed, any reforms – could pre-
vent “remuneration dwindling as the work grows harder and more 
disagreeable,” for there would still be a market for wages, and much 
hard and disagreeable work is low-skilled and therefore low-paid (be-
cause lots of people could do it, and the products it produces are low 
in value). That is, under a system of wage labour and individual prop-
erty, clockmakers are always going to command higher wages than 
rock-breakers, and teachers more than cockle-pickers. Thus, even the 
most reformed system of individual property will be liable to some 
criticisms on the grounds of justice and inequality. 

There would still be some inequalities regarding how people “start” 
in the race, and in this regime there would be no apparent means of 
mitigating against the injustice of rewarding those who already have 
most with even more. Some elements of that inequality might be miti-
gated against – for example, by the state paying for the education of 
those whose parents could not afford to pay for it themselves. 

What is more, Mill endorsed as “higher” principles of justice both 
“equal shares” and “from each according to his capacities, to each ac-
cording to his wants.”137 Neither of these seems achievable in a system 
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of individual property. Perhaps profit-sharing schemes could adopt 
one of these principles – but then it is not wholly clear that they would 
work. That is, would the incentive structure that is supposedly built 
into profit-sharing, making it successful, exist (or exist in the same 
way) if one of these principles was adopted? Equal shares might har-
ness workers’ interests to their employers in some respects – the harder 
they worked, the bigger the “pie” from which they would get an equal 
slice (though, as Mill discussed with socialist schemes employing this 
principle, there would be a free-rider problem, and it would not be 
negated by a new social ethos, for the regime of private property “as it 
might be made” is still essentially individualistic – it is an individual 
desire for personal gain that is harnessed through profit-sharing). The 
same cannot be said for “from each according to his capacities, to each 
according to his wants,” which seems to be in direct opposition to the 
incentive structure that makes profit-sharing work.138 Yet these princi-
ples are “higher” (i.e.,  better) principles of justice – and this adds to the 
justice-based grounds on which it would be possible to criticize even 
this regime of individual property. 

Turning to efficiency, almost all businesses that engage in profit- 
sharing would enjoy a great gain in efficiency (by harnessing the work-
ers’ interests more firmly to the success of the firm). That said, it is 
not clear that this regime could overcome all of Mill’s concerns re-
garding the inefficiency of middlemen, nor whether it would increase 
the “worth” of the products of “unproductive labour,” even if it did 
distribute them more fairly. On this point, however, Mill’s idea that 
a society in a “stationary state” could devote some public funds to art 
and would learn to focus not on growth and “the art of getting on” 
but on “the Art of Living” might mean improvements in “worth” and 
fair distribution.139 

Concerning freedom and independence, there would be many gains 
inherent in meaningful equality of opportunity, with the attendant 
focus on education being based on merit, not means, and (at least we 
presume from Mill’s other writing) with the professions being opened 
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up to all genders, races, and social classes. State funding for railways 
and roads might make moving from place to place, and thus from 
job to job, easier for people, aiding their freedom of movement and 
employment. Wider distribution of property would also aid people’s 
freedom in that it would potentially provide them with more time for 
leisure and the development of their individuality. Similarly, it seems 
plausible to think Mill believed that “the régime of individual property 
… as it might be made” could emancipate women from “entire domes-
tic subjugation,” thereby addressing one of his criticisms of contem-
porary capitalism.140 

That said, it is clear from Mill’s descriptions of profit-sharing busi-
nesses in Principles that as regards being under the will and command 
of their employers, workers in profit-sharing companies were not ob-
viously much freer than their contemporaries in non-sharing organ-
izations.141 Moreover, Mill was not sanguine that increasing equality 
led to increasing toleration, as his comments on Alexis de Tocqueville’s 
Democracy in America show.142 

Concerning Mill’s proto-environmentalist concerns, state pro-
tection of wilderness, and of sites of historic, artistic, and scientific 
interest – even with increased enclosure of common land for farm-
ing – would mitigate at least some of these. So would a change in the 
social ethos as we approached the stationary state and abandoned our 
relentless pursuit of growth in favour of something better (so long as 
we did, in fact, do this). 

This brings me, lastly, to the social ethos itself. Mill continued to 
speak of a “race” in which we try to make the running fair (particularly 
regarding starting positions). But unlike in contemporary capitalism, 
this “race” would not be for mere survival. I briefly mentioned earlier 
Mill’s defence of at least a “less-eligible” Poor Law, and he evidently 
foresaw this as something that would be included in the regime of 
private property as it might be made in the old societies.143 Indeed, 
it might involve whatever he meant by “something beyond”144 this, if 
there were ever sufficient improvement in people’s character and the 
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general social ethos. Only in the stationary state might we overcome 
the feeling that life is a “race” at all, which – Mill felt – would be a vast 
improvement. 

Similarly, Mill wrote that his “Utopia” was to “heal … the widening 
breach between those who toil and those who live on the produce 
of former toil,” and he saw profit-sharing as the means to do this, 
through “raising the labourer from a receiver of hire – a mere bought 
instrument in the work of production, having no residuary interest in  
the work itself – to the position of being, in some sort, a partner  
in it.”145 This would help improve the social ethos, in terms of both 
healing class antagonisms and replacing the “cash-nexus” as the only 
medium by which employers and employees interacted (though it 
would remain important, as employers would still pay their employees 
wages). Profit-sharing might result in each class having less of a desire 
to exploit the other, and seeing the other as a human and not just 
an object (either of hire, or of payment). Still, class differences exist, 
and workers and employers are not equal partners (in remuneration, or 
in production): one side still owns the means of production, and the 
other (only) their labour. Moreover, the fact that workers need to be 
incentivized by payments to improve their performance shows that 
such a regime, even at its most radically reformed, would still represent 
a “compromise with the selfish type of character formed by the present 
standard of morality.”146

Overall, then, Mill’s idea of “the régime of individual property, not as 
it is, but as it might be made” in “the old societies” and by “colonists” 
arriving in an “uninhabited country” was free of many of the prob-
lems he identified with contemporary capitalism (and the laisser-faire 
government it involved would be very different from our usual under-
standing of laissez-faire). But it could not solve all of the problems Mill 
identified concerning liberty and independence; justice and equality; 
efficiency; proto-environmentalism; and the social ethos, or a sense of 
community and the common good. Yet these were key elements, for 
Mill, in any “good” or “ideal” society – core elements, that is, of utility 
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and therefore of a society that could maximize it. It is these concerns, 
which took Mill beyond even “the régime of individual property … as 
it might be made” in terms of the “ideal” or “ultimate form of human 
society,” to being “under the general designation of Socialist.”147 Be-
cause it is generally assumed this “régime of individual property” was 
what Mill really preferred, in the next section I briefly explain why this 
received view ought to be challenged. 

Beyond Individual Property 

In Chapter 1 I sketched how Mill’s changing views of history and the 
laws of economics opened up “space” for a transition to something 
“beyond” existing property relations. One might suppose that by this 
he meant more reform than he had previously thought possible to 
individual property, but without abandoning that system altogether. 
His self-designation as a socialist should cast doubt on that, and so 
too should an exploration of the problems Mill saw with capitalism. 
He apparently realized that many of those problems would remain 
even in an “ideal” version of individual property, and certainly within 
the kind of individual property regime we could achieve in the “old” 
societies of the world (starting, as we would, hampered by the facts of 
how property relations came to be as they are). Thus, Mill’s adoption 
of Saint-Simonian ideas regarding history and economics opened up 
space “beyond” contemporary society that might be socialist; indeed, 
his concerns regarding even a reformed version of individual prop-
erty opened up the possibility that society should be socialist.148 Persky 
argues that Mill’s economics meant he thought it would be socialist: I 
would pull back a little from that and say it meant he thought it was 
likely to be socialist. Here, my reading is more similar to that of Claeys, 
who writes that the Autobiography and “the famous change in the third 
edition of … Principles” “appear to show that after the revolutions of 
1848 Mill … came to see socialism as a more civilised stage of society 
towards which modern conditions were tending and in which a su-
perior ideal of human nature might eventually be realised.”149
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In Principles, Mill wrote that political economists, for the foresee-
able future, would be concerned with systems of individual property, 
and that “the object to be principally aimed at in the present stage 
of human improvement, is not the subversion of the system of indi-
vidual property, but the improvement of it, and the full participation 
of every member of the community in its benefits.”150 Jonathan Riley 
notes that many people have mistrusted Mill’s self-designation as a 
“socialist,”151 and counters them with these words: “against those who 
conclude [Mill] affirmed the moral superiority of capitalism over so-
cialism … I argue that he consistently affirmed the reverse, and left 
open the possibility that a decentralised socialism would eventually 
become established.”

Mill certainly did affirm the moral superiority of socialism over cap-
italism (his concerns regarding individuality notwithstanding). In this 
chapter, I have focused on the problems with capitalism, which should 
show that Mill did not (at least) affirm its morality simpliciter: later 
chapters will show in more detail how and why he thought socialism 
was morally superior. 

However, Mill did more than “le[ave] open the possibility that a 
decentralised socialism would become established,” though I acknow-
ledge that he “consistently focused on gradual reform of private prop-
erty arrangements and left open the possibility that socialism would 
never arrive” (that said, contra Riley, “if society approached intellectual 
and moral perfection,” for Mill, it would have to be socialist). Like 
Riley, I do not see Mill’s statement in Principles that the choice be-
tween communism and a perfect regime of individual property is not 
clear-cut, and will depend on questions of what best preserves indi-
viduality, as implying that Mill, really, thought capitalism was pref-
erable. Also, we ought not to read Mill as ambivalent over the two. 
Instead, he expressed a strong commitment to the arrival of socialism 
(by peaceful means) – for him, it was desirable and what should happen. 

Riley emphasizes what he sees as Mill’s ambivalence between so-
cialism and a reformed version of individual property. Dale Miller 
writes that “for Mill the question of whether a given form of socialism 
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should be adopted is equivalent to that of whether enlightened work-
ers in a reformed capitalism would eventually adopt it.”152 Mill often 
does express ambivalence about what will happen in Principles, though 
even there he calls the peaceful transition to a cooperative future “the 
nearest approach to social justice … which it is possible at present to 
foresee.”153 And in his Autobiography he shies away from predicting 
a socialist future, though he certainly endorses the normative value 
of one: 

[O]ur ideal of future improvement was such as would class 
us decidedly under the general designation of Socialists … 
[W]e … looked forward to a time when society should no 
longer be divided into the idle and the industrious … when the 
division of the produce of labour, instead of being dependent 
as in so great a degree it is, on the accident of birth, should be 
made by concert, on an acknowledged principle of justice, and 
when it should no longer either be, or be thought to be, im-
possible for human beings to exert themselves strenuously for 
benefits which were not to be exclusively their own, but shared 
with the society they belong to.154 

That is to say, Mill thought that if the choice was between current 
capitalism and communism, then communism would win, but that 
it wasn’t our current choice at all, because we could reform current 
capitalism (and should do so). Moreover, if the choice came down to 
one between communism and a reformed system of individual prop-
erty, then the people of the future would be better able than we are to 
decide whether to implement communism or a reformed system of 
private property (or something else, of course), as we do not have the 
necessary knowledge. 

But that is not the same as him having no opinion as to what he 
hoped people would choose in the future. (Not least, because he saw 
communism and socialism as distinct.) Mill was both political scien-
tist and political philosopher, and if in the former role he was wary of 
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making predictions, that does not mean he had no normative preferences 
in the latter. This passage, at least, does not show that Mill was am-
bivalent toward socialism or opposed to it; rather, he did not want to 
prescribe what people of the future ought to do. And we can see why 
Mill would not want to do that – the right “organic” institutions for 
a forthcoming organic age would best be built by those living in that 
age (or on the cusp of it). Though Mill did not have precisely Marx’s 
concerns about writing “recipes … for the cookshops of the future”155 
(indeed, he liked the amount of detail often presented by “utopian” 
socialists, seeing it as marking an effort to work out feasibility), he did 
think there would be necessary knowledge only available to the people 
of the future regarding the best forms of institutions – knowledge 
that, in part, would be derived from further “experiments in living” 
by socialists. 

Evidently, Mill thought that individuality would, and should, be a 
deciding factor for the people of the future. That is, it was worth trad-
ing some inequality, and even some “comfort and affluence,” for in-
dependence, individuality, and freedom.156 It is generally assumed that 
this evidently gave the prize to individual property – but the textual 
evidence is not so clear-cut. For one thing, even the best form of indi-
vidual property might pose some problems for independence, liberty, 
and individuality. For another, Mill said that criticisms of communism 
on these grounds was “no doubt … vastly exaggerated.” Lastly, what 
Mill was comparing with “the régime of individual property … as it 
might be made” here was communism (small, self-sufficient commun-
ities of about a thousand people, with joint ownership of both the 
means of production and articles of consumption, and an equal div-
ision of the produce of labour, or one based on need), but this was not 
the only available form of socialism. Thus, even if Mill did think that in 
a choice between communism as it might be, and individual property 
“as it might be made,” the latter ought to triumph, this does not tell us 
much regarding his own commitment to socialism. 

Similarly, we ought not to underplay the importance of “social jus-
tice” to Mill. Individuality is certainly a key part of utility, but so is 
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justice. Mill would clearly prefer a “just” society to an “unjust” one 
with equal protections for individuality, if both were available. As we 
have seen, even the “régime of individuality property … as it might be 
made” was not fully just. Of course, perhaps “full” justice would not 
be attainable – or perhaps only at such a cost to other important ele-
ments of utility (e.g., individuality, but also, potentially, security) that 
it would not be worth the cost. But we ought not to assume that Mill 
did not think both could be achieved together. 

Moreover, to refer back to Riley’s specific thought – it is not clear 
that Mill’s willingness to leave open the possibility that socialism would 
never arrive undermined his own “commitment” to socialism. The fact 
that Mill was not a historical determinist about socialism’s arrival does 
not undermine his normative commitment to it. One does not have to 
be an historical determinist to be a socialist. 

It is also the case that the “ambivalence” of this particular passage 
in Principles is undermined not only by Mill’s clear normative pref-
erence for “decentralised socialism” as “the nearest approach to social 
justice” later in Principles, but also by his reference to “the brilliant 
future reserved to the principle of cooperation” in the same text, and 
by his heralding, in an 1864 speech, of “the new millennium” of cooper-
ation that would be extended to all workers.157 Indeed, Mill made very 
plain in Principles that “the poor have come out of leading-strings, and 
cannot any longer be governed or treated like children,” and that they 
would soon demand more and more independence, equality, and pol-
itical power.158 He wrote those words in the context of his discussion 
of profit-sharing and “associations of the workers among themselves,” 
and though he did not predict an “organic” transition from contem-
porary capitalism to “decentralised socialism,” it seems plausible that 
he thought it likely and welcomed it.159 For Mill, in this sense, history 
was in the hands of the working classes – in an age of representative 
government and declining respect for their supposed “betters” (i.e., 
landed aristocrats, clergymen and capitalist employers), their political, 
economic, and social demands would have to be listened to and ac-
commodated; it was they who would comprise the “majority” in whose 
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interests, at least if unchecked by concern for the common good, 
modern democracy would wield its power. They would be the people 
of “futurity” who decide. This does not mean Mill had no preference 
regarding which option they chose, or that he thought they would be 
choosing wrongly if they chose socialism. 

Moreover, from very early on, Mill expressed a belief that we ought 
to guide our choices as regards immediate political reforms by the 
“ideal.” Here, he uses the metaphor of the North Star in navigation. 
“Though we may only be sailing from the port of London to that of 
Hull,” he said – that is, making relatively incremental reforms – “let 
us guide our navigation by the North Star.”160 Mill consistently iden-
tified socialism with “the ultimate prospect of human society,”161 “an 
ideal … even … a prophecy of ultimate possibilities,”162 and the “ideal 
of ultimate improvement,”163 and he saw socialist principles of justice 
as a “higher ideal” than the ones underpinning private property. This 
gives weight to the idea that Mill looked to something “beyond” indi-
vidual property. And though it might not be possible for society ever 
to “arrive” at the “ideal,” just as it is not possible to “arrive” at the North 
Star, it is important to see that Mill did think the “ideal” was socialist – 
and this is one of the reasons he put himself “under the general desig-
nation of Socialist.” His was a normative commitment, not a predictive 
one, but this does not somehow undermine his claim. 

That said, I also think Mill’s view is more predictive than Riley, 
Miller, and others allow. Mill did not say socialism definitely would 
come to pass, but he certainly made it plain that he thought it very 
likely. I have just sketched some more normative reasons (regarding 
worker independence, and so on) why he thought this was the case. 
Persky convincingly argues that Mill’s understanding of economics 
meant that he thought socialism was likely, and perhaps even would 
come to pass, though without Mill saying as much in as many words.164 

First, workers are attracted to socialism in a normative sense (as 
fairer than capitalism, and as allowing more dignity and independ-
ence to workers) and are moving toward cooperation because this 
is what efficient production demands. That is, Persky argues, Mill 
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makes empirical observations about trends in production toward “the 
economies of scale of modern technologies,” which workers will not 
abandon, though they will demand a greater share of the benefits of 
these. This will lead to “the workers eventually choosing democratic 
co-operatives for a fundamental restructuring of production … This is 
the direction progress is moving.” 

Second, Persky adds that “like most classical economists Mill was 
reasonably sure that as an empirical matter the rate of return on capital 
would fall, indeed fall toward zero,” resulting in “the stationary state.” 
He writes: “This piece of empiricism played an almost quaint role in 
[Mill’s] hopes for co-operatives. Mill looks forward to the capitalists 
retiring from the scene, leaving a good deal of their capital in the hands 
of worker associations. While Mill worries that cooperatives won’t be 
as adventurous with respect to technology as individual owners, he 
is sure that the combination of rising wages, falling profit rates, and 
the attractiveness of working in the expanding co-operatives will leave 
capitalists on the side-lines.” 

That is, wages will rise as cooperatives expand, because the return to 
workers in cooperatives will be higher than to those who continue to 
work for wages: this means employers will have to offer higher wages 
in order to attract workers as they compete for an ever-decreasing pool 
of wage labour. Higher wages in themselves affect profits, but so do 
the other pressures on capitalism, including the increasing amount of 
capital competing for a return as capitalists continue to save; further 
pressure on wages as population rates decrease (as a result of increases 
in worker education and female emancipation); and falling efficiency 
within capitalist firms as only the least good workers remain work-
ing for employers rather than joining, or forming, cooperatives. Mill 
accepted that “the free importation of relatively cheap wage-goods” 
would delay the fall of the rate of profit to zero.165 If there has been 
no control of the population rate (and, therefore, wages remain at 
Malthusian subsistence level), then these cheap imports must have 
the effect of lowering agricultural rents, which, combined with low 
wages, increases the surplus for capitalists (profit being what remains 
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to capitalists when they have paid wages, rents, the costs of primary 
resources, and the costs of capital depletion, i.e., to replace broken 
machinery). If, on the other hand, the workers have succeeded in 
lowering the population rate, then cheap imports means wage values 
rise (though not wages), but there is no impact on rent and the inexor-
able decline in the rate of profits continues unaffected. 

Similarly, technological change may delay the stationary state. Tech-
nology (at least as employed by capitalists not in a stationary state) 
improves the productivity of the workforce. This increases the surplus 
available to capitalists as profit. If there is no limit to the population 
rate, this will delay the arrival of the stationary state. But if there has 
been a fall in the population rate (such that the workers, in having 
children, only replace their own labour overall rather than increasing 
the available amount of labour, and thus lowering wages), then even-
tually this expansion of fixed capital (in technology) will contribute to 
higher wages. 

Thus, Persky reads Mill as thinking that the stationary state was an 
economic certainty. He also reads Mill as seeing it arriving fairly soon, 
for Mill consistently noted that the rate of profit “is habitually within 
… a hand’s breadth of the minimum, and the country therefore on the 
very verge of the stationary state.”166 Though he notes that Mill is “a 
bit vague” on how strong the counter-tendencies “are likely to be.”167 

Importantly, if we achieve the high-wage, low-population rate type 
of stationary state, this will provide (on Persky’s plausible reading) the 
economic underpinning for his idea that capitalists might first, invest 
in cooperatives, and second, exchange their capital for an annuity pro-
vided by cooperatives, with the result that cooperatives will organically 
subsume privately owned capital, thereby transforming a system of in-
dividual property into one of communal property. Capitalists would 
do the former because cooperatives would offer a “fair” rate on loaned 
capital that would at least equal, and perhaps better, the rate that could 
be expected from investing in (less efficient, as sketched above) pri-
vately owned firms in an era of declining profits. They would do the 
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latter because a zero rate of profit means there is no point in saving 
(i.e., investing) for one’s old age: an annuity from a cooperative will 
suddenly appear to be the best bet. So socialism could emerge from 
capitalism without either violence on the part of the workers or altru-
ism on the part of capitalists. 

Here, though, we ought to note that Mill was not certain which 
kind of stationary state would in fact emerge. Persky is right to note 
that Mill saw many tendencies that encouraged him to think it might 
be the high-wage/low-population-rate version. But Mill was not com-
pletely sure, and a lot of steps would have to be taken before this could 
happen (including some very tough ones, such as overcoming the en-
trenched power of established religion over people’s beliefs about how 
many children they ought to have). So we should be cautious about 
thinking that Mill was certain that the “good” kind of stationary state 
would emerge. (On the other hand, Mill thought we could experiment 
with socialism before we reached the stationary state, so this does not 
undermine his conviction that workers were likely to try to implement 
socialist reforms to the economy – indeed, he witnessed them doing so 
in his own lifetime, and encouraged them to do so.)

Persky further argues that “Mill’s vision of the socialism to come 
is based on something like a materialist conception of history.” “Mill 
clearly identifies the transition from capitalism to co-operatives as an 
organic process brought on by the very success of the capitalists in ac-
cumulating savings and driving down profits.” Persky does not develop 
this argument in much detail, but he sees Mill’s political economy of 
progress as predicting a move toward socialism as the “natural” and 
unavoidable outcome of existing property relations, class tensions, and 
worker ambitions for a better future. 

I am not convinced that Mill really did have a solely materialist con-
ception of history, though I acknowledge that his theory and Marx’s 
have similarities arising from their common roots in Saint-Simonian 
and German Idealist theory.168 (I explored the Saint-Simonian ele-
ments of Mill’s view in detail above, but it is worth noting that he 
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recalled that these views were “the general property of Europe, or at 
least of Germany and France” at the time, only “they had never, to my 
knowledge [in the 1830s], been so completely systematised as by these 
writers, nor the distinguishing characteristics of a critical period so 
powerfully set forth.”169) I agree, though, that he thought economic 
forces were propelling both economic and social change and that it 
would be impossible to reverse these changes (whatever paternalist 
employers desired, we could not return to feudalism). Even so, Mill left 
open the possibility of a transformation that was not “total” and that 
would result in the sort of “patchwork” economy sketched by Miller 
(in which there would be some privately owned firms/property, and a 
market economy occupied mainly by cooperatives).170 

Thus, there are three reasons to be cautious concerning whether 
Mill thought socialism would arrive. First, as just noted, it is not clear 
how long he thought it really would be before the stationary state 
arrived, nor how strong the countervailing tendencies would prove to 
be (i.e., imports from expanding markets, and technological change). 
Although, as noted above, we could make experiments in socialism 
before the arrival of the stationary state, if the economic conditions of 
that state were necessary for the complete transformation of the econ-
omy (socialism, on this view, being ultimately dependent on a zero rate 
of profit), then Mill left open the possibility of avoiding the stationary 
state, perhaps not forever, but certainly for a very long time. Second, 
and more importantly, Mill was much more cautious than Persky reads 
him regarding the nature of the stationary state if and when it did 
arrive – that is, it might not be the “good” form, and it was only the 
“good” form that would spontaneously transform itself into socialism. 
Third, we have no warrant to read Mill as having a materialist con-
cept of history that makes the arrival of socialism inevitable. But I do 
agree with Persky that serious consideration of Mill’s economics (and 
not just his political philosophy) shows that Mill really did think that 
the arrival of socialism was very likely and that according to his eco-
nomic account, the future was less “open” than Riley (and others) read 
it as being. 
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Conclusion

In this chapter I have shown that Mill was not a “laissez-faire” liberal; 
nor was he an uncritical supporter of either contemporary capitalism 
or even “the régime of individual property as it might be made” in 
either the “old” world or the “new.” He criticized contemporary cap-
italism on the grounds of justice and equality, freedom and individu-
ality, the social ethos, proto-environmentalist concerns, and efficiency. 
Not all of these concerns could be overcome by reforms to the regime 
of individual property. Individual property always leads to inequalities: 
wage labour always leads to a lack of freedom for workers, even under 
profit-sharing. 

In his review of Mill’s assessment of “capitalism versus socialism,” 
Riley rightly notes that in Principles, after arguing “that existing laws 
and customs of private property ought to be reformed to promote a 
far more egalitarian form of capitalism than hitherto observed any-
where,” Mill “went on to suggest that such an ideal capitalism might 
evolve spontaneously into a decentralised socialism involving a market 
system of competing worker cooperatives.”171 It is this that, as Riley 
also notes, Mill calls “the nearest approach to social justice … which it 
is possible at present to foresee.”172 I explore this in Chapter 4. Already, 
we can see from his criticisms of capitalism, and how many of these 
are still pertinent regarding a reformed regime of individual property, 
how Mill could have been looking for something even better in a new, 
organic, age. 

As noted in Chapter 1, some commentators have taken Mill’s warm 
words regarding the possibilities of reforming the system of individual 
property, his leaving open the question of whether communism would 
be chosen by the people of the future over this reformed system of 
individual property, and his general unwillingness to predict socialism’s 
triumph or even arrival, as a sign that he did not really want reform to 
go beyond the reforms to individual property I have sketched above. 
(Indeed, so radical is that program that many earlier commentators 
tried to deny that Mill went even this far.) The preceding section 
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shows why this view is mistaken: Mill normatively endorsed socialism 
and also thought it was very likely to emerge in the near future. 

Furthermore, some commentators see in Mill’s criticisms of con-
temporary forms of socialism a sign that he was not “really” a socialist. 
For this reason, in the next chapter I consider in detail Mill’s attitude 
toward contemporary socialism, to show exactly where he differed and 
(ultimately) why this did not affect his own self-identification, but 
rather sheds useful light on the content of his own socialism.



It is the true ideal of a perfect human society; the spirit of which 
will more and more pervade even the existing social institutions, 
as human beings become wiser and better; and which, like any 
other model of unattainable perfection, everybody is the better 
for aspiring to, although it be impossible to reach it. We may 
never get to the north star, but there is much use in turning our 
faces towards it if we are journeying northward.1 

Several scholars writing about Mill’s socialism have taken elements 
of his various assessments of socialism as evidence that he was never 
“really” a socialist, or that his “flirtation” with socialism was short-
lived. However, these interpretations misread the context, and extent, 
of Mill’s negative assessments of different forms of socialism. Cer-
tainly, he was not a socialist when he debated against the Owenites in 
the 1820s,2 but Mill does not claim he was – his political philosophy 
developed into something “under the general designation of Socialist” 
in the mid-to-late 1840s.3 In that time Mill changed his mind about a 
number of elements of Owenism that he had previously viewed nega-
tively (including its “practicability,”4 its desirability, and the costs as-
sociated with implementing it) and came to see that there was much 
more to “socialism” than Owenism. Similarly, he was certainly not a 
supporter of “revolutionary socialism,” as the Chapters on Socialism 
make plain: he thought it was dangerous, but evidently tempting to the 
frustrated working classes.5 However, there is much more to socialism 

chapter three
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(both historically and conceptually) than Marxist “revolutionary so-
cialism,” and Mill endorsed an evolutionary albeit still radical form 
of socialism in Principles of Political Economy, which he was re-editing 
and republishing at the same time he was writing Chapters.6 

Other scholars have linked Mill to “utopian socialism” – that is, 
the ideas of Robert Owen, Henri Saint-Simon (and his followers, 
the Saint-Simonians), Charles Fourier (and his Fourierist followers, 
particularly Victor Considerant); Etienne Cabet (father of “Icarian” 
socialism); and Louis Blanc.7 It is certainly true that these were the 
forms of socialism with which Mill engaged over the longest period of 
time, and the ones that influenced the change in his own philosophy. 
It is also true that what Mill sketched as his “Utopia” was plausibly 
socialist.8 But Mill never produced the kind of detailed blueprint for  
the ideal society (what Marx dismissively characterized as “recipes  
for the cook-shops of the future”9) that usefully defines “utopian so-
cialists” and that links them much more strongly and clearly than any 
similarities between their different ideas.10 Unless we follow Marx 
and Engels and think there is only Marxist socialism or “utopian” so-
cialism – itself not a helpful dichotomy – we ought not to see Mill’s 
“socialism” as “utopian.” 

Indeed, Mill was not an uncritical advocate of any of the forms of 
socialism extant in his day. In this chapter I explore his assessment of 
contemporary socialism(s), in order to see what he found attractive 
and unattractive about the idea. This will make it easier to explore 
Mill’s own form of socialism. 

Mill ’s  Definition of Socialism 

We ought to start by ascertaining what Mill meant by socialism. This 
has two dimensions: which socialisms did Mill know and have in mind 
when discussing socialism? And what did he take the term, concep-
tually, to cover? An answer to the first question was briefly given above 
but is worth exploring in more detail. 
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 The Forms of Socialism with which Mill was Familiar

Mill knew of the ideas of Owen and several leading Owenites as early 
as the 1810s and 1820s. He was familiar with works by Owen himself; 
with William Thompson’s An Inquiry into the Distribution of Wealth 
Most Conducive to Human Happiness and Appeal of One Half the Human 
Race, Women, Against the Pretensions of the Other Half, Men, to Retain 
Them in Political, and thence in Civil and Domestic, Slavery (co-authored 
with Anna Wheeler); and with the ideas of early Owenites such as 
John “Gale” Jones and Connop Thirlwall.11 From much the same time 
he was also familiar with the ideas of the Christian Socialists Frederick 
Maurice12 and Edward Vansittart Neale.13 Later, he came to know the 
English co-operator George Jacob Holyoake,14 through whose books 
(which Mill praises in Principles) he would also have had knowledge 
of a number of other Owenite communities.15 

Turning to French forms of socialism, Mill met Saint-Simon him-
self in 182016 and had a lifelong friendship with Gustave d’Eichthal, 
who became one of the twelve highest-ranked Saint-Simonians.17 He 
also met the “chiefs” of Saint-Simonism, Barthélemy Prosper Enfan-
tin and Amand Bazard, in Paris in 1830 (when Mill went to witness 
the revolution happening there),18 as well as another Saint-Simonian 
missionary to England, Charles Duvreyier,19 and he knew of the mis-
sionaries Gregorio Fontana-Rava and Giacchino Prati.20 While the 
Saint-Simonian school was still in existence, Mill read every edition 
of the Globe (its main mouthpiece) and even contributed an article to 
it.21 Although Mill was clear that he was “not a St. Simonist [sic] nor 
at all likely to become one,”22 and also declared that it was “only one 
among a variety of interesting and important features of the time we 
live in,”23 he regularly defended them in print against both persecution 
by political authorities in Paris24 and pillory by the press in England.25 
Moreover, he did what he thought useful to help the Saint-Simonians 
in their quest to convert England, though he thought them unlikely 
to succeed.26 Indeed, he wrote that their scheme, though currently 
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“impracticable,” ought to be the “North Star” by which Britons navi-
gated social reform.27 

Mill first became aware of Fourier in 1832, when some of the 
Saint-Simonians, including Jules Lechavalier and Abel Transon, 
joined his sect28 (which was some time after Fourier’s main works were 
first published29). Mill’s initial attitude was by no means sympathetic. 
He described Fourier as “a sort of ... Owen who is to accomplish all 
things by means of cooperation & of rendering labour agreeable, & 
under whose system man is to acquire absolute power over the laws of 
physical nature; among other happy results, the sea is to be changed 
into lemonade.”30 (Fourier actually only said that the sea, because of 
changing mineral content due to the melting of the polar icecaps, 
would taste of – pink – lemonade.31)

Mill first took Fourier seriously after reading his ideas as transmit-
ted by Considerant, in 1849,32 and introduced the scheme into Princi-
ples that same year.33 By the time he came to write Chapters,  Mill was 
also familiar with Fourier’s Theory of the Four Movements, and owned 
(though this does not guarantee read!) an 1851 translation of Fou-
rier’s work titled The Passions of the Human Soul.34 He quoted exten-
sively from Considerant’s La Destinée Sociale (first published 1834–38) 
in Chapters – presumably using his own translations, as he cited the 
French edition – though it is not clear how early Mill read this; and he 
had evidently read other works, including Considerant’s Le Socialisme 
devant le vieux monde, ou le vivant devant les morts.35 

Mill did not discuss Cabet’s Icarianism36 at any length. But he did 
mention it very briefly in Principles;37 and he defended Cabet in the 
English press both in the 1830s (when Cabet was prosecuted for libel 
against the French king38) and fifteen years later (when he was tried, 
in absentia, for conning people into investing in his Icarian emigration 
scheme: Cabet later returned with proofs that he had not misappro-
priated the funds, but had been buying land – as promised – for the 
founding of an Icarian community in America).39

Blanc was one of the socialists whom Mill personally knew best. 
They became friends when Blanc was living in exile in London after 
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1848, and Blanc was one of the few people Mill ever invited to his 
home.40 “His very devoted” Blanc presented Mill with a copy of his 
History of the French Revolution (Paris, 1847).41 Mill also knew of the 
ideas of other French cooperative socialists, having certainly read 
the work of Buchez, and having long-standing links to the French re-
publican movement of the 1830s, out of which much French producer 
cooperation grew.42 It was their schemes for “National Workshops,” 
and the ideas of other socialists such as Considerant, who were part 
of the Provisional Government formed after the February 1848 revolu-
tion, whom Mill was referring to when he wrote that it was “wretched 
to see the cause of legitimate Socialism thrown back” by violence in 
June 1848 and its aftermath.43 

Lastly, Mill and Marxism. It may seem incredible to the modern 
reader, given Marx’s fame in the intervening 150 years, and given that 
Marxism is often seen as synonymous with socialism and indeed a 
complete definition of it, that it is very likely that Mill never in his 
life heard of Marx.44 Actually, Marx remained relatively unknown 
throughout Mill’s lifetime. His fame really began with the publication 
of Capital. Volume 1 was published, in German, in 1867;45 fascicules 
circulated in French from 1872 to 1875;46 English copies were available 
in 1887; Mill died in 1873. 

It has been said that “it cannot be too strongly emphasised that Mill 
knew nothing of Marx or of Marxism,”47 but this is a little too categor-
ical. Mill makes reference to a work that we now know was written by 
Marx (“Workingmen and the War”), which Mill came across through 
his contacts with British members of the International Working Men’s 
Association (IWA),48 and as Chapters shows,49 he was exposed to some 
ideas we would now call “Marxist,”50 having been sent a copy of the 
program of the IWA by the members of the Nottingham branch,51 
along with an “able” pamphlet by Thomas Smith titled “Letters on 
the [Paris] Commune,” in 1872.52 That said, Mill would have had no 
particular reason to attach any importance to Marx’s name,53 and some 
of what he read that was penned by Marx is not all that distinctively 
“Marxist.”54 However, Mill does seem to have had knowledge of more 
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clearly “Marxist” ideas, and he may therefore have read more than we 
know penned by Marx – for example, all the points that in The Com-
munist Manifesto Marx says will be “pretty generally applicable” to all 
countries could be summed up in the phrase Mill used to describe 
the goals of “the revolutionary Socialists”: “the management of the 
whole productive resources of the country by one central authority, 
the general government. And with this view some of them avow as 
their purpose that the working classes, or somebody in their behalf, 
should take possession of all the property of the country, and adminis-
ter it for the general benefit.”55 

Mill’s Conceptual Account of Socialism

Mill treats these various schemes both under the general heading of 
“socialism” and under the subheadings of “communism” and “social-
ism.” This can lead to some confusion in understanding his views, 
which reflects linguistic change in Mill’s own lifetime, with “socialism” 
being adopted in England by thinkers (like Owen) whom Mill would 
later call “communists.”56 

As Mill understood it, all forms of socialism were opposed to “the 
régime of individual property” as currently constituted and indeed 
to private property itself (and therefore to any “régime of individual 
property … as it might be made”). In his time, then, socialism viewed 
private property, especially individual ownership of capital, as the root 
of contemporary social evils. It followed that socialism involved com-
munal ownership of property understood broadly speaking as capital 
or “the instruments and means of production” (to a more or less exclu-
sive degree – Fourier, for instance, allows some individual ownership 
of capital, which can be invested in communally owned associations 
in order to generate an interest payment).57 Socialists did not bar in-
dividual ownership “of articles of consumption.” That is, an individual 
might retain “the exclusive right … to his or her share of the produce 
when received, either to enjoy, to give, or to exchange it,” although the 
land might belong to the “community … and … be cultivated on their 
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joint account,” and “the dwelling assigned to each individual or family 
as part of their remuneration might be as exclusively theirs … as any 
one’s house now is,” as might “any ornamental ground which the cir-
cumstances of the association allowed to be attached to the house for 
purposes of enjoyment.” “The distinctive feature of Socialism,” Mill 
insisted, “is not that all things are in common, but that production is 
only carried on upon the common account, and that the instruments 
of production are held as common property.” 

Another “distinctive feature” of socialism in Mill’s time was that the 
“division of the produce” of labour was done in “public” and in accord-
ance with “rules laid down by the community” based on principles of 
justice rather than by chance.58 If there were inequalities, these were 
justified – or at least justifiable to, and by, the principles of justice en-
dorsed by people living in the same community. 

Mill drew four distinctions between various “types” of socialism 
related to how the “physical means of life and enjoyment” (i.e., arti-
cles of consumption) are distributed; the “scale” of the association en-
visaged (from the whole state, to small “village”-sized communes, or 
even smaller “associations”); the means advocated for implanting these 
schemes (from incremental, organic, voluntarist change to the violent 
and complete overthrow of every element of the existing system); and 
the extent to which these systems are supposed to be self-sufficient 
and self-contained, or allow for (or rely on) a some interactions among 
different, mutually-dependent associations. 

Under the first heading came his main distinguishing difference 
between “communists” and other socialists. “Communists” proposed 
“absolute equality in the distribution of the physical means of life and 
enjoyment.”59 “Socialists” “admit inequality, but grounded on some 
principle, or supposed principle, of justice or general expediency.” On 
this division, Mill counted Owen and Cabet as “communists,” along 
with Blanc (though Mill noted that Blanc endorsed complete equal-
ity only “as a transition to a still higher standard of justice, that all 
should work according to their capacity, and receive according to their 
wants.” Blanc’s idea of “higher” justice might be a form of “socialism,” 
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not “communism,” though – like communist principles of justice – it 
presupposed the ability to divorce remuneration from effort). 

Both “communists” and “socialists” proposed a variety of scales: 
Owen advocated small-scale “villages”; Cabet, whole-state commun-
ism.60 Saint-Simon advocated whole-state socialism; Fourier, small-
scale socialist associations. Similarly, some communists and socialists 
advocated gradual change through the “multiplication” of associations, 
all founded by volunteers who had been persuaded of the superior-
ity of socialism.61 On the other hand, the “revolutionary Socialists” 
wanted an immediate overthrow of the regime of private property and 
its immediate replacement by something entirely new.62 

Socialism could also involve self-sufficient communities of different 
scales (who might or might not interact) – for example, in the ideas of 
Owen, Thompson, Cabet, and Saint-Simon. Or communities might 
not be intended to be self-sufficient, but to trade with one another 
even for necessities within a broader political community comprised of 
many “associations” – for example, Blanc and other “cooperative social-
ists” including Holyoake, Neale, Buchez, and the Rochdale Pioneers, 
and also, to some extent, Fourier. Put briefly, socialism could either be 
“communist” or “non-communist”; state-scale or small-scale; “evolu-
tionary” or “revolutionary”63; and, for want of a better differentiation, 
“self-sufficient” or “interactive.” 

In Table 3.1, I categorize the kinds of socialism that Mill knew and 
engaged with.64

Mill was only ever in favour of small-scale, evolutionary schemes. 
In Chapters he made very plain the disaster he thought awaited the 
violent, immediate overthrow of an entire existing society, particularly 
by people who not only did not have, but prided themselves on not 
having, a plan for reconstruction.65 It would, he said, be a Hobbesian 
state of nature, out of which must only come centuries more of oppres-
sion and tyranny, if any survived it at all. Mill was also never convinced 
about either the desirability or the feasibility of state-scale socialism.66 

Mill was not a complete advocate of any extant form of socialism, 
though there were some he much preferred to others. In the rest of 
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this chapter I look at the problems he identified even with extant 
forms of socialism, leaving aside, for the most part, revolutionary so-
cialism, having just flagged its main problems. Then I consider what it 
was Mill found attractive in socialism broadly conceived, in order to 
turn, in the following chapter, to a reconstruction of his own “quali-
fied socialism.”67 

Table 3 . 1

Owenism (e.g. as advocated Communist; small-scale; evolutionary;  
by Owen and Thompson1)  self-sufficient (with some interaction  
 with other communities, particularly in  
 Thompson’s schemes).
Saint-Simonism Socialist; state-scale; evolutionary;  
 self-sufficient.
Fourierism Socialist; small-scale; evolutionary; self- 
 sufficient, but interacting in a “World  
 Congress of Phalanxes.”
Icarianism Communist; state-scale; evolutionary;  
 self-sufficient.
Blancianism Communist (perhaps transitioning to  
 socialism); small-scale; evolutionary;  
 interactive. 
Revolutionary Socialism Unclear whether “communist” or  
 “socialist”;2 state-scale; revolutionary;  
 self-sufficient. 
Cooperation (“association of “Socialist” in the main, though could  
labourers among themselves”3 choose“communist” principles of  
either as producer or distribution; small-scale; evolutionary;  
consumers)  interactive.

1 Owen, Book of the New Moral World, xiii–xix; Thompson, Inquiry, 168–7; 256–7; and 
274–80.

2 Mill did not mention what he took the distributive preferences of “revolutionary 
Socialism” to be in Chapters, which reflects the unwillingness he denigrates on their 
part to make concrete plans for “after the revolution.” 

3 Mill, Principles, 775.
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We can already see, however, generally what it was Mill had in mind 
when he spoke of “socialism.” By that word he meant schemes that 
involved communal ownership of “the means of production” and in 
which production was done solely “on the common account,” as well as 
a public just (at least supposedly) distribution of “articles of consump-
tion” whereby individual “ownership” (entailing certain exclusive rights 
over use and disposal) was granted over these items. This is opposed to 
the contemporary “régime of individual property,” under which goods 
were produced on the individual capital owner’s account, with sur-
pluses being produced with an eye to personal gain through advanta-
geous trade; the means of production as well as articles of consumption 
were privately owned, and people had unjustified rights regarding in-
heritance of both kinds of property; and the division of the product 
was a private affair based in part on personal exertion but a great deal 
more “on accident alone.”68 Also, Mill’s socialism was distinct from the 
“régime of individual property … as it might be made” both in a “new” 
world and the “old” one, where, again, production would be on the 
private account; the means of production and articles of consumption 
would be privately owned (excepting, perhaps, land), though inherit-
ance rights would be much more constrained than at present; and the 
distribution would be private and the result of personal exertion (in 
itself, somewhat “accidental”), although it might be better founded on 
principles of justice (e.g., securing the labourer the fruits of his or her 
labours) and less on “accident” (and a history of force) than under con-
temporary capitalism. 

Mill ’s  Criticisms of Socialism and Socialists

Over time, Mill’s attitude toward socialism, and specific socialists, 
changed. But the grounds of his critiques remained stable, even when 
he altered his assessment of whether particular socialist schemes were 
merited such criticism. These criticisms encompassed the following: 
queries regarding whether all the criticisms that socialists levelled 
at capitalism were founded on a good understanding of economics; 
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questions of feasibility (i.e., would the proposed scheme work and be 
self-sustaining once up and running?); doubts regarding the justice of 
the specific principles of distribution endorsed by different schemes; 
worries regarding the survival of individuality; concerns regarding the 
possibility, and the potential costs, of immediate implementation; and 
considerations of whether a scheme could ever be implemented by 
people in the current, very imperfect state of humanity, and whether 
there was an available means of improving humanity to the point that 
they could implement such schemes. In this section, I explore each of 
these concerns in more detail. 

Socialist Critiques of Capitalism 

Mill agreed with a number of socialist critiques of capitalism, par-
ticularly on the grounds of capitalism’s inefficiency; its unjustifiable 
inequalities; its social ethos; and the dire poverty faced by a large part 
(if not the majority) of the working classes.69 I will return to these 
issues later, in the section about the elements of socialism that Mill 
found attractive. For now … Mill did not agree with all of the social-
ist critiques of capitalism, and this (among other things) prevented 
him from being identified with any specific version of contemporary 
socialism. (That said, the differences between Mill and his socialist 
contemporaries have been exaggerated, and that he was not a member 
of any contemporary socialist sect did not preclude him from being 
“under the general designation of Socialist.”70) 

Mill engaged most directly, and at most length, with socialist cri-
tiques of capitalism in Chapters, taking Blanc, Owen and Considerant 
as exemplars. The criticisms he lists regard the evils associated with 
competition; inefficiency; and a wrong social morality, particularly re-
garding social inter-relations, how people viewed work, and fraudu-
lent trading practices.71 The assessment of competition, as others have 
noted,72 appeared to create the widest breach between him and con-
temporary socialists: in Principles, he defended the idea of competition 
against socialist critiques,73 arguing against many of Blanc’s critiques 
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of it and finding him guilty of the “exaggeration” that “is not wanting 
in the representations of the ablest and most candid of Socialists.”74 

Blanc declared that competition “is for the people a system of ex-
termination.”75 Poor people were left with no option but to work for 
wages (i.e., they could not cultivate land, or hunt and fish on it, as it 
had all been taken into private ownership and “vagabondage” and beg-
ging were illegal), but competition between them drove those wages 
down in a “continual fall.” This was exacerbated by the problem of 
high birth rates among the poor. Blanc rejected the classical polit-
ical economist’s argument that competition is beneficial as it leads to 
lower prices for commodities: this, he said, might happen in the short 
run, but in the long run competition advantages large producers and 
monopolists over small manufacturers and shopkeepers, so low prices 
are “maintained only so long as there is a struggle; no sooner have the 
rich competitors driven out their poorer rivals than prices rise.” He 
thought that competition led to inefficiency and oversupply because 
there was no coordination of industry and because speculators were 
encouraged to “gamble” for the chance of great profits rather than pro-
duce what was actually needed. Lastly, he felt that competition made 
people “venal” and “invades even the domain of thought” by creating “a 
vast confusion calculated to arouse jealously, mistrust, and hatred, and 
to stifle, little by little, all generous aspirations, all fair self-sacrifice, 
and poetry.” 

Mill rejected Blanc’s claim that wages were falling – wages might 
fluctuate over time, but overall, they were increasing.76 Moreover, he  
rejected the idea  that only socialism could prevent overpopulation. 
Competition, he believed, led to higher wages in the long run. He 
also rejected Blanc’s argument that competition leads eventually (and 
inexorably) to higher prices, with the caveat that prices might rise 
in those few industries that tend toward monopoly and that are run, 
in capitalism, by “great joint-stock companies” (e.g., railways).77 This 
was why, as he argued in Principles, the state ought to “reserve” such 
industry “to itself,” or ensure that it is “carried on under conditions 
prescribed, and, from time to time, varied by” it, thus guaranteeing 
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the public a cheaper supply than would come from private industry. 
Overall, however, competition led to high wages and low prices: “the 
present system is not, as many Socialists believe, hurrying us into a 
state of general indigence and slavery from which only Socialism can 
save us.”78 

On the other hand, Mill agreed with the socialists that competition 
does not guarantee quality: indeed, the profit motive encouraged dis-
tributors to try to sell inferior-quality goods, and the proliferation of 
distributors could make it difficult for consumers to discern who had 
higher-quality goods for sale before those people were driven out of 
the market.79 This links to Mill’s assessment of the socialists’ assertion 
that capitalism is inefficient.80 He advocated the expansion of con-
sumer cooperatives as a cure.81 

Mill also agreed with Blanc, Owen, and Considerant regarding the 
bad social morality or ethos that permeated, and was encouraged by, 
contemporary capitalism, criticizing the “greed” that exploited “cupid-
ity” at the consumer’s expense.82 Indeed, he argued that “the moral 
objection to competition, as arming one human being against another, 
making the good of each depend on evil to others, making all who 
have anything to gain or lose, live as in the midst of enemies, by no 
means deserves the disdain with which it is treated by some of the 
adversaries of socialism … Socialism, as long as it attacks the existing 
individualism, is easily triumphant.”83 

He reiterated Blanc’s language regarding how “as wealth increases 
and greater prizes seem to be within reach, more and more of a gam-
bling spirit is introduced into commerce; and where this prevails not 
only are the simplest maxims of prudence disregarded, but all, even the 
most perilous, forms of pecuniary improbity receive a terrible stimulus,” 
and how this leads to “the morality of the trading classes” being “more 
and more deteriorated.”84 “On this point, therefore,” Mill wrote, “So-
cialists have really made out the existence not only of a great evil, but 
of one which grows and tends to grow with the growth of population 
and wealth.” (In the modern context, we might consider the kinds of 
incentives for “pecuniary improbity” and “perilous” investments offered 
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by the massive gains available to, and desired by investors in, global 
financial markets.) However, Mill thought society as it then existed 
could do a good deal more to protect against this evil, through existing 
laws against fraud and through the creation of cooperative stores, par-
ticularly ones that sourced their goods from cooperative wholesalers. 

Thus, there were two main differences between Mill and the social-
ists whose criticisms he cited: first, he denied that competition, except 
in some specific cases, was lowering wages; and second, he thought 
that competition between producers led to lower prices (which was 
good for consumers and thus for workers, as workers are also con-
sumers). However, two things are worth noting. First, Mill advocated 
some solutions to these problems – most obviously, consumer cooper-
ation – that were “partly grounded on socialistic principles.”85 Second, 
though his belief that competition led in the long run to high, not 
low, wages, and to low, not high, prices, separated him from socialists 
such as Blanc, it did not separate him from all contemporary social-
ists. In fact, the idea that competition between producers – particularly 
producer-cooperatives – would happen and would benefit consumers 
can be found in the ideas of a number of co-operators, for instance 
Neale,86 Holyoake,87 Michel Goudchaux, Alexandre Marie, Hipployte 
Carnot, Louis Garnier-Pages, and Armand Marrast, as well as Buchez 
and his followers in L’Atelier.88 Thompson (in what has been called 
his “second-best” utopia89) also envisaged competition between mainly 
self-sufficient “villages” for goods and services, though not in the 
labour market.90 Fourier imagined competition between “phalanxes” 
and between “series” of workers within phalanxes, which would har-
ness people’s “cabalistic passion” and motivate them through a com-
petitive sort of “emulation.”91 These ideas have a strong echo in Mill’s 
use of the word “emulation.” He contended that “a contest, who can do 
most for the common good, is not the kind of competition which So-
cialists repudiate”;92 he entertained the notion of competition between 
cooperative associations in the spirit of “a friendly rivalry in the pursuit 
of a good common to all.”93 



 Mill’s Assessment of Contemporary Socialism(s) 107

Mill denied that competition led to reduced wages, but this does 
not mean he advocated competition in the labour market. Instead, he 
thought that the poor were increasingly unwilling (and rightly so) to 
work for wages but would want a fairer share of the product of their 
labour as well as a greater amount of input into their work and work-
ing conditions.94 He predicted that eventually, and much sooner than 
many people currently imagined, no one would be willing to work 
for wages and instead would insist on cooperative associations – an 
outcome he said “would be the nearest approach to social justice, and 
the most beneficial ordering of industrial affairs for the universal good, 
which it is possible at present to foresee.”95 His disagreement regard-
ing competition in the labour market, then, was over what he saw as 
economic facts: the effects of competition on wages were not what 
socialists said they were, and therefore we ought not to believe we 
were headed for “general indigence and slavery from which only So-
cialism can save us.”96 But this empirical observation did not under-
mine the normative force of socialism’s other critiques of competition 
in the labour market, many of which Mill agreed with (regarding the 
social ethos, people’s “morality,” and the quality of interpersonal rela-
tionships). Nor did this empirical observation undermine Mill’s other 
empirical observation, that working people were increasingly unwill-
ing to work for wages and to be regarded merely as a “receiver of hire” 
rather than as a partner in production.97 

To sum up this subsection: Mill agreed with several socialist cri-
tiques of contemporary capitalism, though he also thought several of 
the problems they identified could be cured within a regime of in-
dividual property, in part through the adoption of ideas founded on 
socialist principles (which, of course, would already make this regime 
something of a hybrid). He disagreed with the antipathy toward com-
petition in all forms displayed by some socialists, and he sought to 
straighten out both what he saw as their muddled or erroneous eco-
nomic thinking and what was in their ideas (a more normative cri-
tique) that had bite against capitalism, or any regime of individual 
property. This difference between Mill and contemporary socialists 
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regarding competition is a difference, and it may be what Mill had 
in mind when he called his ideas “a qualified socialism” and “under 
the general designation of Socialist.”98 But it was not enough to com-
pletely prevent him from being a socialist at all. 

Having considered Mill’s assessment of the socialist critiques of 
capitalism, I now explore some of the other assessments he made of 
contemporary socialist schemes, beginning with the core question 
of their very feasibility. 

Socialism’s Feasibility 

Mill wrote that “the practicability then of Socialism, on the scale of 
Mr. Owen’s or M. Fourier’s villages, admits of no dispute.”99 How-
ever, “the attempt to manage the whole production of a nation by one 
central organization is a totally different matter.” He called “the idea 
of conducting the whole industry of a country by direction from a 
single centre … obviously chimerical.”100 Evidently, Mill did not think 
that any state management or ownership of the means of production, 
or provision of goods and services, was “impracticable” or “obviously 
chimerical,” given that he supported a number of such state activities 
as part of his conception of “the régime of individual property … as it 
might be made.” However, his warnings regarding the potential prob-
lems of government ownership and provision (in his chapter on laisser- 
faire) give us some clue as to why he doubted the practicability of 
state-wide management of the entire economy. 

Specifically regarding Saint-Simonian state socialism (which he 
often labelled “impracticable”101), Mill had two main concerns. First, 
whether it would be in the capacity of any individuals actually to (as 
the Saint-Simonian scheme demands) apportion work according to 
capacity, and reward according to how well people performed their 
functions. Second, whether “any use which they could make of this 
power would give general satisfaction, or would be submitted to with-
out the aid of force,” which he called “a supposition almost too chimer-
ical to be reasoned against.”102 
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Concerning the feasibility of small-scale socialism, which Mill con-
sidered in much more detail, he thought most forms of it were “prac-
ticable” but raised a variety of concerns regarding how well it would 
work, particularly in its communist forms. He also dismissed some 
common critiques, which he himself had to some extent shared in the 
1820s. It is worth noting that Mill said that, “not believing in universal 
selfishness, I have no difficulty in admitting that Communism would 
even now be practicable among the elite of mankind, and may become 
so among the rest.”103

In his earliest speeches against Owenites, Mill declared that Owen-
ism would prove itself unstable (thus, unfeasible) unless private prop-
erty was completely outlawed.104 Moreover, if private property was 
so outlawed, the scheme would still be inefficient, for neither work-
ers nor managers would have any motivation to work effectively.105 
Furthermore, there would be a strong likelihood (as Thomas Mal-
thus had argued106) that the community would soon starve as there 
would be nothing to check the population rate, which would soon 
outstrip production. 

By the time he came to write Principles, however, he judged Owen-
ism to be not “impracticable”107 so long as the population was kept 
under control108 – something that he now thought the power of public 
opinion in communist associations would encourage to such a degree 
that “the Communistic scheme, instead of being peculiarly open to the 
objection drawn from the danger of over-population, has the recom-
mendation of tending in an especial degree to the prevention of that 
evil.”109 Such schemes “could … permanently subsist … without posi-
tive discomfort,” he said in earlier editions of Principles;110 members 
could produce “sufficient to maintain them in comfort,” he averred in 
later ones.111 They would not be rendered infeasible by the problem of 
people lacking a motive to work: communism would be able to motiv-
ate people through threat of penalties (“positive repro[of ]”) and by 
harnessing both their “public spirit” and “power of emulation,”112 the 
ability of which to excite “the most strenuous exertions for the sake of 
the approbation and admiration of others” had been “borne witness 
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to by experience in every situation in which human beings publicly 
compete with one another, even if it be in things frivolous.”113 The 
“eye” of “the whole community” would be on each worker, and this 
would be enough to keep them at their tasks, just as “the eye … of 
one master” already was under contemporary capitalism.114 At the very 
least, “Communistic labour … would … probably be more energetic 
than that of a labourer for hire,”115 especially as Mill also thought that 
the more educated the worker, the more likely he would be to work 
hard without surveillance – and all communist schemes insist that all 
workers will be educated.116 

In his early speeches against Owenism, Mill highlighted some con-
cerns regarding the efficient management of communist commun-
ities. Though these concerns are not raised in Principles, he addresses 
them in some depth in Chapters.117 Communism provided no incen-
tive for the best leaders to put themselves forward (taking on more 
work and responsibility for no increase in reward), and the necessarily 
committee-like nature of  decision-making might make innovation 
difficult to implement (though Mill thought innovators would still in-
novate, because they enjoyed doing it and would find it hard not to).118 

Another recurring concern regarding the feasibility of commun-
ism is whether it is possible to fairly apportion work equally.119 As 
Mill said, “there are many kinds of work, and by what standard are 
they to be measured one against another? Who is to judge how much 
cotton spinning, or distributing goods from the stores, or bricklaying, 
or chimney sweeping, is equivalent to so much ploughing?” That is, 
how can we determine that work is equally burdensome when differ-
ent types of work are so qualitatively different? Working equal hours 
is not the answer because some work is much harder than other kinds. 
Mill rejected the general communist answer to this problem, which 
was to make people work all jobs by turn, because by “putting an end 
to the division of employments,” this “would sacrifice so much of 
the advantage of co-operative production as greatly to diminish the 
productiveness of labour.” Moreover, “even in the same kind of work, 
nominal equality of labour would be so great an inequality, that the 
feeling of justice would revolt against its being enforced.” “All persons 
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are not equally fit for all labour; and the same quantity of labour is 
an unequal burthen on the weak and the strong, the hardy and the 
delicate, the quick and the slow, the dull and the intelligent.”120 This 
is a claim about feasibility as well as equality: if “the feeling of justice 
would revolt,” then people will not agree to this work-regime, and the 
community will collapse.

After 1852, in Principles, Mill revealed a change in his position on 
this question: 

[T]hese difficulties, though real, are not necessarily insuper-
able. The apportionment of work to the strength and capacities 
of individuals, the mitigation of a general rule to provide for 
cases in which it would operate harshly, are not problems to 
which human intelligence, guided by a sense of justice, would be 
inadequate. And the worst and most unjust arrangement which 
could be made … under a system aiming at equality, would be so 
far short of the inequality and injustice with which labour (not 
to speak of remuneration) is now apportioned, as to be scarcely 
worth counting in the comparison.121

In Chapters Mill suggested that “there should be a dispensing power, 
an authority competent to grant exemptions from the ordinary amount 
of work, and to proportion tasks in some measure to capabilities.”122 
This, he noted, might be abused by free-riders, and “[t]he squabbles 
and ill-blood which could not fail to be engendered by the distribution 
of work whenever such persons have to be dealt with, would be a great 
abatement from the harmony and unanimity which Communists hope 
would be found among the members of their association.”123 However, 
it is a sign that, again, he thought the problems of equality when ap-
portioning labour were not “necessarily insuperable,” though he did 
not use this phrase in Chapters. 

Mill did not have similar concerns regarding the feasibility of small-
scale socialism, particularly of the kind advocated by Fourier.124 He 
consistently argued that Fourierism “does no violence to any of the 
general laws by which human action … is influenced.” Everyone would 
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have the opportunity to gain an individual advantage from every 
degree of labour, abstinence, and talent they possessed, for Fourierism 
did not withdraw the motives to effort that were present in current 
society, and that were lacking in communism. Although he was not 
wholly convinced by Fourier’s explanation of how labour would be 
made “attractive” (thinking the “attractiveness” of “disagreeable” labour 
currently voluntarily undertaken might be due, in a great part, to its 
voluntary nature, which would disappear under Fourierism), he was 
more persuaded that such work might be made attractive if it were 
linked to higher honour and remuneration. He also spoke approvingly 
of the Fourierist idea that the necessary labour would get done because 
no one need do it excessively, particularly as there would be many more 
people to take a share of the necessary labour, since everyone would 
be working, and there would be much less labour wasted on unneces-
sary things (as in contemporary capitalism). Though admitting some 
reservations, he concluded that such concerns flagged “difficulties, not 
impossibilities,” which did not detract from the overall “practicabil-
ity” of Fourierism, which “admits of no dispute,”125 for Fourierism had 
“the greatest foresight of objections, of all the forms of Socialism”:126 
“[t]here is scarcely an objection or a difficulty which Fourier did not 
foresee, and against which he did not make provision beforehand by 
self-acting contrivances.”127 

Similarly, Mill thought that small-scale cooperative socialism of 
both producer and consumer kinds was eminently feasible – indeed, he 
wrote many pages for Principles detailing how such schemes worked.128 
He predicted that they would be the form of association that was 
“likely to predominate,”129 asserting that these associations were per-
fectly capable of competing successfully with capitalist firms.130 Mill 
was evidently concerned, in 1852, that the associations – though in 
themselves feasible – would not survive the “ruin” of “everything free, 
popular, or tending to improvement” brought about by the actions of 
“[t]he unprincipled adventurer who has for the present succeeded in 
reducing France to the political condition of Russia” (i.e., Napoleon 
III), but noted in later editions that reports of their death were greatly 
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exaggerated, and that associations were feasible even under conditions 
of political repression.131 Indeed, he concluded that “the prosperity 
attained by some of them even while passing through this difficult 
period … must be conclusive to all minds as to the brilliant future 
reserved for the principle of co-operation.” 

These cooperative associations pooled the capital (which was often 
incredibly small) of the members; worked under managers elected by 
the workers themselves and according to rules they themselves drew up 
(which were often much stricter, even, than those in capitalist firms); 
and distributed the product of their labour according to principles of 
justice to which all members agreed.132 Mill thought that “associations” 
that implemented equal shares, and Blanc’s “higher” principle of jus-
tice, were both feasible, though not at the current time. (They were, 
he said, “adapted to a much higher moral condition of human nature” 
than “the selfish type of character formed by the present standard of 
morality, and fostered by the existing social institutions,” adding that 
“an attempt at a higher ideal, until education shall have been entirely 
regenerated,” was unlikely “to prove immediately successful.”133) As he 
noted in his description of these schemes, those which had started out 
distributing according to equal shares had swiftly changed to some-
thing more like piece-work.134 

This was a principle of distribution that Mill supported (even 
adding a footnote in its defence to Principles after 1857135) as most 
perfectly respecting the fundamental principle of individual property, 
“the guarantee to individuals of the fruits of their own labour and ab-
stinence.”136 It also encapsulated “contract,” which was “the system, 
of all others, in the present state of society and degree of civilisation, 
most favourable to the worker; though most unfavourable to the non-
worker who wishes to be paid for being idle.”137 However, we should 
note the caveats “in the present state of society and degree of civili-
sation”: piecework represented “justice” and “fairness” in contemporary 
society, and support for it represented good character (rather than a 
desire to free-ride on the labour of others), but like all principles of 
justice associated with private property, it was a transitional principle, 
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currently just because expedient, and representing a compromise be-
tween selfishness (even though not as bad as idle free-riding) and the 
ideal notion of labour and reward as identified by Comte.138

Mill thought that socialist “social transformation” would be “practic-
able” only after “an equivalent change of character” had “take[n] place 
both in the uncultivated herd who now compose the labouring masses, 
and in the immense majority of their employers,” who must “learn by 
practice to labour … for generous … and not as hitherto solely self- 
interested” purposes.139 He also “looked forward to a time when … 
the rule that they who do not work shall not eat, will be applied not to 
paupers only, but impartially to all,” and a basic step toward achieving 
that was that people did indeed work if they wanted to eat. He wanted 
to encourage independence and pride among workers, for these would 
lead to them contributing according to their capacities (as socialists 
would put it), rather than – as he currently saw it – doing their best to 
contribute as little as possible for the highest possible wages. This is a 
key reason why he called for stronger measures to encourage workers 
to identify their interests with those of their employers, for instance 
through measures based on encouraging the “elite” to undertake a pro-
cess of “self-help,” profit-sharing,140 and ultimately cooperation; but 
piecework would also foster this (similarly, profit-sharing, as detailed in 
Principles, would allow for unequal apportioning of the profits shared, 
according to contribution, talent, or industry.)141 Associations that im-
plemented piecework, or other systems of remuneration that justified 
inequalities in terms of talent, industry, or effort, “by the very process 
of their success, are a course of education in those moral and active 
qualities by which alone success can be either deserved or attained,” 
and might lead to the feasibility of “higher” principles of justice. 

Overall, then, small-scale socialism was much more feasible than 
state-scale socialism. Moreover, those versions of socialism that fac-
tored in the potential problems of motivating people as they currently 
were to work without the driver of individual interest that capitalism 
tried to harness, as well as the potential limitations of human know-
ledge (and our own unwillingness to accord omniscience to others), 
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were more feasible – at least in the short term – than types that did 
not. One reason why Mill called for experimentation in different forms 
of small-scale socialism (both communist and non-communist forms) 
was in order to see, through experiment, whether these forms of so-
cialism really were feasible and what changes might need to be made 
to the workings of the schemes in order to ensure their feasibility.142

The “Availability” of Socialism 

That some kinds of socialism were more immediately feasible than 
others draws us neatly toward the question of whether different forms 
of socialism were, as Mill said, “available as a present resource” to soci-
ety. 143 Could some of those forms be implemented immediately, rather 
than far into the future? Mill advocated the immediate implementa-
tion – by those who wanted to try them – of some forms of small-scale 
socialism (most obviously, from the 1830s onwards, cooperative associ-
ations, and after 1849, Fourierist associations). 

He seems to have thought that Saint-Simonism would never be 
“available as a present resource” – even in the 1830s, when he seemed 
to imply that continual change in humanity might make that form 
“practicable,” he then immediately likened it to the North Star, 
which we would never reach but nonetheless ought to use as a navi-
gational guide.144 In Principles he noted that something similar to 
Saint-Simonism had been achieved by Jesuit priests in their coloniza-
tion of Paraguay but that the scheme “would not be borne” in modern 
times “unless from persons believed to be more than men, and backed 
by supernatural terrors,” which was not very likely.145 Even so, Mill 
concluded his section on Saint-Simonism and Fourierism with a plea 
that socialists be allowed to conduct their experiments, so perhaps he 
did think it was “available as a present resource” to some – or perhaps 
this was more meant to include those kinds he did think immediately 
available (such as Fourierism and cooperative socialism).146 

Mill had some similar concerns regarding communism, at least in 
the late 1840s, when he argued that, though it could well be true that 
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a set of communist teachers could educate children to be communists, 
and thus achieve communism within a generation, it was not clear 
where such teachers were to be found or who would teach them.147 
These concerns did not make their way directly into Principles or Chap-
ters, both of which portray communism as a regime that might con-
ceivably be available to people in the distant future (i.e., to those who 
might choose it, or choose a reformed form of individual property); 
and both of which include communism as a socialist scheme meriting 
a fair trial.148 That said, in Chapters and Considerations on Representa-
tive Government it is clear (and in Principles it is at least implied) that 
communism is not for everyone – at least right now – and that “to be 
successful, [it] requires a high standard of both moral and intellectual 
education in all members of the community” – though this education, 
in itself, is feasible.149 Indeed, Mill forthrightly declared: “I reject al-
together the notion that it is impossible for education and cultivation 
such as is implied in these things to be made the inheritance of every 
person in the nation; but I am convinced that it is very difficult, and 
that the passage to it from our present condition can only be slow.”150 

Given the “demoralising” effect of “the present state of society,” 
it might be true that “only a Communist association can effectually 
train mankind for Communism,” and that this was all the more reason 
to try out communism, and try to prove “by practical experiment, its 
power of giving this training” and ability to “give to the next genera-
tion … the education necessary to keep up” the necessary “high level” 
of “moral education” “permanently.” Even so, Mill was at pains to make 
clear that he “d[id] not seek to draw an inference against the possibil-
ity that Communistic production is capable of being at some future 
time the form of society best adapted to the wants and circumstances 
of mankind,” though this would “long” be “an open question,” only 
provable through “trial of the Communistic principle under favourable 
circumstances.”151 

He put the “arrival” of communism somewhat sooner (for some) in 
Considerations: “whenever it ceases to be true that mankind, as a rule, 
prefer themselves to others, and those nearest to them to those more 
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remote, from that moment Communism is not only practicable, but 
the only defensible form of society; and will, when that time arrives 
be assuredly carried into effect. For my own part, not believing in uni-
versal selfishness, I have no difficulty in admitting that Communism 
would even now by practicable among the elite of mankind, and may 
become so among the rest.”152

In sum, Fourierism, cooperative socialism, and possibly also small-
scale communism were “available as a present resource,” at least to 
what Mill called “the élite of mankind” (including, of course, those 
working people in England and France who were already attempt-
ing socialism).153 State-scale socialism, however, was not available 
as a present resource. Small-scale socialism was more available than 
small-scale communism because it demanded less of the “moral edu-
cation” of its members. These are, of course, all evolutionary forms, 
whose very success can pave the way for further successes.154 Mill may 
also have believed that at least the revolutionary part of revolutionary 
socialism was immediately available (i.e., we could immediately have a 
revolution). But he did not think that a socialist reconstruction in the 
chaos on the other side of a revolution was plausible, and therefore 
the goals of these socialists were not immediately available, or at least 
not through the means they advocated. 

The “Cost” of Implementing Socialism 

This takes us nicely to the question of the “cost” of implementing 
socialism. Evidently, revolutionary socialism was much too costly.155 
Those forms that Mill saw as “available as a present resource,” how-
ever, he was at pains to show were not very costly, and what burdens 
they did impose would fall only on those who had volunteered to bear 
them.156 

In the 1820s, he certainly viewed Owenism as much too costly to 
be attempted157 – indeed, he posited that two thirds of the popula-
tion would have starved by the time Owen’s Parallelograms were up 
and running.158 He may have continued to think Owenism too costly 
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to be worth the risks, at least in the current state of the world, and 
certainly, it was not Owenite forms of socialism for which he loudly 
claimed the right to, and importance of, a trial. One might expect him 
to have also considered Icarianism too costly (it being a state-wide 
form of communism); yet Mill defended Cabet in the press when he 
was tried in absentia for fraud after going to the United States with his 
followers’ funds to purchase land for their schemes. So perhaps Mill 
thought Icarianism was also not too costly for those who were willing 
to undertake the burdens.159 

This, probably, becomes the heart of the matter, at least in Mill’s 
later assessments of socialism: if people are willing to conduct socialist 
“experiments in living,” they ought to be able to do so, and the costs to 
them cannot be considered too high. It is when they try to force those 
experiments on unwilling others that the moral costs begin to mount. 
There must also be, though, a consideration concerning the necessary 
capital outlay, and this, of course, is easier to muster for small-scale 
forms of socialism. 

The Risks to Individuality Posed by Socialism 

I turn now to a different concern Mill had with socialism, one that 
has led many to argue that he could not really have been a socialist.160 
Certainly, intuitively at least, Mill’s commitment to “the free develop-
ment of individuality” shown so strongly in On Liberty appears to be a 
sticking point for the plausibility of his being a socialist.161 It is clear 
that Mill did have individuality-based concerns regarding socialism, 
but we ought to look carefully at precisely what these were, for when 
we do, it is less evident that Mill could not have been a socialist. 

Mill’s concern about socialism’s negative impact on individual-
ity and “independence” hearkens all the way back to his first debates 
against the Owenites. Owenism was, Mill said, “in its very nature … a 
system of universal regulation,” and though he was “not one of those, 
who set up liberty as an idol to be worshipped,” and was willing to 
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embrace “regulation and control” “when there is special advantage to 
be obtained” by it, he believed “there is a pleasure in enjoying perfect 
freedom of action … to be controlled, even if it be for our own good, 
is in itself far from pleasant, and … other things being alike, it is in-
finitely better to attain a given end by leaving people to themselves 
than to attain the same end by controlling them … It is delightful to a 
man to be an independent being.”162 

Later, in Principles, he reiterated his concern that communist forms 
of socialism would leave no room for individuality.163 In every edition, 
Mill worried that life under communism would be “monotonous”164 
and whether it would

be consistent with165 that multiform development of human 
nature, those manifold unlikenesses, that diversity of tastes and 
talents, and variety of intellectual points of view, which not only 
form a great part of the interest of human life, but by bringing 
intellects into stimulating collision, and by presenting to each 
innumerable notions that he would not have conceived of him-
self, are the mainspring of mental and moral progression.166

What changed more significantly is, that though Mill gave even 
more weight to the thought that people ought not to trade equal-
ity for individuality,167 he said from 1852 onwards that “no doubt, 
this, like all the other objections to the Socialists[’] schemes, is vastly 
exaggerated.”168 

In communist schemes, people’s non-working lives could be free 
from anti-individualist pressure: they need not always live together; 
nor need what they do in their spare time be anything other than their 
choice; nor need what they choose to do with their share of the pro-
duce be dictated by anyone other than themselves. Moreover, people 
need not be chained either to a locality or to a particular occupation. 
Mill went so far as to argue that if communist societies only made 
what was actually of use, then the people living in them would have a 
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great deal more leisure time than people in current society, and such 
unconstrained leisure time would surely be of benefit to individuality 
and freedom. 

In the earliest editions of Principles Mill also worried that “each 
would be the slave of all”169 under communism, but this was dropped 
from later editions.170 Those later editions also spent more time em-
phasizing the relative freedom for workers under communism, even 
though continuing to emphasize the drawbacks of a society that did 
not permit “the free development of individuality.”171 Indeed, by the 
time of the 1852 edition, Mill said these concerns would be “as dust 
in the balance” if the choice was solely between communism with all 
its “difficulties, great or small,”172 and the contemporary system, for, 
among other things, “the restraints of Communism would be free-
dom in comparison with the present condition of the majority of the 
human race.”173 This statement remains in all subsequent editions. 

His position was not as forthright in Chapters, in which he reiter-
ated his concern regarding the possible negative impact of commun-
ism on individuality, particularly the worrying possibility of “a delusive 
unanimity produced by the prostration of all individual opinions and 
wishes before the decree of the majority,” but did not say that this 
charge was “vastly exaggerated.”174 This might suggest that when 
he wrote Chapters, he thought this was a greater danger than when he 
first wrote those words in Principles. On the other hand, Chapters was 
begun in 1869 and left unfinished, and in the final edition of Principles, 
published in 1871, this passage remains intact, which suggests more 
that Mill phrased things differently in Chapters than that he had really 
changed his mind. Still, it is clear that Mill was worried about the 
impact of communism on individuality throughout his life, and that 
to the extent it did negatively affect individuality, communism was less 
desirable than a system that would preserve it. This concern can be 
overplayed, however, and it is important to note – as Sarvasy rightly 
does – that at least from the time of writing the Principles, Mill only 
said there was a danger of repression of individuality under commun-
ism – he did not say it was an inevitable outcome of communism.175 This 
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idea might be what the modern reader, with more knowledge of the 
consequences of Soviet-style state communism than Mill had, reads 
into his text, but it is not what Mill himself wrote. Moreover, Mill did 
not rule out the possibility that future generations would work out a 
way to combine communism with individuality in an acceptable way; 
he was only saying that he could not see exactly how to do it.176 

It also ought to be emphasized that these concerns applied only 
to communism and that Mill did not think that all forms of social-
ism were “communist.” That said, he had some concerns in the 1830s 
regarding an overreliance on the state that might be engendered by 
Saint-Simonism,177 and we can see that these – and similar concerns 
he raised in his discussion of laissez-faire – would have applied to any 
state-wide conception of socialism (communist or not). However, in 
Principles, Mill insisted that under Saint-Simonism, “society would 
wear as diversified a face as it does now; [and] would be still fuller of 
interest and excitement,” thus implying that it posed less of a problem 
for individuality than communism did (and perhaps would be bet-
ter for individuality than contemporary capitalism).178 

Mill certainly did not think that Fourierism was open to the same 
concerns regarding individuality as communism.179 He expressed 
admiration for the way in which something approximating equality 
would “practically result” from Fourierism’s arrangements of labour 
and distribution, “not, (as in Communism) from the compression, but 
on the contrary, from the largest possible development, of the vari-
ous natural superiorities residing in each individual.”180 As noted in 
the previous chapter, Mill did not think contemporary capitalism was 
particularly conducive to individuality, freedom, or independence: nor 
was it certain that “the régime of individual property … as it might 
be made” would be a complete improvement because of the lack of 
freedom inherent in wage relations. Indeed, as others rightly argue, it 
was Mill’s commitment to everyone’s individuality and independence 
that led him to endorse cooperative socialism.181 As Mill himself put 
it, he felt this position had been “promulgated ... less clearly and fully 
in the first edition [1848], rather more so in the second [1849], and 



122 John Stuart Mill, socialist

quite unequivocally in the third [1852]” edition of Principles.182 Mill 
was certainly deeply concerned about the survival of individuality, and 
he had some concerns regarding the dangers posed to this by state-
wide forms of socialism (both communist and non-communist) – but 
these concerns were not raised by small-scale forms of (non-commun-
ist) socialism. 

The Justness of Different Forms of Socialism 

I noted earlier some of Mill’s critiques of capitalism on the grounds of 
distributive justice. Socialism is not based on the same claims of justice 
as those which Mill calls the only grounds supporting individual prop-
erty that will “bear the light” – those of securing for the labourer the 
full fruit of his or her labour and abstinence.183 These grounds could 
legitimate private holdings of capital (though not land), and social-
ism advocates communal ownership of the means of production. The 
defensible principle of justice underpinning individual property also 
links remuneration with effort, which Mill thought was, ultimately, 
unjust. On the other hand, much of the socialist critique of capital-
ism centres on how little of the fruit of his or her labour the labourer 
actually receives (most of it being taken by the employer or going to 
non-labouring landowners). In part, this is a consequence of the view 
that value arises from labour. Thus, even if socialists do not want people 
to benefit from their abstinence through the ensuing generation of 
capital, they are interested in what they see as a more just distribution 
of the product of labour to labourers (as well as fairer apportionment 
of labour itself, such that there is no “idle,” propertied class). 

Mill engaged with several socialist principles of justice, and he had 
some concerns about all of them that it is worth exploring. But it is 
important first to emphasize that the fact that these principles were 
not capitalist principles was not what made Mill criticize them – 
indeed, he referred to them as “higher” than the principles ostensibly 
underpinning capitalism (and really underpinning his vision of “the 
régime of individual property … as it might be made”). He saw these 
“capitalist” principles as a “compromise” with the ideal, but a necessary 
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compromise, given the current imperfect state of humanity. That is, 
they were currently expedient. 

Persky has usefully explored Mill’s “progressive” view of justice, ex-
plaining how he differentiated between what might “ideally” be just – 
“the egalitarian commitment of utilitarianism” – and what we might 
achieve given the current state of human character and our economic, 
social, and political institutions.184 This insight is extremely helpful in 
exploring, and explaining, Mill’s views on justice and also in explaining 
the flaw in some misreadings of Mill, which do not take his view of the 
changing nature of the expedient into account. 

Mill considered socialist principles in terms of both “justice” and 
“expediency.” He helpfully summed up some of the socialist claims 
of justice as follows: “Some Communists consider it unjust that the 
produce of the labour of the community should be shared on any other 
principle than that of exact equality; others think it just that those 
should receive most whose needs are greatest; while others hold that 
those who work harder, or who produce more, or whose services are 
more valuable to the community, may justly claim a larger quota in the 
division of the produce.”185 

These ideas correspond to Owenism; Blancianism; and a mix of 
Saint-Simonism, Fourierism, and the principles implemented by 
cooperative socialists respectively. Mill wrote that “the sense of nat-
ural justice may be plausibly appealed to in behalf of every one of 
these opinions.” It is not their intuitive justice, at least, that Mill had 
concerns about. (That is, he did not dismiss any of these principles as 
inherently unjust, even though – evidently – they are not related to the 
principle of justice that underpins individual property.) He did not 
consider many of them to be currently expedient, but this is a different 
matter than that of their inherent justness. 

Mill did, though, have some deeper concerns about the justice of 
certain socialist principles. First, he had some concerns that applied 
only in current non-ideal circumstances. He criticized contemporary 
union tactics of using a “moral police, which occasionally becomes a 
physical one,” against the introduction of measures like piecework; and 
workers’ insistence that wages ought to be the same for all – or, as Mill 
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puts it, that “bad workmen ought to receive the same wages as good.”186 
He felt something “similar” would happen if there was an immediate 
widespread “diffusion” of socialist principles, particularly the idea of 
equal shares. This was part of a wider concern that where “the public” 
interferes “with purely personal conduct,” “it interferes wrongly, and 
in the wrong place.”187 But it also speaks to Mill’s concern that people 
were all too willing to free-ride on others (be they employers, or fellow 
workers), thus violating what he saw as important principles of justice. 

 Mill thought that socialist “social transformation” would be “prac-
ticable” only after “an equivalent change of character” had “take[n] 
place both in the uncultivated herd who now compose the labouring 
masses, and in the immense majority of their employers,” who must 
“learn by practice to labour … for generous … and not as hitherto 
solely self-interested” purposes.188 Rightly or wrongly, he identified 
the demand for equal pay for equal hours worked (not equal output 
or effort) as being self-interested, and as retarding progress – even 
though that progress might lead to the adoption of “higher” principles 
of justice, which might include equal shares. The difference seems to 
have related to the rationale for the claim. On Mill’s reading, one is 
self-interested, and the other more impartially recognizes principles of 
justice. Self-interest leads to worse outcomes than impartiality (at least 
when it comes to justice). Mill, therefore, had concerns about the im-
mediate implementation of “socialist” principles in contemporary so-
ciety, but these were concerns about expediency. He also had concerns 
about the justice of some socialist claims, which casts greater light on 
his criticisms of capitalist principles of justice qua justice. 

Mill was concerned that inequality of remuneration, when it was 
based not on choice but on some natural aptitude or strength, was not 
“really just,” for it gave most to those who already had most by nature.189 
Indeed, he thought that maintaining the link between remuneration 
and effort was an expedient “compromise” between a “higher” ideal 
and the facts of current reality – something more just was not feasible 
(i.e., was not expedient), but that did not undermine the fact that the 
compromise was less than fully just. Thus, schemes such as Fourier’s, 
which skilfully combined securing sufficiency with rewarding talent, 
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effort, and abstinence (thereby boosting returns on invested capital), 
were improvements on the justice of existing capitalism, but not fully 
just. Fourierism might not have fallen afoul of the problem of unjust 
inequalities arising from strength, in that what work one did was a 
matter of choice under Fourier’s scheme: but to the extent that labour 
and particularly talent were rewarded, his scheme was less than fully 
just. The same might go for the Saint-Simonian conception of jus-
tice, expressed by Mill as “every individual being required to take a 
share of labour, either as thinker, teacher, artist, or producer, all being 
classed according to their capacity, and remunerated according to their 
works,”190 or, more pithily, by Robert Southey as “[t]o everyone, ac-
cording to his capacity; to every capacity according to its works,”191 
as this also involved remuneration according to “capacity,” which is 
something accorded by “nature,” not by choice (particularly given that 
under the Saint-Simonian scheme, one’s work is accorded by one’s 
capacities, which are judged by the ruling authority rather than being 
the outcome of choice).192 

Mill viewed equal shares as reflecting a “higher” principle of jus-
tice than those endorsed by capitalism, Saint-Simon, or Fourier, or 
those of other socialist schemes that allowed unequal remuneration 
(save Blanc’s) – though such equality was also not without its prob-
lems. Some of those problems had to do with feasibility: in the current 
imperfect state of humanity, Mill thought (and, indeed, believed that 
experiments in France in 1848 had shown) that people were simply 
incapable of working under a principle of equal shares.193 Knowing 
that they would get the same as everyone else whether they worked or 
not, they chose not to work at all. This issue had to do with expediency, 
not justice. 

Mill’s second problem with equal shares had more to do with justice 
than with expediency. In the 1840s he wrote that equal shares involved 
“an abuse of the principle of equality” because it “demand[ed] that no 
individual be permitted to be better off than the rest, when his being so 
makes none of the others worse off than they otherwise would be.”194 
Interestingly, he would not repeat this concern in later editions of 
Principles. Instead, in Chapters, Mill writes that “it is a simple rule, and 
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under certain aspects a just one, to give equal payment to all who share 
in the work.” This indicates that he had changed his mind somewhat 
since the earliest editions of Principles.195 It is also worth remembering 
here Mill’s concern with equal labour (and whether it was either pos-
sible to achieve or really just). 

Such considerations lead us naturally to the question of what Mill 
found “attractive” in various kinds of socialism, a topic with which the 
next section is concerned. To summarize this subsection: Mill thought 
that socialist principles of justice were in many respects “better” than 
the ones underpinning individual property, though he was not sure 
whether it was feasible to currently employ them (that is, they were not 
currently expedient). He had concerns about the injustice that might 
still arise under socialist systems such as those advocated by Fourier 
and Saint-Simon, and about the communist idea of equal shares (and 
taking an equal share in working). He clearly preferred some sort of 
inequality based on both need and the capacity to work. He did not 
think that the problems he raised with socialist and communist prin-
ciples of justice were insurmountable, or that they ruled out socialism, 
though their inexpediency did mean that few forms of socialism were 
“available as a present resource.” He clearly believed that we ought to 
work to improve ourselves, and humanity more generally, and that the 
“reality” of human imperfection did not rule out the eventual feasibil-
ity of something “higher,” nor did it let us off the hook for trying to 
improve society in order to make such principles expedient. And this, 
in itself, offers some clue as to why Mill saw himself as “under the 
general designation of socialist,” even if he did not completely endorse 
the immediate, universal adoption of any of these principles. 

Conclusions Regarding Mill ’s Criticisms of Socialism and Socialists

Clearly, Mill did not wholeheartedly support any extant form of social-
ism. He raised concerns about the different forms with which he en-
gaged on six grounds. First, regarding their opposition to competition, 
which he thought misplaced to the extent that competition between 
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producers guaranteed cheapness to consumers. Second, regarding the 
feasibility of various socialist schemes – he found small-scale, evolu-
tionary forms of non-communist socialism much more feasible than 
other kinds. Third, regarding the “availability” of types of socialism “as 
a present resource” for society. Again, small-scale, evolutionary forms 
were much more “available” than others. Fourth, regarding the cost 
of implementing socialist reforms. Similarly, evolutionary forms that 
could be implemented by volunteers, whether in “state-wide” forms 
such as Icarianism, or small-scale versions such as cooperative social-
ism, were least costly, whereas revolutionary socialism was so costly 
we should not consider attempting it. Fifth, regarding the risks dif-
ferent schemes posed to individuality, with communism posing more 
of a risk than non-communist socialism, and cooperative socialism, in 
particular, strengthening individuality. Finally, regarding the justness 
of different forms, with non-communist socialism being the least just. 

These assessments provide a helpful clue to understanding what was 
“qualified” about Mill’s socialism and why he said his ideas were “under 
the general designation of Socialist,” given that there were evidently 
differences between his own ideas and those of his socialist contem-
poraries. But it should also be clear that none of Mill’s assessments – at 
least from the 1840s onward – actually prevented him from being some 
sort of socialist. Indeed, contemporary socialism was not monolithic, 
and Mill had no more serious differences with contemporary socialists 
than they had with one another. I will look at the content of Mill’s own 
socialism in more detail in the next chapter. Before that, it is worth 
detailing what it was that Mill found “attractive” about various socialist 
schemes, to balance the criticisms just explored and to help prepare the 
canvas for a more detailed picture of Mill’s own socialism. 

 Mill ’s  Account of What was “Attractive” 
about Socialism 

Mill was never a paid-up member of any socialist sect, but he con-
sistently maintained that socialism would be the “ultimate end” of 
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humanity, and this links to his earlier likening of the “ideal stan-
dard”196 of a socialist utopia to the “North Star” by which social re-
formers ought to navigate.197 His identification of socialism with the 
“ideal standard” and with the “ultimate end” of human society indi-
cates that he thought socialism normatively attractive, not that he 
thought it was so far distant an option as not to be worth serious study 
or political attention. 

The socialisms with which Mill engaged were less vulnerable to the 
criticisms he levelled against not just contemporary capitalism but also 
the “régime of individuality property … as it might be made” in the 
“old” world and a “new” one. Their solutions to these problems in-
formed what Mill found “attractive” about socialism. In this section, 
I will briefly take each in turn. 

Efficiency

Mill harboured several concerns regarding the efficiency of commun-
ist production, particularly with regard to the ability of communist 
associations to recruit the most able managers. However, he thought 
that even communist production (which he thought the least efficient 
“socialist” form of production) would be no more inefficient than con-
temporary capitalist production, and that other forms of socialism 
would be more efficient.198 

Cooperative socialism, which of necessity involves cooperative 
wholesalers, would be an improvement regarding distributive effi-
ciency, for it would get rid of wasteful “middle-men.”199 These dis-
tributors would of necessity also be missing from self-contained forms 
of socialism, such as self-sufficient communist associations: and even if 
these traded with one another (as Thompson suggested, for instance), 
this would be done more along the lines of cooperatives rather than the 
profit-seeking distributive mechanisms of contemporary capitalism. 

Socialism would also presumably involve a “better distribution” of 
the benefits of unproductive labour, given that everything would be 
distributed more fairly. Additionally, at least some forms of socialism 
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advocated supporting artists, which might improve the “worth” of the 
products of unproductive labour. 

Overall, then, there were definite advantages regarding the effi-
ciency of socialism, and it was not liable to the same critiques on this 
ground that capitalism was (though Mill had other efficiency-related 
concerns regarding socialism, not the least of which was how to re-
cruit the best managers). Mill thought that maintaining some element 
of competition would ensure this efficiency (in terms of cheapness of 
consumables, and innovation), and he saw this as a matter on which 
he disagreed with a number of leading socialists. Still, the increased 
efficiency in many respects of socialism made it attractive. 

Freedom and the Emancipation of Women 

Mill thought that at least some forms of socialism could have a posi-
tive impact on individuality (indeed, cooperative socialism best en-
capsulated his concept of liberty, extending it into the workplace), 
and thought even communism was more “free” than contemporary 
capitalism. He linked his criticisms of the unfreedom experienced by 
workers in capitalism with the “domestic subjection” of women, and 
it is worth mentioning here that Mill found the feminism of many 
socialists very attractive. 

Socialists were not the only people to be feminists in the nineteenth 
century. Even so, it is striking how abhorrent even Mill’s fellow rad-
icals at The Examiner found the Saint-Simonian idea of “community 
of women.”200 Setting aside his various disagreements with them, Mill 
admired the feminism of many Owenites, most obviously Thompson. 
Mill’s own early writings on feminism echo the tone of Thompson and 
Wheeler’s Appeal, particularly in his, and their, likening of women’s 
position to that of slaves.201 Mill argued for some of the same posi-
tive solutions to women’s position, including the franchise; equality 
between men and women, and marriage as a partnership of equals; 
greater independence of women (not seeing marriage as their only re-
spectable choice or praiseworthy goal in life); greater availability of 
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divorce;202 and different ideas regarding the very meaning of “chastity” 
and “promiscuity.”203

Although Saint-Simon himself said relatively little about women, 
his followers increasingly focused on women’s emancipation, and “by 
1831 it had become their central concern.”204 In language similar to that 
of the Owenites (and Mill) the Saint-Simonians talked of women’s 
initial “slavery” and her current “subordination,” believing that this 
would be “successively weakened and shall at last disappear,” women’s 
current position being “incompatible with the social state of the future 
which we foresee.”205 In words that foreshadow Mill’s much later argu-
ments in Subjection of Women, Enfantin argued that it was the mission 
of the Saint-Simonians to rescue women from men. Mill translated 
his words as follows: “I know not that there exists so much as one 
woman from whom man does not think himself entitled to exact fi-
delity, devotion, obedience, in exchange for the insulting guardianship 
which his haughty reason and his brute strength deign to grant to the 
being whom he regards as a child destitute of strength and destitute 
of reason.”206 

Like the Saint-Simonians, Mill supported the “dissolubility” of 
marriage207 and he agreed with many of their criticisms of that insti-
tution.208 At least some Saint-Simonians thought that in some ways 
men and women had inherently different natures, with men being 
more “rational” and women more “sentimental,”209 though this did 
not mean that they ought not to be equals or that women could not 
perform “rational” tasks.210 This is reflected in some of the sentiments 
Mill expressed in On Marriage, for which several feminists have criti-
cized him, as is the Saint-Simonian desire that, in the future, people of 
either sex would display the “best characteristics of both.”211

Mill continued to praise the feminism of other socialists212 (though 
he distanced himself in public from Fourier’s “peculiar opinions” re-
garding marriage213), and he called cooperative socialism “the near-
est approach to social justice” only on the understanding that women 
would play an equal part in the activities and management of the 
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associations.214 Socialists’ calls for female emancipation and equality 
were something that Mill found very attractive. 

 Justice and Equality 

All of Mill’s endorsements of socialist schemes on the grounds of jus-
tice have evident links to his assertion in Principles that it is not a 
“salutary” state of things when any one class does not labour,215 and 
also to his assertion in the Autobiography that he “looked forward to a 
time when society will no longer be divided into the idle and the in-
dustrious; when the rule that they who do not work shall not eat, will 
be applied not to paupers only, but impartially to all; when the division 
of the produce of labour, instead of depending, as in so great a degree 
it now does, on the accident of birth, will be made by concert, on an 
acknowledged principle of justice.”216 

Mill was concerned about the tradeoff between equality and the 
scope for individuality, “repudiat[ing] with the greatest energy that 
tyranny of society over the individual which most Socialistic systems 
are supposed to involve,” and thought it would be wrong to exchange 
liberty for equality.217 This remained a particular concern for him 
regarding communism, with its emphasis on equal shares. But Mill 
thought other forms of socialism might preserve both justice and in-
dividuality – for instance, something approximating equality would 
“practically result” from Fourierism’s arrangements of labour and dis-
tribution, “not, (as in Communism) from the compression, but on the 
contrary, from the largest possible development, of the various natural 
superiorities residing in each individual.” The “higher” principles of 
justice endorsed by socialism, then – in particular the way in which 
socialist experiments would make them more widely expedient – was 
something Mill found attractive in socialism. 

It is worth mentioning here a further related question on which Mill 
changed his mind during the late 1840s and early 1850s. Communism 
aimed to secure at least subsistence for all its members – and as noted, 
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Mill thought we had a duty to secure the survival of our fellow citizens 
if we could (and that we in fact could, he thought the Poor Law Com-
mission had proved without a doubt).218 This was something attractive, 
then, about communism, but it was not something that only commun-
ism could achieve. Still, it was an important gain, and one about whose 
importance Mill changed his mind in the late 1840s and early 1850s. 

In the manuscript and 1848 editions, Mill considered the desirability 
of communism based on its ability to increase utility through secur-
ing subsistence exaggerated: “Those who have never known freedom 
from anxiety as to the means of subsistence, are apt to overrate what 
is gained for positive enjoyment by the mere absence of that uncer-
tainty.”219 When “the necessaries of life” “have always been secure for 
the whole of life,” they “are scarcely more a subject of consciousness or 
a source of happiness than the elements.”220 

In 1849, Harriet Taylor (whose input into Principles was “conspicu-
ous”221) changed her mind about whether this “positive enjoyment” 
was, in fact, “overrate[d].”222 Mill pointed out that the position taken 
in the earilier editions, to which she now objected “strongly & totally”  
had been “inserted on your proposition & very nearly in your words.” 
It was, he said, “what has always seemed to me the strongest part of the 
argument … against Communism,” noting that even Proudhon ad-
mitted it. “[O]mitting” this line “once … printed would imply a change 
of opinion,” and before doing that it was required, first, to ascertain 
whether they both really had changed their opinion, and second, to 
consider whether it would be better to write a treatise on communism 
that acknowledged this change before amending Principles.223 

In the 1849 edition of Principles, the passage in question was replaced 
with “on the Communistic scheme, supposing it to be successful, there 
would be an end to all anxiety concerning the means of subsistence; 
and this would be much gained for human happiness.”224 Mill im-
mediately followed this with a caveat, regarding not whether this really 
would be something gained for happiness, but whether communism 
was necessary for such a gain (which is reminiscent of his position in 
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the 1820s): “But it is perfectly possible to realise this same advantage in 
a society grounded on private property.” 

This question is not referred to directly in later editions of Principles, 
though Mill did note that assurance as to “the means of subsistence” 
was a primary “personal want of human beings.”225 This perhaps re-
veals another change of mind (on Mill’s part, or Taylor’s, or both). It 
perhaps reflects that Mill edited Principles to align it with the social 
climate, which was much less open to socialism after the events of 1848 
and “the success of an unprincipled usurper in December 1851,” which 
“put an end, as it seemed, to all present hope for freedom or social 
improvement in France and the Continent,”226 though I do not think 
this is persuasive. It perhaps reflects a change of focus regarding the 
real problems with communism in the wake of experiments in France 
in 1848–49. Clearly, Mill always thought that security of subsistence 
would be some gain for human happiness, though he was unsure how 
desirable this feature made communism (both in terms of whether 
it made communism necessary and in terms of whether communists 
would give it the appropriate weight in a utilitarian calculus). 

Improvements to the Social Ethos 

Mill put the desirability of socialism on this ground most plainly 
when he wrote that “the moral objection to competition, as arming 
one human being against another, making the good of each depend on 
evil to others, making all who have anything to gain or lose, live as in 
the midst of enemies, by no means deserves the disdain with which it 
is treated by some of the adversaries of socialism … Socialism, as long 
as it attacks the existing individualism, is easily triumphant.”227 

One aim of contemporary socialism was to radically transform 
antagonistic class relations, which Mill abhorred; the mediation of all 
interactions through a “cash nexus”; and the “elbowing, trampling and 
crushing” of one another that constituted public relationships.228 This 
endeavour to improve social morality and the social ethos, to make 
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these more “organic” and harmonious (without losing the benefits of a 
critical age in terms of independence of thought), was something Mill 
both desired himself and found attractive in the ideas of contemporary 
socialists. 

Mill had taken the idea of an “organic” age from the Saint-Simon-
ians. He recognized that organic periods of history are held together by 
a generally agreed upon “moral influence” or religion.229 He was keen to 
establish such another “general agreement” and “confidence in received 
opinions” without sacrificing what was good about the free-thinking 
element of a “critical” age.230 In part, this would be done through a 
modern “clerisy” of intellectuals, poets, artists, and scientists.231

Mill disagreed somewhat with the Saint-Simonians’ semi-religious 
elevation of the “industrials,” which extended them the power to 
direct society. In his view, industrialists were very likely to be motiv-
ated only by selfish ambition, which would lead to what he saw as the 
general societal ill of worship of “production.”232 But though he did 
not view “the industrials” with religious fervour, he adopted with zeal 
the Saint-Simonian idea of a “Religion of Humanity” (though he did 
not adopt the content of their “New Christianity”233), saying this could 
perform all the good functions of religion with none of the bad ones.234 
Moreover, he endorsed the view held by Comte (who Mill first came 
to know of as a Saint-Simonian) that “the true moral and social idea 
of labour [worked] for the benefit of others as a good in itself.” This 
presupposed a less competitive and self-interested social ethos.235

Mill spoke warmly of the “harmony and unanimity which Com-
munists hope would be found among the members of their asso-
ciation,” and he worried not that communists wanted to exorcise 
“individualism” and “selfish ambition” from their communities, but 
that they would find it difficult to do so, given the imperfection of 
people in that day.236 There would still be “rivalry for reputation and for 
personal power,” neither of which were particularly laudable.237 Still, 
even if “Communist association would frequently fail to exhibit … 
mutual love and unity of will and feeling,” Mill called communism an 
“attractive picture,” and its aims seemed desirable, even if there was no 
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certainty it would achieve them.238 Indeed, in Considerations he goes so 
far as to say that “whenever it ceases to be true that mankind, as a rule, 
prefer themselves to others, and those nearest to them to those more 
remote, from that moment Communism is not only practicable, but 
the only defensible form of society; and will, when that time arrives, 
be assuredly carried into effect.”239

We should remember that Mill did not think such a change in 
preferences impossible, and particularly note that he thought them 
desirable. 

Conclusion 

As others have noted, Mill had several concerns about contemporary 
forms of socialism. None of those concerns, though, was strong enough 
to prevent him from considering himself a socialist. Moreover, there 
was much in socialism that Mill found attractive. That is, there were 
negatives to capitalism that “pushed” him away from it, while socialism 
offered “positive” attractions that drew him closer to it, and eventually, 
into a position that was “under the general designation of Socialist.”240 

We see this very clearly in the praise Mill heaped on cooperative 
socialism. After lauding the co-operators’ “elevated sentiment” and 
“capacity for exertion and self-denial” “in the name of some great idea,” 
he sketched how cooperation was a means of changing industrial re-
lations.241 No longer would it be the case that the poor viewed them-
selves, and were viewed, as “instruments of production, worked for the 
benefit of the possessors of capital.” Rather, they would be seen, and 
see themselves, as equals. 

Mill praised the “admirable qualities by which associations were 
carried through their early struggles” (including self-sacrifice in the 
name of emancipation), as well as the self-discipline that workers im-
posed on themselves, which was much more salutary than anything 
imposed on them by capitalist employers.242 He endorsed the princi-
ples of justice the associations adopted – not the “higher” principle of 
equal shares, but a mixture of securing “to every one a fixed minimum, 
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sufficient for subsistence,” “apportion[ing] all further remuneration 
according to the work done,” which accorded with Mill’s own view 
of expediency in the current state of human improvement. He spoke 
warmly of how cooperation “increase[d] the productiveness of labour” 
through “the vast stimulus given to productive energies, by placing the 
labourers, as a mass, in a relation to their work which would make 
it their principle and their interest … to do the utmost, instead of 
the least possible, in exchange for their remuneration” – a “material 
benefit” that, he said, “it is scarcely possible to rate too highly.”243 Yet 
even this was “as nothing compared with the moral revolution in soci-
ety” that would accompany a wider spread of cooperation: “the healing 
of the standing feud between capital and labour; the transformation of 
human life, from a conflict of classes struggling for opposite inter-
ests, to a friendly rivalry244 in the pursuit of a good common to all; 
the elevation of the dignity of labour; a new sense of security and in-
dependence in the labouring class; and the conversion of each human 
being’s daily occupation into a school of the social sympathies and the 
practical intelligence.”245

Moreover, as society developed, we might transcend cooperative so-
cialism (or those elements of it that still represented a “compromise” 
with selfishness), leading to even greater gains for liberty, equality, jus-
tice, efficiency, and the social ethos, thus transforming society step by 
step ever closer to “the ideal standard” of society, with every stage being 
a “positive improvement” upon the last.246 

In the next chapter, I lay out Mill’s core principles, the achievement 
of which would evidence this “positive improvement”; then in Chap-
ter 5 I will explore the institutions of Mill’s preferred “ideal” socialism 
in more detail. But even without this further detail, Mill’s praise of 
cooperative socialism shows how deep his socialist commitments went 
and how plausible it was for him to consider himself “under the gen-
eral designation of Socialist,”247 even when writing On Liberty.



It is wretched to see the cause of legitimate Socialism thrown 
so far back by the spirit of reaction … Still it makes one better 
pleased with Humanity in its present state than I ever hoped to 
be, to see that there are … so many men … who have sincerely 
every noble feeling and purpose with respect to mankind … 
and … who … most purely and disinterestedly desired (and still 
seek to realize) all of “liberty, equality and fraternity,” which is 
capable of being realized now, and to prepare the way for all 
which can be realized hereafter. I feel an entireness of sympa-
thy with them which I never expected to have with any polit-
ical party.1

In the previous chapter, I considered Mill’s view of existing socialist 
plans for regeneration, outlining his criticisms and also what attracted 
him to socialism and specific socialist schemes. In the next chapter, I 
will map Mill’s own “utopia.” First, however, we need to understand 
“the reasons [Mill] offers for various reforms, and whether his rea-
sons would lead in a more socialist direction.”2 Those reasons are the 
focus of this chapter, in which I explore Mill’s fundamental theoretical 
commitments. Once we understand those, we can see what any future 
institutional arrangement would have to achieve to be “a good place” 
in Mill’s view – and we can also see that, to really encapsulate all of 
his core commitments, this would have to be a broadly socialist set 
of arrangements. It is Mill’s core principles, as much as if not more 
than any blueprint he found attractive for future society, that put him 
“under the general designation of Socialist.”3  

chapter four

Mill’s Socialist Principles
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As both Piers Norris Turner and Joseph Persky recognize, these 
reasons “are not captured simply by a direct appeal to the principle 
of utility,” for Mill himself tells us, “I do not mean to assert that the 
promotion of happiness should be itself the end of all actions, or even 
of all rules of action. It is the justification, and ought to be the con-
troller, of all ends, but is not itself the sole end.”4 That is, reform may 
legitimately be guided toward other “ends,” so long as the pursuit of 
those ends can be justified by utility. For example, we may legitimately 
pursue “health” (which is the “end” of medical science) via personal 
actions and reforms to public health provision. “Happiness” is not 
the “end” of medical science – but happiness legitimates the pursuit 
of health. 

Mill’s life gives other examples. The philosophic-radical reforms 
he championed in his youth were all justified by Jeremy Bentham’s 
utility principle, but none of them were directly aimed at the “end” of 
happiness. Instead, these reforms aimed at other important “ends” (all 
justified, ultimately, by utility), such as security, proper representation 
of interests (which makes exploitation and oppression less likely), ef-
ficiency and increased production, better exchange of knowledge, and 
reduction in inequality. 

Importantly, following his mental “crisis” and first introduction to 
Saint-Simonian thought, Mill came to see any set of reforms and in-
stitutions as “merely provisional” rather than “absolute principle[s].” 
“In Politics … I ceased to consider representative government as an 
absolute principle, and regarded it as a question of time, place and 
circumstance … I looked upon the choice of political institutions as 
a moral and educational question more than one of material inter-
ests, thinking that it ought to be decided mainly by the consideration, 
what great improvement in life and culture stands next in order for the 
people concerned, as the condition of their further progress, and what 
institutions are most likely to promote that[?]”5

Mill acknowledged that just before the July Revolution of 1830, this 
made no difference to his “practical political creed as to the require-
ments of my own time and country. I was as much as ever a radical 
and democrat, for Europe, and especially for England.” But this was 
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because he felt that these “radical” and “democratic” reforms were 
the “great improvement in life and culture” that stood “next in order” 
for England, emerging as it was into the system we would now call 
capitalism, not because they represented the end point of possible 
human progress. 

Even at this stage, Mill’s reasons, he emphasized, were not about 
“material interests” but rather about “improvement in life and culture.” 
We see this very strongly in the reasons he provided for opposing “the 
predominance of the aristocratic classes, the noble and the rich, in the 
English Constitution.” Indeed, after his “crisis,” he saw that predomin-
ance as “an evil worth any struggle to get rid of.” It was, he wrote, 
“the great demoralizing agency in the country.” It made “the conduct 
of the government an example of gross public immorality, through 
the predominance of private over public interests in the State, and 
the abuse of the powers of legislation for the advantage of classes.” It 
made “riches, hereditary or acquired … the almost exclusive source of 
political importance,” and “riches, and the signs of riches … almost the 
only things really respected, and the life of the people … mainly de-
voted to the pursuit of them.” It allowed the self-interest of aristocrats, 
combined with their political power, to prevent “the instruction and 
improvement of the mass of the people.” Democracy would make it 
in “the interest of the opulent classes to promote” the education of the 
masses, “in order to ward off really mischievous errors, and especially 
those which would lead to unjust violations of property.” Thus, prior to 
1830, he supported the spread of Owenite and Saint-Simonian ideas, 
in order to frighten the aristocracy into instituting democratic and 
educational reforms. 

Mill’s ideas about reform changed substantially between 1830 and 
1850, in particular because of events in France in 1848.6 But even in 
this early sketch of his views, and his reasons for those views, we get 
a clear sense of his approach to reform after his crisis. The merits of 
reforms were to be judged not solely in terms of “material interests,” 
but also in terms of the historical content of that country (“what great 
improvement in life and culture stands next in order for the people 
concerned[?]”). This view owed much to the Saint-Simonian and 
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Comtean idea of an “order” of “stages” in human progress through 
which all societies must pass. Were proposed reforms or institutions 
likely to promote “further progress”? 

Persky, then, is right to emphasize progress in his consideration of 
Mill’s political economy. Similarly, Oskar Kurer is right to empha-
size progress as a key element of Mill’s politics.7 And John Rawls 
rightly emphasizes the importance of progress in Mill’s idea of “the 
permanent interests of man as a progressive being,”8 arguing that Mill 
thought we had an interest in “the social conditions that are necessary 
for the continual progress or advance of civilisation until the prac-
tically best state of society (morally speaking) is reached.”9 Mill was 
committed to progress both normatively and as inherent in humans 
and human societies. Persky, Kurer, and Turner rightly all see Mill’s 
commitment to progress as leading him toward socialism.10 Shortly 
after his “crisis,” Mill stopped seeing his current “age,” and philosophic- 
radical reforms, as the final “improvement in life and culture” for all 
people at all times (and, particularly, for English people at the current 
time), and engagement with the Saint-Simonians opened up possi-
bilities for much greater progress and far “great[er] improvement in 
life and culture.” Many of these improvements could be achieved via 
reform to the existing regime of individual property and through some 
of the schemes being championed by contemporary socialists. How-
ever, there were still significant problems regarding the achievement of 
important things such as liberty, justice, efficiency, and the social ethos. 

Other scholars have suggested some of these “secondary principles” 
already – particularly regarding progress, justice, and liberty.11 (Not 
to mention the vast literature on Mill’s concept of utility, which must 
ultimately justify these secondary principles.) Still other scholars have 
explored the institutions of Mill’s “utopia.”12 Here, I want particularly 
to further recent debate regarding the nature of Mill’s egalitarianism,13 
especially regarding his attitude toward Louis Blanc’s concept of dis-
tributive justice. I also want to emphasize something that is missing 
from existing accounts: Mill’s commitment to social harmony, to “fra-
ternity,” and to a particular social ethos that is not just tolerant and 
open, but communal, and concerned with the common good. 
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Mill was, and remained, a utilitarian. Though most agree that his 
utilitarianism differed from Bentham’s, debate rages as to exactly what 
“type” of utilitarian Mill was and whether his utilitarianism was either 
internally consistent or consistent with other of his key commitments. 
It is not necessary to get drawn in, here, to the question of whether 
Mill was, fundamentally, an act or a rule utilitarian (or neither). I only 
suggest that for Mill, there were “ends” worth pursuing that, though 
subordinate to and justified by happiness, were not in themselves hap-
piness; and that there were rules of conduct that he thought, generally, 
we should adopt as guides to individual and collective action that are 
separate to (though ultimately justified by) the general happiness prin-
ciple.14 As Mill said, his approach was to provide not universal pre-
scriptions but rather “principles from which the institutions suitable 
to any given circumstance might be deduced.”15 I hope this position is 
general enough neither to take a particular stand in the act/rule debate, 
nor to make everything I say next entirely unpersuasive to a holder of 
either of these positions on Mill. 

I am particularly concerned with five “secondary principles”16 that 
are at the core of Mill’s political philosophy, the ever-increasing real-
ization of which he equated with achieving the “great improvement in 
life and culture which stands next in order for the people concerned.”17 
That is, movement toward achieving these principles would indicate 
that society was moving in a desirable direction. Along with maxi-
mization of utility (or, rather, as underpinning the realization of that 
overarching principle), Mill’s five secondary principles are progress18, 
security, liberty, equality, and fraternity.19 I dealt with progress earlier. 
In the remainder of this chapter, I take each of the remaining four 
in turn. 

Security

As others have argued, security was a key element of Mill’s under-
standing of utility, something he drew from Bentham. Mill counted 
security as “the most vital of all interests” and the “most indispens-
able of all necessaries, after physical nutriment.”20 Indeed, Mill’s idea 
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owed much not just to Bentham but to Thomas Hobbes as well. This is 
one reason why Mill did not support “revolutionary Socialism.”21 The 
“chaos” that would follow any revolution such as described by “revolu-
tionary socialists” would be “the very most unfavourable position for 
setting out in the construction of a Kosmos,” and we would be plunged 
into the kind of state of nature characterized by insecurity as described 
by Hobbes.22 

Thus “security,” for Mill, concerned not just personal security (of 
life and limb) but also stability: an assurance that things would go on 
as they were, that the rules would not suddenly be changed overnight. 
This was one reason why Mill thought we should not take the radical 
step of – for instance – abolishing property immediately, even though 
laws of property were human constructions that society could change 
if it saw fit. One contemporary example of this view related to slavery. 
Mill was an ardent abolitionist, yet he thought that slave-owners had 
just grounds for compensation following compulsory emancipation, 
given that at the time they purchased enslaved people they were doing 
nothing illegal.23 This is a very controversial view today, but other prac-
tices based on the same principle still pertain, such as compulsory pur-
chase orders and eminent domain. Similarly, Mill thought that if land 
was to be “nationalized,” then landowners should be compensated (and 
his concern about whether the finances of this would stack up was one 
reason he did not support calls for immediate land nationalization, but 
instead a land value tax).24 

Likewise, Mill saw stability of political institutions as – in general – 
a good thing, even when those political institutions were less than per-
fect. But this in itself did not rule out all revolutionary action (i.e., 
extralegal, violent, immediate radical political change).25 For instance, 
in the immediate aftermath of the February Revolution, Mill rejected 
John Austin’s criticisms of the events in France based on their nega-
tive impact on individual interests: “The monetary crisis in London 
last October produced quite as much suffering to individuals as has 
arisen, or … is likely to arise, from an event which has broken the fet-
ters of all Europe.”26 That is, sometimes revolutionary political reform 
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was justified, and the insecurity (and other pains) it caused were 
counterbalanced by the great gains in utility that would be achieved 
by the change.27 

Again, the importance of security, stability, and predictability to 
utility explains why general rules of conduct, backed up by the force of 
law, public opinion, or individual conscience, are a core part of utility: 
“Rules are necessary, because mankind would have no security for any 
of the things which they value, for anything which gives them pleasure 
or shields them from pain, unless they could rely on one another for 
doing, and in particular for abstaining from, certain acts.”28 This sug-
gests why Mill related our fundamental sense of justice to a desire that 
“a rule of conduct,” universally applicable to humanity, be followed 
in relation to us, so that harm or injury not be done (or not be done 
without legitimate warrant) to ourselves and to those with whom we 
have sympathy.29 Some of the necessary rules, then, involve respect for 
rights (though, on Mill’s account, many of these rights – for instance, 
to £300 if you have invested £10,000 at 3% – are social constructs that 
will change over time). 

Lastly, security of subsistence was a key element of Mill’s utility. He 
supported recognition of a “right to relief ” for people facing privation 
where empirical evidence showed (as he thought it had in England) 
that respecting this right would not “fatally relax the springs of indus-
try and the restraints of prudence” and thus do greater overall harm to 
“the permanent interest of the labouring class and posterity”:30 

[I]t may be regarded as irrevocably established, that the fate of 
no member of the community needs be abandoned to chance; 
that society can and therefore ought to insure every individual 
belonging to it against the extreme of want; that the condition 
even of those who are unable to find their own support, needs 
not be one of physical suffering, or the dread of it, but only of 
restricted indulgence and enforced rigidity of discipline. This is 
surely something gained for humanity, important in itself, and 
still more so as a step to something beyond; and humanity has 
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no worse enemies than those who lend themselves … to bring 
odium on this law, or on the principles in which it originated.31

Whatever we think of Mill’s opinion of the reformed Poor Law, 
what is important is the emphasis he placed on security of subsistence: 
he felt that, it having been proved that at least a less eligible form of 
poor relief was feasible, then this was a right that could no longer be 
denied or violated: society could and therefore not only should but 
must secure this for all its members.32 He added that “an end to all 
anxiety concerning the means of subsistence … would be much gained 
for human happiness”33 and that “the means of subsistence” being “as-
sured” is a primary “personal want of human beings.”34 This was the 
bare minimum that any “improved” society would have to provide – 
and in fact, when we move on to consider Mill’s view of distributive 
justice we will see that he thought society should provide quite a lot 
more, once this was feasible and therefore expedient. 

Thus, one important test, for Mill, of the desirability of a proposed 
reform, or test of whether a proposed utopia was, in fact, a “good place,” 
was whether it provided people with security – in particular, whether 
it provided people with more security than contemporary social ar-
rangements. This might be in terms of the effective, impartial rule of 
law; or of the predictability and durability of institutions, social mores, 
and/or actions by government officials; or of protection of fundamental 
rights, one of which was to security of subsistence. This commitment 
did not preclude change – it did not even preclude violent, immediate, 
sudden, extralegal change of a revolutionary nature. For Mill, security, 
like all other goods, had to be weighed in a utilitarian balance. This did 
not make security any less of a vital secondary principle, the securing 
of which was, ceteris paribus, likely to maximize utility. 

This may seem a relatively conservative principle, but Mill’s com-
mitment to security of existence and subsistence coupled with his 
belief that distribution was at least partly a matter of human will made 
it a much more radical one. Societies with stable sets of rules and in-
stitutions were better than unstable ones, and societies that ensured no 
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one was starving or needed to fear privation were better than societies 
that did not. It was – to at least some extent – a matter of human 
choice whether we lived in a society that did secure subsistence, or one 
that did not. Moreover, although stability was important regarding 
property rules, this did not render those rules unchangeable. Nor was 
the importance of security enough to entirely preclude revolutionary 
action (as, for example, in Paris in February 1848), when the gains for 
utility were evidently great, and when people were retaliating against 
injury done, or threatened to be done, to themselves. More secure so-
cieties were certainly better than more insecure ones – but societies 
that secured more for their citizens in terms of fundamental rights and 
interests were better than those that secured less. 

Liberty

In response to the events of February 1848, Mill wrote: “I believe that 
the principle members of the Provisional Government, and many of 
the party who adhere to them, most purely and disinterestedly desired 
(and still seek to realise) all of ‘liberty, equality and fraternity,’ which is 
capable of being realised now, and to prepare the way of all which can 
be realised hereafter. I feel an entireness of sympathy with them which 
I never expected to have with any political party.”35

I open with this quote for two reasons. First, because it indicates 
the progressive nature of Mill’s commitment to all of the secondary 
principles I am concerned with here. The revolution of 1848 was not 
good “because it made people free” (or equal, for that matter) but be-
cause it was led by men who were sincerely committed to realizing “all 
of ‘liberty, equality and fraternity’ which was capable of being realised, 
as well as preparing the way of all which can be realised in the future.” 
That is, “liberty” (and equality, and fraternity) are concepts that we can 
realize some of now but that we may not achieve fully as yet. So instead, 
we should look to achieve as much as we can, and to have institu-
tions that will allow us to progress toward achieving more. When we 
think about Mill, liberty, and socialism, it is important for us realize 
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that liberty is like this. What is protected and described in On Liberty 
may not be Mill’s idea of “full” liberty, but it is the best we can hope 
to achieve right now, and that will allow us to progress toward more. 
Similarly, the “liberty” of laissez-faire may also be a progressive, tran-
sitional, freedom liable to transform into something else in the future. 

Second, I open with this quote because it emphasizes what is not 
emphasized enough in Mill scholarship: that Mill saw these principles 
as ones that went together. “Liberty, Equality, Fraternity!” had been the 
slogan of the French Revolution, and Mill was evidently referring to 
it in 1848 to link the two revolutionary movements together. But this 
was a rallying cry with real resonance for Mill. Indeed, it had resonated 
with him right back when he first read about the French Revolution 
(as a teenager) and realized that there had been a democracy in Europe 
only a few years before he was born.36 That is, democracy was achiev-
able in “the old world,” and not only in the “new,” and thus there was 
real hope for the British democratic reform movement. He continued 
to be greatly interested in French politics and was deeply affected by 
the events of 1848, which paired democratic political with socialist eco-
nomic reform. This is one reason why, as others have emphasised, we 
should consider the impact of Mill’s commitment to liberty, independ-
ence, and “the free development of individuality” on the economy, and 
see his commitment to worker cooperation as fundamental, not just 
peripheral, to his thought.37 Mill’s commitment to liberty caused him 
to move away from the view he is traditionally seen as endorsing – 
that of laissez-faire capitalism and a solely “negative” understanding of 
freedom – toward a kind of liberty that was not only compatible with 
socialism but required socialism for its realization. 

For Mill, liberty was fundamental to the achievement of happiness. 
He believed that a society in which a principle of liberty was respected 
was the only one in which the greatest happiness of the greatest 
number could be achieved.38 In particular, liberty allows us to freely 
develop individuality, which is of intrinsic value to happiness.39 But a 
number of other freedom-related concepts played an important, and 
connected, role in his understanding of liberty, including sovereignty, 
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(freedom from) oppression, autonomy, and independence. In consid-
ering Mill’s principle of liberty, it is important to bear all this in mind, 
for it helps explain the differences between what Mill means by liberty, 
how he justifies liberty, and how he thought society could (and should) 
best secure liberty. 

When speaking of Mill’s concept of liberty, most commentators 
refer to his “harm principle” (or, as it is sometimes called, his “liberty 
principle” or “principle of liberty”).40 That is, his assertion in On Liberty 
that “the sole end for which mankind are warranted, individually or 
collectively, in interfering with the liberty ... of any of their number, is 
self-protection” and “the only purpose for which power can be right-
fully exercised over any member of a civilised community, against his 
will, is to prevent harm to others.”41

However, Mill’s harm principle did not constitute his definition 
of liberty, but rather a mechanism for achieving it.42 By liberty, Mill 
meant what he called “sovereignty” – that is, being unhindered in our 
ability to authentically plan, pursue and choose our actions in accord-
ance with our own standards of excellence and unique character, which 
is what he meant by our “individuality.”43 As Bruce Baum rightly 
argues, social, government, and individual adherence to the harm prin-
ciple creates a space in which people, being exempt from coercion, can 
exercise sovereignty.44 

Mill’s belief that such space needs to be as large as possible in order 
to maintain “active” people – that is, those who do develop their own 
individuality, rather than passively being moulded by society around 
them – means that his circle of exemption was very wide. It extended 
up to the point at which actions caused harm to others.45 Mill adds that 
this principle is underpinned by utility “in the largest sense,” that is, 
“grounded on the permanent interests of man as a progressive being,” 
which interests “authorize the subjection of individual spontaneity to 
external control, only in respect to those actions of which concern the 
interest of other people.” So “harm” involves a negative impact on in-
terests, and underlying our account of “interests” (and thus harm) must 
be the idea of “permanent interests … as a progressive being,” or utility. 
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As others have noted, Mill does not provide a comprehensive list of 
these “permanent interests,” but contra John Gray, in itself this is not a 
fatal weakness in his argument.46 Gray’s view that Mill means by these 
interests only security and autonomy is too narrow (apart from an 
unhelpfully wide understanding of both “security” and “autonomy”). 
Better accounts are given by Alan Ryan, John Rawls, Wendy Donner, 
and Jonathan Riley. 

Ryan and Donner link our “permanent interests” with securing “the 
circumstances of individuality,”47 or those that allow self-development, 
which include security of person, provision of the basic necessities of 
life, education, and a system of equal rights and liberties.48 Riley gives 
another comprehensive account and is right to emphasize security, 
though the weight he places on stability is perhaps too heavy (given 
Mill’s endorsement of some social instability as beneficial, in certain 
circumstances – not only in individual cases of violent revolution, but 
also more generally, in terms of the beneficial outcomes of critical ages, 
which are not characterized by great social stability).49 

Rawls rightly includes among our permanent interests freedom of 
thought, opinion, conscience, speech, feeling, tastes, and pursuits; the 
capacity to frame our own mode of life; the discovery of the truth; 
progress; and social conditions and institutions that guarantee justice 
and equality. He is not entirely correct, though, regarding what kind 
of justice and equality that will be.50 This approach is useful because it 
emphasizes that the rights we can claim, grounded in our permanent 
interests, may change as society progresses. For instance, we always 
have a “permanent interest” in subsistence and prevention of privation, 
but we cannot claim these as rights (on Mill’s view of rights as things 
we can legitimately claim society ought to protect our possession of ) 
until society can, in fact, provide everyone with subsistence (because, 
for Mill, ought implies can). As soon as society can provide subsistence, 
though, it both ought to and must do so. 

That said, the idea of “social conditions” invokes much more 
Rawlsian language than Millian. Rawls is right to include “the free de-
velopment of individuality,” “education,” and freedom of thought and 
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conscience in his account of our “permanent interests,” but it seems 
somewhat convoluted to call these “social conditions.” Mill was not 
just concerned with a version of Rawls’s “primary goods,” or solely with 
institutional arrangements, when considering our “permanent inter-
ests.” Perhaps it would be better to say we have an interest in such 
social conditions, rather than that they are, in themselves, constitutive 
of our permanent interests. 

Similarly, one concern with Rawls’s formulation is that it appears 
to lend weight to Gray’s criticism that Mill thought we might reach 
a morally perfect society in which neither progress nor individuality 
would be necessary, and change would be as ardently opposed as in 
the Kallipolis of Plato’s Republic.51 Mill did not think we would ever 
exhaust the possibilities of human progress, and though he did not 
see all change as good (drawing a distinction between “changeable” 
and “progressive”), openness to improvement is a key element of good 
institutions on his account.52 

Both Donner and John C. Rees are right to link harm with rights, 
as harm involves some negative impact on our interests.53 But this does 
not necessarily mean that all harms are rights-violating, as some of our 
interests may not be weighty enough to ground a right, and – as Mill 
noted – sometimes we may be legitimately harmed, for instance, in a 
competitive job market.54 

When harm is threatened, people become liable for coercion, either 
to prevent them from causing harm or to force them to act when in-
action would cause harm.55 Whether we should, in fact, coerce people 
in these situations, and what mechanism should be used (the law, 
public opinion, friendly remonstrance, individual conscience, etc.), is 
to be determined by whether coercion itself would cause greater harm 
than the action we are seeking to coercively interfere with. Coercive 
action, although a priori allowable in all cases of harm, is actually only 
justified when interfering would cause less harm than the action we 
seek to prevent/cause.56 

Mill asserted that “over himself, over his own body and mind, the 
individual is sovereign,” and it is this sovereignty he is concerned to 
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secure in On Liberty by limiting legitimate interference in people’s self-
directed actions.57 Sovereignty implies notions of self-government, of 
planning one’s own life, of reflectively deciding on goals and making 
plans for achieving them, and of doing what Mill wanted us to do – 
reflectively construct our own moral code, and live by it. That is, sover-
eignty implies our ability to determine what we believe to be the good 
life, and the principles it embodies, and to live it to the best of our abil-
ities, rather than passively allowing society to dictate our moral code. 
Thus, sovereignty includes the ability freely to develop our individu-
ality and to actively choose as we see best among a range of options, 
the width, depth, and quality of which are also important criteria for 
individuality, sovereignty, and – ultimately – utility. 

Thus, to exercise sovereignty, we need to be able to develop our-
selves. To develop ourselves we need to be able to propose goals for 
ourselves; to make plans for how we can achieve steps in our own 
development; to reflect on options and make choices between them; 
to have the capacity to realize the goals we determine on; and to de-
velop rules by which we think we ought to live, which will help us 
define goals and make choices. In short, we need to be sovereign over 
ourselves. Sovereignty is, therefore, not the same as individuality, but 
it is a precondition for the free development of individuality and is, 
therefore, more than simply a means to achieving individuality.58 So 
sovereignty, as Mill used the term, is conceptually akin to autonomy.59 

Sovereignty is what Mill meant when he spoke of liberty in the 
modern world.60 For Mill, in an age where people are capable of it, to 
be free is to be autonomous, and merely being free from constraints is 
no longer enough.61 That this is the case is clear from other of Mill’s 
writings on liberty, and understanding his concept of liberty in this 
way makes sense of how Mill, in works from almost thirty years before 
On Liberty, and a decade beyond, talked of liberty as freedom from 
oppression.62 

Mill saw oppression as coming in many different guises, but all of 
them – from the oppression of working-class people by middle-class 
people through their monopoly over positions that demand a certain 
level of education,63 to the oppression of women through the warping 
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of their very natures and ideas of womanhood through what modern 
feminists would define as the patriarchy – are linked to our ability to 
freely develop our individuality.64 (Thus, we see that all these different 
elements of Mill’s view of liberty are connected.) Oppression exploits 
people by ignoring their interests and indeed using those interests as 
means to further the oppressors’ interests; it limits the opportunities 
open to people; it prevents them from pursuing some of the options 
that are open to them; it renders them passive rather than active (es-
pecially by making them believe they need protection and demanding 
their deference); and it limits (especially through the denial of educa-
tional opportunities, but also through refusing to treat people as equals) 
their ability to enjoy higher-quality pursuits.65 Oppression thus limits 
our opportunities for developing our individuality and renders any de-
velopment we do achieve unfree, because some agency other than our 
own, authentic, reflectively chosen standards of excellence is guiding 
that development. (This is one reason why paternalism is also bad, on 
Mill’s account.) 

Mill’s concern with sovereignty and his anti-paternalism caused 
him to speak at times about rendering people “independent.” For ex-
ample, he wrote that over what concerns only himself, an individual’s 
“independence is, of right, absolute.”66 Moreover, he wrote that his 
ideal society would be populated by “self-governing … human be-
ing[s].”67 Similarly, he talked about a growing desire for independence 
among the working classes, who had “come out of leading-strings and 
cannot any longer be governed or treated like children.”68 “To their 
own qualities must now be commended the care of their destiny,” he 
added, and “modern nations will have to learn … that the well-being 
of a people must exist by means of the justice and self-government … 
of the individual citizens.” Labourers were in need of “the virtues of 
independence,” and “whatever advice, exhortation, or guidance is held 
out to the[m] … must henceforth be tendered to them as equals, and 
accepted by them with their eyes open.” 

These terms – sovereign, independent, self-governing, free from op-
pression – are synonymous for Mill and describe his concept of liberty. 
Mill wrote that “the only freedom which deserves the name is that of 
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pursuing our own good in our own way.” That is exactly what sover-
eignty ensures – it allows us to formulate our own conception of the 
good, and it allows us to pursue it in the way we think best; that is, it 
allows us freely and authentically to develop our individuality.69

Evidently, this is a reading of Mill as endorsing a “positive” view of 
liberty. Mill is often hailed as giving us the quintessential defence of 
negative liberty, yet some scholars contend that this is a misreading 
of his view.70 Nadia Urbinati offers instead the label “freedom from 
subjection.”71 Similarly, Eugenio Biagini links Mill to a “classical re-
publican” tradition that sees freedom as non-oppression,72 and Fred 
R. Berger sees Mill as anxious that people be “not subjected to the 
arbitrary will of another.”73 

These are useful insights into Mill’s position. But it would be a mis-
take to identify oppression (on Mill’s understanding) completely with 
subjection understood as submission to the arbitrary will of another.74 
Mill thought it was oppressive to have one’s options unreasonably cur-
tailed, and this applied to democratically determined rules as much as 
to dictates by authoritarian rulers. Similarly, Urbinati is right that Mill 
admired ancient Athens because all its citizens participated in govern-
ment, and deliberately elected experts as leaders where suitable.75 But 
Mill also admired Athens because it respected diversity and individu-
ality in a private sphere (though this Athenian idea was not identical to 
Mill’s concept of a self-regarding sphere). Participation in democracy 
was undoubtedly important to Mill, not solely as a means to ensure 
that people were not subject to the arbitrary will of another, but also as 
a means of self-development and the cultivation of democratic virtues. 
But protection of a private sphere from “democratic” interference was 
also important. Thus, Mill’s commitment to democratic participation, 
and the aspect of his thought that is akin to the republican idea of 
living according to a non-arbitrary will, have been emphasized at a 
cost to his fundamental commitment to a self-regarding sphere and 
the protection this affords for self-development and individuality.76 

Rather than adopt this terminology, therefore, I suggest the term 
“freedom as independence.”77 Mill’s idea of independence, although 
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not going so far as to embrace an idea of self-realization, or to identify 
a “higher” or “better” self that ought to rule, demands the active de-
velopment of authentic, self-imposed standards of excellence and a life 
lived in the pursuit of or in accordance with them.78 In a similar vein, 
Baum suggests that “Mill’s conception of freedom is best understood 
in terms of the power of persons for self-determination,”79 and it is 
this power that is summarized by Mill’s understanding of “independ-
ence” and “sovereignty.” 

The harm principle was one method by which Mill believed this 
independence could be protected.80 Both society (through its repre-
sentative, the state) and individuals could act in self-defence, and to 
that extent state institutions were somewhat involved in Mill’s “harm 
principle.” It was not, however, primarily a principle about state action; 
it was more a principle about the legitimate coercive scope of public 
opinion (which can move state apparatus when it has the power to 
do so).81 Mill believed that, because of the power of public opinion, 
contemporary individuals were tending toward the same kind of 
character.82 This was not an exaggerated fear: Mill recognized that if 
the natural human tendencies to want people to think as we think, 
believe what we believe, and act as we think people should act were 
successful, then people would end up having the same experiences, 
and thus (according to his associationism), have the same opinions, 
which would render them identical, unless they could be rescued by a 
reflective self-developing self that had not been coerced into conform-
ity.83 Individuality depends on some people (at least) having different 
characters, and on everyone having an authentically and reflectively de-
veloped character, not one that has been imposed by the majority of 
their neighbours. Thus, public opinion, when it becomes the tyranny 
of the majority, threatens individuality, and through it, happiness.84 

The problem of the “tyranny of the majority” had particular bite for 
Mill because he believed that his contemporary critical age was about 
to solidify into a new organic age, and such ages are characterized by 
social stability predicated on everyone accepting the underlying social 
ideology. Mill was concerned that the ideology of this new society 
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might be what he saw around him. This combined a stultifying anti- 
intellectualism, which rejected expertise as soon as it went beyond the 
comprehension of someone with only a very basic education and in-
sisted that people were the best judges of their own interests on every 
issue, with a repressive insistence that everyone “keep up with the 
Joneses” or emulate their “betters,” and thus act in exactly the same 
way.85 Mill believed such an ideology to be antithetical to individuality 
and thus to happiness. Indeed, he placed so much emphasis on achiev-
ing a proper balance between free-thinking and respect for authority 
within his preferred ideology because he believed that reflection on 
one’s own ideas was integral to developing individuality.

In On Liberty, Mill’s greatest concern was the coercive power of 
public opinion as it emanated from contemporary ideology. Mill was 
not opposed to all exercises of power over the individual – he was 
concerned about unjustified ones, and the harm principle was intended 
to indicate which coercive actions were justified and which were not.86 
Thus, the harm principle was one mechanism by which Mill thought 
we could protect liberty – it is not what he meant by liberty itself. 

But while the harm principle was a key mechanism for protecting 
liberty, it was not the only one, in that it was concerned mainly with so-
cial (and to some extent political) freedom. Mill recognized that free-
dom is greatly violated in the economic sphere as well, and he sought 
to liberate this sphere of human life just as much as the social one. 

Baum writes that “in contrast to many other ‘classical liberals,’ Mill 
rejects the view that the freedom of individuals in the economic sphere 
is maximised to the extent that state power is restricted to protecting 
property and maintaining security … His conception of economic 
freedom strongly challenges the now common understandings of eco-
nomic freedom in terms of capitalism, ‘free markets,’ ‘free trade,’ pri-
vate property and ‘freedom of production and exchange.’”87 

For Mill, such institutions had “a tenuous relationship to the eco-
nomic freedom of individuals,” and thus other commentators are 
wrong to contend “that Mill regards capitalism as ‘the system of eco-
nomic freedom.’”88 I showed earlier how, for Mill, this relationship 
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was “tenuous” (i.e., historically contingent). It is sometimes true that 
capitalism makes people more free (i.e., than under feudalism), and 
it is also true that some capitalist arrangements make people more 
free than others (e.g., people are less free when being treated pater-
nalistically by their employers than when in profit-sharing schemes). 
However, Baum is right to argue that “Mill’s view of economic free-
dom is a direct extension of his broader conception of freedom” and 
that this concept involves “not merely the absence of burdensome 
constraints on economic activity, but also the power of individuals to 
direct the course of their lives with respect to their economic activities 
and relationships.”89 

Baum also rightly argues that Mill incorporated sovereignty or au-
tonomy, which he saw as necessary for people to develop “their own 
characters, preferences and tastes,” and the idea that people need a 
wide range of opportunities and resources in order to pursue their own 
lives in their own way, into an idea of economic freedom. Or, as I 
would put it, these things remained central to Mill’s concept of free-
dom as expanded into the economic sphere, the upshot being that to 
be free, we needed the opportunity to exercise “self-government within 
… economic enterprises.”90 Thus, for Mill, individual independence 
when applied to the economic sphere led not to a proliferation of in-
dividual workers working on their own account, but to “practices of 
collective government” in worker-cooperatives. 

Similarly, Claeys argues that “cooperation was the economic means 
by which the majority could begin to share in the vision of the in-
dividual development and richly varied self-forming character which 
would be described in On Liberty, and was in this sense an essential 
component in Mill’s ‘positive’ notion of liberty.”91 However, he adds: 
“where liberty is defined in terms of society helping to provide the 
preconditions for individual self-development, not either forcing all to 
develop in a particular way, or allowing only the wealthy and powerful 
an opportunity to achieve independence.” This seems to conflate lib-
erty with the conditions necessary for liberty. I agree that Mill wanted 
to expand the set of people who enjoyed the conditions of liberty to 
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include everyone (or, at least, every adult “in the full maturity of their 
faculties”92 in modern societies), but there is a difference between Mill’s 
concept of liberty itself, and those conditions. This is in part because 
the conditions might be subject to questions of expediency and histor-
ical contingency, whereas the meaning of freedom, for Mill, was not. 

Mill also applied his commitment to democratic practice to the 
economy. His critiques of contemporary capitalism as they concern 
freedom revolve around workers’ lack of independence in their work-
ing lives. They have little control over what work they do, when, for 
how long, or in what conditions.93 They have relatively little freedom 
of movement and are dependent on the will of another. (A Marxist 
would add that, as their employer owns the product of their labour, 
workers also have no control over what happens to what they pro-
duce, and that the wage economy makes them dependent on the very 
products they have made – but Mill does not go that far.94) Besides 
that, half the population lives in domestic subjugation – which, as we 
know from Subjection of Women, is also characterized by conditions 
of dependence.95 

In worker cooperatives, however, workers would have (democratic) 
control over their work, working conditions, and working hours and 
would be governed by a democratically determined “will” in which 
they had an equal voice (and, importantly, the ability to exit if they 
felt they were being illegitimately overruled, and form a permanent 
minority).96 It is because of this that Mill said, always supposing they 
accorded women equal rights, that worker cooperatives would be “the 
nearest approach to social justice, and the most beneficial ordering of 
industrial affairs for the universal good which it is possible at present 
to foresee.”97 

Baum encourages us to see that for Mill, “democracy” was not just 
about government institutions and “democratic” life was about more 
than participating in elections for representative government.98 Mill 
had a much more radical view than this: all of the fundamental insti-
tutions of society needed to be democratized, from the government 
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down to interpersonal relationships – the state, the workplace, and the 
family. In this, of course, we also see how “liberty, equality, and frater-
nity” go hand in hand. Even when we elect as our representatives those 
whom we recognize as our superiors in relevant ways, democracy is 
fundamentally about equality as well as freedom. Fraternal feelings too 
are importantly grounded in equality (unlike, say, paternal feelings), 
but democracy also needs a certain sense of the common good for it 
to work (on Mill’s account), something also strongly linked to frater-
nity. Worker cooperatives give people a sense of the common good, as 
well as experience with working and making decisions on and for the 
common account. All of this is vital for democracy to flourish. 

Moreover, as Baum notes, cooperation is an extension of another 
fundamental freedom – that of association.99 Supporters of free trade 
often interpret this as the freedom of buyers and sellers to “associate” 
with one another via market relations, or of workers to freely “associ-
ate” with employers via working for them. (As Baum rightly notes, for 
Mill it also involves the workers’ right to join unions and go on strike in 
a market economy.) But Mill’s concept of “associations of the labourers 
among themselves” moves away from this free market view.100 

Mill describes the birth of such associations after the February 
Revolution in 1848 as follows: “For the first time it then seemed to the 
intelligent and generous of the working classes of a great nation that 
they had obtained a government who sincerely desired the freedom 
and dignity of the many, and who did not look upon it as their nat-
ural and legitimate state to be instruments of production, worked for 
the benefit of the possessors of capital.”101 “The ideas sown by Social-
ist writers” in this environment regarding “emancipation of labour to 
be effected by means of association, throve and fructified,” and “many 
working people came to the resolution, not only that they would work 
for one another, instead of working for a master tradesman or manu-
facturer, but that they would also free themselves, at whatever cost of 
labour or privation, from the necessity of paying, out of the produce 
of their industry, a heavy tribute for the use of capital; that they would 
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extinguish this tax, not by robbing the capitalist of what they or their 
predecessors had acquired by labour and preserved by economy, but by 
honestly acquiring capital for themselves.” 

Here we see the extreme of Mill’s view regarding the unfreedom 
of workers, who not only were under the yoke of “a heavy tribute” 
and “tax” and in need of “emancipation,” and directed by another (the 
“master”) rather than by themselves, but also had been reduced and 
objectified into “instruments of production” and were being “worked 
for the benefit of the possessors of capital.” (It is significant that Mill 
here uses “worked,” not “working” – “worked” emphasizes how work-
ers are used, and exploited, as instruments by employers, whereas 
“working” would have implied some self-directed activity on the part 
of the workers.) And we see, therefore, what worker cooperation freed 
workers from, making them independent. 

Baum reads Mill as committed to “two distinct but interrelated 
forms of individual economic freedom … political freedom – i.e. the 
freedom of citizens to share in determining the laws and public poli-
cies governing them – [and] individual freedom,” which Baum parses 
as “pursuing our own good in our own way.”102 Baum rightly argues 
that cooperation realizes freedom in the economic sphere. But we do 
not need to see Mill as endorsing two distinct (even if interrelated) 
conceptions of freedom: “freedom as independence” covers both “pur-
suing our own good in our own way” and collective democratic deci-
sion-making, because this is the only way in which free (and equal) 
people can legitimately make, and freely obey, decisions. 

Baum takes Mill’s passage “the only freedom which deserves the 
name, is that of pursuing our own good in our own way so long as 
we not attempt to deprive others of theirs, or impede their efforts 
to obtain it,” as something solely individualistic.103 But this wording 
also justifies democracy, as well as all that Baum wants to include in 
“economic freedom.” Non-democratic, non-representative institutions 
stop us from pursuing our own good in our own way (or, at least, they 
give us no security of being able to do so, and generally – at the very 
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least – they demand taxes from us that limit our ability to do that). 
Only in democracies can we be assured of the maximal and equal lib-
erty that Mill defended (though mere formal democratic institutions 
are no guarantee of such freedom). In many ways, capitalism does the 
same thing. That is, many innovations of capitalism (compared to 
feudalism) allow people to pursue their own good in their own way, 
but capitalism also impedes many people’s (notably, workers’) ability 
to do this. Worker cooperation, on the other hand, is a mechanism by 
which we can maximize this kind of freedom, each of us pursuing – in 
combination with others – our own good in our own way, while not 
impeding others in doing the same. The “good” may be rather differ-
ent – an economic good rather than, say, a spiritual one – but the gist 
of the matter is still the same. And while “our” may have taken on a 
more communal meaning, “my” interest is still represented, and the 
“good” is meaningfully “mine,” particularly because cooperatives are 
both voluntary and collectively owned. 

Thus, we do not need the term “economic freedom”: Mill did not 
have a different concept of freedom in the economy – rather, his com-
mitment to independence led him to envisage radical changes in the 
economy. However, Baum is right to say that, while Mill was con-
cerned with maximizing utility, he was not concerned with maximiz-
ing freedom. Rather, he sought “substantial freedom for all.”104 Baum 
is also right that this application of freedom to the economy, for Mill, 
shows how deeply equality and freedom were intertwined for him. 

Overall, Mill’s commitment to individual liberty as a necessary ele-
ment of utility meant that he supported radical change in the political, 
social, and economic spheres. In his view, these were tightly linked: 
to be properly independent, one could not be in dependent relation-
ships, be it at work, in politics, or in the home. The economy, for him, 
was not separate from politics or from a “sphere” in which individual 
liberty needed to be protected. 

Thus, for Mill, as society progressed it needed to ensure more and 
more freedom – not “in sum,” as Baum rightly notes, but for more 
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and more people. This had to involve female emancipation (including 
fairer and freer access to the workplace, including democratic work-
places105) and worker emancipation more generally. As society pro-
gressed, its economic institutions needed to progress in tandem, away 
from relations of dependency toward independence (combined with 
the cooperation of labour, which capitalism had brought to full fru-
ition).106 Realization of this kind of liberty, for all, was an important 
step in terms of maximizing utility, and it was both an important goal 
for reformers and an important yardstick by which to judge actual so-
cieties, proposed reforms, and utopian schemes. Note that when Mill 
wrote that the final judgment regarding whether we moved to com-
munism or remained with a reformed system of individual property 
would come down to which best preserved and promoted individual-
ity, this had an economic as well as a political element. 

Mill’s concept of freedom remained central, not just “even when” he 
moved toward socialism, but “as part of ” his move toward socialism. 
He realized that independence could not be attained without signifi-
cant economic reform: the “formal” freedoms (and equality) of, for in-
stance, the Reform Act were not actually setting working people free, 
because of the “heavy tribute” they still had to pay to capital for the 
freedom to work at all (and the way in which their labour was directed 
by, and thus they were subject to, someone else’s will). This could not 
be wholly eradicated by profit-sharing; it would have to be by (at least) 
worker cooperatives and the socialist aim of organizing production on 
the common account. 

Equality (and Distributive Justice) 

Mill praised the Provisional Government for sincerely trying to 
achieve “all of ‘liberty, equality and fraternity,’ which is capable of being 
realised now” and for “prepar[ing] the way of all which can be realised 
hereafter.”107 His commitment to liberty has been much discussed in 
the academic literature, but far less has been said about his commit-
ment to equality and his concept of distributive justice.108 This has left 
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a gap in our understanding, for equality was one of Mill’s core princi-
ples. Increasing achievement of equality was a sign of progress and a 
means by which utility could be maximized. 

Mill examined several questions pertaining to equality in a nuanced 
and sophisticated way, though often rather briefly. Here I suggest that, 
as argued by both Berger and Turner, Mill had “a strong commitment 
to substantive ‘base-line’ equality,” including a sufficientarian idea 
combined with a need to justify all inequalities of wealth, education, 
and power (which are “prima facie wrong”) in terms of the general 
interest, and a belief that “inequalities must not undermine the status 
of persons as equals.”109 However, I go further and argue that Mill’s 
belief that inequalities in, for example, remuneration could be earned 
through voluntary effort or desert was limited to a particular histor-
ical moment – one that he thought humanity might transcend. In the 
same vein, I suggest that though Mill was keen to eradicate the il-
legitimate impact of brute luck on people’s lives (as recently suggested 
by Persky110), this was only one step on the way to achieving a much 
“higher” concept of equality, one that would ultimately see us treating 
one another as equals in such a way that we could sustainably imple-
ment the distributive principle “from each according to his capacities, 
to each according to his wants” (or needs). 

There has recently been an excellent debate between Turner and 
Persky on Mill’s egalitarianism. Persky reads Mill as a relational egali-
tarian whose progressive political economy moves away from relational 
equality toward luck-egalitarianism. That is, he reads Mill as endors-
ing, finally, distributive principles in which inequalities due to what 
luck-egalitarians call “brute luck” are eradicated, and the only justifi-
cation for those inequalities that remain is that they are the outcome 
of individual choices (which luck-egalitarians sometimes call “option 
luck”). People ought not to be disbenefited by disability (on this view), 
and also ought not to benefit – on this view unfairly – from natural 
advantages such as talent. But people also ought to be responsible for 
their choices: those who saved are entitled to have more in their retire-
ment than those who did not.111 Turner reads Mill’s egalitarianism as 
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always relational and situates his concern with luck in that context.112 
That is, he sees Mill as always being concerned with equal relation-
ships, and he recognizes that questions of “brute” and “option” luck 
have a bearing on our ability to interact as equals at different stages in 
human progress. 

My reading accords more with Turner (and Berger) than with 
Persky: Mill was committed to meaningful relational equality between 
persons. As part of that, he was also committed to the Blancian idea 
“that all should work according to their capacity, and receive according 
to their wants” as a “still higher standard of justice” than equal shares, 
or proportioning to effort.113 This needs weaving into existing accounts 
of Mill’s egalitarianism. 

Mill’s egalitarianism was progressive, in that he saw humanity as ca-
pable of achieving more and more equal relations and institutions as 
we progressed, and that what was expedient in terms of egalitarianism 
would change over time. Similarly, greater equality was for him a sign 
of greater progress. Yet this did not undermine his core commitment:

In my estimation the art of living with others consists first & 
chiefly in treating and being treated by them as equals … As I 
look upon inequality as in itself always an evil, I do not agree 
with any one who would use the machinery of society for the 
purpose of promoting it. As much inequality as necessarily arises 
from protecting all persons in the free use of their faculties of 
body & mind & in the enjoyment of what these can obtain for 
them, must be submitted to for the sake of a greater good: but I 
certainly see no necessity for artificially adding to it, while I see 
much for tempering it, impressing both on the laws & on the 
usages of mankind as far as possible the contrary tendency.114

Likewise, in Utilitarianism, he wrote that “[t]he equal claim of 
everybody to happiness in the estimation of the moralist and the legis-
lator, involves an equal claim to all the means of happiness, except in so 
far as the inevitable conditions of human life, and the general interest, 
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in which that of every individual is included, set limits to the maxim … 
All persons are deemed to have a right to equality of treatment, except 
when some recognised social expediency requires the reverse.”115

That is, Mill had a strong commitment to equality, but he also saw 
how much of it we can practically attain to be a question both of the 
development of human character and institutions, and of a utilitarian 
calculation regarding tradeoffs with freedom. Inequality, then, was for 
him always an evil, albeit sometimes a necessary one. 

These passages go a good way toward showing that Mill had a re-
lational concept of equality. Relational equality too may require (and 
permit) inequalities of distribution in a way that sits well with other of 
Mill’s pronouncements on equality. 

There are a number of core elements to Mill’s egalitarianism. As 
with the wider question of “a good society,” Mill was more concerned 
with these principles and with evaluating how well a proposal would 
meet or achieve them than with laying out prescriptive rules or de-
signing equal institutions. For example, he was committed to the idea 
that marriage should be “an association of equals,” but beyond that 
he had no prescriptions for what individual marriages should look 
like. He has recommendations for what laws, economic arrangements, 
political rights, and social mores and customs we would need (and 
need to change) in order to create the right social conditions for equal 
marriages, but he was not prescriptive, for instance, regarding whether 
both partners should work equally long (or, as some feminists have 
critically noted, demanding that men do an equal share of the house-
work).116 That might be what “an association of equals” looked like for 
some – it might not be for others. The same goes for his writings on 
cooperative associations: so long as merely being given power did not 
equate to higher wages, Mill wanted them to democratically deter-
mine their own rules, terms of membership, working conditions, and 
distribution of the surplus of combined labour, leading to a plurality of 
associations that could all meaningfully be called “equal.”117 In terms 
of social arrangements, and some secondary principles, too, Mill was 
not prescriptive. So long as people recognized, adhered to, or tried to 
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achieve some specific principles of equality, the kind of society they 
built was open to experiment, discussion, and debate. 

Berger argues that Mill’s “strong commitment to substantive ‘base-
line’ equality [w]as defined by these propositions”: one, that “inequal-
ities of wealth, education, and power are prima facie wrong and require 
justification”; two, that “inequalities must not permit any to ‘go to the 
wall’” – “subsistence must be guaranteed”; three, that “inequalities must 
not undermine the status of persons as equals,” in particular, “inequal-
ities must not result in some gaining power over others that under-
mines their autonomy or that degrades them”; and four, that “certain 
grounds can justify inequalities” – including where the inequality 
makes no one worse off, where it rewards according to desire, where 
advantages have been earned through voluntary effort, or where in-
equalities are somehow “justified by desert.”118 

Turner offers a different account, though in a somewhat similar 
vein.119 He notes that Mill’s egalitarianism contains “three second-
ary principles – impartiality, sufficiency, and merit – that he believes 
should guide public discussion and reform.”120 Overall, he sees Mill as 
a relational egalitarian. “Impartiality,” or “equal consideration,” Turner 
argues, is “the most important of these, because it fundamentally 
shapes his account of what justice requires in any advanced state of 
society.”121 He rightly adds that “the question is: what does equal con-
sideration require?,” a fundamental question with which Mill engages 
in interesting ways. 

Ultimately, I read Mill as seeing contributing according to your cap-
acity, and receiving according to your wants, as “what equal considera-
tion requires.” That is, when we treat one another as equals, and when 
an impartial observer considers treating us equally, with an eye to re-
taining equality between us (and our status as equals), we are giving 
what we can to help meet the burden of individual and social existence, 
and being given what we need for the equal opportunity to have as 
flourishing a life as possible. The latter part of the maxim mitigates the 
heaviness of the burdens that ought to be imposed by the first part, and 
the rule also applies to everyone: there should be no free-riders, but 
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also no exploited “strong” characters like Boxer, in Mill’s “higher” and 
more just state of the world.122 

This principle, of course, would involve much inequality. The strong, 
the talented, the “quick,” would take on a far greater share of the 
burdens than the weak, the less talented, the “slow” (though with a 
recognition that these burdens are not proportionally so much heav-
ier, if heavier at all, for the stronger to bear). And the weak, the old, 
the young, the ill, the disabled, and so on might get a much larger 
share of resources so that they could meet their needs. Such a principle 
of justified inequalities (but “real” equality) can only come into being 
in a society with substantive relational equality between people who 
recognize not only that other people are equals, but also that other 
people’s needs must be met (with no special claims to beneficial in-
equalities for those with unequal strengths and talents). In this sense, 
luck-egalitarian, relational, and more “socialist” egalitarian concerns 
are bound together in Mill’s view. 

Equal Treatment

A commitment to “equal treatment” arises from Mill’s utilitarianism, 
which demands “perfect impartiality between persons.”123 Although 
this is logically consistent with inegalitarian societies, Mill added 
that the “highest standard of social and distributive justice” implied 
by impartiality meant that “society should treat all equally well who 
have deserved equally well of it.” “Equal treatment,” then, as a way of 
parsing “impartiality”, becomes something that Mill thought utilitar-
ianism required both of individuals concerning individual actions or 
choices and of individuals acting collectively in society.124 The question 
then arises as to what this would entail – a question whose answer is 
historically contingent. 

The case for equal treatment is predicated on Mill’s fundamental 
commitment to the equal moral standing of persons. Every individual 
is capable of experiencing pleasure and pain and has a right to have 
his or her happiness considered.125 One should not count for more than 
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one – or less than one. That is, the principle of “equal treatment” applies 
when we are considering equals. That Mill made this commitment 
is clear in his championing of women’s equality, racial equality, and 
religious equality as well as in his belief that all classes were inher-
ently equal, notwithstanding contemporary inequalities in wealth and 
status.126 It is the basis of his critique of the “aristocracies of colour, 
race, and sex.”127 This means that all people have an equal claim to have 
their happiness considered (though in itself, this does not commit Mill 
to egalitarian outcomes). More than this, it is one of the core com-
mitments that underpinned Mill’s view that “all inequality is in itself 
an evil” and that inequalities need justifying specifically as regards the 
general good. 

It was a radical step on Mill’s part to insist that “treating equals as 
equals” applied to all adults in the possession of their mature faculties 
in developed countries – even though, to the modern ear, all the ca-
veats there (and particularly the last one!) can seem deeply conserva-
tive. But Mill was writing at a time when slavery was still legal in the 
United States (Utilitarianism was published the year the American 
Civil War started); when women had no claims to being viewed as 
“persons,” never mind as equals (to men); and when people really be-
lieved in morally significant differences between rich and poor, “noble” 
and “common.” Moreover, although Mill had caveats for “equal treat-
ment” for children and people in non-modern countries, these in-
cluded a commitment to the innate potential in everyone (or, on a 
wider scale, in every society) to progress to a stage where they attained 
equal status.128 

From this, it might be thought that Mill was committed to equality 
of welfare and that welfare was his particular conception of happiness. 
But though Mill believed that everyone was fundamentally to be ac-
corded a claim of equal weight to happiness, this was not the same as 
saying that everyone had a claim to an equal amount of happiness. For 
one thing, Mill recognized that such an outcome would be impossible 
to achieve – “happiness” was not something that could simply be doled 
out, and what made one person happy might not make someone else 
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happy at all, because tastes (and people) differ. Instead, he was con-
cerned with maximizing equal opportunities to pursue one’s own hap-
piness in one’s own way. Society could influence a great many of these 
opportunities (but not all of them), and this, in turn, involved some 
distribution of resources (and opportunities) and benefits of social 
cooperation, as well as fair distribution of the burdens. That is, Mill’s 
idea of “equal treatment” did not lead to an outcome of “equal welfare,” 
but to a commitment that people would be treated equally as regards 
opportunities for happiness. 

With regard to capitalist societies, as part of his utilitarian princi-
ple of impartiality Mill endorsed equal political rights to protect our 
interests and foster individual development through participation in 
democratic government.129 Besides political rights, people needed 
equal civil rights (to divorce, to own property, to access the professions, 
and so on). Similarly, people needed equal rights to receive basic edu-
cation and the equal right to access further and higher education (and 
specialist training), depending on their capacities and desires.130 

In a similar vein, Mill was anxious to secure for each person the 
maximum amount of freedom consistent with an equal amount of 
freedom for all.131 In some respects this is guaranteed by the political, 
civil, and educational rights just mentioned, but it is also something 
more, because it relies on the institution of Mill’s proposals concerning 
not only state power (which controls and accords political and civil 
rights) but also the power of public opinion. We all have an equal right 
to a sphere in our affairs in which neither public opinion nor the law 
can coerce our actions nor intrusively inquire into them. (And we all 
have an equal responsibility to respect that for others.)

Impartiality, therefore, committed Mill to much more than “equal 
treatment before  the law.” Indeed, from these considerations we can 
already see that Mill was committed – by “equal treatment” – to an 
idea of “equal (opportunity for) independence.” Mill makes this ex-
plicit in his correspondence with Arthur Helps quoted above: in Mill’s 
view, dependency and inequality are intrinsically linked. Taking mar-
riage as a specific example of a more general issue, Mill said he could 
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not “think that relation will ever be other than a comparative failure 
while instead of being an association between equals, it is grounded 
on ‘sway’ on one side, dependence on the other, & the dependent is 
systematically educated for feebleness of mind. The ‘petting’ of which 
you speak is a wretched substitute for reason & justice.”132 

That is, he  associated “dependence” with inequality and independ-
ence with equality. In this, we see how Mill’s concepts of liberty and 
equality are intimately linked – some people can enjoy liberty in un-
equal societies, but Mill saw no justification for unequal protection 
of liberty once people achieve adulthood (in modern societies) un-
less people have somehow merited a restriction on their liberty (e.g., 
people imprisoned). Moreover, independence is only really possible in 
relations of equality. 

That people’s rights can legitimately be violated because they have 
been forfeited (through rights-violating actions) is what Mill meant 
when he said that “society should treat all equally well who have de-
served equally well of it.”133 That is, society should proceed on a prima 
facie basis of equal treatment, recognizing some inequalities where 
people do not “deserve … equally well of it” through their own actions, 
not – importantly – through some inherited demerit (or merit). At 
core, we all deserve equally well of society, and should be treated 
equally by merit of our status as humans. There are some exceptions, 
where we forfeit this right, but this is the rule. 

Thus, on Mill’s account of impartiality, people deserve equally well; 
we should be impartial between them; this means they should get 
equal treatment (i.e., equal rights, liberties, and opportunities). The 
specific outcomes (e.g., equal access to education and the professions) 
are related to Mill’s commitment to liberty and also to the idea of 
people interacting as equals (a core element of relational equality). It is 
hard to do this if there are unequal political and civil rights; if there 
is unequal access to education based on arbitrary distinctions (rather 
than inclination or capacity); if there is a general sense that, without 
any rights-violating action on their part, some people deserve worse of 
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society than others. (That is, it does not undermine relational equal-
ity if we all agree that murderers deserve “less well” of society than 
non-murderers, and have no grounds for complaint if they are im-
prisoned; but it does undermine relational equality if we think racial 
minorities deserve fewer rights.) 

In terms of distributive justice, the idea of impartiality is at play 
in Mill’s nuanced considerations of this problem – considerations on 
which his progressive view of justice had an impact. This ends with 
him endorsing “a transition to a still higher standard of justice” (than 
“absolute equality in the distribution of the physical means of life and 
enjoyment”), “that all should work according to their capacity, and re-
ceive according to their wants.”134

It is true that in Principles – and elsewhere – Mill emphasized “the 
principle that economic rewards should be proportioned to one’s 
labour or exertions.”135 Indeed, this was the basis for one of his harshest 
criticisms of contemporary capitalism. However, Berger rightly notes: 
“I know of no argument by Mill to support the principle.” Berger 
rightly emphasizes that though Mill did refer to this principle as “an 
‘acknowledged’ principle of justice,” he meant by this “recognised by 
contemporaries” (both capitalists and socialists), which was not – in 
itself – a justification. 

Berger notes that this principle does not quite fall under what he 
calls Mill’s “dictum of ‘good for good,’” “since useful productive exer-
tion or effort need not be a case of ‘doing good.’” Thus, proportionality 
might be expedient, but it does not meet Mill’s basic criteria for justice. 
Berger may be mistaken here. Mill wrote that “society receives more 
from the more efficient labourer” and thus “society owes him a larger 
return for” his services, which is a species of “good for good” and also 
of impartiality.136 That said, I agree with Berger, and Turner, that Mill’s 
support for a proportionality principle, and with it private property, is 
only contingent on certain social arrangements.137 

After all, “good for good” does not only support a private property 
principle underpinned by the idea of securing to the labourer the fruits 
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of his or her own labour. For Mill also entertains the idea that “whoever 
does the best he can, deserves equally well,” which is also predicated 
on the idea of “good for good.” This is one reason he takes the idea 
of equal shares seriously as a concept of justice: If we all do what we 
can, don’t we all deserve the same in return? If we are being impartial, 
oughtn’t we equally distribute the product of our communal labour? 

Mill’s reason for rejecting equal shares as the “highest” standard of 
justice arose from his realization that this principle, though ostensibly 
treating people as equals, does not result in them being treated equally. 
Mill noted that “whoever does the best he can … ought not in justice 
to be put in a position of inferiority for no fault of his own … superior 
abilities have already advantages more than enough … and … society 
is bound in justice rather to make compensation to the less favoured, 
for this unmerited inequality of advantages, than to aggravate it.”138 
But equal shares may put us “in a position of inferiority for no fault 
of [our] own”: the talented, the strong, and the “quick” enjoy “advan-
tages” over and above what they receive, and can do more with what 
they get through an accident of birth. That is, if we give equal shares 
to the handsome, the strong, the intelligent, the healthy, and/or the 
charming, they start from a better position, and will end up with better 
outcomes, than the plain, the disabled, the ill, the averagely intelligent, 
and/or the socially inept. 

Mill sometimes invoked the idea of “everyone starting fair in the 
race,” and he noticed that people do not start fair in the race, not only 
because of inherited wealth and bad political and economic institu-
tions that privilege some at the expense of others based on class, race, 
and sex, but also because talent is arbitrary in distribution.139 Even in 
an “ideal” system of private property, this would entail unequal initial 
holdings.140 Once we transcend private property, it requires unequal 
distributions of property. 

As noted, Mill said that society is “bound in justice” to “compensate” 
for these inequalities. This compensation, however, is not for having 
inferior abilities,141 but for the fact that inequality in abilities results 
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in inequalities of advantages, and thus in inequalities of opportunities 
and outcomes. As Turner rightly notes, “impartiality, understood to 
imply equal treatment, thus calls for the elimination of differences due 
to accidents of birth that lead to some enjoying greater opportunities 
or other goods.”142 This, he adds, led Mill to argue for “a fair start – 
as equal as possible – for all.” I argue that it goes further, requiring 
consideration of the distribution not only of the benefits, but also of 
the burdens, of cooperation, and of cooperative labour. Mill was not 
concerned solely about our “start,” particularly as society progressed 
away from individual property; he was also concerned about equality 
of treatment regarding what work we are required to contribute and 
what return we get for that work. Impartiality demands that, if we all 
give equally in terms of “doing the best we can,” we all deserve equally 
well of society – which involves unequal rewards – in order that we 
can enjoy equal chances of good outcomes and “be” equal, no matter 
our initial holdings of talent, strength, and aptitude. From the idea 
of “good for good” and equal treatment, then, evolves the Blancian 
idea of “from each according to his capacities, to each according to his 
needs.”143 This is why Mill called it a “still higher” principle of justice 
even than equal shares (and certainly than proportionality), though 
this would only be expedient in a much-improved future in which no 
compromise is necessary between selfishness and justice. 

Sufficiency

Turner argues, very plausibly, that a second principle in Mill’s egalitar-
ianism was a sufficiency principle. Similarly, Berger argues that Mill’s 
concept of equality meant that no one could legitimately be allowed to 
“go to the wall.”144 Mill wrote that “if there be any who suffer physical 
privation or moral degradation, whose bodily necessities are either not 
satisfied or satisfied in a manner which only brutish creatures can be 
content with, this, though not necessarily the crime of society, is pro 
tanto a failure of the social arrangements.”145 Importantly, once it was 
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possible to ensure that people need not “suffer physical privation or 
moral degradation” in society, then it was a crime (or at least a wrong) 
to permit this to happen. That is, it was a crime in Mill’s contempor-
ary society, just as it would be in all future “civilised” (i.e., sufficiently 
developed) countries. Mill was emphatic that people had a right to 
subsistence, and when we had a right, we were justified in calling on 
society to protect it. Rights violations, for Mill, were “crimes.” Mill 
thought they counted as “wrong” actions, even if they were not for-
mally illegal.146 

Thus, Mill was concerned that everyone be given the means of 
subsistence if they had been rendered incapable of working (either 
through sickness or age) and that they be guaranteed work if they were 
capable of working.147 He went so far as to say that recognition of the 
“droit au travail” (right to work) “is the most manifest of moral truths, 
the most imperative of political obligations.”148 That is, people had a 
right to work (and receive at least subsistence wages) if they were able, 
as well as a duty to work if they were able. This was the “right” being 
claimed by workers who found themselves unemployed during the fi-
nancial crisis and recessions of the “the Hungry Forties” (and was thus 
something rather different from modern conceptions of unemploy-
ment benefits). Thus, although Mill did not think we all have an equal 
claim to bring children into the world (we should not, for example, 
do so if we cannot be sure how we will feed them, without reliance on 
some form of state support), once born, everyone had an equal right to 
be supported in the necessities of life by the rest of society, though in 
return we ought to work for them when we can.149 

Society, then, owes it to people to keep them from starvation. This is 
not merely because starvation is not good for happiness; it is also be-
cause we owe it to people to ensure their existence, simply because they 
are other human beings, and we ought to treat them in certain ways 
because of that fact. How we ought to treat them is as equals. That is 
why we read Mill best as a relational egalitarian. 

I will take up this idea in more detail later on, but let me first deal 
with what Turner calls “the merit principle” in Mill’s egalitarianism 
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(which Berger also refers to, as “desert”), which is at the root of Per-
sky’s delineation of Mill as (ultimately) a luck-egalitarian.150 

Merit and Desert 

Turner sees Mill as justifying inequalities (where he does justify them) 
on the grounds of merit.151 He sees Mill as separating “merit” into 
three elements: “exertion (effort, earnings), relevant talent (intelli-
gence, skill), and virtue (roughly, public-spiritedness).”152 He takes up 
only exertion and talent. 

Difference in talent, he argues, “Mill generally attributes … to dif-
ferences in opportunity (especially educational opportunities) and pre-
vious exertion, rather than to natural endowments,” though he notes 
that Mill did not deny that some people have “greater natural endow-
ments.”153 Like Turner, I believe we read Mill most correctly when 
we see that he defended unequal remuneration justified by talent only 
as an expedient principle in non-ideal circumstances (which included 
contemporary society), but that he was very uneasy about the real jus-
tice of rewarding talent, which was only giving more to those who 
already had most.154 

For instance, when Mill pondered the question in Utilitarianism, 
he wrote:

On the negative side of the question it is argued, that whoever 
does the best he can, deserves equally well, and ought not in 
justice to be put in a position of inferiority for no fault of his 
own; that superior abilities have already advantages more than 
enough … and that society is bound in justice rather to make 
compensation to the less favoured, for this unmerited inequality 
of advantages, than to aggravate it. On the contrary side it is 
contended, that society receives more from the more efficient 
labourer; that his services being more useful, society owes him a 
larger return for them … that if he is only to receive as much as 
others, he can only be justly required to produce as much, and to 
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give a smaller amount of time and exertion, proportioned to his 
superior efficiency. Who shall decide between these appeals to 
conflicting principles of justice? ... Social utility alone can decide 
the preference.155

Similarly, in Principles Mill wrote:

The proportioning of remuneration to work done, is really just, 
only in so far as the more or less of the work is a matter of 
choice: when it depends on natural difference of strength or 
capacity, this principle of remuneration is in itself an injustice: 
it is giving to those who have; assigning most to those who are 
already most favoured by nature. Considered, however, as a com-
promise with the selfish type of character formed by the present 
standard of morality, and fostered by the existing social institu-
tions, it is highly expedient; and until education shall have been 
entirely regenerated, is far more likely to prove immediately 
successful, than an attempt at a higher ideal.156

As Turner aptly puts it, “the first sentence seems to express a ‘higher 
ideal’ for a distant state of society, in which rewarding differences in 
talent … would be an injustice. The second sentence, by contrast, ex-
presses the thought that rewarding differences in talent in the current 
state of society is … justified (if not just).”157 

Turner is also right that, in Mill’s ideal world, “the more talented 
would themselves reject receiving higher remuneration than others who 
have exerted themselves equally.” I would add the proviso, though, that 
“exertion” would have to mean something like “comparable effort” 
(rather than actual effort, or amount of labour), for as we have seen, 
Mill was very aware that different kinds and amounts of labour present 
different burdens to different people. Making an effort is, to some 
extent, a talent – some people find it easier than others to be motivated 
for certain tasks, or to work hard at them, or for long periods of time, 
all things that might be imagined to form part of “exertion.” Turner 
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links “exertion” with “industry, work, or effort, as well as ‘abstinence’ in 
the sense of accepting some immediate personal cost or inconvenience 
for some long term or overall benefit.” Mill’s concern about equality of 
burdens of labour should make us cautious as to whether all of these 
elements would be legitimate grounds for inequalities. “Industry,” for 
instance, may come much easier to the young, hale, and hearty than to 
the old, sick, or disabled. But if we could – and Mill’s words cited above 
mean he thought we could – somehow determine equality of burdens, 
then any inequality of burden would legitimate unequal remuneration. 

Mill also justified some unequal treatment and granting of bene-
fits to the talented when everyone benefited from this – for example 
(as Turner notes), he thought that competence should help determine 
who holds political offices, “because promoting the general happiness 
requires skilled government.” This was both for reasons of expediency 
and for “real” justice. 

Turner therefore suggests that we understand Mill’s “merit princi-
ple” as being “encapsulated by the claim that, given impartiality and 
sufficiency, there should be ‘proportionality … between success and 
exertion.’”158 This is true, but only for “non-ideal” societies (even if it 
will remain true in much-reformed societies). Mill endorses not only 
equal shares as a just outcome (concerned as he is not about the injus-
tice of equal remuneration, but about the injustice of unequal burdens 
if labour is also apportioned equally), but also the Blancian princi-
ple “from each according to his capacities, to each according to their 
needs.” Under such a principle of distributive justice, though equal 
treatment is being properly realized, there is no proportionality be-
tween exertion and success. 

Mill deliberately tied the need to link exertion with unequal out-
comes to a certain kind of non-ideal “selfish” character, and ultimately 
he saw all demand for proportionality between exertion and reward 
as something that would slowly be erased from human nature as we 
progressed to better institutions and developed better characters. 

This leaves us with a final consideration regarding “virtue.” It is true 
that Mill wrote that “the very idea of distributive justice, or of any 
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proportionality between success and merit, or between success and 
exertion, is in the present state of society so manifestly chimerical as to 
be relegated to the regions of romance. It is true that the lot of individ-
uals is not wholly independent of their virtue and intelligence; these 
do really tell in their favour, but far less than many other things in 
which there is no merit at all. The most powerful of all the determining 
circumstances is birth.”159 Here, then, he mentions “virtue and intelli-
gence” as something that apparently legitimately should affect reward 
(and in a limited sense, does). “Intelligence,” for Mill, was a talent 
cultivated by exertion and open to pretty much everyone to develop 
given the right educational opportunities. I suspect that “virtue” here 
refers to “abstinence,” that is, to saving, prudence, delaying consump-
tion, and imposing self-discipline to control the size of one’s family. In 
some respects, then, “virtue” is also covered by “effort” (as sacrifice and 
self-discipline all involve effort). It may also be covered by one of the 
corollaries of Mill’s principle of impartiality – that of equal sacrifice. 
This is a core principle in Mill’s view of legitimate taxation, but it may 
also be the case that, where people are making unequal (i.e., larger) 
sacrifices, they are entitled to greater compensation. 

Thus, at core, Mill saw “proportionality between success and merit” 
as justifying inequalities in our current state of human progress, as 
well as some justification for inequalities on the grounds of talent. He 
thought we would eventually come to see both of these as unjust (and 
no longer expedient) as human society, human nature, and human in-
stitutions progressed. That is, once we were at a stage of human prog-
ress where the “still higher” principle of “from each according to his 
capacities, to each according to his needs” would be expedient (which 
means it would also have to be feasible and “available as a present 
resource”), then unequal rewards based on effort and talent would no 
longer be justified (though unequal contributions, based on effort and 
talent, would be). 

Importantly, such a world would not be one that could plaus-
ibly be called luck-egalitarian: Blanc’s distributive principle was not 
a luck-egalitarian one, though obviously it paid some attention to 
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matters of brute luck regarding capacity and needs. Turner’s work 
goes a long way toward showing that it is a mistake to link Mill to 
luck-egalitarianism except as short-term means of moving toward 
something better. It is certainly true that Mill, in many places, points 
out the unjust effects of brute luck, both good and bad. His defence of 
“proportionality … between success and exertion,” however, does not 
commit him to a luck-egalitarian position except in the short term, 
and his commitment to Blancian distributive principles as “higher” 
even than equal shares shows him adopting a position that was not 
luck-egalitarian for an “ideal” society toward which humanity was 
progressing. 

Rather than see Mill as a luck-egalitarian, then, I agree with Turner, 
Berger, Maria Morales, and Elizabeth Anderson that we should read 
Mill as a relational egalitarian. 

Relational Equality

My basic claim is that Mill wanted us to live in (and to know we live 
in) a society of equals. Our recognition of others as equals, and our own 
knowledge that others consider us to be equals and treat us as such, 
was a key part of happiness as he understood it, and it was this that 
allowed us to be meaningfully independent. If we no longer believe 
that we ought to be subservient to others, nor others to us, then we can 
be independent, and we will not attempt to prevent anyone else from 
so being. Independence was, for Mill, key to happiness because it was 
about autonomy, self-respect, decision-making, and the free develop-
ment and exercise of our individuality. Moreover, relational equality 
allows us to feel that we are an equal part of a joint project. This links 
to Mill’s principle of social harmony and fraternity, which I discuss at 
more length below. This concept of equality sits best within the school 
of “relational egalitarianism.” 

Berger rightly notes that among Mill’s substantive principles was 
the belief that “inequalities must not undermine the status of persons 
as equals. In more concrete terms, this means that inequalities must not 



178 John Stuart Mill, socialist

result in some gaining power over others that undermines their auton-
omy or that degrades them.”160 Morales, too, rightly notes that Mill’s 
“principle of perfect equality is an inclusive and substantive moral idea 
of human relations ‘admitting no power of privilege on the one side, 
nor disability on the other.’”161 

Put simply, relational egalitarians “are motivated by the conviction 
that we should … aim for a relational conception of equality, whereby 
emphasis is put on reaching egalitarian social relations rather than the 
equal distribution of something.”162 They see justice as more than a 
question of what people are owed, and instead think it is importantly 
about how people are treated, both by institutions and by one another. 
They believe that unequal relationships are not only bad, but a prob-
lem for justice, and are particularly concerned with questions relat-
ing to power inequalities; powerlessness; oppression; marginalization; 
and structural, systematic violence. Relational egalitarians “demand 
democratic equality, according to which all individuals have to be 
rendered capable of participating on equal terms in society’s most 
important activities, such as relations of production, and collective de-
cision-making.”163 In addition, “they seek to identify a distinctive set 
of inegalitarian relationships as primary injustices, seizing especially 
on domination as the core unjust relation to be ruled out.” 

As Anderson puts it, in the foundational work of this school of 
modern egalitarianism: “The proper negative aim of egalitarian justice 
is not to eliminate the impact of brute luck from human affairs, but 
to end oppression, which by definition is socially imposed. Its proper 
positive aim is not to ensure that everyone gets what they morally de-
serve, but to create a community in which people stand in relations of 
equality to others.”164 

“In seeking the construction of a community of equals,” her theory 
of “democratic equality integrates principles of distribution with the 
expressive demands of equal respect.” Moreover: 

Democratic equality guarantees all law-abiding citizens effective 
access to the social conditions of their freedom at all times. It 
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justifies the distributions required to secure this guarantee by 
appealing to the obligations of citizens in a democratic state. 
In such a state, citizens make claims on one another in virtue 
of their equality, not their inferiority, to others. Because the 
fundamental aim of citizens in constructing a state is to secure 
everyone’s freedom, democratic equality’s principles of distribu-
tion neither presume to tell people how to use their opportun-
ities nor attempt to judge how responsible people are for choices 
that lead to unfortunate outcomes. Instead, it avoids bankruptcy 
at the hands of the imprudent by limiting the range of goods 
provided collectively and expecting individuals to take personal 
responsibility for the other goods in their possession.

She adds that relational egalitarians “claim that inequality is unjust 
when it disadvantages people: when it reflects, embodies, or causes 
inequality of authority, status, or standing” (which allows them to 
adopt some Pareto-efficient inequalities).165 They “identify justice with 
a virtue of agents (including institutions),” that is, they take justice to 
be “a disposition to treat individuals in accordance with principles that 
express, embody, and sustain relations of social equality,” thus seeing 
distributions as just if they are the outcome of actions made by agents 
acting in the right kind of ways (or with the right motivations). More-
over, “most relational egalitarians follow a second-person or interper-
sonal conception of justification,” adopting a “contractualist” approach, 
which sees “the principles of justice” as being “whatever principles free, 
equal, and reasonable people would adopt to regulate the claims they 
make on each other.” 

Mill broadly fits this description. His emphasis was much more on 
the equality of relationships than on any specific pattern of distribu-
tion of goods (or welfare, or utility). He moved away from questions of 
what we are owed (i.e., desert) and had a deep concern for how we are 
treated (i.e., as equals). He believed that unequal relationships were a 
problem for justice, and he was very concerned with oppression, mar-
ginalization, and powerlessness. He spent much of his life identifying, 
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and trying to improve, inegalitarian relationships, and trying to eradi-
cate domination. The idea that everyone has to be made capable of 
participating in collective decision-making and the relations of pro-
duction almost perfectly sums up his view and justification for unequal 
distributions. 

Mill sought to do more than eradicate the effects of brute bad luck 
on people’s lives (even if it was an outcome of his preferred principle 
of justice); he also sought to end oppression. He was fundamentally 
concerned with building a society in which people stood in relations 
of equality to one another, and he saw justice not in specific patterns of 
distribution but in individual dispositions to treat individuals in ways 
that would express, embody, and sustain relationships of equality. This 
would involve guaranteeing law-abiding citizens effective access to 
the social conditions of their freedom at all times, as well as bringing 
people to recognize that they should make claims on one another (and 
perform duties toward one another) “in virtue of their equality … to 
others.” For Mill, the recognition of inequality on the basis of need was 
not about people making claims based on their inferiority to others, 
but on their fundamental equality (as persons) and their right to equal 
opportunities for well-being. Like other relational egalitarians, Mill 
was keen not to tell people what to do with their opportunities. He 
was also interested in striking a balance between collective provision 
(which might prevent any one individual from privation) and personal 
responsibility (including, in the future, a sense of an obligation to con-
tribute to the costs of social living). 

That said, there might be some judgment to be passed on people’s 
responsibilities for their bad option-luck, even in ideal circumstances 
(where Mill thought public opinion – which involves judgment – 
would help people not to free-ride, or to be so impecunious that the 
whole community would suffer). And Anderson might find judgments 
of “needs” to be too intrusive, though it is not clear that such assess-
ments would necessarily undermine relational equality: acknowledging 
different needs does not necessarily mean acknowledging inferiority, 
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when the recognition that we ought to distribute according to need is 
founded in a recognition that meaningful equality necessitates unequal 
distribution of resources. Mill did not say that compensation is owed 
for personal inferiority; rather, he was saying that individual differences 
can lead, unfairly, to different outcomes because of the advantages 
some differences provide. The distinction here is nice but significant. 
As a small example, it is the difference between saying I should get free 
glasses if I can prove my eyesight is “inferior,” and saying “something 
approximating 20:20 vision is important for living a flourishing human 
life, and the community will do what it can – including giving people 
glasses – to ensure that as many people as possible enjoy good vision.” 
An optometrist’s exam would therefore not be a test of inferiority, but 
a means of determining need. 

Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, Mill was not a contractualist. 
He certainly thought it was good for groups of people to adopt their 
own principles of justice (i.e., in cooperatives, political communities, 
and families166), and he recognized that the expedient principles of 
justice are those which people can agree to and live together under. In 
this sense, then, he adopted a second-person view of justice. Mill saw 
these contractualist principles as important in fostering the right kind 
of society, social ethos, and interpersonal relationships for equality, and 
he saw the power of some of these claims regarding not only what is 
important about equality but also how we can meaningfully achieve it. 
But his principle of impartiality demanded equal treatment, which can 
be determined from a third-person standpoint: equal treatment may 
well mean that everyone needs an equal say in formulating the laws, 
institutions, and principles of justice under which they live as free in-
dividuals, but this is not simply because they were formulated in this way. 
That is, Mill remained opposed to Kantianism at a metaphysical level, 
even though endorsing elements of contractualism in considerations 
of expediency. That principles of justice be determined democratically 
is important for ensuring one key element of justice (that no one is 
being exploited, or their interests ignored); it is also an outcome of 
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equal relationships and an important marker of independence – but 
the principles so determined can also be ranked in terms of their jus-
tice from an external perspective. 

Christian Schemmel further notes a split between two broad schools 
of relational egalitarianism: those that are “pluralist” about justice and 
equality (i.e., they do not see all of equality as encapsulated in justice), 
and those that are not.167 Given Mill’s utilitarianism, he was always 
going to balance equality with other claims (such as to liberty, and fra-
ternity, and security, and progress), with the principle of utility (which 
relates, also, to questions of expediency) as the “principle” at the level 
of which such competing claims were to be balanced. Thus, he had to 
be a pluralist (in this sense). 

If this position is compatible with relational egalitarianism – and 
I believe it is – then Mill was a relational egalitarian. If one has to 
be a thoroughgoing Kantian and/or contractualist and relativist about 
principles of justice, and if there is no room at all for third-person or 
consequentialist thinking, then he was not. More importantly than a 
label, though, we can see from this discussion what was important to 
him regarding equality, and why it led him to endorse particular equal-
ities and particular distributive principles. 

Overall, then, Mill’s position is best understood as a form of plur-
alist social egalitarianism, based – in contrast to most post-Rawlsian 
thought – on utilitarianism. He was fundamentally committed to “per-
fect equality” between people. What this entailed in substantive prin-
ciples – as was the case with all his principles – was subject to questions 
of expediency and historical progress, but it led him to endorse the 
idea of treating people as equals (and being treated by others as an 
equal), which in turn led him to endorse the distributive principle of 
from each according to his capacities, to each according to his needs 
(mitigated – as necessary – by his commitment to independence). This 
distributive principle seeks to eradicate the impact of “bad” brute luck 
(by unequally allocating resources in order to meet “needs,” and by 
tailoring demands to capacity) while disallowing at least some bene-
fits based on unequal “good” brute luck, because those with greater 
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capacity are expected to contribute more. But it is not concerned with 
otherwise justifying resulting inequalities (as luck-egalitarianism is), 
and it provides more of a security net for those with bad option-luck 
than traditional luck-egalitarianism (at least), for needs are met with-
out inquiring into how one came to be “needy.” Moreover, the aim of 
this principle is not to apportion distribution according only to indi-
vidual choices (though doubtless diversity due to individual choices 
was important to Mill); instead, the principle itself is the eventual out-
come of treating people as equals. 

This egalitarianism is only possible in a certain kind of society – rad-
ically different from our own, and from Mill’s – characterized by a very 
different way of seeing one another, and interacting with ine another, 
generated by “fraternity.” 

Fraternity

Mill praised the Provisional Government for its desire to achieve “all 
of ‘liberty, equality and fraternity’ which is capable of being realised 
now, and … [to] prepare the way for all which can be realised here-
after.”168 His commitment to “fraternity” has been mostly ignored 
in Mill scholarship. Notable exceptions are Mill’s early critic, James 
Fitzjames Stephen; Morales’s communitarian reading of Mill’s egali-
tarianism; Kurer’s recognition of “the doctrine of the improvement of 
man” as being “at the heart of Mill’s concept of progress”; and Biagini’s 
identification of the link between Mill and the republican liberalism 
associated with William Gladstone and Giuseppe Mazzini.169 

Stephen identifies Mill’s commitment to fraternity in Utilitarian-
ism and uses Subjection as the target for his critique of Mill’s egali-
tarianism.170 Morales, on the other hand, uses Mill’s feminist works, 
most notably Subjection, as the basis for her communitarian reading of 
Mill.171 Biagini links Mill’s concern with public virtue and the right 
kind of social ethos with his liberalism.172 Kurer links similar concerns 
directly to Mill’s social philosophy, and to his socialism.173 I argue that 
Mill’s commitment to fraternity is visible in many of his works – not 
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least Utilitarianism and Subjection. He shared some core “communitar-
ian” beliefs regarding the contextuality of values and expedient reforms 
and the key role society played in the making of the individual174 (while 
also preserving a “third-person,” objective standpoint that sits less well 
with communitarianism175). He valued “community” and “fraternity” 
or communal feeling as valuable for human beings both in itself and as 
a guarantor of good government and the securing of justice, equality, 
security, and progress (and thus, ultimately, utility). He was famously 
wary of “tradition” and “custom” as having normative weight merely by 
virtue of being traditional or customary, and emphasized the need to 
protect individuality from the tyranny of social oppression,176 which 
put him at odds with some communitarians.177 “Communitarianism” 
as a modern political theory is a direct response to Rawls, so reading 
it back into Mill’s work is somewhat anachronistic. Indeed, Mill was 
not involved in a debate over types of liberalism: his commitment to 
fraternity was one of the things that made him a socialist. 

So instead of adopting the label “communitarian,” I suggest we 
focus on “fraternity,”178 and recognize that there is a strong commit-
ment to this in Mill – that is, to cooperation, “association,” and the 
idea of a common good as important and normatively valuable things. 
Despite what one might intuitively think, these do not contradict his 
commitment to the “free development of individuality,” for he sees this 
as something we can achieve in a social setting (perhaps only there), 
and he separates it out from “individualism,” which he opposes. 

Kurer is right to identify Mill’s fraternalism with his commitment 
to progress: Mill saw human society as progressing toward a more and 
more harmonious, fraternal state in which people, ultimately, would be 
capable of being motivated by the common good and not merely by 
their own selfish interests. This is a somewhat overlooked element of 
his description of his socialism, which, while emphasizing individual 
freedom (as independence), looked forward to a time of equality and 
justice, when “it will no longer either be, or by thought to be, impos-
sible for human beings to exert themselves strenuously in procuring 
benefits which are not to be exclusively their own, but to be shared 
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with the society they belong to.”179 He saw “the social problem of the 
future” as being “how to unite the greatest individual liberty of action, 
with common ownership in the raw material of the globe, and equal 
participation of all in the benefits of combined labour,” and he “saw 
clearly that to render any such social transformation either possible 
or desirable, an equivalent chance of character must take place both in 
the uncultivated herd who now compose the labouring masses, and in 
the immense majority of their employers. Both these classes must 
learn by practice to labour and combine for generous, or at all events 
for public and social purposes, and not, as hitherto, solely for narrowly 
interested ones.” 

Fraternity was thus both necessary and desirable. Without it, we 
would not achieve the right kind of liberty and equality, nor progress, 
security, and – ultimately – utility: it was instrumentally vital. Without 
it, what liberty, equality, progress, security, and utility we did achieve 
would be suboptimal. Fraternity was also normatively valuable in its 
own right as a secondary principle through which we maximize utility. 

Fraternity is a sense of fellowship with other people. It has its roots 
in a sense of brotherhood  – that is, close family relations – but is 
used more expansively to mean having this sort of feeling about people 
outside one’s immediate family. What links it to a sense of family is 
both the element of meaningful care and concern and a willingness, 
and capacity, to treat other people’s interests as at least as important as, 
perhaps more important than, our own. That is, when we feel a sense 
of “fraternity” for (and with) other people, we feel a sense of “oneness” 
or that there is something important we have in common, and we are 
motivated to act in the interests of our common good, even where this 
might conflict with our “narrow” interests. Fraternity, then, is the feel-
ing that allows us to expand our sympathies outside of a narrow sphere 
and act for the common good of all our fellow citizens (perhaps even 
all fellow humans). 

We see this desire for fraternity in Mill’s writings even before he 
was publicly endorsing socialist schemes – for instance, in his desire 
to end the “widening breach” between employees and employers and to 
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create a sense of “partnership” between them.180 Or even earlier, when 
he criticized those who were incapable of seeing society as a shared 
project “to do each other most good.”181 As Stephen rightly noted, 
we see Mill’s commitment to fraternity very plainly in Utilitarianism, 
where he wrote that utilitarian philosophy would not be able to take 
root in society until “by the improvement of education, the feeling 
of unity with our fellow creatures shall be … as deeply rooted in our 
character, and to our own consciousness as completely a part of our 
nature as the horror of crime is in an ordinarily well-brought up young 
person.”182 He added that it was possible for this “feeling of unity” to 
become “deeply rooted,” and not eroded by our powers of analysis, 
only because of a “basis of powerful natural sentiment … which, when 
once the general happiness is recognised as the ethical standard, will 
constitute the strength of utilitarian morality.”183 That is, Mill believed 
that we had a basic desire for unity with our fellow creatures and that 
this could be developed into a deep and powerful motivation for acting 
in the common good. When speaking of “fraternity,” then, I mean this 
sense of “unity,” of “sympathy,” and of “oneness.” 

 “Unity” is compatible with liberty and individuality in exactly the 
same way that law-abidingness and a moral conscience are compatible. 
Many people have a “deeply rooted” “horror” of crime and would not 
pursue their own good in their own way if it involved doing something 
“criminal” or immoral, be that stealing, having an affair, committing 
fraud, acting violently when not in self-defence, or lying under oath. 
Some people, no doubt, avoid “criminal” activity only out of “horror” 
of the punishment that might befall them if they were to be caught, 
but fear of punishment is not the only thing that makes people have 
a horror of “criminal” or immoral behaviour. Instead, our own con-
sciences, “deeply rooted” in our nature (even if instilled via artificial 
means of education from birth) give us this “horror.” But it seems odd 
to argue that we are not “free,” or “freely developing our individual-
ity,” when we refrain from behaviour for which we feel such a “deep-
rooted” “horror” – particularly when we can say that our own reflection 
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on moral matters has made these feelings authentically our own such 
that they are “living truths” with us, and not merely “dead dogmas” we 
pay lip service to once they have been instilled in us through inauthen-
tic associations. 

On Mill’s view, then, people who refrain from theft (even if their in-
terests might have been advanced by stealing) owing to a deep-rooted 
“horror” of thieving are still free because this “deep-rooted” “horror” 
is, in itself, a key part of their individuality. In the future, this “horror” 
will – Mill hoped – be extended beyond “criminal” activity to include 
anything that impairs a feeling of “unity” of sympathy and interests. 
In other words, people will recoil in horror from doing something 
unfraternal. Dominating, instrumentalizing, and exploitative relation-
ships will be impossible, as will the “trampling, crushing, elbowing, 
and treading on each other’s heels, which form[ed] the existing type of 
social life.”184 So, too, will much of capitalism, which is predicated on 
profit-seeking behaviour that relies on “buying cheap and selling dear” 
and a fundamental opposition of class interests. Impossible, also, will be 
the kind of state domination of people’s lives so often associated with 
“socialism” in the twentieth century – fraternity, on Mill’s account, is 
incompatible with totalitarianism and, indeed, with authoritarian at-
tempts to enforce unity by imposing artificially unified interests upon 
people. Mill’s account of fraternity is not state-imposed, and our in-
terests are not dictated by the state. Instead, unity is achieved through 
harmonization of individual consciences so that people desire a feeling 
of unity with their fellow humans: the urge toward unity comes from 
within; it is not externally imposed. 

That said, there is a key role to be played by external institutions, 
including the state, in achieving this “internal,” deep-rooted “horror” 
regarding non-fraternal behaviours. Mill sees our characters (and thus 
our motivations) as being formed by a range of institutions, from 
early-years education in the family, through formal schooling, to our 
political institutions, our workplaces, our religious societies, and our 
relations with lovers, friends, colleagues, and fellow citizens. Still, we 
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ought not to conflate this role for “external” forces with totalitarian-
ism, in particular as so many of these formative relationships are self-
chosen (particularly under socialism). 

As Mill saw it, contemporary life led people to have “narrow inter-
ests” – that is, they were concerned with their own well-being, pleasure, 
security and social advancement, and that of their immediate family 
(husband/wife, children, and favoured relatives). They found it much 
more difficult to be interested in anything “broader” or more “general.” 
Such relationships were also often dominating. Yet as Morales rightly 
argues, “Mill endorsed forms of community that promote all its mem-
bers’ well-being, and advance their permanent interests … From Mill’s 
perspective, no well-constituted community is possible where the hos-
tile, antagonistic, and selfish feelings that power engenders infiltrate 
human life. Well-constituted communities are founded on sympa-
thetic, cooperative, and egalitarian values.”185 They are also founded on 
valuing individuality (and its free development). 

Mill also noted: “it is only by slow degrees, and a system of culture 
prolonged through successive generations, that men in general can be 
brought up to th[e] point” of being motivated by the general good.186 
He added:

But the hindrance is not in the essential constitution of human 
nature. Interest in the common good is at present so weak a 
motive in the generality, not because it can never be otherwise, 
but because the mind is not accustomed to dwell on it as it 
dwells from morning till night on things which tend only to 
personal advantage. When called into activity as only self inter-
est now is, by the daily course of life, and spurred from behind 
by the love of distinction and the fear of shame, it is capable of 
producing, even in common men, the most strenuous exertions 
as well as the most heroic sacrifices. The deep rooted selfishness 
which forms the general character of the existing state of society, 
is so deeply rooted, only because the whole course of existing 
institutions tends to foster it.
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It would take fundamental and transformational change to the 
family and gender relations, the economy and class relations, and pol-
itics and inter-citizen relations to really achieve “unity of interests.” 
Fraternity would be both the outcome of these changes and an im-
portant virtue making current progress sustainable and further prog-
ress possible. 

Cooperatives were a key institution for this social transformation. 
Mill explained that he “welcomed with the greatest pleasure and in-
terest all socialistic experiments … (such as the Cooperative Societies), 
which, whether they succeeded or failed, could not but operate as a 
most useful education of those who took part in them, by cultivating 
their capacity of acting upon motives pointing directly to the general 
good, or making them aware of the defects which render them and 
others incapable of doing so.” 

Experiments in profit-sharing that helped make both capitalists 
and workers better prepared for cooperation, and that in themselves 
would go some way toward healing the “widening breach between 
those who toil and those who live on the produce of former toil,” were 
also important.187 So were democratic reforms, including but not lim-
ited to universal suffrage, paired with institutions for promoting the 
common good. 

Reform to the family and to gender relations was also key. Morales 
offers an excellent account of the transition Mill envisioned toward 
“well-constituted” family, and sexual, relations,188 whereby a “command 
and obedience” relationship would be replaced with one of “reciprocity 
and friendship.”189 Mill’s socialism went hand-in-hand with his fem-
inism, and it is no coincidence that his initial interest in socialism was 
motivated by his feminism. 

Similarly, reform to religion was vital – indeed, not merely reform 
but the actual founding of a new “Religion of Humanity.”190 This 
new secular “religion” would create a new “clerisy,” consisting of sci-
entists and poets (broadly conceived), who would help guide social 
progress and foster social harmony.191 Mill thought there were sev-
eral “inducements for cultivating a religious devotion to the welfare of 
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our fellow-creatures as an obligatory limit to every selfish aim.”192 He 
thought it was not irrational to believe in a benevolent but not om-
nipotent “Being” and that there was value in feeling that, in pursuing 
the general welfare, “we may be co-operative with the unseen Being 
to whom we owe all that is enjoyable in life” in an ongoing “battle … 
between the powers of good and evil.” However, his preference was for 
“religion” that had no supernatural element, and he thought the idea 
of Humanity, as an ever-existing and endlessly improving entity, could 
take the place of an idea of Heaven and God. 

This “religious devotion to the welfare of our fellow-creatures” was a 
strong normative good, and goal, for Mill, which perhaps is why Ste-
phen identified him as an acolyte of the “religion” of “Liberty, Equality, 
Fraternity!”193 When we do not take it seriously as one of his core sec-
ondary principles, we misread Mill’s political, social, and ethical pro-
ject. Indeed, so important is it to his view of the future that he wrote 
an even lengthier account of how slow social progress would achieve 
this “utopia” than he did of how it would happen in the economy in 
Principles.194 

Mill argued that “the social feelings of mankind; the desire to be 
in unity with our fellow creatures,” was a “leading department of our 
nature.” He did not base this on some “fact” of human psychology, 
because he disliked those kinds of arguments; rather, he traced the 
long social history of the creation, “nourishment,” and growth of this 
feeling, which had charted the same course as human history itself. 
Thus, in order to live together, humans have to have this “social feel-
ing”; and because we do, and must, live together – and indeed, as human 
society progresses – we start to conceive of ourselves as social creatures, 
and everything that can be done by society (and in the individuals 
within it) to foster this “social feeling” is done. “[A]dvancing civilisa-
tion,” which creates greater and greater equality and more and more 
cooperation among equal citizens, makes this feeling ever stronger, 
slowly but surely, “removing the sources of opposition of interest, and 
levelling those inequalities of legal privilege between individuals or 
classes, owing to which there are large portions of mankind whose 
happiness it is still practicable to disregard.” “In an improving state 
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[of humanity], the influences are constantly on the increase, which 
tend to generate in each individual a feeling of unity with all the rest; 
which feeling, if perfect, would make him never think of, or desire, any 
beneficial condition for himself, in the benefits of which they are not 
included.” A “society of equals can only exist on the understanding 
that the interests of all are to be regarded equally,” and the history of 
human progress is toward this equality, as well as the individual feel-
ings it requires. 

Such a “feeling of unity” would be particularly strengthened if it 
were “taught as a religion, and the whole force of education, of in-
stitutions, and of opinion, directed … to make every person grow up 
from infancy surrounded on all sides by both the profession and by the 
practice of it.” Mill wrote: “I think no one, who can realise this con-
ception, will feel any misgiving about the sufficiency of the ultimate 
sanction for the Happiness morality.” That is, we should not fear – as 
some did – that in a secular, utilitarian society, nothing would prevent 
people from acting in an “anti-social” (i.e., criminal or immoral) way. 
Socialism would be the perfection of this “society of equals”; we would 
find within its bounds the required character-forming religion, edu-
cation, institutions, and public opinion, with all individuals professing 
the importance of unity of interests and practising that unity. Thus, 
socialism was necessary in order to maximize utility, and the “social 
feelings” that human society requires to even be sustainable in the first 
place lead inexorably to utilitarianism and thus to socialism. 

Given this, it is no wonder Mill welcomed the events of 1848; they 
furthered radical democratic aims (such as universal suffrage, repub-
licanism, education, and state seizure of church property), and the 
revolutionaries meant to achieve not just liberty and equality but “fra-
ternity” as well. Thus his enthusiasm for the possibilities of “associ-
ation” as developed by Blanc and others in discussions at the Palais 
de Luxembourg. This was an opportunity to take important strides in 
human progress. 

This notion of fraternity, and of moulding people’s characters 
through institutional change – in particular, by creating a new religion 
– may sit uncomfortably with some liberals. On the one hand, perhaps 
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this only goes to show that Mill was not a liberal, but a socialist. So-
cialists, after all, have always been more comfortable with the idea of 
shaping human nature via institutional means, and they recognize the 
corrupting influence on human character of apparently “free” institu-
tions such as the market, individual employment contracts, and other 
“bourgeois” liberties. On the other hand, it is worth emphasizing how 
Mill saw this alignment of sympathies as compatible with and indeed 
complementing “the free development of individuality”: alignment of 
sympathies would prevent people from even wanting to cause harm 
to others (or render them sanguine about inadvertently causing it) as 
they pursued their own good in their own way; it would also prevent 
people from wanting to prevent others from developing as they best 
saw fit (this being a fundamental interest) and thus protect everyone 
in the development of their individuality. That is, Mill saw his “liberal” 
commitments to individuality and freedom as compatible with this 
widening of sympathies – liberty was achievable with (and full liberty 
only with) equality and fraternity. 

We might worry that fraternity, as Mill saw it, is incompatible with 
diversity. Evidently, he did not think so. Instead, he saw fraternity as 
properly incompatible only with social tyranny and selfish individual-
ism. Societies do not need to be homogenous for them to be frater-
nal or for there to be a sense of “unity of interests” between people. 
Having “unity of interests” with others does not mean we all have to be 
identical. Our “interests as progressive beings” are, for Mill, sufficiently 
broad and universal that they can sustain a great deal of diversity. 
Those interests include security (including of subsistence), liberty as 
independence, and equality. Fraternity is not compatible with fascism, 
totalitarianism, racism, misogyny, and other dominating views – and 
thus some contemporary social diversity would be lessened – but it is 
compatible with a wide range of religious, political, and ethical beliefs. 

Let us take a common example – religious belief. A deep-rooted 
desire for unity of interests with others – even with people who do 
not believe the same thing – is not incompatible with religious belief. 
Almost all deeply religious people may wish more people held their 
views (for those other people’s own good), but they don’t try to forcibly 
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convert others or otherwise harm them as punishment for their non- 
belief. Even where we might harbour negative feelings toward some-
one’s beliefs (scorn, disgust, horror, dismay, disapproval, incomprehen-
sion, etc.), these are not necessarily incompatible with fraternity – it 
depends on how we act based on those feelings: Do we try to impose 
our standards on others? Do we start to treat them as inferiors or social 
pariahs? Do we tolerantly let them get on with their own lives up to 
the point where they threaten harm to others? Or do we cherish them 
as diverse individuals and seek to support as well as understand their 
developing individuality? It seems clear from On Liberty that in Mill’s 
preferred future, we might engage more in persuasion to get people to 
change their views than we are perhaps willing now to do, but this per-
suasion will be motivated by concern for one another, not by a desire 
to impose our will on others. This, really, is at the heart of fraternity: 
it is a kind of mutual sympathy that leads us to modify our own be-
haviour so that we impinge less on the interests of others, while others 
do the same for us. That is compatible with diversity – which Mill, 
after all, deeply cherished – and not compatible with the kind of social 
pressure so often destructive of diversity. This mixture of freedom and 
shared basic commitments epitomized for Mill the ideal synthesis of 
the best elements of a critical and an organic age: liberty is vital, but 
so is fraternity. 

Kurer rightly notes that “at the heart of Mill’s concept of progress 
is the doctrine of improvement of man towards more intellectual 
power and advanced moral standards”195 – indeed, Mill is generally 
recognized as a “perfectionist” liberal rather than as endorsing liberal 
neutrality. Kurer also rightly notes that “the doctrine of improvement 
calls on the one hand for a large amount of liberty … [but] [o]n the 
other hand, it also calls for particular measures to change people’s 
preferences.”196 Kurer is correct that “[t]his does not imply Mill … 
wanted to force the adult populace to act against their will. He did, 
however, [seek to] create institutions with a view of changing their 
will, either by constructing an appropriate structure of incentives, 
or by ‘educating’ them with the help of particular political and eco-
nomic institutions.” 
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This, Kurer argues, “is … a form of paternalism.” He adds that Mill 
believed in “the importance of the government as an agency for prog-
ress” and that the government had a responsibility “to promote an en-
vironment that stimulates progress,” thus to become “the motor force 
in the evolutionary process.” So whoever “controls it, has the means to 
impose stagnation, progress or retrogression.”

It is not clear, however, that this is a form of paternalism, for the 
preferences are being changed not for the individual’s own good 
(against their will) but for the general good – that is, for everyone else’s 
good (though no doubt Mill thought individuals would also benefit). 
Rather, as noted above, this is a kind of perfectionism. Mill clearly 
thought that humanity ought to progress toward this better state of 
things, where our sympathies would be in tune with one another and 
where “my” good would be intimately wrapped up in “your” good 
and the “common good.” He recognized that governments (among 
other social and political institutions) had a powerful role to play in 
the formation of character and in people’s capacity to achieve align-
ment in their sympathies. He also thought that as much as possible 
they should be judged by – and in particular, praised for – their efforts 
to forward these sentiments and this character progression. For in-
stance, regarding the events in France in 1848, he wrote that the violent 
insurrection against the government of Louis Philippe was justified 
because it had shown itself to be “a government wholly without the 
spirit of improvement,” and that no government can “now expect to 
be permanent, unless it guarantees progress as well as order: nor can it 
continue really to secure order, unless it promotes progress.”197

To emphasize a “liberal” Mill, we would have to read passages in his 
work praising “fraternity” as an “inconsistency” in his thought. But if 
we take these passages seriously as being as integral to his philosophy 
as his love of individuality, then a consistent view is discernible – one 
that is committed to liberty, equality, and fraternity as core secondary 
principles necessary for the achievement of the general happiness. His 
vision of a much improved society was one in which we have a deeply 
rooted horror of not having “unity of interests” with our fellow citizens, 
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and where we are so motivated by a sense of care for one another that 
we see our roles as citizens and as workers to be those of “public func-
tionar[ies],” working freely for one another’s good, and seeing that as 
a “good in itself ” that we desire for its own sake.198 In this, Mill was 
evidently not a libertarian; the view also goes beyond what we usually 
consider to be liberal and shows why Mill thought himself (rightly) to 
be “under the general designation of Socialist.”199

Conclusion

As others have noted, it is important, when studying Mill, not only to 
look at the kinds of institutions he suggested or campaigned for, but 
also to understand the underlying principles to which he was com-
mitted and which he thought justified those institutions, or which he 
thought those institutions were likely to embody and sustain. Mill 
recognized that people’s character is deeply affected and shaped by 
the institutions in which they are embedded and raised, so he saw 
it as important that those institutions be properly designed (not just 
left to chance and tradition) and that they be assigned a vital role in 
improving future society. Mill’s principles were “abstract” in that he 
deduced them from a primary commitment to utility, but they were in-
formed by a contextualized understanding of what furthers utility, and 
the institutions he supported based on these principles were always 
designed in an historically and socially nuanced way. This chapter has 
been concerned with developing a deeper understanding of Mill’s core 
principles. In the next chapter I consider what we can say regarding 
Mill’s preferred institutions – his “utopia.” 

As secondary principles that would help us achieve maximum util-
ity for the most people, Mill was committed to progress, security, lib-
erty, equality, and fraternity. Mill thought there would always be a need 
to balance each of these against the other(s) in order to achieve the 
greatest happiness for the greatest number. The ideal society, for him, 
was one in which all were balanced correctly and none were sacrificed 
at the expense of anything but increasing utility. This is one reason 
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why his socialism remains attractive – it is fundamentally committed 
to individuality as well as to justice, equality, and fraternity. It does 
not look to achieve homogeneity or stagnation, and it will not allow 
individuals to be sacrificed on an altar of community or progress. At 
the same time, it does look to secure much more harmony, equality, and 
engagement with our fellow citizens in meaningful human relation-
ships, and it asks us to value self-developed individuality without also 
worshipping selfish individualism. 

Much attention has long been paid to Mill’s concept of liberty. But 
when we understand his commitments – to the free development of 
individuality; to relational egalitarianism; to social progress; to security 
(including of subsistence); to fraternity; and to the principle of justice 
“from each according to their capacities, to each according to their 
needs” – we find him to be someone with a political program much 
more radical than is suggested by our usual picture of him as a classical, 
laissez-faire liberal. The society he looked forward to was radically dif-
ferent from our own (indeed, from his own) in the care we would take 
toward one another; the way we would share and produce resources; 
what we would cherish and value; how we would act in the public 
and private spheres; and how well all people’s lives would actually go. 
In Mill’s preferred future there would be no kings, no billionaires, 
and no real estate moguls, but there would also be no homelessness, 
no poverty, no labour exploitation, no cheating, no fraud, no scams, no 
domestic violence, no racism, no patriarchy, no homophobia, no xeno-
phobia, no misogyny, no attempts to dominate, and no thoughtlessness 
regarding the impact of our actions on the life chances of others. I 
do not think we can even imagine the radical impact on the world of 
adherence to, and realization of, Mill’s preferred principles. Which is 
why, perhaps, he left the working out of precise institutions for the 
people of the future to decide. 

Mill did, though, have some firm ideas about what possible reforms 
we could institute here and now to realize these aims, and where these 
might lead us. It is to this “utopia” that I now turn.



If, on a subject on which almost every thinker has his Utopia, we 
might be permitted to have ours; if we might point to the prin-
ciple on which, at some distant date, we place our chief hope 
for healing the widening breach between those who toil and 
those who live on the produce of former toil; it would be that of 
raising the labourer from a receiver of hire – a mere bought in-
strument in the work of production, having no residuary interest 
in the work itself – to the position of being … a partner in … 
a work of cooperation, not of mere hiring and service.1

In describing his hopes for the future of humanity, John Stuart Mill 
was willing to use the word “Utopia,” but unlike many contemporary 
socialists (for instance, Robert Owen, William Thompson, Etienne 
Cabet, Charles Fourier, and Henri Saint-Simon), he was unwilling 
to draw detailed blueprints for a future society, prescribing exactly 
what institutions people ought to adopt in an ideal future. (This is one 
reason why “utopian socialist” is not the best label for Mill.) That said, 
he did engage in detail with a series of potential reforms and with the 
institutional designs put forward by a number of socialists. He also 
made suggestions regarding the kinds of institutions that he thought 
“would be the nearest approach to social justice, and the most bene-
ficial ordering of industrial affairs for the universal good, which it is 
possible at present to foresee.”2 

Mill wished to see “liberty, equality, and fraternity,” along with sec-
urity, progress, and utility, embodied in the institutions of the new 
organic age. He also thought these institutions – in keeping with his 
commitment to progress – would act so as to continue the cultivation 

chapter five

Mill’s Socialist “Utopia”
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of these principles.3 An incomplete picture of these institutions can be 
found in Claims of Labour, in which Mill directly addresses the ques-
tion of what institutions he would like to see created in order to form a 
better society, going so far as to describe them as his “Utopia.”4 A fuller 
description of a more radical vision can be seen in Principles of Polit-
ical Economy5 and in some of Mill’s other writings (including Auguste 
Comte, the Autobiography, Considerations on Representative Government, 
Three Essays on Religion, and several of his letters and speeches). 

“Utopia” may at first seem an unlikely word to use in reference to 
Mill, as he once wrote that he “had not the presumption to suppose 
he could already foresee, by what precise form of institutions … [his] 
objects could most effectually be attained.”6 We also tend to see Mill 
as an empiricist with his feet firmly grounded on the floor, and not in-
dulging in flights of fancy (with which utopianism is often associated). 
However, Mill did have clear ideas about what kinds of institutions 
would be best for humanity, even if he did not want to be “precise” 
about them. 

The scope of changes Mill envisaged even in his philosophic-radical 
period were called “utopian” by his antagonistic contemporaries, pre-
cisely on account of how much important social change they would re-
quire.7 For his part, however, Mill was critical of opponents who based 
their visions of the future on what he considered to be impossibilities. 
Thus, Mill was always concerned with what was feasible, as well as 
what was desirable, when considering reform. As he put it, regarding 
the Saint-Simonians, theirs was a “scheme, impracticable indeed – 
but differing … from every other Utopia we ever read of, in this, that 
the impracticability is only in degree, not in kind, and that while most 
other visionary projects for reforming society are not only impossible, 
but if possible, would be bad, this plan, if it could be realised, would 
be good.”8 

Mill’s “utopia” was also – currently – “impracticable” only in degree; 
once “practicable” (or “available as a present resource”), it would be 
something “desirable” toward which existing reform efforts could 
immediately be aimed in a series of steps, however small, that would 
make it ultimately achievable. 
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The difficulty of describing an entirely new, holistic society, in which 
part of what makes it good is the interaction between its institutions, 
is one reason utopians often turn to fiction instead of trying to use the 
tools of formal political philosophy. Mill eschewed that approach, so 
we have to use our own imaginations to envision his utopia. 

In Claims he used the term “Utopia” to describe not a set of insti-
tutions so much as a “principle.”9 This “would be that of raising the 
labourer from a receiver of hire – a mere bought instrument in the 
work of production, having no residuary interest in the work itself – 
to the position of being, in some sort, a partner in it.” He added that 
“in some form of this policy we see the only, or the most practicable, 
means of harmonizing the ‘rights of industry’ and those of property; 
of making the employers the real chiefs of the people, leading and 
guiding them in a work in which they also are interested – a work of 
co-operation, not of mere hiring and service; and justifying, by the 
superior capacity in which they contribute to the work, the higher 
remuneration which they receive for their share of it.” 

This “Utopia” evidently bears some strong resemblance to the 
“régime of individual property … as it might be made” in the old 
world, explored in Chapter 2. That is, Mill looked to profit-sharing as 
the means of healing the contemporary antagonism between employ-
ers and employees. He echoed Saint-Simonism regarding the desire to 
make “the employers the real chiefs of the people, leading and guiding 
them in a work in which they are also interested,” and he sought to 
justify unequal returns not on the basis of inherited privilege but on 
that of “superior capacity.” He evidently had in mind a “Utopia” of 
small-scale employer-managers, working in managerial roles in com-
panies they own, and entering into profit-sharing arrangements with 
their employees, much as – in fact – M. Leclaire did for his Parisian 
house-painting firm, which Mill mentions in Claims and describes in 
great detail in Principles.10 

That said, Mill was already concerned about the social ethos and 
relational equality between employers and employees; he was already 
interested in labour being “a work of cooperation,” an idea closely 
linked not only to equality and fraternity but also to liberty; and he 
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was already concerned with justifying inequality, in this case via desert. 
These are some of Mill’s core principles, but the “Utopia” sketched in 
Claims does not fully realize them. 

In 1845, Mill evidently thought that even this “Utopia” was not 
“available as a present resource,” though it was something we could 
meaningfully work toward.11 He did not go much further than this in 
the 1848 edition of Principles. What Mill calls his “utopia” in Claims 
and Principles has been called “modest.”12 However, this underplays 
the radicalism of Mill’s conception of “the régime of individual prop-
erty … as it might be made.” 

The expanded chapter “On the Probable Futurity of the Labour-
ing Classes” in the 1852 edition (where “examples of the association 
of labourers among themselves” – that is, worker-cooperatives – are 
included for the first time) reveals more concerning Mill’s Utopia. It 
also indicates that he believed more reform was feasible and immedi-
ately available than he had previously thought (because of the events 
of 1848). His socialist utopia, as expressed in Principles (and supple-
mented elsewhere), is even more radical than that in Claims. 

Mill gave a relatively lengthy account of both the future and our 
transition to it in the closing pages of the section on these associ-
ations.13 Cooperatives would multiply as the best workers moved into, 
or formed, them. So in order to compete for good workers, private 
employers would have to adopt profit-sharing. This might evolve, “in 
perhaps a less remote future than may be supposed,” into a univer-
sal expansion of cooperation (as employers might follow Leclaire’s 
example of leaving their profit-sharing company to the workers as a 
cooperative, or go out of business as their workers joined cooperatives). 
Those remaining workers who had “too little understanding, or too 
little virtue, to be capable of learning to act on any other system than 
that of narrow selfishness,” and thus could not join cooperatives, would 
become increasingly rare, and their employment increasingly unprofit-
able. (They were unlikely, in Mill’s view, to be particularly good work-
ers, which would result in costly disciplinary measures, but they would 
also be able to demand relatively high wages, given the “competition” 
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from cooperatives, which they could at least threaten to join if they 
were not well remunerated, especially if we also suppose some form of 
poor relief.) Thus, capitalists “would gradually find it to their advan-
tage” (i.e., more profitable and secure) to invest in cooperatives, “to do 
this at diminishing rates of interests, and at last, perhaps, even to ex-
change their capital for terminable annuities.” Over time, cooperative 
associations, being “a course of education in those moral and active 
qualities by which alone success can be either deserved or attained,” 
generate their own sustainability. He concluded: “In this or some such 
mode, the existing accumulations of capital might honestly, and by a 
kind of spontaneous process, become in the end the joint property of 
all who participate in their productive employment: a transformation 
which, thus effected, (and assuming of course that both sexes partici-
pate equally in the rights and in the government of the association) 
would be the nearest approach to social justice, and the most beneficial 
ordering of industrial affairs for the universal good, which it is possible 
at present to foresee.” 

This change “would combine the freedom and independence of the 
individual, with the moral, intellectual, and economical advantages of 
aggregate production; and … without violence or spoliation, or even 
any sudden disturbance of existing habits and expectations, would 
realize, at least in the industrial department, the best aspirations of the 
democratic spirit, by putting an end to the division of society into the 
industrious and the idle, and effacing all social distinctions but those 
fairly earned by personal services and exertions.” 

In the Autobiography he summarized this as follows:

While we repudiated with the greatest energy that tyranny of 
society over the individual which most Socialistic systems are 
supposed to involve, we yet looked forward to a time when 
society will no longer be divided into the idle and the industri-
ous; when the rule that they who do not work shall not eat, will 
be applied not to paupers only, but impartially to all; when the 
division of the produce of labour, instead of depending, as in 
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so great a degree it now does, on the accident of birth, will be 
made by concert, on an acknowledged principle of justice; and 
when it will no longer either be, or be thought to be, impossible 
for human beings to exert themselves strenuously in procuring 
benefits which are not to be exclusively their own, but to be 
shared with the society they belong to. The social problem of the 
future we considered to be, how to unite the greatest individual 
liberty of action, with a common ownership in the raw material 
of the globe, and an equal participation of all in the benefits of 
combined labour.14

In both these works we see Mill’s core commitments to progress, 
liberty, equality, fraternity, and security (especially via the organic, 
peaceful, voluntary transition to socialism). We also see him advocat-
ing radical reforms to social, political, and economic institutions. In 
the rest of this chapter, I explore these in more detail. I separate out 
economic from political elements for ease of navigation, but the whole 
also needs to be appreciated (and is more than a sum of its parts), 
and all the elements interact, supporting and being sustained by one 
another. That is, democracy in the workplace supports and sustains 
democracy at the local and national levels in politics, and vice versa. 
Similarly, egalitarian relationships in the family are the basis for egali-
tarian relationships both at work and with our fellow citizens in polit-
ical life. Likewise, a religion of humanity motivates us at work, in our 
political decision-making, and in our personal relationships and ethics. 

The Economy

Mill sought to “unite the greatest individual liberty of action, with 
a common ownership in the raw material of the globe, and an equal 
participation of all in the benefits of combined labour.”15 His solu-
tion to this was cooperation and further socialist experimentation – 
for example, with Fourierist phalanxes.16 Cooperation secures liberty: 
cooperators are self-governing and independent, working as equals 
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within a democratic enterprise; they live under under rules determined 
by themselves, and elect their own managers; and they receive a share 
of the product of their combined labour that they see as just. Mill 
thought Fourierism was a feasible scheme that could preserve indi-
viduality while ensuring equality and fraternity, and he called for a fair 
trial by those who wished to make it work. 

In both schemes, property in the means of production was to be 
communally owned by the community (or cooperative). Mill did en-
visage some ownership of property (especially land) by the state, which 
would either provide it to cooperatives or intentional communities on 
long leases,17 or preserve it from development for the enjoyment of 
all.18 Similarly, small communities and cooperatives might commun-
ally own the land they occupied – this would depend on the actual 
process of transition from “here” to “there.” 

Articles of consumption would be divided among people according 
to an acknowledged principle of justice (i.e., acknowledged as just by 
every member of the affected community, be that at a state level or 
within a cooperative), and once distributed, individuals would have 
most of the rights over it that we currently associate with property. 
That is, people could consume it, trade it, save it, or bequeath it (or 
destroy it). 

Mill did not provide details as to exactly what this division would be 
of, but several options were open. The distribution might be of money, 
it might be in kind, or it might be a mix of the two. For instance, one 
might receive a share of the money for which goods and services had 
been sold to another community, in addition to some in-kind contri-
butions such as accommodation within a community, and/or food sup-
plied by a communal canteen. As a worker in a consumer cooperative, 
you might get wages, which you could then spend in that cooperative, 
or you might simply take the value in goods. Cooperation is designed 
to work within a market system that uses money, but it does not rely 
on money (as a means of exchange) to work. Intentional commun-
ities might use money to fund their own creation, and in this regard, 
Fourier saw a role for money within the community (otherwise there 
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could be no return on capital as part of his tripartite division). Mill 
envisaged a future in which the rate of profit was zero. This encouraged 
capitalists to invest in cooperatives. Thus, many elements of banking as 
we know it would disappear, for cooperation would destroy the need 
for much of the financial industry and the stock market (though it is 
possible that pension schemes and the like would still exist, and invest 
in cooperatives and/or government bonds). (Mill does not give details 
regarding the future of banking, but it is not implausible to think that 
banking, if it went on at all, could also be cooperative.)

Mill advocated, as an ideal, a reformed system of individual property 
in which people could inherit only a “moderate independence.” Under 
cooperative socialism, there would be even less to bequeath (only arti-
cles of consumption). It is worth reiterating that Mill was emphatic 
that “I do not recognise as either just or salutary, a state of society in 
which there is any ‘class’ which is not labouring; any human beings, 
exempt from bearing their share of the necessary labours of human 
life, except those unable to labour, or who have fairly earned rest by 
previous toil.”19 

In an ideal world, then, everyone would work,20 and they would 
do so not because the government forced them to but because they 
recognized it was their duty to work in order to help meet the costs of 
their existence in society. As Mill put it “[t]here is a portion of work 
rendered necessary by the fact of each person’s existence: no one could 
exist unless work, to a certain amount, were done either by or for him. 
Of this, each person is bound, in justice, to perform his share.”21 In 
particular, no one could be born with no duty to work, or having had 
that duty “paid off ” for them by inherited wealth. (On the other hand, 
it might be that they could not work, and in that case, as ought implies 
can, this duty would not fall on them – instead, a different duty would 
fall on the rest of society to provide the necessary care and support.)

Mill envisaged cooperatives determining their own principles of 
distribution. People would work in the cooperatives for which they 
were most fit, and all of us would choose cooperatives where the prin-
ciples of justice were most expedient. That is, we would all choose to 
work in a more just place than not, but our views of what is “just” are 



 Mill’s Socialist “Utopia” 205

clouded by what justice we, ourselves, are capable of. He insisted that 
power should not automatically result in more remuneration within 
cooperatives, and given the limits imposed by equality, fraternity, and 
the inability to purchase private property, it is plausible to say that 
greater remuneration could not, in Mill’s utopia, mean greater power.22 

Mill saw cooperatives as trading with one another. Consumer 
cooperatives, for instance, would source their goods from producer 
cooperatives or cooperative wholesalers; and producer cooperatives 
would sell their goods either to consumer cooperatives or cooperative 
wholesalers, or to other producer cooperatives (depending on the type, 
or quantity, of the goods – that is, cooperative farms might sell both to 
consumer cooperatives providing food for individual consumers, and 
to cooperative restaurants).23 He insisted that competition was good 
for workers because it lowered the prices of goods, thus increasing the 
real value of their wages. 

That said, Mill thought that an ideal society would contain far fewer 
“middle-men”; he writes about competition being a “friendly rivalry” 
(i.e., “Who can do most for the common good[?]”24), and that it is 
not impossible that we would work out how to trade at cost price 
between cooperatives, thus preserving the advantages of specializa-
tion while eradicating a profit motive (which, when it involves the 
desire to unfairly benefit from the needs of others, is not in line with 
fraternity or relational equality). Moreover, in a cooperative future, 
cooperatives might compete with one another for the best labour, but 
there would not be the same sense of workers competing with one 
another for any work, at any price, as there is under capitalism (which 
eradicates many of the socialist concerns with competition for which 
Mill had sympathy). 

Lastly, there would be some state provision of goods and services, 
especially those that tended to monopoly. For Mill, these included 
utilities, street lighting, sewers, public baths, public health initiatives, 
communication networks (e.g., – in modern times – telephone and 
internet), means of communication (such as roads, canals, and rail-
ways),25 the coining and printing of money,26 the provision of schools 
(though not a monopoly on education) combined with mandating 
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that all be educated,27 local and national provision of parks and wil-
dernesses,28 and the funding of endeavours of public benefit such as 
geographical exploration and research in the arts and sciences, includ-
ing “endowments” for “the learned class.”29 

This may seem like a short list, in part because in the contemporary 
imagination, socialism is generally linked with a “big” state – one that 
provides welfare support, education, housing, health services, utilities, 
transport infrastructure and services, and sometimes even employ-
ment, besides owning key industries (e.g., resource extraction and large 
manufacturing concerns). Left-wing people may be dismayed, for in-
stance, not to see Mill advocate a welfare state that includes something 
like a National Health Service (though his category “public health” 
might have encompassed much more than the efforts to address pol-
lution and basic sanitation in his own day). In Mill’s day, some social-
ists advocated similar schemes, but not the socialists with whom Mill 
was most in sympathy. (That said, Mill was not as opposed to state 
provision as might be supposed by those who see Mill as a classical 
laissez-faire economist, for he distinguished between “authoritative” 
and “non-authoritative” state interferences, and some of these propos-
als would have been “non-authoritative.”30) 

It was not Mill’s view that state provision should encompass the 
entire economy. Rather, it should provide that which was less effi-
cient, or less expedient, to provide via individual initiative. Industries 
that did not tend toward monopoly in a competitive market would be 
populated by competing worker cooperatives. But where industry did 
tend to monopoly, Mill argued that everyone in society should bene-
fit from the monopoly profits rather than some lucky few. Moreover, 
some vital functions of society and politics, as well as the economy, 
that were important for well-being (health and education being two 
obvious candidates) should be provided by the state (at the local or 
national level, whichever was most expedient). Exactly what state pro-
vision would look like, then – as with all of Mill’s proposals – came 
down to expediency and to what people in the future would be “ready” 
for or think most just. But in the main, Mill remained a decentralized 
socialist who preferred local, small-scale, communal arrangements to 
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state provision, for such arrangements encouraged independence (as 
well as equality and fraternity) rather than dependence on the state. 

For this reason, I have my doubts that Mill would have supported 
Scandinavian-style social democracy.31 I agree with Persky when he 
argues that 

[I]t is less clear what [Mill’s] attitude would be to the type 
of social democratic/welfare states that emerged in north-
ern Europe after the Second World War. The promise of 
cooperatives was precisely that the national government would 
not be required to engage in substantial direct redistribution. 
Mill was very cautious as to the use of taxation to achieve 
greater income equality. He hoped workers could reach both 
prosperity and security without requiring the coercive force of 
the central government. Thus, Mill was, on the one hand, more 
radical than the social democrats, since he looked forward to a 
genuinely new mode of production. Indeed, it is his commit-
ment to worker cooperatives that makes Mill’s reform agenda a 
coherent whole.32

But at the same time, I appreciate the point that Mill was an em-
piricist, and a social scientist, and perhaps if he had seen how such 
schemes generated utility (coupled with an egalitarian and fraternal 
social ethos) without necessarily eroding independence, he would have 
supported them. Moreover, Turner does an excellent job of carefully 
appraising Mill’s view of taxation, showing it was compatible with the 
kinds of progressive taxation regimes that support today’s northern 
European social democracies (and goes much further than any exist-
ing government policy on inheritance).33 I just think declarations like 
that are hard to make, because we can’t speak for Mill and can’t really 
know what he would have made of developments beyond his know-
ledge or imagination. 

That said, I do not think such social democratic schemes are neces-
sarily anti-Millian (or un-Millian), for they encapsulate his secondary 
principles of security, progress, liberty, equality, and fraternity (though 
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the grass may, perhaps, appear somewhat greener to American eyes 
on this question). Perhaps more obviously in line with Mill’s commit-
ments, however, would be the idea of “community wealth building” 
that is currently (it seems) gaining traction in both the US and the 
UK. This is “a local economic development strategy focused on build-
ing collaborative, inclusive, sustainable, and democratically controlled 
local economies” that eschews “traditional economic development 
through locational tax incentives and public-private partnerships” in 
favour of “democratic collective ownership of the economy through 
a range of models. These include worker cooperatives, community 
land trusts, community development financial institutions, so-called 
‘anchor’ procurement strategies, municipal and local enterprise, and 
… public and community banking.”34 In short, and what brings it 
closer to Mill’s ideas than Scandinavian social democracy, “commun-
ity wealth-building is economic system change, but starting at the 
local level.” 

One might think that community wealth-building is not in itself a 
form of socialism – indeed, one might not think that social democracy 
is a form of socialism either. My point is only to emphasize that – 
whatever else he might have come to see as positive – we can most 
firmly see Mill as having in mind “utopian” or ideal institutions, which 
would be started at the local, community level, and which would be 
decentralized, diffusing power as well as ownership of the means of 
production, and embracing plurality not only of character but of prin-
ciples of distributive justice.35 

Political Institutions 

Much of the focus of this book has been on economic institutions. 
In part this is because where Mill talks about socialism and “utopia” 
he is generally talking about the economy and reforms to industrial 
relations and property ownership. However, Mill also had strong 
beliefs about “ideal” political and social institutions, including Par-
liament, religion, marriage, and the family. These are linked: reform 
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to our industrial organizations would bring about change in people’s 
characters (they would become more “social”); “social” people were ne-
cessary for important reforms of political life and institutions (from 
Parliament through to the family). Similarly, people who experienced 
equality in the family (and who grew up with equal parents as role 
models) would be better prepared to labour as equals in the workplace 
and live as equals in society. 

Political Foundations

Mill retained a commitment to universal suffrage and representative 
government from his earliest years, extending this from national pol-
itical institutions into worker democracies and the economy itself. He 
had many worries about the actual workings of modern democracies, 
particularly their negative impact on individuality – as we see in On 
Liberty and in his reviews of Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in Amer-
ica36 – and about the potential for class domination rather than rule in 
the common interest – as we see, in particular, in Considerations.37 He 
was concerned to protect individual liberties and an inviolable sphere 
within which people might freely develop their individuality, but he 
was also very concerned to cultivate a social ethos and individual type 
of character whereby we would not want to prevent others from devel-
oping that individuality, and we would be able to direct our vote (and 
other public-affecting actions) towards the common good. 

Mill advocated a wide range of liberties, some aimed at “everyone,” 
some specifically aimed at women, that would help us progress toward 
an improved state of humanity in which we could both cherish indi-
viduality and cherish one another as fellow citizens with whose inter-
ests we wished to be in unity – that is, a society in which we could fully 
experience, and enjoy, “liberty, equality, and fraternity.”38 He identified 
the movement toward equality between the sexes as a litmus test for 
social progress, and he recognized that without undermining the fun-
damental notion of inequality that was at the root of women’s sub-
ordination to men, relational egalitarianism would never be achieved, 
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nor would meaningful fraternity between the sexes.39 Thus, achieve-
ment of “utopia” involved radical reform of the family, marriage, and 
all the elements of education (beginning in the earliest years) that gave 
men an apparently unassailable sense of superiority to one half the 
human race.40 

Mill recognized that some steps toward this radical transformation 
could be taken in his own day by extending political rights to women 
as well as other rights that at the time were extended only to men. 
He also also insisted that it was “of course” only if “both sexes partici-
pate equally in the rights and in the government of the association” 
that cooperation could bring about a state of affairs that would be 
“the nearest approach to social justice, and the most beneficial or-
dering of industrial affairs for the common good.”41 To truly achieve 
his “utopia,” then, we would need to ensure that there were no “glass 
ceilings” or other patriarchal structures in cooperatives that prevented 
women from participating equally in the benefits of combined labour 
or from freely developing their individuality through their work. 
Moreover, he recognized the vital importance of women’s economic 
independence and of preventing marriage from being women’s only 
option for respect, security, and self-respect. Thus, put briefly though 
by no means simply, we would have to dismantle the patriarchy in 
order to achieve Mill’s utopia – and Mill was very aware of that, even 
if he could not have foreseen exactly what it would entail or how such 
a transformed society would look (as, perhaps, neither can we, it still 
being very far distant). 

Family life, then, as well as working life, would be radically dif-
ferent in Mill’s “utopia” – though he was, as usual, scant on details, 
preferring not to be prescriptive and perhaps not thinking we could 
as yet imagine what such relationships would really be like. But in 
order to be “utopian” and to sustain his “utopia,” the family would have 
to be a “school of genuine moral sentiment” based on a relationship 
between two equals – that is, a “school of sympathy in equality, of 
living together in love, without power on one side or obedience on the 
other,” that would forge the characters of citizens who would be fit for 
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equality, and who could freely develop their individuality while also 
developing “deeply-rooted” aversions to living out of sympathy and 
unity with their fellow citizens (an extension, in many ways of “living 
together in love” to social and even economic relations). 

In On Marriage, Mill outlined a world in which equality and respect 
meant that people would come together to form partnerships and 
families based on mutual attraction, and these relationships would be 
dissolved as soon as one person desired it (with a “cooling off ” period, 
to check that they really meant it before a divorce was granted).42 Di-
vorce would be “no fault” – it would be enough that at least one partner 
no longer wished to continue in the partnership. Men would no longer 
view women as their dependents, inferiors, or property, and women 
would no longer rely entirely on men for respect, self-respect, and fi-
nancial security (or on men’s continued good favour for access to their 
children). Mill seems to have thought there might be fewer acrimoni-
ous break-ups and perhaps even less jealousy. He sketched a very brief 
idea of a harmonious future “melded” family or “regulated community 
of living,” in which separated parents lived in the same house, along 
with their new partners and all their children. Indeed, our very ideas of 
sexual morality (“chastity” and “promiscuity”) would be fundamentally 
changed, and we would make judgments no longer based on people’s 
marital status, but rather on the quality of their relationships (i.e., 
whether or not there was “affection”). 

Governmental Institutions 

Regarding governmental institutions, Mill identified his movement 
toward “Socialism” with a movement away from “Democracy.”43 Al-
though he had more in mind concerning this shift than just polit-
ical institutions, his movement away from his earlier ideas (echoing, 
aside from female suffrage, his father’s Essay on Government) are most 
evident in Thoughts on Parliamentary Reform and Considerations, in 
which Mill advocates what may seem to be anti-democratic institu-
tions such as public, and plural, voting. But this move was not away 
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from a commitment to democracy per se (or from the fundamentally 
democratic concepts of liberty, equality, and fraternity) – it was a 
movement away from the philosophic-radical beliefs of his youth. 

As ideal democratic institutions, Mill envisaged a unicameral legis-
lature with a separate executive, headed by an individual appointed by 
the legislature (but not necessarily a member of it), who would then ap-
point his or her own cabinet (also not necessarily from the legislature) 
and oversee a bureaucracy of skilled experts appointed by competitive 
examination.44 The legislature would debate policy, demand that the 
bureaucracy draft bills, vote on (but not amend) the bills so drafted, 
and monitor the bureaucracy and executive (whom it would have the 
power to impeach).45 At the same time, the executive would monitor 
the legislature and have the power to dissolve it.46 There would also 
be representative local government, as well as workplace democracy, 
both of which would be important in their own right and provide an 
important education for participation in national politics. 

The specifics of legislative institutions are best understood as Mill’s 
best estimation as to what would best ensure the goals of representa-
tive government (i.e., good government). Mill was much more inter-
ested in outcomes than in dogmatically sticking to design blueprints 
in the face of empirical evidence. Local and workplace democracy were 
more fundamental than his specifics for national institutions (e.g., uni-
cameral legislatures), because the very diffusion of democratic practice, 
and the educational opportunities it would provide to everyone, were 
in themselves central elements of good government. He did not offer 
detailed plans for democratic institutions in the workplace (though 
he did offer examples of democratically run associations in Principles), 
and he was open to empirical evidence about how best to run indus-
trial enterprises democratically, weighing competing claims of equality, 
efficiency, democratic education, independence, expertise, and so on. 

This brings me to two further – and notorious – elements of Mill’s 
ideal theory of democracy: the public ballot and plural voting. Both, 
Mill admitted, were “ideal” institutions that might often have to be 
rejected on the grounds of expediency – we should have secret ballots 
when there is a likelihood of voter intimidation; we should have “one 
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person, one vote” where it does not seem likely that people will accept 
good grounds for plural voting47 (and we should vehemently oppose 
all plural voting schemes based on bad grounds – for instance, property 
ownership, for these will not achieve the outcomes that justify plural 
voting in the first place). That said, they are fundamental elements of 
his “ideal” view,48 and though this has mystified many commentators 
(because such practices do not easily fit with our views of liberal dem-
ocracy), they are explainable through proper understanding of Mill’s 
commitments to utility, progress, security, liberty, relational equality, 
and fraternity. 

The Ballot

We tend to view the secret ballot (which Mill refers to as “the Ballot”) 
as a fundamental democratic institution. Yet voting by secret ballot, 
which was one of the six demands of the Chartists, was not introduced 
into the UK until 1872 (the year before Mill’s death). Mill recognized 
the expedient claims for the secret ballot in certain circumstances but 
felt (rightly or wrongly) that such circumstances had already passed 
in England (even by 1859).49 His discussions of the ballot show him 
balancing concerns about individual freedom with those about the 
common good (and, relatedly, equality and fraternity). Whether or not 
we agree with his characterization of the need for the secret ballot in 
his own time (or ours), we can see why Mill would think it unneces-
sary, and perhaps dangerous, in a socialist future. 

“The operation of the Ballot,” Mill said, “is, that it enables the voter 
to give full effect to his own private preferences, whether selfish or 
disinterested, under no inducement to defer to the opinions or wishes 
of others, except as these may influence his own.”50 When outside in-
fluence is likely to “mislead” the voter, “while, if left to his own pref-
erences, he would vote as he ought,” then we ought to have a secret 
ballot; conversely, “when the voter’s own preferences are apt to lead 
him wrong, but the feeling of responsibility to others may keep him 
right, not secrecy, but publicity, should be the rule.” His argument, 
then, relies on his idea regarding how we “ought” to vote, and as this 
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is rather different from how many think we “ought” to vote today, we 
can see how his ideas diverge from modern ones regarding the ballot. 

Mill viewed voting as a “public trust.” Our vote is not a “right” – 
on Mill’s view of rights – but a “power.” This is because a vote is not 
self-regarding, but other-regarding: what I do with my vote affects 
everyone in society (myself included). For Mill, rights are things I 
can rightfully claim from society – for instance, a right to subsistence 
means I can justifiably claim support from society if I cannot support 
myself. Once society has legally created a democratic system in which 
certain classes of people (e.g., all adult citizens) are to have a vote, 
then, as Mill acknowledged, everyone in that class does have “a right 
… in the purely legal sense” to vote – that is, this is something we can 
claim as “ours.”51 But he denied that anyone has a moral right to the 
vote. This is not an anti-democratic argument saying we should never 
have voting or universal suffrage; instead, it is a specific understand-
ing of a “right” as something that belongs to you and can be claimed 
from society. Mill thinks we do not have that “right,” morally speaking, 
because “no person can have a right … to power over others: every 
such power, which he is allowed to posses[s], is morally, in the fullest 
force of the term, a trust” – that is, it does not “belong” to him, but is 
something that must be exercised for the common good, just as, when 
one is a “trustee” for money, one cannot use it to one’s own advantage, 
but must use it only for the advantage of the person whose “trust” it 
is (be that an individual, a charity, or a fund). And as “the exercise of 
any political function, either as an elector or as a representative, is a 
power over others,” the vote is a trust. Thus we do not have a “right” to 
use our power over others; rather, we ought to have immunities from 
certain kinds of exercises of power over us. Non-democratic regimes 
almost always illegitimately exercise power over people, and their un-
representative nature makes it almost impossible to ensure they will 
use their power in a legitimate way (i.e., as a trust); but democratic 
regimes can do this, too, unless voters treat their power as a trust. This 
affects how we ought to use our vote (or exercise this power) and, by 
extension, the design of voting institutions, which ought not to under-
mine our ability to use our vote properly. 



 Mill’s Socialist “Utopia” 215

Mill’s example is the contrast between what use I make of my own 
house (no one’s business but my own, and something I could ask so-
ciety’s protection for – e.g., against burglary, invasion, squatters, tres-
passers) and the decision of a jury.52 Jurors are supposed to consider 
not their own interests but the guilt or innocence of the accused. It 
might suit their self-interest to return a swift guilty verdict rather than 
carefully considering the evidence, so that they can get back to their 
work, families, hobbies, and so on, but if they were asked why they 
thought a defendant guilty and they said, “I wanted to be home in time 
for dinner,” we would think they had been derelict in their duty. Voters 
ought to act like jurors and give their “best and most conscientious 
opinion of the public good,” after paying due attention to the “evi-
dence” given in public debate (and their own private study/knowledge) 
when they vote. 

Electoral politics, for Mill, is not each individual’s chance to vote 
in accordance with his or her interests and preferences, regardless of 
any other’s; and politics is not a struggle between self-interested pref-
erences for power, wielded by a majority whose self-interest coales-
ces (or by an elite that can persuade enough of a majority that they 
will accurately represent those interests). Instead, it is each individual’s 
opportunity to express his or her considered opinion as to what would 
be the public good, and for all individuals to add their small amount 
of power to one side of the debate, the outcome of which will affect 
everyone. There can be reasonable disagreement about what is in the 
public good, and this is what political discussion ought to be about. To 
take one example: there can be reasonable disagreement about expedi-
ent tax regimes and how these affect the common good. Arguments 
that concern fairness of burdens; the efficiency of taxing certain groups 
more or less than others; the expediency of direct or indirect taxation; 
where government resources should be focused regarding tax avoid-
ers; and what amount of money governments need to levy by tax in 
order to meet their spending commitments (and, by extension, what 
those ought to be), are all the kinds of considerations Mill thought 
we would be justified in entertaining when determining which party’s 
tax policies we think would best achieve the common good, because 
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our reasoning is concerned with the eventual impact of such policies 
on the common good. If we choose which candidate or party to sup-
port based merely on the idea that we ourselves would like to pay less 
tax (or, alternatively, that we ourselves would like the government to 
spend more on things that benefit us, and we’re happy to support its 
tax policies if that’s what they achieve), then we are not thinking about 
the issue in the right kind of way. 

Mill linked this ability to use our vote in the right way with “publi-
city” in two ways. First, if we have to vote publicly, we are more likely 
to be swayed by a good form of public pressure. This is because, if we 
have to openly declare our vote (and give reasons for it to interested 
parties), then we are more likely to vote in the right kind of way (even 
if we vote for policies or candidates with which others disagree) be-
cause of the internal pressure we feel to avoid a difficult discussion 
regarding a course of action we know we cannot justify with the right 
kind of reasons (i.e., public-oriented ones). It is also because we would 
want or feel compelled to copy good examples of voting in the right 
kind of way. Mill ardently defended people from the pressure of public 
opinion regarding their self-regarding acts, yet he was happy for public 
pressure to be brought to bear on our other-regarding acts. His thought 
here seems to have been that it would be harder for me to vote for 
(for instance) a tax cut for purely self-interested reasons if I had to 
publicly articulate my choice, and perhaps (as a result) be asked by 
interested persons (friends, family, loved ones, those who would suffer 
by my choice through reduced public spending, etc.) to defend my 
view (and suffer their opprobrium when they realized I had voted for 
purely selfish reasons). Indeed, this would be a good thing. Again, this 
has to do not with the content of the policy I support, or oppose, but 
with the reasons I have to support it: Mill was not saying there is only 
one right policy, and all must vote for it, but that there is only one right 
way of approaching the question of good policy, and all must adopt it. 
Thus, if I can articulate reasons for supporting a tax cut that are ar-
ticulated with regard to the public good, others may disagree with my 
understanding of economics, but they ought not to disapprove of my 
approach to the general question. 
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Second, Mill thought we owe reasons to all those people who do 
not have the same power as we do. Even under conditions of universal 
suffrage, some will be unable to vote – children, people lacking the 
necessary mental capacities, non-citizens, people who have the right 
but are unable to exercise it on the day (perhaps because of illness 
or absence).53 When we vote, then, we exercise power over all the 
other people within the same political jurisdiction (and, arguably, far 
beyond), and we ought to be able to explain our exercise of power over 
them (even if we cannot adequately justify it, in their eyes). Moreover, 
the people we exercise power over have a right to know how we have 
exercised it (or tried to). 

The secret ballot “perverts” voters and, by extension, politics and pol-
itical institutions. It allows them to act like despots. Just as the publi-
city of their voting record in the legislature keeps legislators honest, 
and working in the common interest (even where there is reasonable 
disagreement about what that would be), so the publicity of voting by 
individual voters keeps them honest, and allows us to live in a democ-
racy and not a tyranny of the majority. 

“Publicity” of voting, then, contrary to what we might intuitively 
think, on Mill’s argument, preserves liberty. It prevents power being 
exercised arbitrarily over us (whether we have the vote or not). Thus, it 
supports independence (besides requiring some strength of character 
and independence of mind on the part of voters, particularly those 
voting for what might not be popular policies, even when approached 
from the right kind of perspective). It is also connected to fraternity – 
not only is fraternity concerned with furthering the common good (i.e., 
everyone’s good), but publicity of voting allows us to show that, and 
know whether, our interests and actions are in harmony with everyone 
else’s. That is, in a properly fraternal future society we should want 
people to know how we voted and that we take their interests into due 
account (and that we have a “deep-rooted” desire to do just that). 

Moreover, publicity of voting has links to relational equality. It helps 
ensure that we treat people properly (as equals, deserving of equal 
treatment and consideration, rather than as people of little worth 
whose interests – even vital interests – we can ride roughshod over in 



218 John Stuart Mill, socialist

order to achieve even very small personal gains); it also helps us rec-
ognize what inequalities exist among us (of citizenship, of expertise, 
of power), hold those with more power to account, and give us a due 
sense of the responsibilities of power when we have it to wield. 

Given the importance of acting in the common interest both for 
Mill’s view of what an ideal society would be like, and for our chances 
of progressing toward such an ideal, we can also see that public voting 
is key for progress. Secret ballots allow for selfish voting and thus for 
actions that might retard progress. Of course, if men had to publicly 
justify to their female relations why they did not vote for female eman-
cipation, then many (as we see from the contemporary debate) would 
probably not bat an eyelid, being able to offer what they thought of as 
arguments against women’s suffrage very much rooted in the common 
good (that women are bad at politics and would make bad decisions, 
or that women being kept out of politics was good for society in some 
other way). Publicity, then, was not the only guarantee of progres-
sive voting. But Mill thought it was an important step, particularly 
in the education of voters regarding the right kind of attitude toward 
their vote. 

Lastly, given all these other considerations, we can see why Mill 
supported publicity of voting on the grounds of maximizing utility – 
most notably because good government (maximizing utility) necessi-
tates policy aimed at the common good, and this is more likely to be 
achieved if voters cast their votes with this goal in mind. 

On Mill’s account, publicity of voting would be even more necessary 
if we also adopted plural voting. He thought that when some people 
had even more power than others (e.g., four votes compared to one), 
it would be even more important that they be able to justify their vot-
ing decisions. 

Plural Voting

Mill was fundamentally committed to the idea that every adult ought 
to have a vote: “There ought to be no pariahs in a full-grown and civil-
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ized nation; no persons disqualified, except through their own default. 
Every one is degraded, whether aware of it or not, when other people, 
without consulting him, take upon themselves unlimited power to 
regulate his destiny.”54 Again, the language of “pariahs” and being 
“degraded” speaks volumes to his relational egalitarianism. However, 
Mill also said that “though every one ought to have a voice, that every 
one should have an equal voice is a totally different proposition.”55 If 
two people have “a joint interest” and differ in opinion, justice does 
not demand that their opinions be treated as equally valuable. Su-
perior virtue, or superior knowledge and intelligence, make an opinion 
“worth more than that of the inferior,” “and if the institutions of the 
country virtually assert that they are of the same value, they assert a 
thing which is not.” 

Because of this, those whose opinions are “worth more” ought to 
have “more” of a say in decision-making, and thus Mill endorsed, as 
“ideal,” plural voting:

I do not propose the plurality as a thing in itself undesirable, 
which, like the exclusion of part of the community from the 
suffrage, may be temporarily tolerated while necessary to pre-
vent greater evils. I do not look upon equal voting as among 
the things which are good in themselves, provided they can be 
guarded against inconveniences. I look upon it as only a relative 
good; less objectionable than inequality of privilege grounded on 
irrelevant or adventitious circumstances, but in principle wrong, 
because recognising a wrong standard, and exercising a bad 
influence on the voter’s mind. It is not useful, but hurtful, that 
the constitution of the country should declare ignorance to be 
entitled to as much political power as knowledge.56

Mill did not think this was in tension with democracy or with his 
core aims of security, progress, liberty, equality, or fraternity – or, ultim-
ately, utility. Plural votes were not “necessarily invidious to those as-
sign[ed] the lower degrees of influence.”57 Plural votes do not exclude 
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anyone from collective decision-making; they merely give greater 
power to those with greater capacity. Being denied a voice would 
rightly leave us feeling “insulted” and “being made a nobody.” But only 
“a fool … feels offended by the acknowledgment that there are others 
whose opinion … is entitled to a greater amount of consideration than 
his.” What is important is that this “superior influence should be as-
signed on grounds” that those with less influence “can comprehend” 
and of which they can “perceive the justice.” 

Sarvasy argues that plural voting is part of Mill’s concept of 
democratic institutions in, and as, “transition” from modern capitalism 
to socialism.58 She rightly notes that Mill’s emphasis on the need for 
a literate (and numerate) electorate – and his adoption of the idea 
of plural voting – arises from his disappointment following the first 
elections by universal suffrage in France after 1848, which created the 
presidency of Louis Napoleon (and, shortly afterwards, the end of 
republicanism in France).59 That is, he realized there was a tension 
between his desire for progress and the mechanism he had previously 
advocated for achieving it – universal suffrage. 

Sarvasy is also right to note that Mill thought a “revolution” in 
the character of the middle and working classes would need to occur 
before progress (and socialism) could be achieved – a need he iden-
tified from events after 1848 in France, as well experience from Eng-
land.60 Mill realized that class antagonism would endure (and with it 
the “bad” characters of the working and middle classes) until “a peace-
ful overturn of the wage labour system” had been achieved (via profit- 
sharing and cooperation). And “until that process is well under way, 
class antagonism between labourers and employers will continue to 
undermine the ability of democratic political institutions to articulate 
and safeguard a truly collective interest.” Hence plural votes, which 
are intended to at the very least ensure there will be a compromise in 
discussions within the legislature (and thus enacted laws) between a 
dominant class interest and the common good. As Sarvasy correctly 
identifies, balancing of class interests (and a means of amplifying that 
shared, common interest, which exists between the classes, on Mill’s 
view) would be unnecessary in a socialist future, which Mill defined as 
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a classless one.61 On her reading, then, plural voting would no longer 
be necessary to overcome the problem of antagonistic class interests 
and the fear of the tyranny of a majority class. So it was not part of 
Mill’s “ideal.” 

Several other authors agree with Sarvasy’s reading that plural voting 
is a “transitional” mechanism, though without situating that “transi-
tion” as firmly within a transition between capitalism and socialism.62 
Yet this is belied by Mill’s own words. Apparently alone in Mill schol-
arship, Dale Miller argues that plural voting is a much more perma-
nent element of Mill’s “ideal” view of democracy (and representative 
government).63 The textual evidence of Considerations and Parliament-
ary Reform supports Miller’s argument, though Sarvasy is correct that 
under socialism, there would no longer be class antagonism. Miller 
argues that Mill has three reasons for supporting plural voting,64 in 
addition to the one about balancing class interests in Parliament and 
thereby creating a greater chance of achieving the common good. At 
least two of these other three would still be salient in a classless society. 

First, “government will be more effective, or in other words … its de-
cisions will better promote the public interest, if those with more edu-
cation are given more political power.” Second, plural voting “would 
make a valuable contribution to ‘national education,’” teaching people 
not to think that “ignorance [should] … be entitled to as much polit-
ical power as knowledge,” a view that is encouraged by equal votes.65 
Third, equal voting is unjust, and plural voting is just.66 

Miller agrees with his opponents that, when we have transitioned 
to a society in which labourers “receive a decent education,” “whether 
plural voting is employed or not will make increasingly little difference 
to political decision-making.” In such a society, increasing numbers of 
workers would, themselves, have plural votes, so plurality would not 
serve to amplify any particular group of more knowledgeable voices: 
instead of one-person-one-vote, we might have one-person-four-
votes, and plurality itself would not guarantee better decisions. 

We might add that, as society transitioned toward Mill’s “utopia” 
of cooperative socialism, more workers would qualify for plural votes 
through proxies for competence other than formal education. Mill 
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suggested granting one extra vote to “skilled labourers” because their 
work “requires an exercise of mind and knowledge of some of the laws 
of external nature”; and three to foremen and superintendents (so 
long as they had done their jobs competently for at least three years), 
“whose occupation requires something more of a general culture, and 
some moral as well as intellectual qualities.”67 Farmers, manufactur-
ers, and traders, whose work “requires a still larger range of ideas and 
knowledge, and the power of guiding and attending to a great number 
of various operations at once, should have three or four.” Members of 
professions (such as lawyers, doctors, clergymen, artists, and public 
functionaries) “ought to have five or six.” (There is here, in some of 
the categories Mill included, a strong connection to the Saint-Sim-
onian idea – and idealizing – of “the industriels” which links back to  
Claims and his ideal regime of individual property.) Under cooperative 
socialism, more and more people might be able to claim plural votes 
based on the competencies associated with skill, management, “ex-
ercise of mind,” and “knowledge of external nature,” because of the 
democratic nature of decision-making. Even if, under socialism, 
there were only the same number of professionals (and university 
graduates, and “members of learned societies,” who also merit plural 
votes on Mill’s scheme), the opportunity to access such professions 
would be much more equal, because of the eradication of a middle- 
class stranglehold on such positions and the education needed to  
attain them. 

It is also worth noting that Mill did not think his suggestions were 
an exhaustive list, so even if cooperatives did not have “foremen” in the 
traditional sense, or were not solely concerns set up by “skilled” labour-
ers, there might be other roles that would stand as a proxy for com-
petency. After all, working in a producer cooperative involves some 
competency in democracy, and in identifying and working toward the 
common interest, which is what Mill thought warranted more “say” in 
issues at a national political level. (Indeed, one might read the proxies 
in Considerations – even without considering a transition to socialism – 
as being meant to award plural votes to professionals, manufacturers, 
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artisans, and other skilled labourers, but not the illiterate peasants who 
had delivered electoral victory to Louis Napoleon.) 

Mill predicted a transition to worker cooperatives (and the eradi-
cation of class) and thought this would go hand-in-hand with im-
proved education (formal and moral) among labourers. Given this, 
Miller writes that “there is good reason to believe that Mill anticipates 
that both the ‘greater competence’ and ‘class-balancing’ arguments for 
plural voting will eventually lose much of their force – though not 
necessarily all, since so long as some are more educated than others 
the greater-competence argument will still have some teeth.”68 Miller 
adds, however, that the “education” and “justice” arguments did not 
dissipate under socialism. 

I agree with Miller’s characterization of the issue, though I empha-
size that Mill thought plural votes were warranted not just by (formal) 
education but also by “superior knowledge and cultivation,” which is 
something rather broader.69 True, Mill said that “what is important 
to ascertain is education,” and he proposed a system whereby all in-
dividuals could present themselves for examinations for the awarding 
of plural votes. But other proxies were also important, particularly the 
competencies that could be learned and evidenced in the workplace.70

Miller emphasizes that even when a high level of education had 
been attained by a broad swathe of the population (in both the narrow 
sense and the wider), there would be a need for ongoing public educa-
tion of the kind provided by plural voting (not least to educate voters 
who had recently reached the age threshold for getting any votes at 
all).71 That society endorsed plural voting would be an important ele-
ment of educating children that “everyone is entitled to some influ-
ence, but the better and wiser to more than others.”72 Moreover, it 
would remind citizens with votes (of whatever number) of their duty 
in regard to casting those votes: the only reason people got more than 
one vote would be that they were deemed “better and wiser” when 
it came to determining, and voting in accordance with, the common 
good (i.e., of properly exercising their functions as citizens, whose vote 
ought to be seen as a trust held for society as a whole).73 
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Under socialism, we might still need this educative element of 
plural voting, because socialist societies need to educate their mem-
bers so that they can act in the common good, and plural voting is an 
important reminder of that. On the other hand, in a really ideal future, 
everyone would have the right character: their sympathies would be “in 
unity,” and they would be motivated to work and act in the common 
interest, so everyone would have the right kind of “knowledge and 
cultivation” that warrants plural votes. This is another reason for think-
ing that, in a socialist future, almost everyone (perhaps only excluding 
those who have immediately attained their majority and have yet to 
prove their voting competency) could conceivably have plural votes. 
However, the institution would still serve an important educational 
function: it would remind people why competency is important and 
what justice demands when it comes to voting (always presuming it 
does not become a “dead dogma,” in which case socialist society more 
generally might be under threat). 

This educative purpose might be performed not just by plural votes 
for members of a representative government (at both local and na-
tional level). Given that Mill expected workers, in a socialist future, to 
elect their own management (and being a manager is a role that would 
bring with it plural votes in external elections), we might also think 
that plural votes would form an important part of worker democ-
racy. Indeed, the kind of justice-based claim that Mill made might be 
easier to comprehend in a worker cooperative, where it would be much 
clearer that our interests were mutually concerned, than in democratic 
elections, where electorates are so large it is hard to feel a sense of 
“unity” with all of one’s fellow citizens. Mill was clear that people 
ought to be able to see the justice of the claim that those with more 
knowledge and cultivation should have a greater say, and it is plausible 
to think that this does, in fact, play out in (at least some) workplaces, 
and might play out in more workplaces that were democratic, where 
workers trusted in the greater competency and skill of management 
and thus went along with their decisions. (This is not to say that I 
think this is how most workers currently view management, and where 
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workers do so view management in contemporary capitalism, this may 
be based much more on deference to wealth and existing power than 
on recognition of competency – a justification Mill would not accept 
for obedience.74 But it does not seem impossible to think that worker 
democracies would elect management based on assessment of com-
petence and would acknowledge that one of the purposes of manage-
ment is to make decisions in which the “voice” of management has 
much more weight than the “voice” of workers.) 

It is interesting here to note Fourier’s ideas regarding peer review of 
performance and ability. Mill came to greatly admire Fourier’s ideas 
around the time of his transition from “Democracy” as usually under-
stood to something “far beyond Democracy,” that is, socialism.75 On 
Fourier’s view, we would be happy – in a socialist future – to accord 
greater rewards based on competency, and would fairly judge one an-
other’s competencies (and thus remuneration), not feeling ourselves 
hard done by if our share was smaller than someone else’s whom we 
acknowledged was more competent (or more talented, or had put in 
more hours). Though Fourier did not think about plural voting, I men-
tion this because it shows how a sense of fairly judging competency, 
and not seeing inequality grounded on competency as unjust, played 
a role in Mill’s favoured forms of socialism. It is not, therefore, such a 
stretch to think that he might have envisaged unequal “voice” in worker 
cooperatives as also being acknowledged by workers themselves as just. 
And this, in itself, would be an important part of their education, on 
Mill’s view, regarding democratic practice and justice. 

This brings me to the question of justice, which is even more solid 
ground for the idea that Mill retained a notion of plural voting even 
in his “ideal” understanding of representative government and democ-
racy. Mill was insistent both that justice requires everyone to have a say 
and that it does not require that everyone have an equal say.76 

The idea that relational egalitarianism demands universal suffrage is 
hardly controversial. The question is how – given his commitment to 
a relational form of egalitarianism – Mill could defend plural votes on 
the grounds of justice. One might think that Mill merely thought the 
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justice that defends plural voting is something other than egalitarian-
ism. His offering of instrumental reasons for plural votes (regarding 
protection of interests and promotion of the common good) might 
suggest that Mill saw two principles that were in tension and that 
he resolved them through appeal to the Utility Principle: equality is 
affirmed in that everyone gets a vote, but some other principle of jus-
tice or expediency (perhaps utility itself ) is also affirmed (or achieved) 
when some people get more votes. 

I suggest, however, that this acknowledgment of superiority in cer-
tain fields is in fact a central element of Mill’s relational egalitarian-
ism. That is, for Mill, the demand that we treat one another as equals, 
and see one another fundamentally as equals, also entails a demand 
that we acknowledge where we are not, in fact, equals. Though there is 
something fundamentally disrespectful (and wrong) in not recogniz-
ing someone’s claim to be seen as an equal citizen (that is, it involves 
not recognizing that person, fundamentally, as a human being), there 
is also (for Mill) something fundamentally disrespectful in not recog-
nizing superiority, be it moral or in some other form. 

Mill wrote that “[i]f it is asserted that all persons ought to be equal 
in every description of right recognised by society, I answer, not until 
all are equal in worth as human beings. It is the fact, that one person 
is not as good as another; and it is reversing all the rules of rational 
conduct, to attempt to raise a political fabric on the supposition which 
is at variance with fact.77 

Mill had in mind both “moral” qualities and more “technical” ones 
such as literacy and numeracy, as well as scientific, geographical, his-
torical, political, economic, philosophical, theological, and cultural 
knowledge, so long as this had really been “digested” and the individual 
had “exercised his own mind, or derived an original thought from his 
own observation, experience or reasoning.” He concluded: “There is no 
one who, in any matter which concerns himself, would not rather have 
his affairs managed by a person of greater knowledge and intelligence, 
than by one of less. There is no one who, if he was obliged to confide 
his interest jointly to both, would not desire to give a more potential 
voice to the more educated and more cultivated of the two.” 
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Where Mill said that some people are morally superior to others, 
he did not mean that this made them “more” of a person than other 
people or that their interests should have greater weight in a utility 
calculus (though his language of “rights” can make the modern reader 
think he does – we should remember, though, the specific meaning of 
“right” for Mill). Instead he meant what we do indeed recognize in 
other people – that some are more virtuous than others (and than us); 
that some are kinder, braver, more generous, more conscientious, more 
competent, more intelligent, more capable, more practical, more loyal, 
more steadfast, more honest. That someone is less honest (or brave, or 
kind, or true, etc.) than another does not mean (on Mill’s view) that 
we would thereby be justified in riding roughshod over their interests. 
Similarly, we do recognize expertise in certain fields, and often (if not 
always) do prefer to place our interests in the hands of those whom 
we see as having greater knowledge (doctors, nurses, financial advisers, 
lawyers, teachers, counsellors, mechanics, plumbers, electricians, chefs, 
train drivers, taxi drivers, bus drivers, estate agents, booking agents, 
travel agents, restaurant reviewers, theatre and film critics, the writ-
ers of Which? Magazine, etc.). His claim was that we acknowledge, in 
our daily lives (and, on his view, rightly so) that sometimes people are 
“worth” more than we are (or are more “worthy” of respect, reward, 
recognition, etc., than we are), and in certain situations – particularly 
where our joint interests are concerned – we do, and should, listen to 
their opinion and treat it as more weighty than our own. To not do so 
is to disrespect them as persons, and to not have “unity of interests” but 
instead wrongly try to impose on them. 

As an example, imagine a case from Mill’s own work – that of work-
ing people clubbing together to found a workers’ cooperative. Everyone 
saves up some of their earnings, and eventually – let us imagine – there 
is enough capital to pay the rent on a suitable building and buy the 
necessary equipment. All of the founding partners should have a say 
in how the money is spent (which premises, what equipment), but it 
is not impossible to think that, as members of this initial committee, 
we might defer to people with better knowledge and understanding 
and give their opinions greater weight. This might be knowledge based 
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on research into the success (or otherwise) of other businesses in the 
surrounding area, the proximity of competitors, and so on – that is, I 
might trust someone who I thought generally did good research and 
understood the relevant issues when they said one location would be 
better than another. Similarly, it might be more situated knowledge – 
I might defer to the opinion of someone who has experience with 
using the kinds of machines we are considering buying regarding their 
quality, usefulness, and whether we are being offered a good price. The 
decision would have to at least involve a majority, but in the decision- 
making some voices might well have more weight than others – a 
weight that Mill’s idea about plural voting institutionalizes. But the 
underlying idea is already there – that some people’s opinions, on cer-
tain topics, are worth more than others. (It is important to note, of 
course, that one person’s opinion might be more weighty in some areas 
and much less weighty in others: one person, for instance, might be 
very trustworthy on good places to dine out in their home city but not 
at all trustworthy on where to invest money.)

Mill’s view was that this should be extended to politics – or at least 
to voting – because when we vote, we are exercising power over other 
people, and people who are better qualified to do that should have 
more power than those who are less qualified. (And where everyone 
is qualified to wield at least some power by virtue of being an adult 
human being who is a member of this society.) Plural voting does not 
give people more weight regarding consideration of their interests, but 
it does give them (fractionally) more power. We might have concerns 
about inequalities of power, but power inequalities are not necessar-
ily bad, and Mill thought that competency justified (some) inequal-
ities. Moreover, he thought it was important that we recognize that 
as a society, in order to actually make collective decisions aimed at the 
common good (and not just what ill-informed mass opinion has been 
tricked into thinking is the common good). 

I am not arguing that Mill was right in this. Perhaps politics is just 
a different kind of “shared interest” to family life, friendship, or joint 
business endeavours. Perhaps the fact that I would listen to my doctor’s 
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advice and often treat it as more “weighty” than my own inclinations 
does not mean I should accede more “weight” to an expert in – say – 
foreign policy or economics when it comes to voting. Or perhaps the 
issue is with translating the role of “adviser” into plural votes so that 
their voice becomes two, three, four, five, even six times “louder” than 
mine in public decision-making. 

Many of the qualms we have about plural votes are based on concerns 
about abuse (and particularly disenfranchisement). Mill was aware of 
this problem,78 and we ought not to ascribe to him a simplistic view 
that would be easily manipulated by a powerful (usually propertied, 
but perhaps also racial or gendered) elite. He was very clear that plural 
voting was not an experiment for which the world was ready.79 Also, it 
is worth remembering that plural voting has to be grounded in reasons 
that those with fewer votes (or only one vote) “can comprehend, and 
… [are] able to perceive the justice” of.80 Again, this is an important 
element of Mill’s relational egalitarianism, where we need to give one 
another justifications that others can accept. Though certainly “elitist,” 
Mill’s view of plural voting is not vulnerable to many of the egalitarian 
critiques made of elitism. 

Some concerns are more fundamental. A different view of equality 
would see this kind of unequal voting power as fundamentally prob-
lematic. This might be because of another disagreement with Mill – 
specifically, his view that voting is not a right but a trust, as well as an 
exercise of power over other people (from which at least the instru-
mental concerns about competence grow). Or of a disagreement that 
politics should be directed toward a common good and ought not to 
be merely a fight between different vested interests, leading to major-
ity rule. 

Urbinati argues that contrary to what Mill believed, the mere exist-
ence of plural voting would undermine self-respect and cause resent-
ment, being a humiliation for those who did not get the maximum 
number of plural votes.81 It would signal, she feels, a lack of due con-
sideration. Baccarini and Ivanković add that though it might not lead 
to a loss of self-respect, it would lead to mass disengagement with 
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politics on the part of those deemed less competent.82 In this way, they 
argue, Mill would be defeating his own educational purpose. 

These points raise very fundamental questions about the nature of 
equality, the purpose of voting, and the nature of democracy. My goal 
is not to show that Mill was right, but only to reconstruct his view 
(his socialism) as accurately as possible. Reading Mill’s writing on the 
“ideal” form of representative government, we have to acknowledge 
that he thought it was a fundamental requirement of justice that we 
have “universal, but graduated suffrage.”83 I am suggesting that he saw 
recognition of other people’s competencies (inferior and superior) as 
well as our own as an important element of “living together as equals,”84 
and of relational equality and fraternity. His argument is that, in an 
ideal world, we would see it as dominating others if we insisted on 
an equal say (so long as we had some say) when it was evident that 
other people knew better than us what ought to be done. We would, 
on Mill’s view, be “a particular kind of fool” to insist on this – more 
specifically, we would be unable to acknowledge our own lack of exper-
tise in the face of experts, insisting as we do that our opinion weighs 
as heavily, and is just as valid, as that of those experts. We would be 
motivated by a desire to dominate, arrogance, or a sense of wounded 
amore propre, none of which are desirable in public life. Our social role 
instead requires trust (in experts and in other people generally) and 
a combination of humility and proper pride when it comes to our own 
competencies. 

Mill’s view is not in tension with his egalitarian commitments, 
because he does not see it as fundamentally undermining relational 
equality, but rather bolstering it. Indeed, plural voting may be a specific 
example of “from each according to their capacities, to each according 
to their needs,” because Mill does not think you are “given” a vote; rather, 
you are asked to take up the burden, to the best of your capacities, of 
responsibly exercising power over others. It is also not in tension with 
his commitment to “the free development of individuality” in that he 
would argue that oppression of individuality is much more likely in a 
society with equal votes (where everyone’s opinion is treated as equally 
good – even when those opinions are oppressive – and where decisions 
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are not as likely to be taken in the common interest, which, for Mill, 
always involves people’s ability to freely develop their individuality). 
Moreover, for Mill, voting is decidedly not a self-regarding act, but an 
other-regarding one (and thus people’s use of their vote is within the 
purview of the harm principle, while individual liberties have not been 
curtailed, so long as everyone gets at least one vote). Similarly, for Mill, 
plural voting ensures both security and progress and is not in tension 
with his understanding of fraternity. Fraternal relations might well in-
volve the recognition of higher competencies. Moreover, if we really 
did have a deeply rooted horror of acting in a way that was not in unity 
with other people’s interest, we could not want to insist on our voice 
carrying equal weight with theirs on matters of joint interest where 
we recognize that they might know more than us about the issue, and 
make a better decision. 

The Religion of Humanity

Mill believed that religion was an important element of social order 
and cohesion.85 It helped sustain the belief system of an organic age, 
and it also played a vital role in creating individual character. However, 
he could not put his faith in Christianity (or, indeed, any other estab-
lished religion), “never having believed in God, even as a child,” and 
having been brought up in an intensely anti-religious atmosphere by his 
father and Bentham, who shared the Enlightenment anti-clericalism 
of the French Revolution.86 He had deep respect for the character of 
Jesus as recorded in the Gospels and for the Christian ideal of “doing 
unto others as you would have done to you”;87 but at the same time, 
he had a deep respect for non-Christian figures (for instance, Socrates 
and Marcus Aurelius).88 His ideas about a new religion, of humanity, 
were influenced by his contact with the Saint-Simonians. 

Mill was attracted by the Saint-Simonians’ recognition of religion 
as a “necessity … for the maintenance of the social order,”89 even while 
they rejected contemporary religion and sought to replace it with some-
thing based, not on propitiation of an all-powerful deity, or hope for 
reward (and life) after death, but instead “on purely human principles,” 
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with “the ideas of good and evil, or virtue and vice” being “establish[ed] 
in an earthly manner” on the principle “seek the conduct which can 
bring the greatest happiness on earth.”90 It is obvious how this Nouvelle 
Christianitie chimed with Mill’s utilitarianism, and thus unsurprising 
that from Mill’s earliest contact with the Saint-Simonians, he revealed 
a commitment to what he called “The Religion of Humanity,” which 
he felt could perform all the good functions of religion without the 
negative ones.91 

Toward the end of his life, Mill conceived of a theist religion that 
would allow a belief in a Being who had created the world but that 
posited (as the world around us proved) that this Being, although en-
tirely good, was not all-powerful (and previously, Mill may not even 
have had room in his beliefs for such a circumscribed deity).92 Religion, 
then, was about helping this Being to achieve good on earth (which 
was beyond the Being’s power), in the face of evil; and, as people were 
not to rely on the aid of this Being, nor on a reward from it in some 
eternal afterlife, this was, as Mill puts it, a “purely human religion … 
the Religion of Humanity.” 

Mill described the function of this religion as being to add “[t]o the 
other inducements for cultivating a religious devotion to the welfare of 
our fellow creatures as an obligatory limit to every selfish aim, and an 
end for the direct promotion of which no sacrifice can be too great,” by 
giving us a “feeling that in making this the rule of our life, we may be 
co-operating with the unseen Being to whom we owe all that is enjoy-
able in life.” It is important to note that Mill thought there were “other 
inducements,” but he recognized the significant “animating and in-
vigorating” value of seeing oneself as participating – in however small 
a way – in a ongoing (perhaps eternal) battle between good and evil. 
That such a Religion of Humanity “is destined … to be the religion of 
the Future” he could not “entertain a doubt.” 

This is not to say that he thought there would be churches (as in 
August Comte’s Positivist religion). Nor would such a “religion” be 
Established (like the Church of England), and Mill could presumably 
endorse a variety of different sects, so long as the basic purpose of these 
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secular “religions” was the same, and the benefits they created for soci-
ety similar. Similarly, there need not be religious services, festivals, or 
rites. We might observe here that many religious festivals (like Christ-
mas) have already been adopted by secular people (and not just by 
commercial business) as a “religious” time in Mill’s terminology: a time 
for reflection, and thankfulness, and family, and a commitment to – 
broadly speaking – aiding the good in the world rather than the bad. 
To this we might add other national holidays (Independence Days, 
Thanksgiving, Bank Holidays, May Day, and so on) that have served 
something of the same purpose, never mind other events that bring 
large swaths of the nation together – the Olympics, the FA Cup Final, 
the Derby, the Super Bowl, the final episode (or so the story goes) of 
The Fugitive. Certainly, Mill flagged an important element in creating 
the social “glue” that “sticks society together” and that enables us to feel 
a sense of community with our fellow citizens. 

Mill’s clerisy, then, would be a learned and poetic class intended 
to help people pursue the Religion of Humanity – that is, intended to 
help them serve Humanity through feeling a duty to ensure the wel-
fare of our fellow humans; to help them through example (if nothing 
else) in their own free development of their individuality; to further 
social progress (of “good” against “evil”); and to help us all have that 
deep-rooted horror of not having unity of interests – a unity that was, 
for Mill, at the root of fraternal social relations. The institution of such 
a clerisy, and such a religious ethic, would, Mill felt, be conducive to 
the achievement of human happiness, and, indeed, one might say, was 
necessary to it. 

Conclusion: Mill’s  Utopia

Mill’s utopia, as evidenced in Principles, Considerations, Subjection, 
Autobiography, and Three Essays on Religion (among other works) is 
a vision of a society transformed by a gradual, organic process into 
one in which as much of security, progress, liberty, equality, fraternity, 
and utility as can ever be achieved, would be. This involves a mix of 
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state and cooperative ownership of the means of production, as well 
as provision of goods and services (perhaps with some other social-
ist experiments alongside, such as Fourierist phalanxes). Property is 
communally owned, and production done on the common account. 
This impacts what we make (only what we need and want, not what 
we think we can push onto the market), how we view our labour (as 
contributing to the social costs of our own existence, and as working 
for others, which we see as a good in itself ), and how long we work for 
(when we make less, having abandoned the endless pursuit of profit 
and growth, we have more leisure time). Distribution is simplified, 
and middlemen are cut out, through consumer cooperation. There is 
no “leisured class” save those who have retired after having done their 
share of labour. Society provides for those who are unable to work. We 
do not see work as something bad, which we want to try and finish as 
soon as possible, but as a positive element in our lives that, even when 
disagreeable, allows us to discharge our social duties. 

New modes of production (cooperation) allow us to be free, and to 
freely develop our individuality, at work as well as in our leisure time. 
Cooperatives are democratically organized; there is no contrariety of 
interests between employer and employee; no exploited labour; and no 
incomprehensible edicts from “management” that exercise power over 
our daily lives, into which we have no input and over which we have 
no say. The division of the product of our joint labour is determined 
by principles of justice we all acknowledge. These may vary among 
cooperatives depending on people’s view of justice (and the progress 
of their character toward eradicating selfishness). As we approach an 
“ideal,” both cooperatives and the state will adopt the principle of “from 
each according to their capacities, to each according to their needs.” 
Cooperatives (and people within them) interact in a spirit of “friendly 
rivalry,” spurring one another on to do the most for the common good. 
The eradication of a labour market and a profit motive means that the 
bad elements of competition have been eradicated as well. 

There is meaningful equality between the sexes, and fraternity 
among all people in the home, in the workplace, and in society more 
broadly. Our ideas of “good” relationships, sexual morality, and the 
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bases of individual worth have been transformed. We do not work 
just for ourselves and our immediate families, but for everyone, and 
we would not accept benefits that significantly disadvantaged anyone. 
A combination of reforms to property and to personal relationships 
means we have eradicated inequalities of wealth as well as patriarchy, 
racism, and other forms of structural oppression. The family has been 
be transformed from a site of oppression and school of inequality into 
a school of virtue for parents and children alike. 

We value our own ability to freely develop our individuality, and we 
cherish it in others. Out of our respect for liberty, our egalitarianism, 
and our fraternity, we do not try to prevent others from exercising their 
individuality (unless they are causing harm to others), and we celebrate 
difference, genius, and human excellence as part of a Religion of Hu-
manity. We see our lives as playing a part in a general struggle between 
good and evil, and we endeavour to do our part on the side of good, 
aiming to improve (and preserve) the world for future generations. 

Political decision-making is done in the common interest. Voting is 
recognized as a trust, as an exercise of power over others, and though 
we all recognize our right to contribute to decision-making, we ac-
knowledge that the superior skill, knowledge, or capacity of others may 
mean they deserve a weightier say than us. We are willing, and able, to 
give reasons that are publicly acceptable for how we voted, including 
via voting publicly (and those reasons have to do with the public good, 
about which there may be reasonable disagreement). 

Most fundamentally, our institutions are designed to secure and 
promote security, progress, liberty, equality, fraternity, and – ultim-
ately – utility. 

I agree with Joseph Persky when he writes that Mill’s “radical 
writings” are coherent and that “Mill’s radicalism is made of whole 
cloth.”93 In this chapter I have tried to show how broad this cloth is 
and that Mill’s “radicalism” goes well beyond his economics (which 
are the focus of Persky’s book). Mill’s “Socialism” is not an aberration 
but the organic result of his basic radical principles. 

Persky suggests that in many ways, “Mill’s Vision” is more attractive 
for the modern reader (and superior in some other ways) than Marx’s, 
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Keynes’s, and Rawls’s. Mill avoids the “images of repressive discipline” 
“conjured” by Marx (or at least Marxists); the paternalistic elitism 
of Keynes; and the inability to grapple with the material conditions of 
history of Rawls. Mill was aware of the “vast opportunities opened by 
the industrial revolution,” and his “agenda [was] sensitive to the work-
ing classes’ widening demand for independence.” 

I agree with this summary of why “Mill’s Vision” might be attractive 
to radicals today, though I would add – which should also increase the 
attractiveness of Mill’s utopia – that Mill was also very aware of the en- 
vironmental and social perils associated with the Industrial Revo-
lution and the relentless pursuit of “growth” (which he saw as being 
understood simply as increasing production in order to keep the rate 
of profit from falling). Mill did not see “Utopia” in the domination of 
nature by humanity – rather, he saw the preservation of nature and the 
eradication of poverty and want as compatible goals to be strived for 
via better systems of economic, political, and social organization and 
distribution. He was also far more deeply, and radically, committed to 
gender equality and the reconstruction of the family than any of the 
other “Fathers” of modern radicalism named by Persky, and he did 
not have a view of an egalitarian future that, when one scratches the 
surface, was indeed only committed to the equality and brotherhood 
of men. He also took more seriously than some more “liberal” radicals 
the question of fraternity, which he saw as necessary for sustainable 
egalitarianism. This is intimately linked to his emphasis (also noted 
by Persky) not only on fairly remunerated work, but also on meaning-
ful work, which would involve democratizing the economy and giving 
workers much more control over their working lives, their conditions 
of labour, and the products they produced. 

As Persky also rightly notes, Mill (as with other radicals) exposed 
how laissez-faire capitalism “is a transitional mode, useful for laying 
a foundation but unattractive for any number of reasons” as “the last 
word” in social transformation94 or “the ultimate result of human prog-
ress.”95 His entire “utopia” was a serious attempt to grapple with the 
facts of capitalism (and particularly the falling rate of profit), which our 
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own generation today also needs earnestly and immediately to grapple 
with. Indeed, the pursuit of postponing the arrival of “the stationary 
state” is behind much of the existing globalization of the market, with 
the attendant production of carbon emissions, and climate change 
caused by human activity. Mill’s utopian vision of an essentially local 
economy, democratically organized by worker citizens who are none-
theless cosmopolitan in their outlook and in their sense of moral obli-
gations, has much to offer modern radicals who want to alleviate the 
consequences of climate change and prevent further global temper-
ature rises but who also want to retain some of the positive elements 
of globalization rather than return to nationalism and even parochial-
ism. Mill’s ideal of a “unity of interests” among all of humanity might 
seem an impossible goal, but something at least approximating it is 
necessary to eradicate contemporary crises such as labour exploitation, 
sexual exploitation, modern slavery, human trafficking, gender-based 
violence, homelessness, poverty, pandemics, and climate change. 

Persky is also correct to say that a key element of Mill’s favoured 
mode of reform is cooperation, along with reform to inheritance in 
order to democratize and diffuse property ownership.96 I noted how 
what Mill calls “the régime of individual property … as it might 
be made” in the old world was akin to modern ideas regarding 
“property-owning democracy.” Mill’s ideas for such a regime, then, 
may be a useful resource for more modern theorists of this form of 
left-liberalism. But Mill’s utopia offers many other resources, not only 
to left-liberals (particularly in his relational egalitarianism) but also to 
people interested in what Rawls terms “liberal socialism.”97 I think 
there are fewer resources in Mill for proponents of social democracy, 
but there could be many resources in his work for proponents of “com-
munity wealth-building” and other attempts to liberate and democra-
tize the economy. 

Mill’s utopia, then is remarkably salient for modern times – indeed, 
in many respects it is remarkably modern. As Persky also rightly notes 
“[t]he claim is not that Mill had the full answer either for his time 
or for ours.”98 Instead, the claim – aimed perhaps most squarely at 
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Mill scholars, and at other academics and activists likely to dismiss 
the idea of Mill’s socialism – is that Mill’s socialism is coherent and 
is an organic outcome of his core commitments to happiness, secur-
ity, progress, liberty, equality, and fraternity. A separate claim – aimed 
at modern activists – is that many of Mill’s proposals are still worth 
considering seriously. He is more radical not only than many people 
suspect, but also than many “radicals.” Importantly, he focuses on the 
individual, not only in terms of ensuring that people are not oppressed 
under a socialist “tyranny of society” (a concern I think many people 
still have with the term, and, which, as Mill puts it, “most Socialists 
systems are supposed to involve”99), but also in terms of it being indi-
viduals who will have to make change, and make it sustainable. This 
means that Mill rightly eschews dramatic seizures of power and the 
transformation of the whole fabric of society in an instant by the state 
in a revolution, and also that he rightly emphasizes that liberty and 
equality are not enough to sustain themselves – or progress, security, 
and (ultimately) happiness – without fraternity, and without a radical 
transformation of human character, which in itself is not impossible, 
but which will take perhaps generations to achieve. 

This does not mean that Mill’s utopia is irrelevant, or so far distant 
as to be meaningless. Instead, Mill uses the metaphor of the “North 
Star”: we ought to use the ideal, or our sense of what society ought to 
be progressing towards, to inform our everyday policy changes and 
even our own individual choices regarding the extent to which we have 
control over our own characters and circumstances. (Not least, how 
we educate our children.) This is a view criticized by some non-ideal 
theorists such as Gerald Gaus, who think the “ideal” is not useful – is 
indeed harmful – for determining immediate policy actions.100 But 
this view of “utopia” is not necessarily correct, as David Estlund rightly 
points out.101 If we do not take utopia seriously, then there is a signifi-
cant risk that we will never progress at all, and there is a real need, in 
our particular climate, for radical answers to contemporary questions. 
In this regard, Mill’s utopia has much to offer.



[T]he moral objection to competition, as arming one human 
being against another, making the good of each depend on evil 
to others, making all who have anything to gain or lose, live 
as in the midst of enemies, by no means deserves the disdain 
with which it is treated by some of the adversaries of socialism 
… Socialism, as long as it attacks the existing individualism, is 
easily triumphant.1

In Chapter 1, I acknowledged that many people find it hard to take 
Mill’s socialism seriously because we often read him as having been 
raised by Utilitarians with a radical political agenda that overlapped 
with many of the core commitments of classical liberals (including 
free trade, representative government elected by universal suffrage, and 
freedom of speech), and ending up as a Liberal MP and author of On 
Liberty. As I noted at the start, there seems to have been very little 
room, or opportunity, for Mill to become a socialist. In that chapter, 
I explored how his “crisis” led him not so much to reject the basic 
tenets of the political program for which he had practically been bred 
as the standard-bearer, as to no longer see them as anything more than 
“merely provisional,” necessary reforms – vital steps, it is true, but steps 
nonetheless on the road to something better.2 In his own words, he 
saw them as no longer the “dernier mot” (last word) in social reform, 
but only as one further step in human progress.3 In his developing 
sense of what was possible (and desirable) for future human progress, 
Mill – again in his own words – became “much less a Democrat” and, 
instead, “under the general designation of Socialist.”4 

Mill’s relationship with a variety of forms of socialism helped him 
shape and grow his views regarding the “ultimate result of human 

Conclusion
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progress”5 (interactions with Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Thomas Car-
lyle, William Thornton, and Arthur Helps also played a role in that 
they introduced him to a kind of paternalism that he later rejected). 
In Chapter 2, I detailed Mill’s criticisms of laissez-faire and contem-
porary capitalism and laid out his plans for a “reformed” system of 
individual property – the best that “the régime of individual property 
… might be made.”6 In Mill’s very brief sketch of this “régime” as it 
might be made in previously uninhabited lands, we see something akin 
to left-libertarian ideas regarding ensuring that everyone “starts fair” 
(including via unequal divisions of the original resources to compen-
sate for disability); a principle of distributive justice based in desert 
(and potentially entailing strict limits on inheritance to ensure that 
earned inequalities would not be illegitimately passed on to later gen-
erations); and an emphasis on freedom, independence, and reliance on 
one’s own efforts.7 

Mill spends more time discussing the “régime of individual prop-
erty … as it might be made” in the “old world” – that is, from the 
very non-ideal circumstances in which he and his contemporaries 
currently found themselves, where property was based almost entirely 
on conquest and the rule of force, and almost every good thing in 
life was available only, or mostly, to those with property, while the 
propertyless worked long hours in poor conditions for remuneration 
that was apportioned almost directly in an inverse ratio to labour.8 In 
contrast, Mill’s proposed improvements to “the régime of individual 
property” involved profit-sharing; limits on inheritance; the break-up 
of large landholdings via a land tax that might lead to state owner-
ship and much more diffused tenanting of land on long leases, or to 
much more diffused ownership of land by small landowners; a fairer 
distribution of the produce of labour, still based on a proportional 
link between effort and remuneration, with a safety net for the un-
employed, old, ill, or infirm; and an improved social ethos in which 
class antagonisms have been replaced by a sense of partnership. This 
view has more in common with forms of left-liberalism than with 
left-libertarianism and might be classed broadly under the idea of 
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“property-owning democracy.”9 There is diffusion of property-owning; 
much more equality of wealth-holding, and therefore of liberties and 
opportunities; and a broad range of rights and liberties guaranteed to 
all. Even here, though, we see Mill’s emphasis on social harmony and 
on “partnership” between employers and employees, as well as his ad-
mission that the motivation that justifies proportioning remuneration 
to labour is a “compromise” between contemporary human selfishness 
and something more ideal. (This echoes some of G.A. Cohen’s con-
cerns regarding the justice and equality of John Rawls’s ideal prop-
erty-owning democracy.10) It is for this reason that Mill’s “ideal” is not 
left-liberalism but rather a species of socialism. 

In Chapter 3, I explored Mill’s knowledge of, engagement with, 
and criticisms of contemporary socialism in order to get at the root of 
what he found attractive in socialism as well as where he thought his 
ideas differed from those of contemporary socialists. There are many 
more similarities between Mill’s views and those of utopian socialists, 
and cooperative socialists (and even “revolutionary socialists”), than is 
often supposed. That said, as noted, Mill is neither a Marxist nor, I 
argue, a utopian socialist (he did not write the right kind of “utopia”), 
and is better thought of as a cooperative socialist (a grouping that is 
not usefully included under the heading of “utopian”). 

In Chapter 4, I laid out Mill’s key secondary principles and laid 
out the institutions he favoured as “ideal” or “utopia.” I charted his 
commitment to security, progress, liberty, independence, and “the free 
development of individuality”; his relational egalitarianism; and his 
desire for “fraternity” and for people to have a sense of unity between 
their interests and those of others, all of which formed key secondary 
principles by which we might achieve maximum utility. In Chapter 5, 
I extracted from several of Mill’s works a sketch of his ideal institutions, 
including cooperatives, representative government, state provision of 
some goods and services, a radically restructured and equal family, and 
a Religion of Humanity. It is this “utopia” that Mill thought of as 
“best,” though he denied he was predicting it would come to pass and 
acknowledged that in the end, these institutions might not be what the 
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“people of the future” would certainly choose. But this does not under-
mine his own commitment to these principles and institutions as a 
“North Star” by which we ought to navigate our social reforms. This is 
what Mill’s socialism entailed: a commitment to a socialist “ideal” as 
a desirable goal for human progress and a commitment to reforming 
society in light of that ideal, even if progress would necessarily be slow 
(and involve a variety of reforms that were also attractive to liberals). 

Mill himself felt that his core commitments and his preferred insti-
tutions put him under “the general designation of Socialist.”11 There 
is some hesitancy around following Mill in this – and not only among 
those who deny he had any “real” commitment to socialism. Even 
Joseph Persky accords Mill’s “socialism” only a short “note” in a book 
entirely dedicated to Mill’s “progressive” political economy.12 As Mill 
is so famous as a “liberal,” there can be some difficulty in conceptual-
izing even his most radical proposals as “socialist,” because the two 
ideologies are generally seen as being antithetical to each other. (Wil-
liam Stafford expressed the problem well when he asked, “How can a 
paradigmatic liberal call himself a socialist?”13) There is a sense that 
Mill might have called himself a socialist but was not really one. 

This book has endeavoured to show that Mill was right to think 
that his mature political theory was “under the general designation 
of Socialist.” The qualifiers “general” – and, elsewhere, “qualified” – are 
not to be seen as Mill’s attempt to show that his commitment was 
only tentative; rather, they are an acknowledgment that he (or, rather, 
he and Harriet Taylor) embraced an individual and original form of 
socialism that differed in significant ways from other existing forms, 
particularly as regards individuality and competition, but that none-
theless was very much within that school. That is, Mill was qualifying 
not his socialism but his fit with any of the existing socialisms. 

Mill was not a Marxist, but one does not have to be a Marxist to 
be a socialist. Viewing socialism and Marxism as identical does a dis-
service both to history and to the potential future of socialism – that 
is, Marxism may be a form of socialism, but not all socialisms (or so-
cialists) are Marxist. As we move away from the Cold War and the 
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domination of a particular Leninist/Stalinist reading of Marx in world 
politics, with luck we are also moving away from that view. But it may 
also be the case that we are moving away from thinking that there is 
any valid, interesting, or useful content to “socialism,” whereas the his-
tory of socialism is a rich and varied one, and many forms combine the 
kind of emphasis on individuality modern readers may find essential in 
any legitimate or desirable political theory, with a strong emphasis on 
egalitarianism and fraternity that may also be what many are seeking. 
That is, Mill’s “utopia” may provide an attractive vision to contempor-
ary readers: his nuanced and sophisticated considerations of questions 
of liberty, equality, fraternity, progress, utility, and the meaning of “good 
government” may contribute useful ideas to existing contemporary de-
bates in political theory and politics more widely. We may not want to 
adopt all of Mill’s preferred institutions, but he paints some attractive 
pictures of an improved future and raises challenging questions about 
our existing practices, which ought to give rise to fruitful discussion, 
and action, in modern times. 

Three concerns raised by previous discussion of Mill’s socialism re-
main, and ought to be put to bed as a conclusion to this book. First, the 
argument that Mill’s commitment to socialism, though real, was short- 
lived – in particular, that though he was a socialist in 1852, he was not 
one by 1859. Second, the assertion that it was not Mill who was the 
socialist, but Taylor. Again, this leads to the argument that he was 
not a socialist by 1859 – Taylor died in 1858. And why this emphasis 
on 1859? Because – of course – it is the year of the publication of On 
Liberty. This leads to the third concern: people resist the idea of Mill’s 
socialism largely because they either cannot believe or do not want to 
credit that a socialist could have written the foundational textbook 
of liberalism. 

Clearly, these arguments are linked. What is more, they cut to the 
heart of the debate about Mill’s socialism, and – more broadly – the 
general understanding of what liberalism, and socialism, can be. If 
these arguments have any weight, then we may not need to take Mill’s 
socialism seriously and can just read him as a liberal, the author of On 
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Liberty and champion of a standard, negative conception of freedom 
(both personal and economic) or, if we adopt a more Rawlsian view, 
of some kind of left-liberalism. Similarly, liberals themselves can carry 
on as usual, founding their philosophy in these readings of Mill, and 
also need not reconsider their positions in light of his socialist com-
mitments. But if, as I argue, it is not right, then not only Mill scholars 
but also both liberals and socialists ought to re-evaluate how they see 
Mill, and socialism. 

The Longevity of Mill ’s  Commitment 
to Socialism 

Rather than deny that Mill possibly could have been a socialist, some 
commentators merely strive to show that though he was interested in 
socialism, his socialism waned after 1852, and he was not a socialist at 
the important times of his life (such as when he wrote On Liberty).14 
Two purported pieces of evidence are generally offered for this view: 
first, the later changes to the Preface of Principles, which omitted the 
endorsement of socialism Mill made in the 1852 edition; and second, 
what he wrote in Chapters on Socialism. 

In Chapters Mill appeared to praise socialism in less warm terms 
than in previous works; indeed, some people have read Chapters as 
plainly antipatheic to socialism, for there Mill wrote: “it seemed desir-
able to begin the discussion of the Socialist question by these remarks 
in the abatement of Socialists exaggerations … The present system 
is not, as many Socialists believe, hurrying us into a state of general 
indigence and slavery from which only Socialism can save us.”15 It 
has been said that Chapters presents Mill’s “mature” ideas on the sub-
ject of socialism – where mature equates to less than warm.16 Further 
support for the liberal–socialist–liberal narrative of his philosophy is 
supposedly found in Mill’s caution about the impact of communism 
on individuality in Chapters.17 

Negative comments about communism, however, have no bearing 
on the question of Mill’s socialism. That Mill was critical of com-
munism, then, provides about as much proof that he was critical of 
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socialism in general, as a dislike of Wagner proves a general dislike 
of opera. 

Despite claims to the contrary,18 the argument of Chapters echoes 
in many respects that of Principles. Mill showed that socialists make 
out a frightful case against contemporary economic arrangements, al-
though some of what socialists attack, or think they could solve, is 
due to basic errors in economic understanding of the laws of nature.19 
However, Mill endorsed their attack on the unjust and dreadful nature 
of contemporary arrangements concerning the laws of distribution.20 
Indeed, Mill was even more eloquent on this subject than in Principles, 
likening the current economic system to a race declared by an evil 
Roman Emperor in which those “who came hindermost” would be 
put to death. “[I]t would not be any diminution of the injustice,” Mill 
insisted, “that the strongest or nimblest would … be certain to escape. 
The misery and the crime would be that any were put to death at all.” 
It was a “failure of the social arrangements” when there were people 
who suffered physical privation or moral degradation, or whose needs 
were not satisfied above a level with “which only brutish creatures can 
be content.” Mill asked for a fair trial of socialism, just as he did in 
Principles.21 

In what it attacks, then, Chapters comes to the same conclusions as 
Principles. What Chapters lacks is the positive assessment present in 
Principles. However, Chapters also lacks the means to provide us with 
such an account. It was unfinished at Mill’s death, and although it has 
chapters corresponding to the analysis of socialism offered in Princi-
ples, it has no chapter corresponding to, for example, “On the Probable 
Futurity of the Labouring Classes.”22 This chapter was one of the most 
famous parts of the Principles (indeed, in 1853 the Christian Socialist 
Frederick J. Furnivall was interested in reprinting just that part as a 
pamphlet for working people, to which Mill agreed); indeed, it forms 
an important part of Mill’s analysis of and commitment to cooperative 
socialism.23 It is not unlikely that the finished version of Chapters 
would have contained a similar chapter, though this is speculation. 

Mill also insisted in Chapters that there would be “no ground for 
complaint against society if everyone who was willing to undergo a fair 
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share of labour and abstinence could attain a fair share of the fruits.”24 
This might be achievable in a much-reformed regime of individual 
property: but much hangs on what is meant by “fair,” and Mill had a 
transitional view of justice, in which socialist principles were “higher” 
than capitalist ones (though their expediency was historically contin-
gent). In his Autobiography, he sketches a view of what would be “fair” 
that is definitely socialist.25 

Moreover, Mill’s final edition of Principles, published in 1871, con-
tains all the pro-socialist comments of the 1852 edition, apart from in 
the Preface. Mill was continually revising Principles, and if his ideas 
had changed radically, he could easily have said so. Similarly, Mill re-
vised his Autobiography throughout his life but did not take out the 
declaration of his socialism, nor did he recant it further on in the book. 
The Autobiography and the final edition of Principles, both firmly under 
Mill’s editorial aegis, were published shortly before the posthumous, 
and incomplete, Chapters. The weight of the commitment to socialism 
in the completed Autobiography and Principles surely outweighs any 
negative comments to be found in the unfinished Chapters, especially 
when one considers that these negative comments are very similar to 
ones made in Principles that nevertheless did not prevent Mill from 
considering himself to be some kind of socialist (just not one who 
misunderstood the fundamental laws of economics). 

What, then, should be made of the fact that Mill deleted the so-
cialist commitment he made in the 1852 Preface? First, it will have 
been noted that I took the assertion that Mill did make a commit-
ment beyond the usual in this Preface for granted when assessing the 
arguments put forward for Mill’s supposed later withdrawal from so-
cialism. Now, however, it is time to look at it more carefully. In the 
1852 Preface Mill wrote that he “was far from intending” in previous 
editions to write anything that could be “understood as a condem-
nation of Socialism, regarded as an ultimate result of human prog-
ress,” and went on to say that it appeared to him that “the great end 
of social improvement should be to fit mankind by cultivation, for a 
state of society combining the greatest personal freedom with that just 
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distribution of the fruits of labour, which the present laws of property 
do not profess to aim at.”26 He went on to declare that “the time is ripe 
for a larger and more rapid extension of association among labourers, 
than could have been successfully attempted before.” 

This is an expansion of the 1849 Preface, with the same message. 
There, Mill had written that “the increased importance which the 
Socialist controversy has assumed since this work was written [i.e. 
the events of 1848] has made it desirable to enlarge the chapter which 
treats of it; the more so, as the objections therein stated to the specific 
schemes propounded by some Socialists, have been erroneously under-
stood as a general condemnation of all that is commonly included 
under that name.”27 By which he meant that he was not opposed to 
socialism per se, but that he did have some concerns with specific ele-
ments of some contemporary socialist schemes. Or, as he put it in 1852, 
what he wrote in the chapter “On Property” should not be read “as a 
condemnation of Socialism, regarded as an ultimate result of human 
progress,” but rather as a critique of specific socialist ideas for contem-
porary reform. 

Mill added that a “full appreciation of Socialism, and of the ques-
tions which it raises, can only be advantageously attempted in a sep-
arate work,” something he also alluded to in private correspondence 
with Taylor, and which – it would seem – they planned to write. (The 
unfinished Chapters is all we have of that separate book.) 

Neither Preface says anything different from what Mill declares in 
the main text of Principles. What Mill asserted both in 1849 and (per-
haps more explicitly) in 1852 was, first, that there is nothing intrinsic-
ally impossible about socialism, but without either better education or 
very coercive power structures, it may prove impossible to maintain for 
long periods of time. Second, that what society ought to be aiming at 
is fairer division of the burdens and benefits of society, where no one 
may be idle except for those who have earned rest by previous toil, but 
where no one ought to face the situation, so prevalent in contemporary 
society, where even the longest and hardest of toil cannot secure the 
basic necessities of life. Finally, that practical experiments of socialism 
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ought to be made; and that in particular, society is ready for workers’ 
associations to be given a fair trial. This is what Mill continually has to 
say about socialism. Although he deleted the 1852 (and 1849) Preface 
from later editions of his Principles, he did not delete similar passages 
from the main text. The content of his Prefaces, then, has little to con-
tribute to a discussion of whether he withdrew from socialism in later 
life. Perhaps he merely felt that the sections on socialism in the main 
text of Principles were no longer misread as they had been, so these 
assertions were no longer necessary. 

It is true that Mill added to Principles in 1852 a line regarding how 
not being able to exactly foresee how the problems of communism 
would be solved “does not prove that it may not be the best and the 
ultimate form of human society.” This is deleted from subsequent edi-
tions.28 However, given Mill’s differentiation between communism 
and socialism, this in itself does not show a “falling away” from social-
ism on his part. Indeed, this deletion may not show much of a change 
of mind regarding communism at all, for almost a decade later Mill 
would write that “whenever it ceases to be true that mankind, as a rule, 
prefer themselves to others, and those nearest to them to those more 
remote, from that moment Communism is not only practicable, but 
the only defensible form of society; and will, when that time arrives 
be assuredly carried into effect. For my own part, not believing in uni-
versal selfishness, I have no difficulty in admitting that Communism 
would even now be practicable among the elite of mankind, and may 
become so among the rest.”29

Overall, then, although Chapters is mainly concerned with laying 
out socialist critiques of contemporary capitalism, and critiquing so-
cialist ideas, and thus seems at least less pro-socialist than Principles 
(perhaps even anti-socialist at times), we should read that book with 
Mill’s Prefaces to Principles in mind, in which criticisms of specific 
socialist ideas are not meant to be read as opposition to socialism per 
se as the “ultimate” end of human progress. Nor should the deletion 
of these Prefaces in itself make us think that Mill stopped being a 
socialist after 1852 (even if he may have become less sanguine about 
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the hopes for socialism after events in France, about which he said “it 
is terrible to see the cause of legitimate socialism thrown back”30). In-
stead, we should trust Mill’s assertion that by the mid- to late 1840s his 
political views were “under the general designation of Socialist” and be 
confident that they remained so for the rest of his life – including, of 
course, when he wrote On Liberty. 

The Role of Taylor in Mill ’s  Socialism 

This brings me neatly to the question of the role of Taylor in Mill’s 
socialism, and in the content and development of his ideas more gen-
erally (including the authorship of On Liberty). Several commenta-
tors have laid Mill’s interest in socialism squarely at Taylor’s feet and 
consider it to have been solely the product of her influence over him 
(which is seen as malign).31 They take seriously Mill’s claim that Taylor 
co-authored at least sections of Principles (perhaps even solo-authored 
them), in particular “On the Probable Futurity,” in which cooperative 
socialism is discussed and endorsed.32 Yet they do not take seriously 
Mill’s claim that Taylor also co-authored On Liberty.33 Instead, they 
see her death as allowing Mill to reassert, or move back to, his original 
(and true) liberalism. Taylor has thus become a convenient scapegoat 
for Mill’s socialism, whose marriage to Mill (in 1851) coincided with 
the “height” (as it is seen) of his socialism in the 1852 edition of Princi-
ples, and whose death (in 1858) leaves On Liberty free of socialist taint. 

As may be already evident, I do not find this argument persuasive. 
It relies on a misreading of Mill’s socialism; on a misunderstanding of 
Taylor’s own ideas; and on a misinterpretation of their co-authoring 
relationship. 

To echo Mill’s Preface to Principles: properly exploring, understand-
ing, and explaining their co-authoring relationship would take a sep-
arate work. But some things ought to be said to tackle head-on this 
pervasive “Harriet Taylor myth.”34 It is clear that Mill and his future 
wife discussed Principles a great deal and that they jointly wrote and 
edited both this and many other of his famous works.35 It is equally 
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clear, however, that Mill’s socialism was not entirely due to Taylor and 
that it neither immediately nor completely waned at her death.36 Mill’s 
socialism was an organic product of his commitment to security, prog-
ress, liberty, equality, fraternity, and – ultimately – happiness; it is at the 
very heart of his political philosophy, not an inorganic add-on to one or 
two chapters of one of his works. It began in the late 1820s (even before 
he met Taylor, via his connections to Robert Owen, William Thomp-
son, and the Saint-Simonians) and endured long after her death, as 
shown by his ongoing links with cooperative socialism (including her-
alding the “Millennium” of cooperation in 1864 in a relatively rare public 
appearance at a “Great Cooperative Soiree”37), land tenure reform, and 
support for radical changes to, for instance, taxation and inheritance.

Similarly, we should take with a pinch of salt the idea that Taylor 
was “more” of a socialist than Mill. There is no evidence in Taylor’s 
single-authored texts to suggest she was “more” of a socialist than Mill, 
and the only evidence for this view relies on a particular reading of 
their correspondence regarding changes to Principles for the second 
edition, which should be challenged.38 

Certainly, it seems plausible – from this correspondence – to say 
that at least in 1849, Taylor thought communism was more feasible, 
and more immediately available (particularly in France), than it was 
for Mill; that she thought security of subsistence more likely to make 
a significant impact on utility than he did; and that she had fewer 
concerns than him regarding whether communism would make life 
a “dead-level.”39 Perhaps this makes her more “left-wing” than Mill.

However, three things should be noted. First, it is not clear whether 
these comments were Taylor’s reflective position on communism or 
ideas she was still working through (with Mill) – if Principles repre-
sents their joint position, then certainly it does not reflect the opinions 
she seems to have held at the time of this correspondence, and it may 
well represent her considered opinion on the issue as much as Mill’s.

Second, the issues at stake are more empirical than normative: that, 
for instance, Mill thought communism less feasible than Taylor (if 
true) does not affect his normative commitment to socialism. The issue 
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is not that life being a “dead level” might not be a normative problem, 
it is whether it is likely to become so under communism. Similarly, 
the issue is not whether communism if feasible would be desirable, 
but the speed at which it might become a feasible option. That is, the 
differences in opinion are much more about the means of instituting 
social change and do not cast doubt on Mill’s commitment to the ends 
(of non-communist socialism). 

Third, even if Taylor was more left-wing than Mill (endorsing a 
different end – communism – than him), this does not in itself under-
mine his own socialism. People can be authentically socialist without 
that being the fault of their communist partners. Mill differentiates 
between socialism and communism and states outright that the poten-
tial problems of communism do not provide good grounds either for 
refusing to reform current capitalism, or for taking socialist ideas ser-
iously. (Moreover, Mill was not wholly opposed to communism, par-
ticularly as a desirable mode of organizing a future, less-selfish society.)

Further attempts to deny Mill’s own commitment to socialism (and 
view of communism as potentially the “ultimate” end of humanity) 
are rooted in another assertion founded on this correspondence – that 
whatever Taylor said went as law for Mill, and her “influence” over 
him (and his work) in fact amounted to complete control. A few ex-
cerpted letters from Mill’s side of their lengthy correspondence are 
flimsy grounds for this assertion (as they are for Taylor being “more” of 
a socialist), and a closer examination of the evidence that Mill’s letters 
do give offers further reason to doubt this narrative. 

In what has been called a “notorious”40 phrase in this correspond-
ence, Mill said he was sure his opinion would change, for “by thinking 
sufficiently I should probably come to think the same [as you] – as is 
almost always the case, I believe always when we think long enough.”41 
He also expressed “the certainty I feel that I should never long con-
tinue of an opinion different from yours on a subject which you have 
fully considered.”42 

It is undoubtedly true that Mill admired his wife’s intellectual cap-
acities, thinking them vastly superior to his own.43 It is also evident 
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that they discussed ideas, and works, in great depth. Neither of these 
things, nor what he says in this correspondence, however, are enough 
to show that his socialism was entirely due to slavish adherence to her 
will. Most obviously, Principles in 1849 – indeed, every edition of that 
work – contains several objections to communism.44 Even where the 
specific point regarding utility and subsistence is admitted in the 1849 
edition, Mill immediately adds: “But it is perfectly possible to realise 
this same advantage in a society grounded on private property; and 
to this point the tendencies of political speculation are rapidly conver-
ging.”45 Moreover, the system of private property has the distinct ad-
vantage of securing greater individual freedom and individuality. There 
is even less evidence that the other concerns raised in the 1849 cor-
respondence had a significant impact on Principles. We should, then, 
treat cautiously the idea that Taylor somehow forced Mill to adopt her 
own ideas or positions, or that (with or without her desire) he slavishly 
changed his own position to be in complete harmony with hers. 

Lastly, the idea that Mill’s socialism was inauthentic relies on a par-
ticular reading of the trajectory of his thought, which permits some 
interest in socialism in the 1840s and 1850s (and, particularly, during 
his marriage to Taylor), but sees her death as marking a “return” to lib-
eralism, such that Mill was free of her nefarious influence to write On 
Liberty. But this argument reasons backwards: given that On Liberty 
can’t have been written by a socialist, and given that Mill wrote On 
Liberty, then Mill can’t have been a socialist. As Taylor was dead when 
On Liberty was published, and as she is credited with at least some of 
the socialist elements of Principles, she must have been the socialist, 
and Mill the liberal. 

A much more accurate understanding of their political philosophy, 
and of their writing relationship, poses an interesting challenge to 
scholars and also to politicians and citizens: Mill and Taylor were both 
socialists – and they both wrote On Liberty. 

Mill gave a lengthy account of the writing of On Liberty in the Auto-
biography, and in the dedication to the essay itself, he credited Taylor 
with an important role in writing it:46
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The Liberty was more directly and literally our joint production 
than anything else which bears my name, for there was not a 
sentence of it that was not several times gone through by us 
together, turned over in many ways, and carefully weeded of any 
faults, either in thought or expression, that we detected in it … 
With regard to the thoughts, it is difficult to identify any par-
ticular part or element as being more hers than all the rest. The 
whole mode of thinking of which the book was the expression, 
was emphatically hers. But I also was so thoroughly imbued 
with it that the same thoughts naturally occurred to us both.47

That is, On Liberty was jointly written; jointly edited (until Taylor’s 
death); and represented their joint position, developed over a period 
of many years. 

Of course, that is denied by some, who think that if Taylor had 
managed to give it a final edit, then it would have turned into a piece 
of socialism, rather than being the classic defence of liberty. But that 
reasoning, again, relies on a misunderstanding of Taylor’s role and pol-
itical philosophy. We find, for instance, in a jointly written manuscript 
the thought that desirable political reforms should include “complete 
freedom of speech, printing, public meetings and associations, loco-
motion, and industry in all its branches,”48 and from some of her earli-
est single-authored writings, a principle not unlike the harm principle: 
“every human being has a right to all personal freedom which does not 
interfere with the happiness of some other.”49 Plus, if we take seriously 
the idea of Taylor as co-author of Principles, then the stirring defences 
of individuality found there are also legitimately to be seen as her work 
(along with Mill’s).50 

These facts, I know, will not convince those with an entrenched con-
viction that Mill couldn’t have been a socialist and written On Liberty, 
and that, therefore, if there is anything at all in his claim to be a so-
cialist, it is all due to his wife. But as Mill (and Taylor) put it in On 
Liberty, it is not “pretend[ed]” that “the freedom of enunciating all 
possible opinions would put an end to the evils of … philosophical 
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sectarianism. Every truth which men … are earnest about, is sure to 
be asserted, inculcated, and in many ways even acted on, as if no other 
truth existed in the world, or at all events none that could limit or 
qualify the first … But it is not the impassioned partisan, it is on the 
calmer and more disinterested bystander, that this collision of opinions 
works its salutary effect.”51

All I hope is that you – the reader – are such a “disinterested by-
stander” and can accept it as plausible that Taylor’s co-authoring with 
Mill did not entail her forcing him to adopt positions that were not 
organically and authentically also his own, and that it is not impossible 
that both could have writen On Liberty, despite both being socialists. 

I know that that is the real challenge, conditioned as we are to see 
On Liberty as the foundational text of liberalism and to see liberalism 
and socialism not merely as entirely distinct ideologies but as oppos-
ites, such that no one who held any “liberal” positions could possibly 
be a socialist. (Perhaps, in American political language, this is now 
changing: “liberal” has become synonymous with “socialist” and “com-
munist” and both are equally despised by those on the right; perhaps, 
too, more Rawlsian left-liberalism has opened up academic scope 
for a zone of similarity between the two.) I realize that one excit-
ing challenge of recognizing Mill’s socialism is to somehow square 
our own understanding and interpretation of On Liberty, liberalism, 
and socialism with this new knowledge. But in this, I think, lies one 
of the great opportunities for understanding Mill’s socialism. For his 
view (and Taylor’s) denied the need to choose either liberty or equality, 
either liberty or fraternity; it also denied the idea that socialism must 
go hand-in-hand with oppression, lack of individuality, propaganda, 
limited opportunities for those who do not toe the Party line, and 
the forced “re-education” of any whose “eccentricity” and demand for 
free expression is seen as a challenge to state power. That is quite an 
old-fashioned view of socialism (though not necessarily any the less 
prevalent for its age). On a more positive note, Mill’s (and Taylor’s) 
socialism encourages us to imagine a society in which not just per-
sonal liberties but all human interactions, from the economic through 
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the political to the intimate, are reconstituted so as to fully allow for 
the free development of everyone’s individuality. That this is a much 
more radical program, involving what are still very radical reforms, 
than Mill’s nineteenth-century image might suggest needs recognzing 
and embracing as we face the challenges of our own future, which 
will include climate change, pandemics, globalization, and a surge in 
authoritarian politics around the globe, all of which will make the free 
development of individuality almost impossible for anyone (save, per-
haps – predominantly – white men who own large amounts of easily 
transferable capital). 

 Our “Permanent Interest” in Socialism  
as “Progressive Being[s]” 

Attempts to deny Mill’s socialism, or to show that his commitment 
was never long-lived or particularly deep, can be disproved on many 
grounds, but in the end, they all fail because they mistake the very 
nature of Mill’s political philosophy. His socialism cannot be shown 
to conflict with any of his core commitments; it cannot be chipped 
away at, or ignored, as though it were peripheral to his “real” political 
philosophy; nor can it be blamed on his affection for (or, as some seem 
to see it, intellectual thrall to) his wife. 

Moreover, although Mill evidently had strong liberal credentials, 
and shared his commitment to liberty with all liberals, and his com-
mitment to equality with liberal-egalitarians, his liberal commitments 
ought not to be seen as conflicting with his socialism, for Mill’s com-
mitment to liberty informed and shaped his commitments to equal-
ity and fraternity (and to security, progress, and utility), just as those 
commitments shaped and informed his concept of liberty. Indeed, 
we might conceptually regard Mill as a “liberal socialist” in Rawls’s 
terminology.52 

This becomes particularly apparent when we consider Mill’s liberal 
commitments as they actually were, and do not understand him to 
have endorsed a sort of shorthand for classical liberalism, including 
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a deontological commitment to rights; laissez-faire, free-market eco-
nomics and a “nightwatchman” state; formal equality only understood 
as equality before the law, and a very limited kind of equality of oppor-
tunity that in practice mainly only means no legal barriers on entry 
to education and the professions (but takes, for instance, individual 
poverty to be an acceptable barrier); and a commitment to representa-
tive government elected by universal suffrage. 

Instead, Mill has in mind a much more radical program of reforms – 
and utopian vision – where “the free development of individuality” is 
vital; where this certainly entails many liberties of speech, thought, 
conscience, and action; but where it also entails self-governance in the 
workplace (via cooperation), reimagination of intepersonal relation-
ships between intimate partners, colleagues, and fellow citizens, redis-
tribution of property, equalization of wealth, and a complex system of 
democracy founded on equality of respect and recognition of expertise. 
Certainly, in Mill’s preferred future, a young working-class woman of 
colour could plausibly dream of, and achieve her dream of, becoming 
a doctor with the help of state funding for her education – something 
most liberals would also endorse (even if few liberal states can de-
liver on that promise). But no one would be born expecting to inherit 
their parents’ privately owned multimillion-pound business (or their 
parents’ shares in any such business), entailing no need to work at all. 
And no one would have to fear precarity, overwork, the need to hold 
down two or three jobs merely to make ends meet, in-work poverty, or 
insecurity over their welfare in old age. These are all common features 
of “liberal” economies (though, of course, many liberals as well as so-
cialists criticize them on the grounds of liberty [and equality]). 

Mill goes much further than most liberals: in his ideal there would 
be no class monopoly on the professions, because there would be no 
“working class” at all – that is, there would be no class that did not 
labour, no “class” inherently born to inequality and fewer opportunities 
than a richer “class” (be that “middle” or “upper”), no “class” bias in 
quality education in the first place. Moreover, in Mill’s ideal, we would 
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have transformed our relationships with one another: it would become 
as horrific to exploit, dominate, or succeed at the expense of someone 
else as it currently would be to murder them. No more class warfare 
between employers seeking to increase “productivity” without increas-
ing payment while workers seek every imaginable means of resisting; 
no more desire (especially among men) to dominate, lead, order, or 
control one’s sexual partner, no sense that women “owe” men sex, or 
sexual and emotional services, no in-built belief that males, by virtue 
of their biology, are inherently better (at everything bar childbearing, 
childrearing, and domestic work) than females; and any remaining urge 
to out-perform others channelled into socially beneficial competitions. 

This would be a world in which there could be no people sleeping 
rough on the streets (because of a robust social safety net and the eradi-
cation of many of the causes of homelessness, including low wages and 
high rents) and it would be as impossible to walk by a homeless person 
(as we all – I am sure – currently do, possibly every time we leave 
the house) as it would currently be to walk past someone bleeding 
to death. A world in which domestic violence would be almost un-
imaginable – much rarer now than murder, and where murder would 
be nigh-on impossible. Assuredly a world where no one could kneel on 
another person’s neck for nine whole minutes. Where there would be 
no “contrariety of interests” between managers or employers and work-
ers; no one earning hundreds of times as much as other people in the 
same organization; no billionaires (or millionaires), and no one living 
in poverty. A world in which we would have managed to eradicate 
sexism, racism, xenophobia, homophobia, and even our inner desire 
to make other people more like us. Instead, we would celebrate and 
embrace diversity, all the while staunchly denying people the power to 
harm others (if we could even have that desire in a properly fraternal 
future), yet also have drawn together through a shared sense of purpose 
and common interests to endorse, and hold as deep-rootedly as most 
people hold the proscription against murder, theft, assault or treachery, 
many shared commitments on matters of fundamental interest and 
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importance which even when trying to achieve our own good in our 
own way we would be wary of transgressing (and yet remain free). 

Mill wrote:

The Liberty is likely to survive longer than anything else that 
I have written … because … it [was] a kind of philosophical 
text book of a single truth, which the changes progressively 
taking place in modern society tend to bring out into ever 
stronger relief: the importance, to man and society, of a large 
variety in types of character, and of giving full freedom to 
human nature.53

Even in a time of “transition,” as Mill described it, during which 
“the development of new opinions” was generally encouraged, and 
those opinions received “a much more unprejudiced hearing than they 
previously met with,” the book made a “great impression” and was not 
everywhere favourably received. But as society moved toward a new 
“organic” age, it would become more and more salient. In particular, 
he and Taylor were motivated to speak “lest the inevitable growth of 
social equality and of the government of public opinion should impose 
on mankind an oppressive yoke of uniformity in opinion and practice.” 

I do not want to underplay the “fear” they felt that socialism might – 
if done wrongly – crush individuality and thereby destroy a key ele-
ment of utility. I only want to emphasize that they thought that “the 
free development of individuality” and socialism were compatible and 
that there were socialist institutions (which real people might really 
adopt) that made them compatible, including cooperation. 

What most people know from On Liberty is the “harm” or “liberty 
principle” (regarding freedom of action), as well as Mill’s famous de-
fence of freedom of speech. In Mill’s “ideal” world we would not really 
need the harm principle as a principle governing coercive interference, 
not because coercive interference would suddenly be permissible, but 
because the motivations that might allow us – currently – to act in ways 
that harm people (and therefore necessitate coercive action against us) 
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would be tempered, perhaps even eradicated, by fraternity. If we had 
fraternal feeling, and a kind of democratic, relational equality, then we 
would not seek to harm others (and would probably be much more 
aware of behaviours that currently might be said to unintentionally 
harm others) – which involves all the ways in which we currently try 
to curtail or limit the free development of other people’s individuality. 

In On Marriage, Mill sketches an “ideal” ethical character. “Beauti-
ful” characters, he writes, are “the natural objection of admiration and 
love” and are “induced, by their qualities of mind and heart, to promote 
by their actions, by all that depends upon their will, the greatest pos-
sible happiness of all who are within the sphere of their influence.”54 
“If all persons were like these … morality … would not exist at all 
as morality, since morality and inclination would coincide,” as such, 
“it would be idle to prescribe rules for them.” Following their own 
impulses and judgment, “they would find more happiness, and would 
confer more, than by obeying any moral principles or maxims what-
ever,” as these “cannot possibly be adapted beforehand to every pecu-
liarity of circumstance which can be taken into account by a sound a 
vigorous intellect worked by a strong will and graded by … ‘an open, 
loving heart.’” “Where there exists a genuine and strong desire to do 
that which is most for the happiness of all, general rules are merely 
aids to prudence, in the choice of means; not peremptory obligations. 
Let but the desires be right, and the ‘imagination lofty and refined’ and 
provided there be disdain of all false seeming, ‘to the pure all things 
are pure.’” 

That is, in a truly ideal future, we would not need the harm principle 
or any other secondary moral principles. By instinct and inclination 
we would guarantee the kinds of freedoms extolled in On Liberty and 
Subjection of Women, and we would treat one another in the kinds of 
ways praised in Auguste Comte, Utilitarianism, Autobiography, Three 
Essays on Religion, Considerations on Representative Government, and 
Principles. 

We may think this vision entirely “utopian” – that people could 
never “instinctively” be moral but will always need laws, “peremptory” 
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moral rules backed up by the force of something more than inner con-
science. And it is not certain that Mill thought we would ever reach 
the day where this vision was actually reality across the entirety of 
humanity. But this desire is the natural outcome of Mill’s view of the 
ideal character, and of ethics itself (as he writes in Utilitarianism). For 
such characters would be the result of “the improvement of education” 
such that “the feeling of unity with our fellow creatures” would be “as 
deeply rooted in [their] character, and to [their] own consciousness 
as completely a part of their] nature as the horror of crime is in an 
ordinarily well-brought up young person.”55 That is, they are the ideal 
toward which we ought to aim. We may never arrive there, but to the 
extent that any “peremptory” moral laws are a compromise between 
the contemporary, selfish kind of character and an “ideal,” the “liberty 
principle” is as “merely provisional”56 as the laws of property. 

Mill was politically astute – he knew there would be continued tus-
sles between “authority” and “liberty” and that these were merely being 
made more diffuse (but no less powerful) by democracy, as public 
opinion became the oppressive tyrant rather than, as in ancient times, 
a single man like Dionysus of Syracuse, or the Emperor Tiberius.57 
As he writes in the Autobiography, he and Taylor “repudiated with the 
greatest energy that tyranny of society over the individual which most 
Socialistic systems are supposed to involve” while also

look[ing] forward to a time when society will no longer be 
divided into the idle and the industrious … when the division of 
the produce of labour, instead of depending … on the accident of 
birth, will be made in concert, on an acknowledged principle 
of justice; and when it will no longer either be, or by thought 
to be, impossible for human beings to exert themselves strenu-
ously in procuring benefits which are not to be exclusively their 
own, but to be shared with the society they belong to. The social 
problem of the future we considered to be, how to unite the 
greatest individual liberty of action, with a common ownership 
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in the raw material of the globe, and an equal participation of 
all in the benefits of combined labour.58

In a socialist future, then, we would have to be alert to oppression 
and resist it. But Mill also thought that if humanity progressed in the 
right kind of way, our very desire to oppress others might be tempered, 
even eradicated. For him, a key element of exerting ourselves strenu-
ously in procuring benefits that were not to be exclusively our own was 
not that this meant the community (or state) could oppress and exploit 
our goodwill, forcing us to work for others at almost no benefit to our-
selves, but that we were motivated not by selfish interests but rather 
by a genuine sense of caring for others and seeking their happiness. 
As we freely developed our individuality, then, we would naturally do 
so in a way that did not oppress or harm those around us – to use 
Mill’s favoured metaphor, humanity would grow like a forest in which 
the trees, forming their own beautiful and organic shapes, nevertheless 
never hindered the growth of other trees, and without the need for this 
to be enforced by pollarding or pruning. 

This is not to say that there would not be some compromises: some 
life choices that are currently viable in our own day (being CEO of a 
huge company; being a property magnate; marrying an aristocrat; set-
ting up a payday loans company; being a stockbroker; potentially even 
being self-employed; and certainly being the owner of a small busi-
ness) would no longer be available. To borrow Robert Nozick’s phrase, 
some capitalist acts between consenting adults would no longer be 
legal – just as some capitalist acts between consenting adults that were 
legal in the past would no longer be legal in our day (not least the sale 
of persons, but also the sale of some drugs that were freely available 
in Mill’s day and are not in our own, or the sale, for instance, of some 
animal products such as elephant ivory and rhino horn). This would all 
come about – as Dale Miller rightly notes – via an organic, voluntary, 
and consensual set of exchanges to which libertarians ought not to be 
able to object,59 though no doubt many will object to the idea of any 
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capitalistic acts between consenting adults (including, of course, the 
holding of private property and the founding of private firms) becom-
ing viewed – as on Mill’s view they must do – in the same light as any 
properly brought up young person nowadays views crime. 

Mill evidently believed that his preferred form of socialism was 
compatible with “the free development of individuality,” including 
extensive freedoms of speech, thought, conscience, and action. In a 
future society made up of people with improved characters, we might 
not need “peremptory rules” like the harm principle to enforce respect 
for other people’s interests (which include liberty) – not because we 
would not need liberty, but because we would so fundamentally under-
stand that need that we would no longer try to limit it. Moreover, on 
Mill’s understanding of what was necessary for “the free development 
of individuality” – which included respect for the need for progress via 
individuality; personal security and far greater equality of wealth; and 
the kind of interpersonal relationships generated by relational equality 
and a sense of fraternity – that development would be maximally aided 
under socialism. As Marx put it, in a socialist future “we shall have an 
association, in which the free development of each is the condition 
for the free development of all.”60 This was also true of Mill’s vision of 
socialism and one of the reasons why he thought it was so desirable a 
state of affairs. One exciting thing about recognizing Mill’s socialism 
is how it enables us to interpret Marx’s adage in a new and much more 
“liberal” way, rather than seeing it as clouded by the history of state 
socialism, over the course of which such a promise came to ring hollow 
(or to sound like “doublethink”). 

There are several examples of potential “applications” in On Liberty 
that tend to imply that Mill was committed to more traditional “lib-
eral” (i.e., not “socialist”) views. He talks, for instance, about competi-
tive job markets, capitalist forms of trade, and limits to government 
interference.61 That said, two things ought to be emphasized. First, it 
is no surprise that Mill’s “applications” might refer to existing forms of 
economic, social, and political institutions (rather than “ideal” forms), 
because On Liberty was intended to have an immediate impact – that 
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is, to help secure an organic age, one that would not be dominated by 
the tyranny of the majority. Second, when we read what Mill has to 
say on these topics, we see a position that is not incompatible with 
his socialism. 

Regarding competitive job markets, Mill wrote that people who 
“win” in these situations do not harm those who do not win.62 This in 
itself, however, is not an endorsement of them. Though Mill thought 
such markets were more efficient than nepotistic appointments (here, 
he had in mind the civil service reforms and the contemporary battle 
to have civil servants appointed by merit rather than by their con-
nections63), he had reservations about their overall utility. This is not 
to say that in a socialist future specialized worker cooperatives (for 
instance, law firms, engineering firms, or medical practices) might not 
have examinations for applicants to ensure their suitability as members 
of the cooperative. 

Concerning trade, Mill clearly states that “trade is a social act” and 
thus legitimately subject to social control, and that “the so-called doc-
trine of Free Trade … rests on grounds different from, though equally 
solid with, the principle of individual liberty asserted in this Essay.”64 
That is, we might not have one and still have the other. Moreover, in 
Mill’s preferred socialist future there would be no need to restrict trade 
between cooperatives except for the reasons he endorsed in On Liberty, 
such as to prevent fraud (particularly by adulteration) and to promote 
sanitation and workers’ health and safety. (Though there would be a 
restriction on non-cooperatives setting up as traders: Mill evidently 
thought that in a socialist future there would be far fewer “traders” in 
the sense of middlemen and small shopkeepers, this being a current 
significant inefficiency of contemporary capitalism.) 

Moreover, cooperation might well resolve several of these issues  
without the need for state-backed enforcement – consumer cooper-
atives, for instance, were often set up in order to counter adulteration 
and secure high-quality products (particularly food) for workers. As all 
members of a consumer co-op would also be the consumers (or pur-
chasers), there would be no incentive to sell adulterated or poor-quality 
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products (or otherwise defraud consumers), because the only people 
who might profit from such a fraud would also be those consuming 
those inferior products, who would suffer much more significantly. 
Similarly, worker management in cooperatives might well lead to 
higher safety standards, assuming that poor conditions were driven 
by owners’ desire to derive as much profit as possible from their enter-
prise (i.e., by resisting the implementation of health and safety poli-
cies, which would add to their costs). The workers themselves would be 
conducting a cost–benefit analysis between better working conditions 
on the one hand, and potentially lower remuneration on the other, 
and the risks they therefore decided to take would at least be their 
own rather than imposed on them by employers who did not have to 
take such risks at all. Lastly, “sanitary precautions” – by which Mill is 
referring particularly to pollution – might be stronger in a cooperative 
socialist future, one with proper representative democracy, because 
the institutions Mill was promoting would seek to avoid the kinds of 
sinister interests (in Bentham’s phrase) that in his time often stood 
in the way of improvement (interests such as high-pollution private 
industries like oil, gas, and chemicals). Of course, history shows that 
state-owned industries also pollute the environment. But Mill’s “uto-
pia” would be environmentally aware as well as robustly democratic in 
ways that would pressure government not to pollute and to take proper 
“sanitary precautions” in state-owned industries. After all, societies 
that truly are aimed at the common good and that have institutional 
mechanisms to ensure they will continue to be cannot really cause 
significant amounts of pollution (or, in the modern day, be significant 
carbon emitters), because this would only benefit a (generally rich) 
minority of the population. 

Lastly, what Mill says about government provision of goods and 
services in On Liberty is entirely compatible with that he says in Prin-
ciples about government “interference” and also with his socialism. 
Mill does think that government has some role to play in providing 
goods and services (particularly utilities) and that there are justice 
claims to be made for why industries that tend toward monopoly 
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should be state-owned (so that everyone benefits from the monop-
oly profits rather than a mere few). But his endorsement of worker 
cooperatives rather than, for instance, Saint-Simonian or Cabetian 
forms of state socialism aligns precisely with his view (in On Liberty 
and Principles) that in general, people do things better for themselves, 
and that people’s characters are more independent when they are en-
couraged to be self-reliant by a lack of state provision. Indeed, it is pre-
cisely for these reasons that Mill endorsed cooperation, for this would 
make workers even more self-reliant than they would have been under 
capitalism (and it follows, less reliant on private employers and thus 
less “passive”). 

In making his case for individual liberty, Mill noted: “I forego any 
advantage which could be derived to my argument from the idea of 
abstract right, as a thing independent of utility. I regard utility as the 
ultimate appeal on all ethical questions: but it must be utility in its 
largest sense, grounded on the permanent interests of man as a pro-
gressive being. Those interests, I content, authorise the subjection of 
individual spontaneity to external control, only in respect to those 
actions of each, which concern the interest of other people.”65 

As a final note on the compatibility of On Liberty with socialism, I 
want to emphasize this idea of “permanent interests … as a progressive 
being” – interests that align with the secondary principles explored 
earlier in this book – that is, with security, progress, liberty, equal-
ity, and fraternity. Our permanent interests (as progressive beings) are 
those that are unchanging and universal. Mill thinks that we always 
have interests in security, progress, liberty, equality, and fraternity (be-
cause, ultimately, of how they bring about utility). At different times, 
some of these interests may have more weight than others. Thus, 
security might have been more important than liberty in an earlier 
age of human progress, when – as Mill argues in On Liberty – soci-
eties needed charismatic, authoritarian, “people-building” leaders like 
Akbar the Great (1556–1605, unifier and consolidator of the Mughal 
Empire) or Charlemagne (748–814, who united most of western and 
central Europe under the Carolingian Empire).66 Widespread equality 
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might not be feasible at some points in human progress – or at least, 
not compatible with security and progress. Liberty for everyone is im-
possible without equality but can also be threatened by it. Hierarch-
ies based on physical might are sometimes necessary for security and 
progress but are incompatible with real equality and with fraternity. 
That not all of our interests are equally realizable at different times in 
human history, however, does not undermine their “permanence” for 
Mill. We always have an interest in having as much of these goods as 
possible and in living in a society that is progressing toward achieving 
more of them. This will be just as true in the future as it was in the past. 

Mill saw human progress as being toward greater security, greater 
liberty, greater equality, greater fraternity, and therefore greater utility. 
He recognized that the people in the future will have to determine 
the exact balance among all of these permanent interests. He also rec-
ognized that this balance was not completely predictable from where 
he himself stood (nor is it today from where we stand). And finally, he 
recognized that people in the future might progress even beyond what 
is currently seemed desirable, never mind feasible. 

We see this very clearly in Mill’s description of his (and Taylor’s) 
socialism:

The social problem of the future we considered to be, how to 
unite the greatest individual liberty of action, with a common 
ownership in the raw material of the globe, and an equal partici-
pation of all in the benefits of combined labour. We had not the 
presumption to suppose that we could already foresee, by what 
precise form of institutions these objects could most effectually 
be attained, or at how near or how distant a period they would 
become practicable. We saw clearly that to render any such 
social transformation either possible or desirable, an equivalent 
change of character must take place both in the uncultivated 
herd who now compose the labouring masses, and in the im-
mense majority of their employers. Both these classes must learn 
by practice to labour and combine for generous, or at all events 
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for public and social purposes, and not, as hitherto, solely for 
narrowly interested ones.67

Or, as this might be parsed: 

The basic question of achieving maximal utility, we saw to be, 
how to unite the greatest possible individual liberty, with equal-
ity and fraternity and modern modes of production, which are 
themselves the outcome of progress, and help ensure security (of 
subsistence). We had not the presumption to suppose we could 
predict the exact outcome of organic human progress. But we 
saw clearly that to achieve this transformation, people’s charac-
ters would need transforming to make them capable of perfect 
equality and fraternal living.

Or, more briefly, 

In order to maximise happiness, we realised we needed to ensure 
the right kind of socialism. We saw that in order to achieve this, 
a revolution would have to happen not only in political, eco-
nomic, and social institutions, but in people’s characters.

This remains the great social problem of our own future. How can 
we achieve human well-being (which entails ensuring planetary well- 
being)? How can we maximize individual freedom to develop our own 
personalities, untrammelled by the tyranny of illegitimate social pres-
sure (be that patriarchal, heteronormative, classist, racist, or anything 
else), while also ensuring that everyone receives a fair share of the 
burdens and benefits of social cooperation? How can we all be happy, 
where “all” really means all human beings, and where a central part of 
that happiness must be the knowledge that others are not paying for 
our happiness, our freedom, our welfare, our security, through their 
own suffering and oppression? (How can we really be happy, if we 
know that is what our happiness is predicated upon?)
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The challenge Mill and Taylor realized, then, and spent a lifetime 
trying to help humanity overcome, remains a challenge today. Their 
preferred solution – gender equality; radical transformation of the 
family; cooperation and worker democracy; the organic transfer of 
private property in the means of production into communal owner-
ship (through a mixture of cooperatives and state enterprises, at the 
local and national levels); an end to large intergenerational transfers 
of wealth through reform to inheritance; a fair, adequate and secure 
welfare system; environmental protections, and a cherishing of the en-
vironment beyond what it can produce in terms of profit or produce 
for humans; proportional representation that combines recognition 
of equal citizenship with similar recognition of unequal expertise; a 
new civil religion that inspires us to do one another the most good; 
celebration and cherishing of diversity in a really meaningful fashion 
right down to the individual level; and a transformation of people’s 
characters such that we would seek unity, not contrariety, of interests 
with our fellow citizens (perhaps of the world, not just our own coun-
try) – is not one that anyone has yet trialled. It offers a different vision 
of the future, of utopia, and of socialism than any so far experimented 
with by governments, though some features appear, and reappear, in 
radical agendas. 

Final Words 

For Mill scholars, the aim of this book has been to challenge much of 
the received wisdom about Mill’s commitments; the radical, revolu-
tionary imagination of his utopia; and the plausibility of him calling 
himself a socialist. For those who might be thought of as more “dis-
interested bystanders,” the idea has been to introduce you to a vision 
of the future that I think has much to recommend it but that has 
been forgotten and overlooked by generations of reformers since Mill’s 
Autobiography was first published and his self-identification first dis-
missed. I am not the first, of course, to point out that socialism does 
not need to be state-centric; that it does not need to be totalitarian 
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or authoritarian (if such systems can even really be called “socialist”); 
that it does not need to sacrifice individuals, and individuality, to the 
tyranny of the collective (too often merely an excuse for a new form 
of tyrannical oppression by an elite). But even among alternatives to 
the state socialism that dominated vast areas of the world, and of pol-
itical discourse, in the twentieth century, Mill’s socialism is distinctive 
and unique. 

Both his utopia and his plan for reaching it put a lot of emphasis 
on individuals. Not just in terms of cherishing and championing in-
dividuality, but because only individuals working together and taking 
incremental steps often only made achievable by significant personal 
sacrifices to transform their political lives, work lives, home lives, and, 
in the end, personal characters (and those of their children) will achieve 
Millian socialism. But this is common knowledge among socialists, 
and indeed among most radical reformers. That we are the only people 
who can, in the end, save humanity and the world in and on which we 
live may be a difficult truth to swallow, but that does not make it less 
true. People make politics, and in the end people will have to make 
political change. Of course there are strong structures of power that 
prevent most individual actions from having a significant impact on a 
global scale, and there are very powerful vested interests that will push 
back against people-led, grassroots radical activity as hard today as 
they did in Mill’s day.68 But no extraterrestrial superhero is coming to 
our aid, and the state in and of itself will not do so either. 

Obviously, as I have shown in the preceding chapters, Mill had a 
deep-rooted commitment to equality that he wanted to see permeate 
politics, the economy, the family, and even our own sense of self. More 
than contemporary left-liberals, however, he also understood the need 
for a radical transformation of interpersonal relationships and indi-
vidual characters. It is too simplistic to say that exploitation happens 
because, at root, people do not care enough, because there are compli-
cated power structures that render some people unable to avoid being 
complicit. (Can any family on the median wage in Europe, for in-
stance, afford to feed itself without buying some products that, at some 
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point in the production or supply chain, involve labour exploitation? 
Can the typical consumer even find out whether products have been 
made by exploited labour?) But a lack of empathy, a lack of “horror” at 
our interests not being in unity with others, a lack of fraternal feeling, 
does make the battle harder to win and the casualty toll higher. It is 
in Mill’s view of transformed interpersonal relationships that I think 
there is most that is inspiring, radical, and truly transformative. And 
from that starting point, all his other preferred reforms flow. 

Mill, then, recognized and set a formidable challenge for anyone 
concerned with improving human happiness and ensuring that the 
future will be better than both the present and the past. He also offers 
inspiration for the journey and a useful map for planning a campaign 
of reform. It has been more than one hundred fifty years since Mill 
decided that his political commitments put him “under the general 
designation of socialist.” It is high time Mill scholars, and political 
philosophers, recognized the truth of this claim. It is also time to listen 
to and take inspiration from his vision.
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Mill’s letter in reply to the Nottingham branch of the IWA in which he 
“warmly approved” of their program was published in the Herald, Daily 
News, Daily Telegraph, and Beehive that October and November. Mill: 
Letter 881A, 2011–12; Letter 1049, 1247–8; Letter 1667, 1821–2; Letter 1604, 
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crimes of the parti de l ’orde are atrocious, even supposing that they are 
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