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In Chapter Five of his Autobiography, John Stuart Mill discusses a "mental crisis" 

which struck in 1826 and lingered for some time. Mill addresses one causative element 

of this crisis, a perception of himself at twenty as a "mechanical man." Yet these much-

quoted words understate a greater point. 1 shall argue that Mill's crisis was the 

destruction of an almost purely mechanical consciousness, or at least a strike at his 

foundations of a breadth and severity that has not been fully addressed by Mill 

scholarship. I shall consider various aspects ofMill ' s life and thought before and after 

the crisis as a means of identifying the nature of this fundamental change in Mill. These 

aspects of Mill ' s thought include philosophy, economics, epistemology, poetry, and 

politics, and these aspects of Mill ' s life include education, his relationship with his father 

and Bentham, his early activism, his influences, and his perceptions of man and society. 
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General Biography 

John Stuart Mill was born in London on May 20, 1806, the eldest son of the Scottish

English philosopher James Mill. His early education was one of extraordinary depth and 

breadth, such that by the age of fourteen he had an extensive background in history, 

philosophy, politics, and a variety of other fields. Philosophically, Mill was schooled in 

the utilitarian doctrine of his father and of Jeremy Bentham. In the early 1820s he began 

to work for the East India Company (where he worked for the next thirty-five years) and 

he became a well-known figure in the radical and utilitarian movements via his 

involvement in several debating societies and his contributions to the Westminster 

Review. His "mental crisis" began in 1826 and lasted for some time, though he 

continued to work throughout this period. In the early 1830s, Mill was influenced by 

such figures as St. Simon, Auguste Comte, Thomas Carlyle, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 

and Alexis de Tocqueville, and he struggled to synthesize their ideas with those of 

Benthamite Utilitarianism. Also during this period, in the summer of 1830, was the first 

meeting of Mill and Harriet Taylor, who would be his closest friend for twenty years and 

his wife for seven more. After years of writing and editing journals of philosophical 

radicalism, Mill ' s first widespread popularity was the unexpected result of his 1843 A 

System of Logic. Later works include Principles of Political Economy ( 1848), On 

Liberty (1859), Utilitarianism (1861 ), and Considerations on Representative Government 
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( 1861 ). In the late 1860s, he served one term 'in Parliament before retiring to A vignon, 

where he completed work on his famous Autobiography, posthumously published in 

1873. His twenty-year battle with tuberculosis finally ended with his death in Avignon 

onMay 7, 1873. 
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Introduction 

The 1826 crisis in the mental history of John Stuart Mill is an episode of much debate 

among scholars. The debate is fueled by the blend of obscurity and significance of the 

event. Excepting one or two letters (particularly an 1829 letter to John Sterling), the 

isolated Mill left no record of the crisis until the Autobiography, over four decades later. 

Yet not only did Mill believe the otherwise obscure event to be worthy of a full chapter 

of the Autobiography, but as Jack Stillinger observes in introducing the work, it is 

presented as the central event of the narrative, both structurally and symbolically (xiv). 

Indeed, Mill' s works reflect a significant ideological shift after the crisis. 

This shift in ideology and the available information on Mill ' s life are the means by 

which scholars extrapolate and justify interpretations of the crisis. Many theories have 

been advanced concerning its cause, ranging from overwork to the effects of early 

education to Freudian analyses ofthe father-son relationship, but I propose that the crisis 

resulted from the pre-crisis Mill ' s mechanical view ofthe world. Some have noted his 

early connection to eighteenth-century thought, with its recurring clock metaphor, and 

Mill himself acknowledges some resemblance to the caricature of a "Benthamite 

reasoning machine," but his early thought reflects a far more extensive ingress of the 

machine metaphor in his consciousness than even these quotes indicate. I believe that 

the young Mill conceived of nearly everything in terms of machinery (man, society, 
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education, economics, epistemology, himself, etc.). Furthermore, I propose that the 1826 

crisis reflects a fundamental shift away from this mechanical consciousness. As the 

change is most clearly reflected by Mill ' s life and works, the first part of this thesis deals 

with many aspects of the life and work of the pre-crisis Mill , the second part with the 

crisis itself, and the third part with many aspects of the life and work of the post-crisis 

Mill. This discussion is not centrally concerned with the degree of Mill ' s awareness of 

the nature of his consciousness, but with the manifestations of this consciousness in his 

works and his thought. 1 An analysis of his work suggests that although there are many 

similarities in the superstructures of a given field before and after the 1826 crisis, the two 

intellectual edifices are significantly different because of the profound restructuring of 

Mill ' s foundations. 

There are at least two significant and recurring complications with this approach. 

One is the breadth and fluidity of Mill ' s thought; unlike Carlyle, who was relatively 

consistent in half a century of post-crisis work and thought, Mill experienced many shifts 

in his thought, especially in the decade following the crisis. Furthermore, because of the 

breadth of his work, his central treatises in various fields are often separated by decades: 

for example, his essay "What is Poetry?" was published five years after the crisis, his 

Principles of Political Economy twenty years after the crisis, and his Utilitarianism 

thirty-five years after the crisis. Second, there are the ever-present questions about the 

factual validity of the Autobiography, especially with regard to its account of the mental 

crisis itself. These complications shall be addressed in the context ofthe particular issue 

at hand. 
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Part I-- Construction 

1.1 Early Education; or Inscribing the Tabula Rasa 

In considering the construction of the mind of John Stuart Mill, one must begin with 

the style ofhis early education. James Mill was a firm believer not only in Locke's 

tabula rasa theory, but also in David Hartley's theory of the Association ofldeas. 

Hartley, who sought to introduce Newtonian method into psychology, contended that the 

human character is formed by circumstances and external impressions, and that these 

experiential associations are the determinant of one's concept of pleasure and pain 

(Halevy 6-8). 1 The theory (like the elder Mill) is one unfettered by notions of aristocratic 

superiority or of predetermined fate based on name or station. Furthermore, as he was a 

self-made man who had risen from an impoverished Scottish farming town, and as his 

education had facilitated this rise (via his work as minister and tutor), James Mill held a 

virtually absolute belief in the power of education to transcend the barriers of origin. As 

Mill himself wrote in 1806, 

When a man has risen to great intellectual or moral eminence; the process by 
which his mind was formed is one of the most instructive circumstances which can 
be unveiled to mankind . ... This is the matter of primary importance in the life of 
any man. To this is owing whatever excellence he may discover in the labours of 
Science, or the active business of mankind. (Bain 56-57) 

Mill's beliefs are further reflected in a letter dated July 7, 1806, seven weeks after the 

birth of his eldest son, John Stuart Mill. In this letter to a friend named William Forbes, 
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himself a new father, Mill refers semi-jokingly to a "contest" between the two, to "run a 

fair race with you in the education of a son" ( qtd. in A. Mill, "Education" 10-11 ). 

Though joking about this twenty-year race, one ensuing sentence instantly seizes the eye: 

"I have a strong determination at present to exert myself to the utmost to see what the 

power of education can do" (11 ). Thus the elder Mill would apply his epistemological 

theories, those grounded in Locke and Hartley, in the famous educational experiment. 

Indeed, James would exert himself to the utmost, for he was writing his colossal 

Histol)' of British India for the entire first decade of John ' s life. From 1806 to 1816, 

James Mill worked on this Histozy from 5:00a.m. to 11:00 p.m. daily (Stillinger, "Mill's 

Education" 24 ), a work schedule which reportedly expanded, according to Alexander 

Bain's biography of James Mill, such that he worked daily from 4:00a.m. to midnight as 

the printing drew near (162).2 Meanwhile, he supervised the education of young John, 

monitoring with care the construction of every association as John studied in the same 

room. John began learning Greek at age three, and by age seven his reading list had 

included Xenophon, Diogenes, Aesop's Fables, six dialogues of Plato, and the whole of 

Herodotus (Autobiography 5-6). Several accounts show that his vast learning was 

outwardly reflected even at this age. Michael St. John Packe reports that at age five, 

John engaged Lady Spencer in a comparison of Wellington and Marlborough (23). Also, 

the two earliest existing writings ofMill are from age six: one is an eight-page History of 

Rome, largely a summation of Hooke's Histozy ofRome (Collected Works I 541-48); 

the other, a letter to Bentham, requests the third and fourth volumes of Hooke, as young 

Mill writes that he is nearly done "recapitulating" the first two (CW XII 3). 3 
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His reading list expanded greatly from ages eight to twelve, with the addition of Latin 

and higher mathematics. Logic, political economy, some natural sciences, and 

philosophy were added to the mix at age twelve to increase emphasis on application of 

knowledge (Autobiography 12). Further consuming John ' s time was his teaching ofthe 

father ' s lesson to the younger siblings, which began when John was eight. Though he 

notes its value in strengthening his grasp of the material and his powers of explanation, 

he also notes, "It was a part I greatly disliked," and it was one which consumed a 

considerable part of the remainder of his day (Autobiography 8). Eventually one is 

inclined to comment with the satirical Basil Willey of John's early life, "we cannot call it 

' childhood"' (143). 

Much has been written of Mill ' s extraordinary reading list, which is especially notable 

for its wealth of histories and of classical works, not to mention its sheer volume. Mill 

himself wrote that his education provided him "an advantage of a quarter of a century" 

over contemporaries (Autobiography 20). Many critics question this interpretation, 

including Leslie Stephen, who claims in The English Utilitarians that "the knowledge 

which can be acquired by a child of fourteen is necessarily crude" (III 9), while Karl 

Britton writes that of the vast catalogue, only a few works have a clearly traceable 

influence on his later thought (12). Others, including Jack Stillinger, are more accepting 

of Mill ' s assessment ("Mill ' s Education" 35).4 Regardless of the catalogue' s precise 

(dis )advantage, James Mill ' s visible craftsmanship of this catalogue is worthy of address. 

John' s list includes among the Greeks Herodotus, Thucydides, Plato, Sophocles, and 

Demosthenes; among the Romans it includes Ovid, Livy, Virgil, Horace, Tacitus, 

7 



Juvenal, and Cicero (CW XII 7-9). Thus the practical-eyed James developed in his son 

not only the moral and intellectual associations of those great societies, but also that 

vocabulary critical to commanding respect among intellectuals. The plethora of histories 

(though some were John's entertainment) served to create associations of successful and 

unsuccessful governmental deeds, thus guiding the future social reformer. The father, of 

course, swiftly repaired any social misassociations. For instance, when John initially 

supported the English side ofthe American Revolution, he was "set right by [his] father," 

presumably by placing analysis over nationalism (Autobiography 7). 5 The works of 

logic, ethics, philosophy, and political economy are similarly designed to create the 

proper network of association for a social reformer (Halevy 262-63). Even most of 

John' s lighter reading, like Anson's Voyage or Robinson Crusoe, was put into his hands 

by James because it "exhibited men of energy and resource in unusual circumstances, 

struggling against difficulties and overcoming them" (Autobiography 7). 

In the natural sciences, Mill was notably enthusiastic about Chemistry at age thirteen 

(CW XII 9). However, James Mill believed in learning by abstract principles rather than 

by demonstrations. As Packe writes, "He kept his son from all the stinks and bangs so 

dear to other boys, confining him to the dull theoretical treatises" (24). Thus John Stuart 

Mill developed an empirical concept of "science" based not on colourful liquids or bright 

electrical currents, but rather one based on the lone science which remained of lifelong 

interest, botany, with its great emphasis on systematic classification and precise 

taxonomy. 

In mathematics, under his father's tutelage, Mill blazed through Algebra, Geometry, 
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Calculus, and beyond from ages eight to fourteen. In an 1819letter to Samuel Bentham 

(brother of Jeremy), Mill writes that he read most of Euclid' s Elements (CW XII 7). Of 

the mathematical ancients, Euclid alone is mentioned~ this is significant because 

Euclid' s work, though of obvious importance, is a series of postulates and systematic 

extrapolations of almost Thomistic dryness, far removed from the flashes ofDaedulus

like flair of Archimedes. All Euclid and no Archimedes can make math a dull subject, 

dry and mechanical in nature, which may explain John's later distaste for the field 

(excepting logic), noting in the Autobiography that "in mathematical processes, none of 

the real difficulties of correct ratiocination occur" (13). Furthermore, though John 

rapidly surpassed his father's knowledge in the field, James still played a critical role by 

selecting the texts (Packe 23). This is perhaps most evident in the selection of four texts 

by the English mathematician Simpson (CW XII 7-9). His advances on fluxions, 

according to math historian E. T. Bell, "could hardly be called advances" (284-85), but 

he was (like James) a self-made, self-taught man (Smith 457). The Autobiography 

suggests that James clearly lacked a full understanding of the field (13), thus perhaps 

James selected works of a man not unlike James Mill, as an extension ofhis presence, so 

as to better oversee the construction of his son's mind.6 Overall, the Autobiography 

suggests that nearly the whole ofMill's catalogue of reading was designed by his father 

as a means of creating certain associations of ideas, associations which in the case of 

science and mathematics (among other fields) place a far greater emphasis on the 

abstract and mechanical reasoning processes than on that part of the field which most 

find invigorating. 
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At fourteen, John spent a year in France with the family of Samuel Bentham. The trip 

was John's first experience- away from his father, and it provides some insights into his 

state in 1820. Packe writes of the comical duel between the Benthams' efforts to keep 

John from reading and John' s efforts to sneak a volume of Voltaire or Racine into his 

pocket ( 43-44).7 However, as Anna J. Mill writes in introducing John' s journal, he did 

succumb to their efforts, showing that "he has much of the boy in him after all" (xvi), at 

least while in France. Professor Mill also notes that John' s ability to criticize fallacious 

reasoning in Legendre ' s Geometry, and his distinguishing of ancient and modem Greek 

in reporting to his father on a lecture, reflect his ability to apply his mass of knowledge 

without the presence of his books or his father (xvii). Later entries in his journal reflect a 

pleasing shift of emphasis from books and itineraries to his environment; yet the year' s 

experience seems (among pre-crisis experiences) largely a fugue, as both the 

Autobiography and James' s letters to David Ricardo speak of John's continued love (and 

practice) of study (A. Mill xxii-xxiii). 

Mill ' s self-perception as a "mechanical man" may perhaps be chiefly attributed to his 

early education, not only by virtue of the sheer mass of material, but also because of the 

nature of the material and the style of education. As Jonathon Loesberg observes in 

Fictions of Consciousness, Mill's very first mention in the Autobiography of an event in 

his life was of memorizing Vocables in Greek. This anecdote reflects Mill's sense of 

"being changed without any reference to a stable first self prior to the change," such that 

the act ofleaming became the determinant of Mill's personality (Loesberg 67). Also, 

countless critics have drawn the comparison between James Mill and Thomas Gradgrind 
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of Dickens's Hard Times, who views his students, including his own children, as "little 

pitchers .. . to be filled so full of facts" (13). Stillinger cites F. R. Leavis's comment that 

"Gradgrind is represented as a kind of James Mill, a stem and practical theorist, who 

gives his children, from intellectual conviction, an education like that suffered by Mill's 

son" ("Mill's Education" 36). Stillinger also quotes Dickens biographer Edgar Johnson: 

"The factual education approved by Mr. Gradgrind is identical in spirit with that which 

was inflicted upon John Stuart Mill" (36). J. S. Mill himself wrote of his family in 1815 

to Ricardo, "the history is two words -- semper idem. We study, walk, eat, drink, and 

sleep, and that is all" (Sraffa VI 309), and Francis Place noted in 1817, when John and 

two siblings had their dinner delayed several hours because of an error by the siblings: 

"The fault to-day is a mistake in one worcf' (qtd. in Stillinger, "Mill's Education" 26-

27).8 Mill himselfrecounts in the Autobiography "both as a boy and as a youth ... 

incessantly smarting under his severe admonitions" (23), and had included more harsh 

criticisms of his educational deficiencies in the earlier draft (Stillinger, Early Draft 178-

82). 

Despite this view, Stillinger calls John's "education of fear" a myth, noting many 

instances of apparent paternal pride and of father and son working constantly side by 

side, which Stillinger considers the most important effect of the early education ("Mill's 

Education" 39). Stillinger's view is effectively supported by outside accounts of the 

family, particularly by three letters of Francis Place in the mid 1810s.9 John Robson, in 

The Improvement of Mankind, and in semi-defense of the elder Mill, notes of the lack of 

play that "John was trained for work, and the training had effect" (5), 10 and Mill himself 

11 



praises his father throughout the Autobiography, adding the un-Gradgrind-like 

assessment, "My father never permitted anything which I learnt, to degenerate into a 

mere exercise of memory" (20). John Morris also disagrees with the Gradgrind analogy 

in his Versions of the Self, noting James Mill ' s allowance of those works and 

experiences which would later provide some base (whether intentional or unintentional) 

for John' s development of poetic culture (24n). Still, even compliments are problematic, 

for they attest to James' s skill and effort in constructing the deep network of 

associations, to James' s bequest of his mode of machine-like labour, and most 

importantly, to John's consciousness of having been constructed by his father. 

1.2 Benthamite Utilitarianism; or, Building a Better Abacus 

Jeremy Bentham was born in 1748. After an undergraduate career at Queen' s 

College, which John Plamenatz notes "he thought a waste oftime" (47), he revisited 

Oxford in 1768. At a local coffeehouse, he found a copy of Priestley's Essay on 

Government, which cites "the greatest number for the greatest number" as the social 

objective (Plamenatz 47). Elie Halevy, in The Growth of Philosophical Radicalism, cites 

Frances Hutcheson as the actual originator of the phrase (13)>11 but Bentham writes in 

Deontology ofPriestley's pamphlet, "It was by that pamphlet and this phrase in it that my 

principles on the subject of morality, public and private, were determined" (qtd. in 

Plamenatz 47). For several decades, Bentham wrote on the implications of this idea in 

relative obscurity and with a highly uncommon disregard for authority and institutions. 

Bentham was a recluse, thus he had few social contacts to help spread utilitarian ideas. 

Furthermore, among his eccentricities was a habit of producing what may best be called 
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bizarre manuscripts, with exhaustive classification headings, scrawled side notes, self

contradictions in adjacent lines, invented words, and the assorted effects of never looking 

where he was writing (Packe 17); thus he required a loyal and determined editor. 12 One 

such editor, Dumont, produced a popular 1802 French edition of one of his works 

(Traites de Legislation Civile et Penale ), and Bentham finally gained greater notice 

(Plamenatz 63). 

Bentham' s beliefs on education and distrust of aristocracy were shared by James Mill, 

and their first meeting in 1808 led to a fruitful friendship and partnership. Mill wholly 

accepted utilitarian doctrine and devoted his vast energies to meetings, societies, and 

reviews in a way that Bentham never could (Packe 11 ). As Marshall Cohen eloquently 

writes, James Mill became "the field marshal of the Philosophical Radicals" (xii). 

Bentham, a masterful "negative philosopher" according to John Mill (CW X 80), was 

refocused by James Mill to deal more with democratic principles and the limitations 

placed upon them by institutions (Halevy 255-56). Conversely, James Mill was inspired 

to write more freely by Bentham' s example, and his residence at Bentham's home for 

over half of each year from 1814-18 certainly must have helped his financial state (Packe 

11 , 28-29). Furthermore, James Mill provided one other asset to the bachelor Bentham-

a new disciple, undamaged by improper associations or Oxford education -- John Stuart 

Mill. 

John Robson notes that it must have been an odd relationship between Bentham and 

John Mill, the former born in 1748, the latter in 1806 (Improvement 6), though one might 

attribute any sense of distance between the two philosophers to one of them being a 
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serious adult and the other being Bentham. Bentham was the second-greatest figure in 

Mill ' s education; indeed, the earliest known letter by John requests two volumes of 

Roman History from Bentham (CW Xll7), and as Robson notes, Bentham's library made 

the educational experiment possible (Improvement 5). Thus when John was deemed 

ready (after his introduction to logic and philosophy, and after his return from France in 

1821), and when James thought to aim John toward law, John was given Dumont's 

French edition of Bentham's Traites de Legislation (Autobiography 40-41). As John was 

reading a declaration of those principles upon which his education had been constructed, 

he writes in the Autobiography that it functioned as the "keystone" which 

gave unity to my conception of things. I now had opinions; a creed, a doctrine, a 
philosophy; in one among the best senses of the word, a religion; the inculcation 
and diffusion ofwhich could be made the principal outward purpose of a life. And 
I had a grand conception laid before me of changes to be effected in the condition 
of mankind through that doctrine. (42-43) 

With this determination, he plunged into the utilitarian crusade, publishing his first 

articles in 1822, forming the Utilitarian Society in 1823, and strengthening the movement 

of philosophical radicalism by writing for Bentham' s Westminster Review in 1824, 

among many other activities. Though his 1823 hiring at the India House prevented him 

from pursuing a political or university career (Kinzer 196; Robson, Improvement 6), he 

met with many future MPs and worked at length to form a Radical party capable of 

battling the Whigs and Tories. Furthermore, in 1825 he became the editor of Bentham's 

Rationale of Judicial Evidence. Editing the million-word mass (actually three 

overlapping masses) into five large volumes within a year consumed "nearly all of my 

leisure time," yet the acquiescent Mill resisted having his name on the cover with that of 
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Bentham (Autobiography 69-70). Certainly, one can see the profound influence of 

Benthamite Utilitarianism upon John Stuart Mill. 13 

Like all utilitarians, Bentham believed in the summum bonum or Greatest Happiness 

principle, such that the social objective is the greatest happiness for the greatest number. 

But the Benthamite version of this philosophy is shaped by Bentham' s beliefs in the 

nature of man and society. He believed that landed aristocracy held an inordinate 

amount of political power, such that the nearly universal abuse of this power was a great 

impediment to the summum bonum. He believed that traditional institutions existed as 

arms of this aristocratic strangehold, and he believed that historical justifications of their 

existence merely contributed to social inertia. As a fundamental principle ofBenthamite 

Utilitarianism was a belief in progress, Bentham rejected the use of history in social 

science because, as J. D. Burns writes, Bentham "feared that any considerable attention 

to the historical record could only generate the ' Chinese fallacy' of judging social and 

political issues by reference to 'the wisdom of our ancestors"' (3). 

Regarding man, Bentham believed in the tabula rasa and in associationist psychology, 

which he derived primarily from Helvetius (Bowie 55). Man is naturally, according to 

Bentham, "under the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure. It is for 

them alone to point out what we ought to do, as well as to determine what we shall do" 

( qtd. in Robson, Improvement 12). He believed that man naturally pursues "pleasures" 

and avoids "pains," and thus that man naturally pursues selfish interests. Bentham 

approaches the account of these pleasures/pains in a quantitative manner. A certain act is 

associated with a certain quantum of pleasure and a certain quantum of pain, and 
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whichever quantum is greater shall determine the action. Bentham attempts to defme a 

set of seven "dimensions" by which to determine these quanta (Improvement 14 ), though 

his "moral calculus" is rather problematic in that measurement of these quanta is 

impossible in practice, and as John Plamenatz argues, is difficult even in theory (73-76). 

Regardless of the validity of his "dimensions," Bentham's view of man is ultimately a 

mechanical one, as actions are strictly determined by the relative felicific quantities, and 

only quanta differentiate one pleasure from another. The accounting of social good of 

some act or item is also defined by quantities of pleasure/pain. For instance, regarding 

his comparison of poetry and pushpin, Bentham does not separate the pleasures, and he 

suggests that pushpin may be "better" because it may relished by a greater number 

(Abrams 301). 

But this concept of man as a selfish pursuant of pleasures was a source of optimism 

for Bentham. For like James Mill, he believed that through proper education, a network 

of associations could be constructed to align this selfish interest with socially beneficial 

action. He writes, "If it be through the happiness of another, or others, in whatsoever 

numbers, that man pursues his own happiness, still the direct, and immediate, and nearest 

object of pursuit is not the less his own happiness: the happiness of others is but a means 

to that relatively universal end" (qtd. in Robson, Improvement 13). In so doing, a 

harmony may be achieved between private and public interests, as the properly educated 

happiness-seeking individual automatically acts in a manner beneficial to society. By 

this means could social progress and the summum bonum be achieved. 

Bentham was more optimistic than James Mill about the possibility of a perfectible 
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society because of the Helvetian influence (Bowle 55), but otherwise their utilitarian 

beliefs were essentially the same. Elie Halevy writes in The Growth of Philosophical 

Radicalism that Bentham' s system was "a closed system of truths logically connected 

together and a complete philosophy ofhurnan nature" (486), for it requires a belief in 

certain fundamental principles to be internally consistent. The young John Stuart Mill 

was educated in these principles, including the antihistoricism and the quantitative and 

aggregate accounting of society, and by the early 1820s he began to show himself as the 

worthy successor of utilitarianism. 

1.3 Political Economy; or, The Young Crusader's Battlefield 

As John Stuart Mill was being groomed to wield the sceptre of utilitarianism, his 

builders always kept his eyes on the practical, which meant a substantial emphasis on the 

infant science of political economy. John' s rigourous study of political economy began 

in 1819. He mentions in the Autobiography a lack of didactic texts in the field, so James 

Mill instructed him via daily lectures, of which John would provide a compte rendu the 

following day. Next was the work of their friend David Ricardo, including the influential 

On the Principles ofPolitical Economy and Taxation, recently published at James Mill's 

urging. With a foundation in Ricardo, the works of Adam Smith were next, though 

Smith ' s works were not held in quite the same regard by James Mill. John praises his 

father' s emphasis on comparative analysis of the two (generally to find Smith' s 

shortcoming), though John notes his father' s occasional severity in dealing with mild 

error (18-19). Some accuse James Mill of "indoctrinating" his son in Ricardian-Smithian 

economics and inhibiting further development, but as George Stigler notes, these were 
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the leading economists of the day ("Scientific Biography" 62). Nonetheless, James Mill 

constructed John' s associations in political economy primarily from the works of Smith, 

Ricardo, Malthus, and James Mill. 

Of course, as the three great classical economists were to some degree utilitarians 

(Plamenatz 111 ), doctrines of classical economics were thoroughly intertwined with 

those ofBenthamite Utilitarianism (and thus with the foundations of John Stuart Mill). 14 

Among the most notable connections is the idea of a natural harmony of selfish interests. 

Henry Spiegel notes in The Growth of Economic Thought that Bentham often disagreed 

with both Smith and Ricardo on economic matters (341 ), but fundamentally Bentham 

believed that a population of self-interested members, individually seeking "pleasure" 

and avoiding "pain," would ultimately produce a benevolent and progressive society 

(Robson, "Improvement" 13-14). This idea is seen in the economic thoughts of Smith, 

Malthus, Ricardo, Hume, and Hutcheson (and for that matter, Plato's Republic, which 

recognizes the advantages of division oflabour), 15 and like Bentham, the great classical 

economists usually sought to understand and write about the natural processes of society 

for the practical purpose of advising governments (Plamenatz 111-12 ). However, unlike 

Smith's, Bentham' s vision of this ultimate state was not one to be achieved by just any 

society of self-interested men; rather, members of a Benthamite society must be 

educated to align their concepts of pleasure and pain to achieve the summum bonum 

(Spiegel 341 ). Thus while Smith envisioned a natural harmony of interests, Bentham 

envisioned what one might term an artificially natural harmony of interests, and each 

idea was impressed upon John Stuart Mill. 16 
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David Ricardo first met James Mill in 1808. Both were practical-minded men grown 

far from their religious faith, and the two walked together and corresponded frequently as 

close friends until Ricardo' s death in 1823. 17 Despite Bentham' s otherwise pervasive 

influence, James Mill was most faithful to Ricardo in matters of political economy. Thus 

it is the works of Ricardo more so than Smith which influenced John, as evidenced by 

some ofhis pre-crisis economics articles; in introducing Mill ' s economic essays in the 

Collected Works, Lord Robbins notes that three of the earliest are Ricardian 

"propaganda," one of them attacking Smith on rent and another (which Robbins writes is 

"excellent rough stuff' as a piece of debate) attacks Mal thus on a non-population issue 

(vii-viii). In many respects, it seems quite logical that Ricardo would have the greater 

influence on the Mills, for as George Stigler notes, "Economics is also an engine of 

analysis, and Ricardo, with his great powers of abstraction and synthesis, was a master

analyst" (Essays 196). He further notes the tendency of this "stern logician" to 

exaggerate conflicting interests between the landed and non-landed classes (183), an idea 

which must have found a sympathetic string in James Mill ' s distrust of aristocracy. 

Furthermore, Spiegel notes Ricardo's preference for the abstract (over the more 

empirical Smithian approach) and his strong desire to deal with issues of current 

economic policy (309), views which echo the elder Mill. Also, Samuel Hollander 

observes Ricardo' s belief that wage-rate increases will reduce the rate of return, in 

contrast to Smith' s belief that such increases are passed on in higher prices and lower 

rents ("Ricardianism" 68-69). 18 This Ricardian view of potential social stagnation may 

have especially appealed to the Benthamite's concern regarding the improperly 
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calibrated pleasure/pain networks of a society. Thus as one might expect, Mill's pre

crisis works reflect the tenets of Ricardian economics. 

According to Stigler, the first erected pillar of Ricardian economics was population 

theory, which is most widely associated with the works ofThomas Malthus (Essays 157). 

In his 1798 Essay on the Principle ofPopulation, Malthus argued that unchecked 

population increases in a geometric ratio while subsistence increases only in an 

arithmetic ratio, which clearly suggests some rather severely diminishing returns for any 

such population. The initial edition made only brief mention of preventative measures of 

population growth, but in response to commentaries on this point by William Godwin, 

the 1803 edition of the Essay discussed the idea of moral restraint (Stigler, Essays 164-

65). Though Malthus is clearly doubtful about the feasibility of such restraint, and 

though he dances with amusing awkwardness around less dignified terms, his work had a 

uniquely striking impact on young J. S. Mill. Ricardo considered some ofMalthus's 

1798 thoughts as they impacted wages-fund theory (Sraffa I ???), and James Mill 

discusses/assails Malthus in terms of an argument on limited capital (Elements 242-45), 

but John was more fundamentally inspired, especially after his 1823 hiring at the India 

House led him to walk through the park and see its residents daily. Packe's biography of 

Mill details an obscured 1823 event in which Mill probably spent a night in jail for 

distributing pamphlets on birth control and thus violating obscenity statutes. Fortunately, 

most of the blame fell to Francis Place, the author of the pamphlet, and John was able to 

keep his job. Still, John was unrepentant, reaffirming his belief in a late 1823 journal 

article that population must be restricted (Packe 56-59), 19 an idea impressed upon him 
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not only by Malthus, but also by the pre-Malthusian writings of Jeremy Bentham. 

One must not forget Mill ' s first economics instructor, James Mill . In the 

Autobiography, Mill recounts that he rewrote and rewrote his summations of his father's 

lectures, summations which served the elder Mill in compiling his 1821 Elements of 

Political Economy, an interesting treatise in many respects. John Mill clearly held the 

book in high esteem, as reflected in an 1822 letter to the Grotes, in which he mentions its 

value to an R. Doane as a preparative (CW XII 15). In its structure, the work reflects the 

influence of Socratic method, as the elder Mill pursues and attacks the positions of Smith 

or Mal thus as if those of Protagoras or Glaucon. His "proof' of population expansion is 

certainly intriguing, as he speaks of the female as though of another species, using for his 

calculations ten births(!) as a measure of fecundity and five(!) as an overly conservative 

average ( 46-50). The Elements contains a clear statement of Say's Law, which holds that 

"the demand and supply in the aggregate are always equal" (234), thus supply creates 

demand, assuming that commodities are desired and that sufficient barter exists (230). 

Such a law, which Stigler says that Mill may have developed independently of Say 

(Essays 312-13), allows Mill to eliminate the role ofthe market and of priorities of 

public desire, reducing them to a mere function of production quantities within a closed 

system. 20 Most notable is Mill ' s clear support of a labour theory of value, which defines 

a commodity's value in terms of the quantity of labour required for its production. 

Ricardo and Smith were somewhat murky on this point, but James Mill is adamant in his 

"brazen illogic" (Stigler, Essays 336). Mill pursues in Socratic fashion a few popular 

counterarguments to this theory, among them the changing values of the productive 
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machine and of wine. Of the increasing value of a barrel of wine which sits idly in a 

merchant's cellar, fellow Ricardo disciple J. R. McCulloch had argued that fermentation 

is a form oflabour (Packe 38), but James Mill imagined himself to carry the point by 

arguing that it was the equivalent of replacing a machine, the unaged wine, with its 

produce, the aged wine (Elements 104 ). Ricardo himself did not support either of these 

arguments. Stigler lists several other distinctions between Mill and Ricardo ("Scientific 

Biography" 63-64), but absolute adherence to the labour theory of value is the most 

critical of these. The degree to which pre-crisis John Stuart Mill adhered to the theory is 

unclear, but one need not wonder whether James made his opinions known to his son. 

In summation, the clearest impact on John is that of the stem logician Ricardo, 

followed by James Mill, Malthus, and Smith, all practical men, seeking to hold a mirror 

to society and government and to offer volumes of advice. Several enduring images 

remain of the pre-crisis economics of young Mill. The rudiments of classical economics 

were as aggregate to his cement foundations in utilitarianism, strengthening them into 

concrete by reinforcing the connection with the practical, presenting a realm to the 

utilitarian crusader as if a first battlefield to a young Alexander. Yet his economic 

perspective lacked the sweetness and light of Smith's naturally harmonic interests, for 

the clouds of Ricardian social stagnation and Malthusian overpopulation lurked in the 

distance, not to mention the potential discomfort of Bentham's "moral thermometer." 

The labour theory of value, out of fashion since 1871, which razes man to the level of 

machine, that theory so often associated with Das Kapital , was a troubling presence in 

young Mill's education (nor is James's dull talk of female fecundity especially uplifting 
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of the species). But the most enduring image is again one of young John' s construction 

by his father's hand, a radical new design passing its first field tests with flying shades of 

grey, entering the battle with unmitigated vigour and undiluted penstrokes for the 

Utilitarian!Ricardian cause. 

1.4 Perceptions of Role of Government; or, The Man who would be Philosopher

King 

Young Mill ' s entry into the intellectual battle raises certain questions. If Mill 

(spurred by zealous faith in his new "religion") was built to shape government, then what 

did he perceive to be the role of government? More specifically, what did he perceive 

his own role to be, and how was he to achieve this role? 

The last of these questions troubled Mill in the mid-l820s. Trevor Lloyd, in "John 

Stuart Mill and the East India Company," observes that Mill ' s regular hours at the India 

House prevented him from standing for Parliament. Mill ' s letters in the 1820s, according 

to Lloyd, reflect a desire to be elsewhere despite his ascent in the company (50-51 ). But 

though these hours kept him from the bar or the House of Commons, he only needed 

work six days per week from ten to four, and all sources agree that it was not an 

especially strenuous workday.2 1 Thus ample time remained for him, in the words of 

Alexander Brady, "to carry the torch of rationalism and utilitarianism into every sector of 

British life" via journalism, which he believed "was to modern Europe what political 

oratory had been to Athens and Rome" (CW XVIII x). This task was further facilitated 

by the 1824 founding of the radical Westminster Review. Among the topics Mill 

addressed in the first few years of the Review were freedom of speech and press, 
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elimination of monopolies, laissez-faire economic policy, population control, abolition of 

slavery in British colonies, parliamentary reform, legal reform (both civil and criminal), 

reform of com and game laws, and the redress oflrish grievances. 22 Anticipating Mill's 

future comment that Bentham was best as a negative philosopher (CW X 80), most of 

these articles attack policies which are either poorly designed or are designed to unduly 

benefit the aristocracy. Of course, these assaults on powerfuJ institutions are done with 

the eye always affixed upon the ultimate goal of achieving a greater harmony of interests. 

The Benthamites recognized that the reform of a society's aim is no small matter, and 

that it is first necessary to disseminate information and build a stronger support base. 

Thus James led the formation of a Radical Party as early as 1824, John formed his 

Utilitarian Society in 1822, and all radicals fought for a free press by which to build their 

foundation. They believed that reason would convince men to support the radicals, if 

only reason could be made available to them through an unobstructed press. 

This groundwork must be established in order that government may assume its role of 

facilitating the summum bonum, the greatest happiness for the greatest number, a goal 

which James Mill's Essay on Government declares is better achieved through a truly 

representative government than through monarchic, aristocratic, or democratic structures 

(Robson, Improvement 16-17). James Mill argues for many checks on governmental 

power and a broadening of the electorate, echoing Bentham's statement in his 

Constitutional Code that 

The right and proper end of government in every political community, is the 
greatest happiness of all the individuals of which it is composed . . . The actual 
end of government is, in every political community, the greatest happiness of 
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those, whether one or many, by whom the powers of government are exercised. 
( qtd. in Robson, Improvement 17) 

Bentham and Mill, assuming self-interest as elemental to human nature, believed 

(accurately) that aristocrats of state and church controlled the Parliament and abused 

power, that Whigs and Tories were equally mis-motivated by the quest for spoils, and 

that "securities" must be in place before utility is even possible. All that would then be 

required is proper education such that individuals will develop those pleasure/pain 

associations which will align their actions (and the consequences of those actions) with 

the goals of social progress. 

Certainly this last sentence deserves more than an afterthought, for it is subject to a 

broad range of interpretation and/or application. James Mill's Essay on Government, 

according to Robson, suggests that such education simply reminds people of their own 

interests, knowledge already possessed by the enlightened middle class, which is an idea 

supported in Bentham' s Deontology (Willey 136). Furthermore, James Mill adds that 

even if people can not act in "their own interests," their poor decisions are still preferable 

to those of an interested few (Improvement 17), an argument which may suggest his 

willingness to accept a far-from-perfect utility. Yet such reservations are matters of 

feasibility or, in this last example, a means of winning a debate, as the essential goal was 

to educate the people as to their own interests by associating positive acts with pleasure 

and antisocial acts with pain (Improvement 14-17). Bentham' s vision of such a society 

in the Deontology is, in Basil Willey's words, "irradiated by a sort of gospel-brightness, a 

sense of truth at last discovered" (137). 
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By his own account, John Stuart Mill shared this sentiment. His pre-crisis faith in 

reason and utility was clearly impressed upon page after page of the Westminster 

Review. But the depth of Mill ' s conviction is best understood by considering two images 

deeply impressed upon him, images which cast his concept of government long before 

the Deontology or his father' s Elements. One image is of the Panopticon, Bentham' s 

concept of an ideal prison. The design features a central guard tower surrounded by a 

circular structure containing some large number of cells, built such that the prisoners can 

not see into the guard tower but the guards can see into each cell. Order is maintained 

because the prisoner has no way of knowing when he may be under observation, thus he 

risks punishment ("pain") for any wrongdoing. Thus once prisoners understand the 

nature of the system, their associations of pleasure/pain become such that each prisoner's 

pursuit of pleasure/avoidance of pain is aligned with the collective goal , in this case 

order. Once the prisoners are so educated, the guards may be very few in number and, 

like government, need only avoid the abuse of power. As Michel Foucault observes in 

Discipline and Punisl!, the Panopticon "is an important mechanism, for it automatizes 

and disindividualizes power," such that it "produces homogenous effects of power" 

(202); thus, the architecture of the machinery eliminates inequities in how the rules are 

applied to each individual, which was of great concern to Bentham. Also, Foucault 

observes that the Panopticon is a machine which isolates each prisoner, such that there is 

no danger of physical or ethical contagion (200-01).23 Certainly John knew the image 

well , if only because, as Packe reports, Bentham had drawn its floorplan in white tape 

through his flowerbeds (50). 
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The second such image is that of Plato's ideal society in the Republic. Mill's 

"passionate Graecophilia" (Sparshott :xii) is well known, as is his great admiration of 

Plato. In the Early Draft of his Autobiography, he went so far as to refer to himself as "a 

pupil of Plato, and cast in the mould of his dialectics" (48), and much praise ofPlato 

remains in the final version (14-15). As he would write some decades later, Plato's 

Republic identifies Justice as synonymous with the supremacy ofReason (CW XJ 418), 

an idea which undoubtedly appealed to the pre-crisis Mill. Beyond specific parallels, it 

is the concept of constructing a society via directed education, designed by a 

philosopher-king to insure a harmony amongst the divisions oflabour, which is most 

significant. The Republic establishes an intellectual precedent for this approach, as does 

the Panopticon. Though each may require some use of sanctions (be it forcing poets out 

or forcing prisoners in), each is a model of how a population can be constructed such that 

each member functions as a cog by his own constructed will, such that the whole 

machine efficiently approaches its goals as each cog simply acts in its natural way, 

spinning willingly in accord with the larger machine. As he approached the age of 

twenty, built with great effort to be a builder of society, perhaps even philosopher-king, 

John Stuart Mill worked with a fervour bordering on zeal to clear away the tangled brush 

of aristocracy so as to construct the foundations for philosophical radicalism, utilitarian 

reforms, and ultimately for the new machinery of society. 

1.5 The Industrial Revolution; or, The Age of Iron 

Given their desire to reform the English government, the Utilitarians naturally gave 

much thought to that society which was to be governed. Thus John was thoroughly 
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programmed with a certain understanding of both the economic processes and the 

general spirit of a society, an understanding which ultimately contributed to his 

mechanical concept of the world. 

England in the early nineteenth century was a completely different land from that 

known to Tacitus, Holinshed, or even Milton. In addition to the vast body of philosophy 

since Locke which Mill had received, he further inherited from the eighteenth century the 

ever-broadening effects of the Industrial Revolution. Throughout the century, one 

development after another expanded the role of the machine further into everyday life. 

Darby's use of coke greatly improved iron quality and production in 1709. Kay' s 1733 

flying shuttle allowed a lone weaver to do the work of many (Asimov 181, 190). James 

Sambrook notes that James Watt's 1769 steam engine meant that "the Industrial 

Revolution, with all its effects upon intellectual and social life, was greatly accelerated" 

(18), and Isaac Asimov adds that Watt's 1781 engine was the crucial first prime mover, a 

machine capable of powering all sorts of machinery without reliance upon wind or oxen 

(227-28). Equally significant, as early as 1769, factories developed by Arkwright (and 

later by others) incorporated machinery which no longer required the skilled labour of 

the past, thus with mechanization factory owners could greatly increase their production 

and use cheap unskilled labour (Asimov 214-15). Such developments were of course not 

confined to the eighteenth century. In his book Mechanization Takes Command, 

Siegfried Giedion observes that the assembly line had become highly integrated with the 

agricultural industry by the early nineteenth century, going further and further beyond 

simple lifting and mining with each passing year (85-89). Furthermore, according to 
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Giedion, during the early decades of the century, interchangeable parts pressed by 

hydraulic presses were being used to construct more and more complicated machines 

(46-50), while somewhere in London, the mind and self of John Stuart Mill were under 

construction via associationist epistemology (Loesberg 66-67). The end of Mill ' s early 

education in 1820 oddly coincides with at least one estimate of the point at which the 

industrial had essentially replaced the agrarian as the fundamental engine of the British 

economy (Bronowski 309). 

One may argue that if Mill perceived society in terms of the machine, it is perhaps 

because the machine had so thoroughly infiltrated English' s society' s perception of itself. 

Bruce Mazlish writes in his study of the two Mills that the Industrial Revolution not only 

altered traditional means of sustenance (from the agrarian), but created entirely new 

occupations, facilitated social mobility, and significantly altered relations even on the 

microcosmic ]eve] of intrafami1y relationships, especia11y those of fathers and sons (I 8-

20)?4 The fictional Coketown ofDickens' s Hard Times is one dark manifestation of this 

consciousness, as relations within the Gradgrind and Bounderby families are shaped by 

the industrial society. 

Indeed, Spiegel writes that Ricardo' s economic approach, far more so than that of 

Smith, was especially concerned with "the shift in Britain' s economic from agriculture 

to industry, a transformation more noticeable at Ricardo' s than at Smith' s time, one that 

shook British society to its foundations" (312). Among other economic manifestations, 

Ricardo' s separated discussion of production and distribution is one illustration ofthis 

new perspective, as pressed machine parts are obviously much less perishable than 
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tomatoes. The labour theory of value espoused in James Mill ' s Elements also better fits 

the factory than the lone craftsman, as the craftsman' s production is highly variable due 

to individual differences (of skill , speed, materials, facilities, etc.), while the machinery 

ofthe assembly line determines both quantity and quality of its production, regardless of 

all but presence or absence of its workers. 

Clearly it was a much different society, and both intellectuals and workers were aware 

ofthis difference (Sambrook 102-103). But beyond the integration of machinery into 

British society, another effect of industrialization was one of distancing, a sense of a 

break from the past. Young Mill's unique familiarity with both past and present societies 

(because of his extraordinary classical reading and modern studies) may have further 

expanded his sense of the break. Further expanding this sense of a break was that most 

spectacular of recent social events, the 1789 French Revolution. Marion Filipiuk, in the 

article "John Stuart Mill and France," reports that though Mill was essentially unaware of 

the Revolution during his 1820 visit to France, he immersed himself in readings on the 

topic during the 1820s, including a nineteen-volume history of the revolution and most of 

the sixty-eight-volume Memoires de la revolution (86). These factors, coupled with the 

newness of radical attacks on traditional powers (Autobiography 54-60), created a strong 

sense of a break with the past, which would have dire consequences for Mill within a few 

years by contributing to the crisis. 

John Stuart Mill was both concerned about and knowledgeable of the state of British 

society. By his day, the machine had become the foundation of the British economy, and 

as Bronowski and Mazlish report, the machine had infiltrated the social consciousness. 
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Additionally, as the felicific calculus ofBenthamite Utilitarianism and the labour theory 

of value of Ricardian economics suggest, Mill was designed to deal with society as 

though dealing with a machine. It is thus a matter of sound speculation that Mill viewed 

contemporary British society as something distinct from the agrarian societies of days 

past, as a great machine to be directed toward progress. 

1.6 Isolation; or, Above the Labyrinth 

In studying another man's view ofBritish society through his own early recollections, 

one might consider how he viewed the ornate dress of fine ladies, or the drunken men 

stumbling from pubs, or the working-class fathers of his playmates. But a strange work 

is Mill ' s Autobiography, a work of many curiosities. Among the foremost of these in the 

early chapters is the odd lack of other people. The father is discussed at great length, but 

brothers and sisters receive only passing mention, and Mill ' s mother is completely 

missing from the final draft. The effect is an odd one, as Wayne Shumaker notes in his 

study of English Autobiography: "The two philosophers stand almost alone, in their 

nebulous bodies, against the background of the home" (145). 

One may wonder if such isolation in early education was simply Mill ' s omission of 

childhood friends in an intellectual autobiography, but Mill eliminates such speculation 

in the first chapter. James Mill took great care to insure that John' s network ofHartleyan 

associations was properly established, and as the Autobiography records, any great 

amount of contact with other boys could have done irreparable damage to his 

construction. John continues, "He was earnestly bent upon my escaping not only the 

ordinary corrupting influence which boys exercise over boys, but the contagion of vulgar 
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modes of thought and feeling" (22).25 He had no holidays, " lest the habit of work should 

be broken, and a taste for idleness acquired," but he did have "ample" leisure time, most 

of which was spent in a "solitary" or "bookish" manner for lack of boy companions (23). 

Excepting his father, his only regular contacts were with men like Ricardo, Place, and 

Bentham. So remarkable was his isolation that despite the vast reading lists which so 

startle the modem (or Victorian) reader, Mill was completely unaware ofthe uniqueness 

of his upbringing until the night before his 1820 trip to France, when James informed 

him of "the very unusual advantage ... ofhaving a father who was able to teach me," 

emphasizing that this alone was the reason for the difference (22). 

The effects of this isolation were at least threefold. One effect was a profound 

personal attachment to the father above all others. His only potential playmates, his 

siblings, were distanced by the teacher/student relationship. Ofhis mother, Mill wrote in 

the Early Draft of his tendency to speak too freely to others on adultlike matters, "My 

mother did tax me with it, but for her remonstrances I never had the slightest regard" 

(56). 26 A second consequence of isolation was an intellectual attachment as powerful as 

the personal. Though the first several chapters of the Autobiography address James' s 

attempts to make John capable of his own extrapolations, still there are repeated 

indications of the virtual tyranny of James' s conclusions. Of the revelation of his 

uniqueness, for instance, John writes that it was "a piece of information, to which, as to 

all other things which my father told me, I gave implicit credence" (22). Isolation 

strengthened the already strong personal and intellectual connections, and it certainly 

added to John' s sense ofbeing constructed by his father. But the third effect is that 
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which receives the most passionate attention in the Early Draft (178-82), Mill ' s resulting 

lack of social skills with those of his own age. He notes "great inaptness" in such 

ordinary things as putting on clothes, tying a knot, or any type of sporting activity, and he 

recounts in caustic tone his father's remonstrances on these matters that John would 

"grow up a mere oddity, looked down upon by everybody" because of his "acting like a 

person devoid of common sense" (178-80).27 

These deficiencies in general dexterity impacted Mill's social (in)abilities, such that 

his physical and social isolation in early education produced a sort of isolation for years 

or even decades more. From 1820 to 1826, Mill would finally meet other people, yet 

even these acquaintances seem more intellectual colleagues than close friends. Packe 

writes that at the India House, Mill (there under his father' s supervision) had leisure time 

to "interview his friends," yet such interviews seem in context aimed toward intellectual 

connections or advancement (55). 28 In his Utilitarian pursuits, he was formidable in 

debate but personally somewhat distant, viewed by many (as he later found out) as a 

"'made' or manufactured man, having had a certain impress of opinion stamped upon me 

which I could only reproduce" (Autobiography 93). His first close friendships, with John 

Roebuck and George Graham in 1824, were centered around a mutual enthusiasm for the 

utilitarian view ofthe world, though James Mill found the two below the standards of 

appropriate acquaintances of John and told them as much (Packe 66-68). In essence, it 

soon becomes difficult to define Mill ' s connections as "personal" or "impersonal" 

because of the thorough intertwining of James' s thought with John' s "personality," but 

clearly the "emotional" side of John, if not altogether dormant, remained isolated. 
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In the accounts of Mill ' s many exploits of writing article after article or founding 

debating society after debating society, one observes a lack of taverns, or miners, or non

Utilitarian tailors. Of course, if James was so disheartened (or threatened) by young 

intellectuals like Roebuck and Graham, certainly the baser elements of society were to 

him an immense threat to John' s network of associations, vulgar elements from which 

John was strenuously kept separate.29 The rare exception to such isolation was John ' s 

1820 trip to France. As John writes in the Autobiography, one great effect of the trip was 

that of "having breathed for a whole year the free and genial atmosphere of Continental 

life" (37). As Packe eloquently writes, "Within the graphs ofPolitical Economy he saw 

swarthy sweaty folk, laughing and loving, suffering and dying, all to a tune of music 

unwritable and unknown" (46). Yet there is no evidence (and much to the contrary-- see 

1. 1 above) that Mill ever again felt this sense of perspective before the crisis. Certainly 

his primary influences did not feel such a perspective necessary, for as Spiegel notes, 

James Mill "had never come closer to India than Ricardo had to a factory" (344). 

Second, from this trip John developed a greater sense of connection with French than 

with British society and culture (Autobiography 37), thus further isolating him within his 

own land. 

The effects of John' s isolation were profound, in terms of preserving and even 

strengthening his mechanical vision. With the exception of his stay in France, his view 

of the people was exclusively a distant view, the perspective of one looking down from 

afar upon the labyrinthine machinery of society, incapable of seeing joy or desire or 

disease or death except in terms of motions or actions, himself programmed with the 
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utilitarianism of Bentham and the political economy of Ricardo and James Mill to 

conceive of and tinker with the machinery of society as would some distant clockmaker. 

Of non-intellectual joy, desire, disease, or death he saw little or nothing because of this 

same isolation, and those outbursts of emotion which he did witness were classified as 

merely irrational because of the vast influence of his builder. Thus like a scientist short 

of data, the isolated Mill had to extrapolate on man and society based on that information 

available to him, resulting in a view of social dynamics comprised merely of colourless 

graphs and felicific calculus and subtractions from the wages-fund, and in a view that the 

child is father to the man merely in the sense of being an early stage of construction. 

1.7 Perceptions of Man; or, The Clockwork Orange Grove 

In redesigning a great machine, one must deal with the fundamental question of the 

workings of its parts. Does the misdesign ofthe parts cause the misdesign ofthe 

machine, and can this be affected? Regarding the nature of modem man, one concept 

from young Mill ' s classical reading is worthy of note. Hesiod, Ovid, and many others 

wrote of the Four Ages ofMan, an idea with which Mill must have been familiar.30 

Hesiod wrote in the Theogony of five generations of mortals, the first three associated 

with Gold, Silver, and Bronze, each falling further from Arcadian peace to Arean 

brutality. After a Race of Heroes, which included combatants in the Trojan War, the 

fifth generation assumed the Earth (Rosenberg 13-15). This Iron Race is characterized 

by great heights oftechnology but great lows of justice and virtue, such that the modem 

age is an age ofviolence and greed, an age of nearly complete erosion from the glorious 

past. Given the Radical emphasis on eroded justice, the sharp distaste for violence in 
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both Mills, and even the omnipresence of Iron, one may stably speculate that John Stuart 

Mill viewed his industrial age as an Age ofiron, or as a sort of fallen age. The means by 

which to restore man' s state, in addition to eliminating the aristocratic stranglehold on 

power, was to Bentham and the Mills the improvement of society's parts. Thus their 

view of man's nature is a point of great significance. 

James Mill began his Analysis of the Human Mind in 1822, eventually publishing the 

two-volume work in 1829. Piled upon John's other tasks in the 1820s was the 

responsibility of editing this work, so he received additional education in his father's 

psychological beliefs (with which he was already quite familiar). The work is the 

clearest statement of James' s belief in the tabula rasa and Hartleyan associationist 

psychology (Mazlish 218-19). He describes the mind as a mimetic organ (whether it 

wishes to be so or not), such that external impressions are the origin of all that is in the 

otherwise empty pitcher of the mind. If ideas are included, then certain ideas must be 

associated with certain sensations. Since the seeking of pleasure and avoidance of pain 

are the determinants of one's actions, then the skilled educator can align a student's ideas 

with pleasant or painful sensations to achieve a desired effect, presumably the creation of 

a good rational citizen. Obviously, a man struck on the foot by a hammer can not be told 

to feel pleasure and not pain, but moral and rational behaviour can be developed by 

association, according to the theory. John Robson, in his article "Rational Animals and 

Others," nicely sums up the strategy of James Mill : 

Locate and label the eternal and immutable springs of human action, and trigger 
those that will release beneficent action. Do not worry excessively over 
benevolence; well enough the results if malevolence is discouraged and remains 
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dormant. The impetus for improvement is external and observable. And . . . all 
rational beings -- that is, all human beings-- can understand and apply [this 
system]. ( 14 5) 

Bentham shared the belief in associationist psychology and the human pursuit of self-

interest, though again his optimism seems somewhat greater. While James Mill seems to 

envision a pathological human nature, vulnerable to the contamination ofthe Iron Age, 

Bentham was more heavily influenced by Helvetius, who believed in the perfectibility of 

mankind (Bowle 55). In terms of Robson's assessment above, Bentham did worry about 

benevolence. Still, he too believed in the tabula rasa and in the construction of a man by 

external forces. 

By all indications, John Stuart Mill eagerly accepted these ideas and worked 

vigourously on their behalf. He accepted that a human being is a rational being, capable 

of making proper decisions if properly educated. He further accepted that the minds of 

men were indistinguishable from one another except by virtue of the different history of 

external sensations which had been impressed upon them. Irrational emotion was merely 

a product of the misassociations of rational beings, and as an isolated young man he had 

seen little to the contrary. 31 Regardless of its future effects, one must recall that before 

the crisis, this view of man and society was a source of great hope to Mill, for it was a 

means by which the Graecophile could restore the people of the Iron Race to some 

degree of the glory and harmony of the Golden Age. 

1.8 Perspectives on Poetry; or, Pushpin=Pushkin? 

Mill's pre-crisis view of poetry, as Robson observes, largely reflects the view of 

James Mill ("Theory ofPoetry" 253) and that of Bentham. In the Autobiography, Mill 
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recounts that his father commanded him to compose verse, which may seem out of 

character. Yet the elder' s reasons were strictly utilitarian: some things may be more 

effectively expressed in verse, and people often attach more value to something written 

in verse ( 10-11 ). Mill read many works of literature, yet much of his lighter reading was 

selected for its portrait of courageous men (5), and his Shakespeare was provided 

"chiefly for the sake of the historical plays" ( 11 ). As Robson writes, James Mill (and 

young John) conceived of poetry in a utilitarian context, as something "peculiarly useful 

in bringing closer the greatest happiness for the greatest number" ("Theory of Poetry" 

253). James Mill' s 1829 Analysis of the Human Mind reaffirms the theory of 

associations and attacks the belief in poetry' s representation of inherent feelings or 

emotions, arguing that a pleasant melody, for instance, is pleasant because of association 

and not because of any inherent quality in man or melody (Sharpless 19). Thus poetry 

could not gain a priori validation for its reflection of inherent traits, at least not in the 

eyes of James Mill. 

Bentham shared these views of epistemology and poetry, though perhaps with less 

severity. In reference to ghosts or ghost stories, for instance, Packe writes, "Bentham 

stoutly professed a disbelief in ghosts, on the grounds that he could not believe in ghostly 

clothes, and yet had never heard of anyone who saw a naked one. The Mills of course 

had no time for such things" (27). Of course, Bentham was concerned about possible 

misassociations built by falsehoods, a concern rooted in Plato' s ' poet as liar' in Ion or the 

Republic. As M. H. Abrams writes, Bentham believed that "poetic pleasure is grounded 

on falsehoods in narration, description, atlusion, and moral judgment-- all with the end 
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of inciting the emotion against the reason" (30 1 ). Despite the accuracy of this 

assessment, his worries seem less severe than those of James Mill. 

Bentham' s mild silliness may also be responsible for his two most famous comments 

on poetry. One comment, "Prose is where all the lines but the last go on to the margin-

poetry is where some of them fall short of it" ( qtd in Sharpless 16-17), lightheartedly 

suggests that poetry and prose differ only in form, while the other comment, "Quantum 

of pleasure being equal, pushpin is as good as poetry" ( qtd in Viner 327) equates poetry 

to a child' s game. That which most offends literary critics is Bentham' s elective 

ignorance of any strictly a priori hypervaluing of the celestial or the sublime. Yet Leslie 

Stephen' s claim that Bentham "cared nothing for poetry" (I 231 ) is not accurate, for 

Bentham' s words must be understood in the context of utility. Sharpless notes that 

Bentham considers the utility of the "amusing arts" to be inherent and "incontestable" 

(17). Furthermore, one must remember the eminently practical eye of Bentham, for 

although the sublime is made subject to (or a subset of) the practical, poetry is still quite 

capable of having value. The quantity of pleasure/pain is the great measuring stick, 

regardless of the precise form of the source, thus poetry can in effect be better than 

pushpin or prose if one accrues a greater quantity of pleasure from it (thus his qualifier, 

"Quantum of pleasure being equal"). Such a view lacks the caustic severity of 

Gradgrind, but it does help reduce the emotional or poetic facet of the human character 

to a series of quantities which shall ultimately influence a binary decision. This highly 

mechanical view of poetry, far removed from any spontaneous overflows of emotion, 

was integrated into the foundations of the young Mill, who before the crisis mirrored his 
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future assessment of Bentham: "His was essentially a practical mind" (CW X 81). 

1.9 Perceptions of Self; or, The Machine in the Mirror 

Consciousness of his own nature was among the most enduring qualities of John 

Stuart Mill. This is most evident in his later days, via the Autobiography, which as Alan 

Ryan observes is so intensely self-analytical that it "turns his emotions into pieces of 

evidence for a social theory" ("Sense" 123). Yet from at least 1821-2 (and perhaps 

earlier), when Mill records that he read Bentham and Hartley, he was conscious of the 

nature of his mind and of his purpose (Autobiography 41-44). Regarding the 

approaching crisis, no question exceeds in importance that ofMill ' s perceptions of his 

own nature and purpose. 

First and foremost of these perceptions was Mill's sense of having been constructed, 

as a "mechanical man." As the editor of James' s Analysis, John was obviously aware of 

the epistemological theories of Locke and Hartley, which he confums in the 

Autobiography (43-44, 65-66), and he was clearly aware that his father had applied these 

theories to John's education. Were there any doubt, James clarified this by telling John 

that and difference between John and other boys was completely the result of James' s 

efforts (Autobiography 21-22). John's awareness of his construction is further 

reaffirmed in the Autobiography by his continued insistence that his natural gifts of 

perception (though no one believes this) were "rather below than above par" (20) and by 

his admission that the exaggerated caricature of a Benthamite reasoning machine "was 

for two or three years of my life not altogether untrue of me" (66). 

Dickens's Thomas Gradgrind, whom some would consider such a Utilitarian 
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caricature, is a man who crams his students with Facts. In contrast, Mill insists that his 

was "not an education of cram" (20); rather, he was instructed in understanding 

principles and in methodology of analysis. Ironically, this latter approach contributed 

more to the mechanical consciousness of Mill than the Gradgrind approach ever could 

have, for Mill was programmed not merely with a broad database of Facts, but also with 

complicated systems oflogic by which to process the material. Among these reasoning 

mechanisms were, of course, the values and implications ofHartleyan epistemology, 

Benthamite Utilitarianism, and Ricardian economics, each itself assuming a mechanized 

concept of man and society.32 Most importantly, because of the denial of a priori 

knowledge and the devotion to Locke/Hartley epistemology, Mill perceived himself as 

defined entirely by his experience, and because of James' s careful design and 

construction of that experience, John was thus defined entirely by his construction. He 

was defined not by English culture, not by historical values, not by childhood friends, 

and certainly not by poetic sensibilities, but by the foundation of utilitarianism, by a 

mechanized view of an industrial society, and by the reasoning mechanisms of his mind, 

all of which were founded upon the careful construction of associations in early 

education, associations which controlled his actions by a binary attraction/repulsion 

system. Such a perspective of mind or self may seem odd to the twentieth-century 

reader, but it was quite real to the pre-crisis Mill. 

Also integral to his self-perception was his role as the heir of utilitarianism, or as 

James Mill wrote to Jeremy Bentham in 1812, as "a successor worthy ofboth of us" (qtd. 

in Bain 120). As in the case above, one must remember that young Mill was not merely 
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crammed with information and trained to parrot it in Bitzer-like fashion (Gradgrind' s 

student). Instead, he was taught to understand and construct these principles himself, 

based on the same theoretical foundations as his elders and reaching (or led to reach) the 

same conclusions. He was thoroughly trained in debate and elocution by James, such 

that he could construct and not merely parrot arguments. Ironically, this instruction in 

techniques of a crusader for reform again added to the all-permeating machine metaphor 

in the mind of Mill. In part, this was because Mill was not merely to echo 

interchangeable Facts, but was to take all available material (fact or fiction) and process 

it via central principles and complicated algorithms built in by his elders. And in part, 

this course in constructing arguments added to the machine metaphor because John 

Stuart Mill was so good at it, especially the aspect of debate. As Packe records, John' s 

debating skills were so formidable that in a typical 1825 debate, Mill defeated the able 

Tory lawyer Abraham Hayward "as a ploughshare goes over a mouse" (72). Accounts of 

Mill ' s acumen in debate surprise none who have read his pre-crisis articles. Whatever 

one may think of James Mill, his argumentative skill in the Elements nearly convinces 

the reader of some rather tenuous propositions (like his justification of the labour theory 

regarding the value of wine), and this proclivity was inherited in full by John. It is most 

evident in such economic articles as his 1825 "The Quarterly Review on Political 

Economy" (CW IV 23-43), in which John feigns not to know that a certain review had 

been penned by Malthus (though the authorship was widely known), then uses the works 

ofMalthus to expose logic flaws in the review, calmly attacking with the force of the 

most withering Philippic. Thus at twenty, Mill was already a powerful reasoning 
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machine; yet what most contributed to a mechanical consciousness was not weakness, 

but rather the fact that he was so powerful a machine, one ever-strengthening and 

perhaps capable of eventually constructing the social Panopticon or serving as 

philosopher-king. 

But most important in Mill's self-perception was his relation to the social model, 

beyond the roles of reformer or philosopher-king. In essence, John Stuart Mill was a 

prototype. By his education, Mill was the prototype of what a man could be. He was 

capable of reasoning, and his decisions were based on reason. His reasoning was 

theoretically unobstructed by irrationality, by foolish prejudices, or by emotions positive 

or negative. Because of the proper construction of his network of associations, he 

willingly acted in terms of the consequences of his actions and their accordance with the 

best interests of society. He was thoroughly educated in social matters such that he could 

attempt to determine these social interests, rather than form faulty and prejudicial 

opinions based on a couple offleeting impressions.33 Mill was a prototype of what a man 

could be if properly constructed. 

It was a complicated, extensive, and thoroughly interconnected system of knowledge 

and algorithms which comprised the mind of John Stuart Mill. Each carefully moulded 

part, from utilitarianism to economics to epistemology, was interconnected with (and 

perhaps inextricable from) the other parts, as the founding principles of his knowledge in 

each field were moulded in part by the other fields, and as we have observed, the 

mechanical vision was highly integrated into each field. His utilitarianism, his 

economics, his view of man, of society, of mind, of himself, each interconnected field 
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had integrated into its foundation this mechanical vision, the mechanical assessment and 

evaluation in which he had been programmed. The machine image was perhaps nowhere 

as prominent as in the metaphorical mirror of self-contemplation. Yet one critical 

element bolstered this interconnected foundation, one crucial element of validation 

which is so easily obscured in hindsight John Stuart Mill was happy. He acted based on 

reason, his actions were in accord with the good of society, and he was so happy as to 

border on enthusiasm. He believed that society could be improved, that men everywhere 

could act based on reason, and that men everywhere could be happier. If there was any 

doubt, he stood as a personal example of man's capability to be reasonable, as he 

believed his education to be his sole distinction and sole definition. It was not fear of 

reproach that led him to write for the Westminster Review or form a Utilitarian Society, 

but a happiness and a hopefulness which at times bordered on intoxication. Thus the 

sight of a mechanical man in the metaphorical mirror was not so unwelcome a sight, for 

not only was the pre-crisis Mill conscious of having been constructed, but it was actually 

central to his happiness, for it represented the possibility ofthe reform of society and the 

improvement of mankind. 

1.10 Overwork; or, Overwork 

No catchy subtitle or partially mixed metaphor can properly describe the enormous 

workload of John Stuart Mill in the months leading up to his mental crisis. Among the 

most significant of John's many personal and intellectual inheritances from his father 

was a habit of seizing a tremendous workload, as well as a capacity for handling such a 

workload. John's hours at the India House were still only ten to four, six days a week, 
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and this work by itself was not strenuous. However, he was still hard at work in forming 

debating societies. After his Utilitarian Society collapsed in 1824, there were the 

meetings in George Grote' s home, twice a week for the ninety minutes before work, in 

which the group would dissect various texts at length. 34 Meanwhile, in 1825 he helped 

found a great debating society, featuring many prominent names from Oxford and 

Cambridge, a task which required not only great logistical effort, in seeking out worthy 

speakers or prospective members, but also great intellectual preparation, as Mill became 

one of the primary (and dominant) speakers after the first meeting (Packe 68-72). 

Meanwhile, he was hard at work in compiling article after lengthy article, especially now 

that the Westminster Review made available a better (though still imperfect) forum for 

radical beliefs. Meanwhile, he continued to read an astonishing mass of new texts, on 

topics ranging from logic to psychology to the French Revolution, while he continued to 

edit his father' s Analysis. Meanwhile, he still bore the task of educating some of his 

younger siblings. Amidst all of these "meanwhiles" was the task of editing Bentham's 

Rationale of Judicial Evidence, a task which Mill modestly writes in the Autobiography 

"occupied nearly all my leisure for about a year" (69). 35 This task alone required 

astonishing labour, such that several previous editors (including Place) had failed quickly 

and miserably. Leslie Stephen writes that it is impossible not to connect this task with 

Mill ' s 1826 crisis (III 19), and this conclusion is based on an erroneous calculation of 

450,000 words, as Stephen' s own numbers indicate a true length of900,000 words.36 

Certainly there is nothing like constant work to make one feel like a machine, or in 

this particular case, to add to one' s resemblance to a machine. Mill was a young man of 
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great intellectual means, a formidably constructed machine by all accounts, but in the 

year approaching this crisis in his mental history, as Robson comments, "A close look at 

his labours in these years is enough of itself to bring on a state of depression in the 

viewer" (Improvement 22). He was so deeply immersed in his work for Utilitarianism, 

Ricardian economics, and radicalism, that one effect of such labour was the 

intensification ofthese principles in his mind, a further entrenchment of principles 

already deeply entrenched. But John himself writes in the Autobiography that he was 

never so energetic as was his father (23), and by the autumn of 1826 he began to tire. 

Thus although the great labour of the pre-crisis years reinforced his intellectual 

foundations, the resultant (and growing) fatigue gradually weakened the ground and 

made vulnerable his foundations. 
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Part ll -- Destruction 

2.1 The Irrepressible "No!"; or, The Monkey Wrench 

"For some years after this time I wrote very little, and nothing regularly, for 

publication" (80), begins the fifth chapter of the Autobiography with a subtle 

foreshadowing that borders on trepidation. Through its first four chapters, the narrative 

arguably justifies an embittered Carlyle's review as "wholly the life of a logic-chopping 

engine, little more of human in it than if it had been done by a thing of mechanized iron" 

( qtd. in Neff 52). Indeed, even the fifth chapter lacks the wild visions, ethereal demons, 

and peculiarly German capitalizations of Sartor Resartus. Yet as Alan Ryan rightfully 

observes, despite Mill ' s discussions of his emotions as "pieces of evidence for a social 

theory," the work is "a Bildungsroman as moving as anything in the genre, and the 

determinedly public manner in which it is written excites one ' s curiosity in a way a more 

blatant text would not" ("Sense" 123-24). The episode, otherwise undiscussed in Mill ' s 

catalogue of works, is recounted with painful honesty as he describes the crucial period 

oftransformation in his mental history. 

Mill writes that his happiness was identified with his role as reformer since first 

reading Bentham, and he had been happy for several years in this regard. But by autumn 

of 1826, he was "in a dull state of nerves" (80). In the Early Draft he adds that "physical 

causes (connected perhaps merely with the time of year)" may have caused this dulled 
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state ( ll7n ). He continues in the Autobiography: 

In this frame of mind it occurred to me to put the question directly to myself: 
"Suppose that all your objects in life were realized; that all the changes in 
institutions and opinions which you are looking forward to, could be completely 
effected at this very instant: would this be a great joy and happiness to you?" And 
an irrepressible self-consciousness distinctly answered, "No!" At this my heart 
sank within me: the whole foundation on which my life was constructed fell down. 
All my happiness was to have been found in the continual pursuit of this end. The 
end had ceased to charm, and how could there ever again be any interest in the 
means? I seemed to have nothing left to live for. ( 81) 

He compares his state to Coleridge's "Ode to Dejection," as the "grief without a pang" 

eludes all efforts at relief. His favourite books could not ease the dull and cloudlike 

grief, nor could his former aspirations of public or private excellence, nor could the 

sympathetic ear of close friends, of whom there were none. Unable to speak to his 

father, Mill remained silent (80-82). 1 

Of course, it is this silence, coupled with the strange nature of the event, which has 

led so many scholars to such a variety of opinion as to its cause. Leslie Stephen contends 

that Mill avoids attributing the crisis to "the obvious physical cause" to avoid admitting 

the hazards of excessive work (III 22), an opinion shared to some degree by Alexander 

Bain. Others (most of them fortunately forgotten) approach the subject with a religious 

agenda, such as an 1874 review by Mrs. S. E. Henshaw, an American lady who called the 

crisis "the last protest of his defrauded moral being," for "What it dumbly sought was 

God" ( qtd in Packe 79-80). Bertrand Russell said in a famous speech on Mill, 

"Intellectually, he was unfortunate in the date of his birth" (2), and that the resulting 

weakness in the metaphorical ground could not support Mill's constructed skyscrapers of 

thought, thus amplifying the crisis. Many attribute greatest significance to the problems 
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with Benthamite Utilitarianism, to isolation, to adolescence, to the psychological strain 

of his education, etcetera. In "J. S. Mill and India," Lynn Zastoupil discusses 

connections between Mill ' s views on India (and shifting position within the company) 

and his shift away from Benthamism after 1826. Others, including Karl Britton, look 

upon the crisis in part as a clash between the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (18-23). 

Still others look to the parallels between Mill ' s crisis and the French Revolution (Ryan, 

"Sense" 123), and others to the relation of Mill ' s experience to the crises which struck 

Carlyle, Arnold, Newman, Tennyson, and many other prominent Victorians. Avrom 

Fleishman, in his Figures of Autobiography, looks upon the crisis as the time of Mill ' s 

"shift from one authority figure to another, from a demanding and angry father-god to a 

goddess of loving kindness and emotional enrichment" ( 149). Mill ' s discussion (or lack 

thereof) of his two parents has also left open the door for many Freudian interpretations, 

among them A. W. Levi ' s "The 'Mental Crisis' of John Stuart Mill," Bruce Mazlish' s 

study of the two Mills, and Peter Glassman' s Evolution of a Genius. Such critics often 

wander far out upon the metaphorical frozen lake in spring in their quest to extend the 

Oedipal aspects into very untenable territory, though certainly parental roles are worthy 

of discussion. 2 Each interpretation is not without its kernel of truth, yet one of the most 

significant analyses of the crisis is that ofM111 himself 

But this opens something of a Pandora's box, for the crisis is a unique event within 

the Autobiography. OfMill ' s early life, we may verify the account by the letters of 

Francis Place and Lady Rom illy, and of the post-crisis years we may verify the account 

through a variety of sources. But the Autobiography provides the only account ofthe 
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crisis, which makes the validity of the fifth chapter a very significant issue. Among the 

most extensive discussions of this point is found in Jonathon Loesberg' s Fictions of 

Consciousness. Loesberg identifies some of the problems of circularity in analyzing 

autobiography, in that experience shapes one' s philosophy while one' s philosophy tends 

to shape the autobiographical account of one's experience (15-16). Thus the issue of 

distortion goes well beyond the problem of chronological distance, for we must consider 

the author' s goals in writing an autobiography, especially in the case of so modest a man 

as Mill. This is made even more complicated by the influence and the editing of Harriet 

Taylor. Jack Stillinger, editor of both drafts of the Autobiography, writes in his article 

"Who Wrote J. S. Mill ' s Autobiography" that Mill made nearly all of the changes that 

Harriet proposed, and he suggests that the work can be considered a collaborative effort 

of at least two authors (8).3 

Also significant is Mill's perspective on the advantages of and problems with his early 

education, in concert with his belief in associationist psychology. Loesberg argues that 

Mill reshaped his past experience (whether his own view of it or merely his written 

account of it) to "provide empirical evidence of a theory of consciousness that postdated 

the crisis but predated the Autobiography that describes/constructs the crisis" (50). As 

Loesberg observes, Mill, according to an 1854 letter to Harriet, believed that he and 

Harriet might not see 1856, and he envisioned the Autobiography being printed 

posthumously with some essays, for the benefit of future thinkers (23-24). Loesberg 

contends that the "crisis" is primarily a result of the retrospective nature of the account, 

one which is influenced by such future events as Mill's friendship with Harriet from 
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1830, the death of his father in 1836, and the onset of tuberculosis in 1853. 

Furthermore, such factors in a possible reconstruction are not confined to Mill's own 

experience, for one must also admit the existence of striking similarities between Mill's 

account of his crisis and the crisis experience in the works of other nineteenth-century 

figures. Most significant of these is Carlyle's Sartor Resartus, with its famous 

"Everlasting No," to which Mill's irrepressible "No!" bears a rather obvious parallel. 

Linda Peterson also observes in Victorian Autobiography that Mill uses some subtle 

religious references, as to a conversion to Methodism, to help define his crisis, much as 

the experience of Carlyle's Teufelsdrockh openly resembles a religious conversion 

(Peterson 49).4 Wordsworth's 1805 Prelude is another potential autobiographical 

"model" for Mill. As M. H. Abrams writes, the young poet's development in the Prelude 

consists largely of his transition toward a concept of self as "lamp" rather than "mirror," 

such that the mind informs the senses, and not such that the senses alone inform the mind 

(58). This fundamental shift toward a model of mind which is not purely mechanical is 

an essential part ofMill's account of his crisis. Mill's incorporation of Coleridge's 

"Dejection," which he had not read until after the crisis, is another example of a possible 

model for reconstructed experience. In each case, Mill's experience only partially 

resembles that ofhis counterpart, for Mill's intellectual base was quite different from 

early education, nor did he "become" Wordsworth, Coleridge, or Carlyle as a result of 

his crisis. Whether this supports a reconstruction argument is debatable, for one may 

argue that this represents Mill's attempt to reshape his experience into a preexisting 

mould despite the incongruities, or one may argue that the differences show that Mill did 
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not attempt to squeeze his experience into these moulds, for certainly he could have 

made the experience fit much more effectively. Again, Mill's silence makes any such 

case very difficult to support. However, we should not ignore the strong possibility that 

similar accounts may simply be the result of similar experiences. As Walter Houghton 

observes in Victorian Poetry and Poetics, spiritual and intellectual crisis was common to 

many figures amidst the confusion and unrest of the nineteenth century (xxv). This 

suggests that the shared experience of a morally tumultuous age could easily account for 

narrative similarities, especially since many accounts of spiritual crisis appeared only 

after Mill wrote the 1853-54 draft of his Autobiography. Certainly it is possible that Mill 

reshaped his account of 1826-27 to conform to other accounts, but mere general 

resemblances alone do not constitute strong evidence of reshaping. 

Nonetheless, Loesberg further argues that there really was no crisis beyond the simple 

"dull state of nerves." He writes, 

Such an explanation of the crisis does undercut the text's documentarity quite 
thoroughly. I should specify that I do not deny the existence of an internal event to 
which Mill gives the name mental crisis ... That existence, which as internal event 
is both undeniable and unprovable, was, I think, so absolutely trivial in 
significance as to be completely negligible until its interpretation as mental crisis. 
(Loesberg 50) 

However, though Loesberg does recognize some important issues, such as the problem 

of circularity, he offers only weak support of several parts of his argument. His 

contention that there was little change in Mill during this period is not sufficiently 

supported, nor is his explication as credible in this respect as, for instance, John 

Robson's interpretation in The Improvement ofMankind (21-49). Loesberg's supporting 
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evidence for the reconstructed crisis is very weak, especially the "contradiction" in 

Mill's memory of the winter of 1826-27 (53). 5 Furthermore, I believe that Loesberg fails 

to adequately take into account Mill's obsession with truthfulness and precision of 

defin]tion, as reflected in (among many other works) his extensive clarifications on 

"Nature" in his Three Essays on Religion (CW X 373-76), which was also written around 

1853-54. It is possible that Mill exaggerates the account for purposes of justification, but 

Loesberg' s case is, in my opinion, insufficiently convincing on this point. Furthermore, 

the shifts in Mlll ' s work surrounding this period support the validity of Mill ' s account. 

Despite the questions of validity, Mill's narrative should not be so quickly subverted. 

As he records, after the irrepressible "no," he felt that his designed role as reformer no 

longer ensured happiness. However the modern reader may judge the importance of such 

an inequality, we must remember how critical the equality was to the young Mill. For 

another man we might simply argue that the pleasure or experience of the journey 

exceeds the importance of the actual destination, but for Mill at 20, such advice (if 

given) may have been utterly ineffective. This is because Mill was defined by this end; 

he was not designed to accrue the felicity of recreation, for instance, but was constructed 

to achieve this goal of the improvement of mankind. And as he writes, "My conception 

of my own happiness was entirely identified with this object" (80). Indeed, we must 

remember that he had been quite happy for five years in pursuit of this "object," but here 

we see the hazards of a Helvetian construction of a perfectible state, imparted to J. S. 

Mill through Bentham (Bowie 57), as this construction of a terrestrial and attainable final 

goal allows Mill ' s question to be asked, and allows the irrepressible "No!" to be 
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answered, in a context which is genuine and not purely hypothetical. 6 Many Victorian 

thinkers dealt with analogs of this very point, as in Ruskin ' s philosophy of the imperfect, 

or as in Browning' s "Andrea del Sarto," the faultless painter oppressed by his own 

"failure in success" from achieving terrestrial goals. 7 But Mill was built to achieve what 

he believed to be an attainable end, such that this quest even defined his existence, yet 

the ultimate object of his design had now become divorced from his happiness. 

It is necessary to understand the interrelatedness of Mill ' s life and his study of various 

fields if one is to understand the severity of Mill's crisis. In one particularly enlightening 

sentence he writes, "I doubt not that many others have passed through a similar state; but 

the idiosyncracies of my education had given to the general phenomenon a specific 

character" (84-85). Whether he is referring to the general state of depression or the less 

general state resembling that of Carlyle' s Teufelsdrockh, Mill ' s case is indeed unique. 

This "specific character" was a more broad and more intense manifestation of the 

"general phenomenon" of crisis, for the interrelated structure of Mill ' s education meant 

that his one simple question and simpler answer regarding happiness would have 

enormous implications. As we see in the fifth chapter of the Autobiography, Mill was 

fully aware of many of these implications. 

2.2 Dejection; or, The Sailboat without Sails 

One such implication involved the validity of associationist psychology, which was a 

cornerstone not only of his own education, but of his general approach to education. 

Though James had carefully overseen the construction of John's associations, and though 

John was editing his father ' s treatises on the subject, the irrepressible "No!" and the 
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ensuing dejection defied this orderly and mechanical concept of the human mind. Mill's 

belief that "all mental and moral feelings and qualities ... were the results of 

association," and its corollary that the aim of education was the construction of a proper 

network of associations and thus proper actions, was a doctrine which had "appeared 

inexpugnable" (84). And certainly it is a logical system, assuming the fundamental 

principle of the tabula rasa: those marks which are inscribed upon the blank slate will be 

the only marks upon the slate, just as those sensations which impact the mind will be the 

only information in the mind and will be the determjnant of one's actions. But his own 

experience seemed to invalidate the equations. He began to recognize such pleasure/pain 

associations as merely "artificial and casual" unless firmly attached to pleasure/pain by 

some "natural tie" (82-83). 8 

This last statement is of great significance, as it represents a break from an 

exclusively mechamcal epistemology. Bentham recognized that physical injury would 

cause pain regardless of education, but John discovered that despite his extensive 

instruction in the association of public improvement with personal happiness, the 

association had simply fallen apart. He writes that he believed in this association, "but to 

know that a feeling would make me happy ifl had it, did not give me the feeling" (83-

84 ). This suggests at least a partial failure of the associationist model of the mind. 9 

Furthermore, Mill's loss of happiness suggests that this model is either incapable or 

substantially limited in its ability to guide a society toward the machine of more perfect 

efficiency. It is important to recall that John was not only built to be the worthy 

successor of James Mill and of Bentham, but was also a prototype. Therefore, assuming 
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John Mill to be a failed prototype, as he did during the crisis, then either the prototype 

must be erroneously constructed, or the prototype is accurately constructed under faulty 

principles of design, or both construction and principles are faulty. Mill had the 

analytical powers to reason out these options in a matter of moments, yet none of these, 

quite understandably, had the power to bum off the lingering fog of melancholy. 

Regarding Benthamite Utilitarianism, the crisis represents a fundamental explosion of 

any efforts at constructing any semblance of an ultimate concordia discors, an ultimate 

harmony of differing interests. 10 Man, the Benthamites believed, acts in what he 

perceives to be his self-interest, seeking "pleasure" and avoiding "pain." Yet as Robson 

writes, "From unadulterated selfishness to universal benevolence: Mill could not find the 

way" (Improvement 23). And if Mill, after seventeen strenuous years of education, could 

no longer take pleasure in socially beneficial acts, then how could this be expected of 

those without the benefit of so determined a father? How could the aristocrat be 

expected to allow even minor decreases in his power for the "pleasure" of the benefit of 

society? How could the farmer (or the prulosopher) be expected to limit procreation for 

the "pleasure" of the social benefit? This concern was not allayed by Mll's greater 

sympathy with Ricardo and Mal thus than with Smith, as the former pair was less 

optimistic about ultimate benevolence than was Smith. Added to this were the 

difficulties in the movement toward reform. As Marion Filipiak notes, there was 

growing dissension among the radicals surrounding the operations of the Westminster 

Review (90), and as John Robson observes, the slowness of the reform movement's 

progress in 1826, when John "was at the age when men are impatient," may have 
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intensified this sense of futility (Improvement 22). 

Another significant aspect of the crisis is Mill's loss of sympathy with man and 

mankind. In 1824 Mill was thoroughly elated by the prospect of aiding human progress 

(Packe 66-68), yet now the same mechanical view which had been a source of such 

elation was a source of despair and ambivalence. Past images of the philosopher-king 

attempting to structure a harmonious society (one free of poets, of course) had lost their 

charm. The image of an efficient Panopticon as a government overseeing a self

disciplined society now became a much darker vision. These once-glimmering images of 

voluntary social order now seemed illusory because of the possible breakdown in 

Hartleyan psychology newly manifest in the young prototype. Certainly he had no desire 

to reproduce in others the profound melancholy which such an education had created in 

him. Even worse, it implies that the detested disorder shall reign, unless the even more 

detested spectre of indoctrination were to rear its head. 

But regardless of these concerns, the idea of a collection of self-interested machines 

trained to function within the context of an efficient larger machine had lost its charm 

even if it could be accomplished. This Benthamite goal which resembled a brilliant light 

only five winters earlier (Autobiography 43) had become a source of cavehke darkness. 

He was conscious of and entrapped by the limitations of what he later termed in his 

System ofLogic "Geometrical" reasoning (CW Vlll887-94), which is an overly abstract 

and reductive view of complicated subjects, such that man and society were but 

collections ofbinary impulses, lacking any historical calibration of values, lacking clear 

differentiation between the pleasures of Socrates and those of a pig, and lacking any 
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interest beyond self-interest. Mill ' s own inability to care meant that Benthamite 

education may be incapable of properly constructing order anyway, and that men may 

continue to be governed merely by their brutish impulses, impulses which Mill never 

cared for (Robson, "Rational" 148-49). Of the perfectibility of machines he ceased to 

care, and at the prospect of an inevitably imperfect society he felt great despair. 

Certainly this growing sense of despair and ambivalence toward mankind did nothing to 

lighten the heavy cloud which engulfed him. Thus in a letter to John Sterling in April 

1829, Mill tentatively tries to explain a comment about the "comparative loneliness" 

which is his "probable future lot" (CW XII 29). He writes, 

Do not suppose me to mean that I am conscious at present of any tendency to 
misanthropy-- although among the various states of mind, some of them extremely 
painful ones, through which I have passed during the last three years, something 
distantly approximating to misanthropy was one. (CW XII 29). 

Of course, another significant implication of the crisis was a sense of distance not 

only from society, but from those to whom he had been closest. He writes, "My father, 

to whom it would have been natural to me to have recourse in any practical difficulties, 

was the last person to whom, in such a case as this, I looked for help" (82). Mill' s loss of 

happiness began to distance him from some ofthe fundamental principles ofhis 

education, and this in turn began to distance him from his father. To this point, the few 

philosophical differences between them, such as John' s belief in legal equality and 

voting rights for women, had been in surface or peripheral issues. 11 But the crisis struck 

at the foundation of John's intellect, and it struck at John's identity as reformer and 

prototype. As John' s education had constructed this foundation, and as John ' s father was 
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identified with this construction, the crisis predictably began to distance John from 

James Mill , as revealed in the Autobiography (82). Of Bentham, John Mill had 

completed editing the Rationale, and in addition to his ideological shifts, he simply 

seems to have had less contact with Bentham. 12 Of his closest friends prior to the crisis, 

Roebuck and Graham, Packe records that the three were united by a strong sense of the 

shared goal of improving mankind ( 66-68). But with Mill's enthusiasm fading, he would 

grow more distant from these friends, and by 1829 he found himself opposing Roebuck 

in debate (Packe 82). He was no closer to the commoners than he had been, no closer 

than a guard at the Panopticon to its "residents," and he was probably even more isolated 

from English society/culture than before by virtue of his growing interest in France. 

Thus despite the fact that he continued to speak in the London Debating Society, and 

despite the fact that he spent more time around other people than during his early years, 

the isolated Mill had become even more isolated. 

This new degree of isolation would further darken the formless cloud, as there was no 

voice sufficiently powerful to guide him out of it. The significance of this may be seen 

in the 1829 letter to Sterling, in which he defines his destined loneliness: 

By loneliness I mean the absence of that feeling which has accompanied me 
through the greater part of my life, that which one fellow traveller, or one fellow 
soldier has towards another--the feeling ofbeing engaged in the pursuit of a 
common object . . . There is now no human being (with whom I can associate on 
terms of equality) who acknowledges a common object with me, or with whom I 
can cooperate even in any practical undertaking without the feeling, that I am only 
using a man whose purposes are different, as an instrument for the furtherance of 
my own. (CW XII 30). 

Whether it is the consequence of an uncommonly melancholy mood or a genuine 

59 



representation of his thought during these years, the profound impact of the new level of 

isolation is evident. He no longer had the happiness of applying his mechanical prowess 

to some common object. This separation began with the 1826 crisis, and even by 1829 

he had not found any fellow travelers, nor had he the social skills to seek out such a 

person; even the man to whom he writes this letter, John Sterling, was a disciple of 

Coleridge. He adds, "I do not see how there can be otherwise that idem velle, idem nolle, 

which is necessary to perfect friendship" (CW XII 30). The Latin fragment means that 

friendship is based on mutual likes and mutual dislikes, and during the crisis, Mill had no 

such person among the Benthamites or the Coleridgeans. Thus he wrote in a letter to 

Gustave d'Eichthal in May 1829, "There are no men oftalents among us. Our writers & 

our orators are, almost to a man, des gens mediocres" (CW XII 33). 13 

By Mill ' s account, the crisis sprang from one simple question ofhis happiness. Yet 

the effects were profound Outwardly, Mill reduced his workload but continued to speak. 

However, he carried on his duties only "mechanically" (Autobiography 84), as the 

outward actions and outward responsibilities had become separated, at least to some 

degree, from the internal self In terms of this internal self, the crisis had struck at his 

mechanical foundations, destroying them at least partially. Because of the 

interconnectedness ofhis various studies and of his experiences, the irrepressible "No!" 

had damaged some essential pillars of his beliefs in philosophy, economics, logic, 

epistemology, etcetera. Furthermore, the frustration of the crisis was made even more 

intense because of the sheer strength Mill had exhibited before the crisis. His economic 

articles in particular demonstrate that he was a powerful machine, capable of skillfully 
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destroying the opponent's position in the name of utilitarianism or radicalism or 

Ricardianism. Mill himself recounts that he was "left stranded at the commencement of 

my voyage, with a well equipped ship and a rudder, but no sail; without any real desire 

for the ends which I had been so carefully fitted out to work for" (84). As Fred Wilson 

writes, pleasures and pains were Mill ' s only motivators, thus the loss of these "sails" 

made the quality of ship and rudder irrelevant (80). And even more frustrating, in a 

rather ironic way, was that the force which weakened and destroyed some of his faulty 

associations, according to the Autobiography, was the great dissolving power of analysis, 

a power which his elders had so carefully built into him over the course of so many years. 

It was his own strength as a reasoning machine which destroyed his mechanical 

associations (83). Furthermore, he writes that "the habit of analysis has a tendency to 

wear away the feelings," and indeed he believed himselfto be virtually incapable of 

feelings (82-83). It was a peculiar state of existence: as John Robson writes of Mill's 

entry into this state in The Improvement ofMankind, "From an analytic point of view, 

there was nothing wrong ... But a state of sin is a state of sin, and Mill felt himself to be 

in one" (22-23). By Mill ' s account, the cloud was not pierced by light for at least six 

months. 

2.3 Marmontel; or, The Groundbreaking 

As significant as the irrepressible "no," which had brought down the cloud upon him, 

was that first "small ray of light" to pierce the cloud, his reading ofMarmontel's 

Memoirs. Six months into the crisis, by his account, Mill "was reading, accidentally," 

these memoirs (Autobiography 85). The phrase does not suggest that it is among the 
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most lofty of works, nor that Mill expected any medicinal effect from it. He writes, 

[I] came to the passage which relates his father' s death, the distressed position of 
the family, and the sudden inspiration by which he, then a mere boy, felt and made 
them feel that he would be everything to them -- would supply the place of all that 
they had lost. A vivid conception of the scene and its feelings came over me, and I 
was moved to tears. From this moment my burthen grew lighter. The oppression 
of the thought that all feeling was dead within me, was gone. I was no longer 
helpless: I was not a stock or a stone. I had still, it seemed, some of the material 
out of which all worth of character, and all capacity for happiness, are made. 
Relieved from my ever present sense of irremediable wretchedness, I gradually 
found that the ordinary enjoyments of life could again give me some pleasure; that 
I could again find enjoyment, not intense, but sufficient for cheerfulness, in 
sunshine and sky, in books, in conversation, in public affairs; and that there was, 
once more, excitement, though of a moderate kind, in exerting myself for my 
opinions, and for the public good Thus the cloud gradually drew off, and I again 
enjoyed life: and though I had several relapses, some of which lasted many 
months, I never again was as miserable as I had been. (Autobiography 85) 

As Bruce Mazlish has observed, the young boy takes over the "father" role, and Mill 's 

similarities to Marmontel suggest that he was vicariously usurping his father and thus 

asserting his independence (209-212). Though emerging from his father' s shadow (both 

personally and intellectua11y) was an important element in Mill's emergence from the 

cloud, the Marmontel episode is more reflective of John' s desire to be useful. If one 

believes that Mi11 identifies with Marmontel, then the event may reflect a desire to help 

or protect others, which is of course (at least ideally) the role of a reformer or leader. In 

Mill ' s terms, the episode thus represents the first sign of a "natural tie" between the 

aiding of others (and thus the reformer' s role) and his own happiness. The episode also 

represents a revival (or a revived awareness) ofMill ' s capacity for emotion, which had 

been absent for six months. It also reflects the possibility of emergence from his 

profound isolation, as he again felt strong sympathy with another for at least a few 
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fleeting moments. 

But most importantly, Mill commits a completely irrational act. Of the Mills at Ford 

Abbey, Francis Place wrote in 1817, "As for crying and bawling, it may be said to have 

no existence here; some of them cry when scolded or cuffed over their lessons, but it is 

all but unknown on other occasions" (qtd. in Stillinger, "Mill ' s Education" 27). James 

had not constructed any association which should have caused John' s tears, nor did John 

have any reason for tears, for there was nothing to gain by them. 14 The sympathetic tears 

were completely foreign to the reasoning machinery constructed by James Mill , yet these 

tears facilitated the return of his happiness. According to the Autobiography, this 

irrational act showed him that he "was not a stock or a stone," referring to heavy and 

immovable objects,15 and it showed that he was more than a series of mechanical 

algorithms. Much as the irrepressible "no" and its many implications shattered his 

former happiness, these tears and their implications began the process of dissipating the 

cloud and regaining a sense of purpose. 

Mill addresses two effects of the episode, the first being the adoption of a theory of 

"anti-self-consciousness," a theory which he found echoed in Carlyle's "Characteristics" 

a few years later. Mill never wavered in his "conviction that happiness is the test of all 

rules of conduct, and the end of life" (Autobiography 85). But rather than seeking 

happiness directly, he now believed that one' s efforts should be apphed to some other 

object, and that happiness shall then be "taken en passant, without being made a 

principal object" (85-86). Questioning whether one is happy is merely an obstacle to that 

happiness, because happiness is best achieved when it is not one' s principal object. This 
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may seem a minor distinction to many readers, but it is of great significance for a "made 

man," for it represents a fundamental break from a mechanical sense of purpose and 

function . A machine is designed and constructed to perform a certain task, to achieve a 

certain specific end, and its purpose or "motivation" is fulfilled only when that task is 

performed. The young Mill was one such machine. But when Mill contemplated the 

possibility of achieving such a purpose, he found that his motivation (happiness) still 

would not be fulfilled, a realization which began the crisis. After reading Marmontel, 

Mill no longer identified happiness as the direct end of his actions, but rather as a side 

effect which will naturally be breathed in with the air (Autobiography 86). 16 

This "anti-self-consciousness" theory reflects a significant break from the once all

pervasive mechanical consciousness, but even greater is the second effect on Mill ' s list, 

regarding the "cultivation of the feelings." He writes, "I, for the first time, gave its 

proper place, among the prime necessities of human well-being, to the internal culture of 

the individual" (86). He still viewed the power of analysis "as an essential condition 

both of individual and of social improvement," but it needed to be joined with internal 

cultivation. He adds, "The cultivation ofthe feelings became one ofthe cardinal points 

in my ethical and philosophical creed" (86). As the narrative continues, Mill tells of 

music ' s power to raise his spirits to some degree, though he was concerned about the 

inherent limits on variety, and he next moves on to poetry (86-90). He would come to 

adopt what Goethe termed "many-sidedness" as his new ideal. 

Some have discounted this transition in various ways. For instance, Loesberg claims 

that there was little fundamental difference in the works of Mill after the crisis, and that 
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the crisis itself is greatly exaggerated for didactic purposes (50-53). Noel Annan, in a 

generally pejorative article entitled "John Stuart Mill ," seems to think that Mill ' s interest 

in poetry is superficial and does not represent cultivation of his feelings, referring to Mill 

as "a more humane utilitarian with all the desperate inadequacies of that creed" (26). 17 

Stephen Leo Carr, in "The Ideology of Antithesis: Science vs. Literature and the 

Exemplary Case of J. S. Mill," argues that Mill merely reflects the common belief of his 

time in a science/literature dichotomy, and that the crisis is not a fundamental shift but a 

mere filling in of the underaddressed side (252). However, I don ' t believe that these 

criticisms properly account for the change in Mill. Before the crisis, the structure of his 

mind (so he believed) was defined by a mechanical series of binary algorithms which had 

been impressed upon him. But the foundation defined entirely by machinery now 

became one defined at least partially by the botanical metaphor of cultivation. As 

illustrated in the Autobiography, it was this change in Mill ' s foundations which began 

the dissipation of the cloud, and it was this change, ironically, which allowed him to 

work toward the ends for which he had been designed by his father and Bentham. 

As he records, the Marmontel episode did not completely end the state of melancholy, 

for Mill did have many brief relapses, but it forever mitigated the duration and severity of 

that state (85). Though many critics have denied the intensity of the crisis, I believe that 

Mill ' s account was quite accurate, if not understated The destruction of the mechanical 

consciousness left a great and formless void where once there had been a great and 

determined Mill , but the reconstructed foundation would be more durable because of its 

base in the re-formed "natural tie" ofM.ill ' s happiness with his work as reformer. Not 
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only would the means by which this new foundation was formed be a model of Mill's 

work for the rest of his life, one of striving for synthesis between disparate systems, but 

the new foundation itself would reshape the design ofMill's intellectual edifices in a 

variety of fields. 

66 



Part ID -- Reconstruction 

3.1 Poetry; or, Pushpin< Pusbkin 

After the crisis, no realm of study was so profoundly different for John Stuart Mill as 

that of poetry. Before the crisis, John ' s opinions of poetry, by all accounts, were 

essentially those of James Mill and Jeremy Bentham. The value of poetry, like that of all 

the "amusing arts," was measured exclusively within the context of utilitarianism and 

associationist psychology. Therefore, poetry was to be judged by the quanta of 

pleasure/pain which may be (or is) derived from it. 1 As F. Parvin Sharpless writes in The 

Literary Criticism of John Stuart Mill, "Both Bentham and James Mill refuse ever to 

credit literature with any attributes or qualities which cannot be comprehended and 

described by rational inquiry" (15). Bentham' s famous line about poetry and pushpin is 

exemplary of this, as Bentham believed that the mind no more differentiates between 

classes of pleasure than a mechanical scale differentiates between ten kilograms of gold 

and ten kilograms of iron. Sharpless comments of the equation, "Indeed, it is doubtful if 

the Muse was ever so democratically classed with the common lot" ( 15). 

Ironically, many ofthe sources from which John would later feel the presence of the 

Muse were introduced to him by Jeremy Bentham and James Mill. John' s long boyhood 

walks with James, while serving the function of promoting resiliency of constitution, 

created a then-dormant supply of inspiration. Bentham' s beautiful homes at Barrow 
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Green and Ford Abbey provided a great source of inspiration for John, both by the natural 

scenery of the estates and the grandeur of the homes themselves (Packe 26-27). Indeed, 

John' s letter to a family friend in September 1814, when John was eight, gives a detailed 

description ofFord Abbey with an awed tone (CW XII 4-5). John' s trip to France at 

fourteen was arranged by these same two men, and though he would have preferred his 

books (any books) to singing or dancing lessons, his journal from 1820-21 reflects a 

growing wonder at the beautiful French scenery. And the extensive body ofliterature, 

both classical and modem, which would later provide some inspiration for John was 

introduced to him by James Mill, and many of the books borrowed from the library of 

Bentham. 

Of course, the introduction of literature into John's education was not for the 

"cultivation of the feelings. " Bentham and Mill recognized the potential value of poetry 

as a means of creating or strengthening pleasure/pain associations, especially since 

poetry was often given more respect because oftradition. The Mills further recognized 

its value as a source for rhetorical allusion. Still, John's poetic wellsprings remained 

dormant until the crisis, but his new recognition of the need for internal cultivation now 

differentiated poetry from pushpin. 2 

Yet the change, as manifest in poetry, was not simply the subjugation by all 

nineteenth-century Romantic poets of the eighteenth-century tradition so often 

pejoratively caricatured (even by members of its own neoclassical canon) for its Grubb 

Street and Scriblerian ways. 3 In the fifth chapter of the Autobiography, Mill discusses 

the relative medicinal value of Byron and Wordsworth. In the depth of the abyss, Mill 
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looked to poetry as a possible elixir, and he read the whole of Byron (Autobiography 88). 

It was the logical choice, given Byron's reputation as Prince of the Passions, and because 

Byron was "the traditional hero-poet ofthe Westminster Review" (Packe 82), but 

unfortunately Byronic heroes are characterized by that same internal void which Mill was 

trying to escape. Furthermore, Mill could not take pleasure in what he believed the 

illusory joys of a Harold or a Manfred (Autobiography 88), nor was he likely to feel 

Childe Harold's admiration for the conquering Napoleon. But in Wordsworth, Mill 

found his remedy. It was not Wordsworth's mastery of his craft that attracted Mill, but a 

sense of sympathy with Wordsworth. He notes that Wordsworth appealed to his 

enjoyment of natural scenery, both English and French, but Wordsworth's poetry far 

exceeded the mere painting of beautiful pictures of natural scenery: 

Scott does this still better than Wordsworth, and a very second-rate landscape does 
it more effectually than any poet. What made Wordsworth's poems a medicine for 
my state of mind, was that they expressed, not mere outward beauty, but states of 
feeling, and of thought coloured by feeling, under the excitement of beauty. They 
seemed to be the very culture of the feelings, which I was in quest of. In them I 
seemed to draw from a source of inward joy, of sympathetic and imaginative 
pleasure, which could be shared in by all human beings. (89) 

The prospects of an "inward joy" and "perennial sources of happiness," with their 

implications of something innate, are far removed from the mechanical concept of 

happiness from his early education. Mill found sympathy in Wordsworth, whose 

"Intimations of Immortality" reveals a figure trying to compensate for the loss of "the 

first freshness of youth" (Autobiography 90), and whose sonnet to Milton seeks the 

wisdom to deal with the degradation of man and society in an industrial age. Mill's 

support of Wordsworth over Byron in an 1829 debate against John Roebuck, who much 
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favoured the action and struggle of Byron to poetry of "flowers and butterflies," placed a 

permanent gap between the two friends, as the selection was emblematic ofMill ' s shift 

away from his former compatriots at the Benthamite Westminster Review, and more 

generally ofMill ' s increasing shift from Benthamism (Packe 82). 

But the same debate gained him a new friend in John Sterling, a Coleridgean who had 

always before viewed Mill as a '"made' or manufactured man, having had a certain 

impress of opinion stamped upon [Mill] which [he] could only reproduce" 

(Autobiography 93). Through Sterling and Frederick Maurice he became acquainted 

with the prose and poetry of Coleridge, whose "Dejection: An Ode" so accurately 

described Mill ' s own crisis. Mill would also develop an interest in Shelley and in 

Goethe, whose idea of "many-sidedness" became integral to Mill ' s creed. Common to 

most or all of these men, as M. H. Abrams observes, was a belief in the organic metaphor 

of mind rather than the wholly sensationalist model. Mill never believed himself to 

possess poetic character like that of Carlyle (CW XII 113), but he retained his interest in 

these poets for the remainder of his life. As John Robson notes in "J. S. Mill' s Theory of 

Poetry," despite the shifts in his social or political thought, his interests and theories in 

poetry remained nearly constant for over four decades (278-79), as evidenced by his 1867 

Inaugural Address at St. Andrews. 

Much of Mill ' s work on poetry was done in the 1830s, most notably his 1833 essays 

"What is Poetry?" and "The Two Kinds ofPoetry." In "What is Poetry?" Mill argues that 

poetry is not defined by the mere presence of an amusing story, nor by metrical 

structures, nor by pretty verbal pictures, nor by didacticism, nor by exaggeration, nor by 
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mere eloquence, and certainly not (as in Plato) by lying, but by its ability to "paint the 

human soul truly" (192). Relative to Bentham' s famous quotes on poetry, Mill does not 

discuss poetry as being of the same class of pleasure as pushpin, as poetry represents a 

higher and better truth (Sharpless 74), but his denial of definition by form does still agree 

(at least denotatively) that poetry and prose are different only in their margins. 

"The Two Kinds of Poetry" deals more fully with the nature of the poet, especially 

with the relative strengths of Wordsworth and Shelley. John Robson sums up Mill ' s 

general suggestions about the poet's nature as follows: 

(I) The poet bas a fine and quick susceptibility to pleasure and pain, especially to 
pleasure; (II) He has a unique method of mental association --between ideas, and 
between idea and sensation, the link is emotional; (III) Unlike other benefactors of 
mankind, therefore, his appeal is not primarily to the intellect; (IV) But to be truly 
great, the poet must have a cultivated intellect; (V) Imagination is also necessary. 
("Theory of Poetry" 258) 

Of Wordsworth, Mill writes that his poetry does not seem to consist of spontaneous 

overflows but of calm deliberance, though lacking the powerful intensity of a Shelley. 

Shelley' s poetry, on the other hand, can be too exuberant, such that he often fails to 

fo11ow up on an idea because intense emotion draws him into another sphere ("Two 

Kinds" 203-06). In either case, the inwardly turned poet seeks pleasure by appealing to 

internal sources, such that social obligation is completely irrelevant to the poet, but 

others may benefit from the reading ofthis poetry. Robson writes in The Improvement 

ofMankind that Mill ' s concept of poetry oddly helps to fulfill some of the Benthamite 

ideals of happiness-seeking individuals promoting the summum bonum, as poetry serves 

purposes of both education and stability (and thus the greater good) in unstable times 
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(26). 

Mill's theories of poetry reflect his influences in poetry, especially Wordsworth, 

Shelley, and Coleridge. The echoes of the preface to Lyrical Ballads, the ideal of the 

inwardly turned poet, and the Biographia Literaria distinction of objective versus 

subjective poet may all be seen in these essays. Yet for such an "unpoetical" character, 

Mill ' s explications are generally quite effective, such that M. H. Abrams, in The Mirror 

and the Lamp, considers Mill ' s ideas to be the logical fulfillment of the "expressive" 

theories of the Romantics. Furthermore, Abrams writes that Mill reflects a 

Wordsworthian theory which has "emerged from the network of qualifications in which 

Wordsworth had carefully placed it, and had worked out its own destiny unhindered" 

(23). But Mill's own comments on the essays, in a letter to Carlyle dated 5 October 

1833, are perhaps the most interesting. He writes, "I fear you will think both of them too 

much infected by mechanical theories of the mind: yet you will probably ... be glad to 

see that out of my mechanical premises I elicit dynamical conclusions" (CW XII 181). 

Mill may simply be toying with Carlyle' s plays on his name in Sartor Resartus, but the 

sentence also reflects the new foundation of Mill, quite foreign to that of eight years 

before. No longer was he merely a constructed Mm oflogic; he had become aware of 

the perennial springs of happiness. 4 

3.2 Harriet Taylor; or, Sympathetic Strings 

Mill's interest in poetry was further stimulated by his friendship with Carlyle, by 

meeting Wordsworth, and by his growing association with several Coleridgeans. But the 

greatest such influence of the 1830s (and beyond) was Harriet Taylor. Packe records that 
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it was in the summer of 1830 that Mill ' s "life and work was altered on the instant," as he 

mingled at a dinner party in the home of John Taylor (11 0). 5 Of the moment when Mill 

met Harriet, the beautiful young hostess of the party, fellow guest Henry Taylor 

(over)writes, "a passion sprang out of the bushes like a hundred Ashantees, and he was 

carried away captive" ( qtd. in Packe 110). 6 

As we have seen, this period in Mill ' s work was especially complicated in terms of 

both personal and ideological attachments, if the two may be separated. His relationship 

with Roebuck and Graham had improved since the Wordsworth-Byron debate, such that 

the three had gone together to Taylor' s party, but he had grown more distant from his 

former "fellow soldiers" ofBenthamism. Nor could he fully identify with Romantic 

poets or Coleridgeans. His Spirit ofthe Age essays in 1831 would inspire Carlyle to 

proclaim, "Here is a Mystic!" yet Mill ' s interests were not identical to Carlyle's, creating 

a distance between them in years to come. In his 1829 letter to Sterling, Mill had 

lamented that the thinkers of his day seemed des gens mediocres, for there was no person 

alive with whom he believed he could fully identify. This he found in Harriet Taylor. 

Mill fell in with Harriet's circle of friends, centering around the Unitarian minister W. 

J. Fox. Mill writes in the Autobiography that it was a few years before there was any 

intimacy or confidence between he and Harriet (111 ), but as F. A. Hayek observes in 

John Stuart Mill and Harriet Taylor, letters from 1831-32 suggest that a strong 

connection between the two developed even more quickly (36-38).7 Though at times it 

strained other friendships and Harriet's marriage, the relationship grew very close, as 

John Stuart Mill found, or believed himself to have found, a sympathetic string. Mill ' s 
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comments in the rejected leaves of the Early Draft address Harriet as a kindred soul both 

intellectually and personally, and in terms of intellect he believed her to have the 

attributes of both "Scientist" and "Artist" (199). Through the comings and goings of 

other friends and other influences, she would be Mill ' s closest friend for twenty years. 

John Taylor died in 1849, and Mill and Harriet were married in 1851. His family ' s 

initial response to the marriage was not as enthusiastic as he thought appropriate (though 

he seems to have overreacted to their lack of enthusiasm), which led to isolation from 

most of his family (Packe 348-57). Throughout the 1850s, as they both fought the effects 

of tuberculosis, Mill wrote drafts of some of his most famous works. Harriet edited 

many of these drafts, as is evident in the Hollander-Illinois MS (the 1853 draft of the 

Autobiography), but it is her role in producing the works, or in developing the ideas 

behind the works, for which Mill reserves his greatest compliments. This is most evident 

in the dedication of his On Liberty in 1859 (the year after her death), as he describes her 

as "the inspirer, and in part the author, of all that is best in my writings" (CW XVIII 

216). 

There is much debate over Harriet's actual role in his Mill's work and thought. But in 

the years following the crisis, her presence was important in solidifying the new 

foundations of Mill. It is impossible to reliably predict the course of his development 

had she not been present, but Eliza Flower' s 1 831 note (see note 3. 7) suggests a 

sympathy between Mill and Harriet in their perspectives on poetry, and Mill ' s comments 

suggest that she had more of an analytical side (by his assessment) than some of his other 

influences. If nothing else, she proved to Mill that the coexistence of analytical and 
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emotional sides was both possible and desirable. On at least a personal level, Harriet 

was this fellow traveler which Mill so desired in his 1829 letter to Sterling. Some, such 

as Avrom Fleishman, look upon her as (in Mill's eyes) a goddess-like figure, replacing 

the godlike figure of James Mill (149). 

But the key point of debate is Harriet's actual ability and his role in producing Mill's 

major works. Mill ' s Autobiography praises her at great length for her balance of feeling 

and intellect, as he writes, 

I soon perceived that she possessed in combination, the qualities which in all other 
persons whom I had known I had been only too happy to find singly. . . . In general 
spiritual characteristics, as well as in temperament and organisation, I have often 
compared her, as she was at this time, to Shelley; but in thought and intellect, 
Shelley, so far as his powers were developed in his short life, was but a child 
compared with what she ultimately became. Alike in the highest regions of 
speculation and in the smallest practical concerns of daily life, her mind was the 
same perfect instrument, piercing to the very heart and marrow of the matter; 
always seizing the essential idea or principle. (112) 

He further adds, "To be admitted into any degree of mental intercourse with a being of 

these qualities, could not but have a most beneficial influence on my development" 

( 113 ). His lengthy praises of Harriet, which are pared down from the Early Draft (91-

100), are the source of much critical disbelief in Mill's narrative, especially the part 

about Shelley. 8 Certainly not even the more respectable of Greek gods can live up to 

such praise, but Mill ' s more terrestrial suggestions of joint authorship are not 

unreasonable. Packe argues that Harriet did have a strong influence both personally and 

intellectually (316), also noting that they together planned his remaining works in the 

1850s (368-71 ), and von Hayek not only argues that Harriet played a significant role in 

works ranging from his second poetry essay in 1833 to On Liberty, but that her presence 
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served as a restabilizing intellectual force during a period in which he swung far toward 

historicism and the Coleridgeans with his Spirit of the Age essays. Hayek' s book also 

reprints an early essay by Harriet (MS watermarked 1832), which bears intriguing 

ideological similarities to the tyranny of opinion in On Liberty (275-79).9 But both John 

Robson and Jack Stillinger argue, very credibly, that Mill overstates her influence on 

certain works, as in his reference to Principles of Political Economy as a "joint 

production," when Harriet's words only affected six of seventy-three chapters, by 

generous estimate (Robson, Improvement 58-59).10 But despite the differences, Robson, 

Stillinger, and von Hayek all recognize the profoundly inspirational role of Harriet. 

Robson writes that she "must have constantly breathed into Mill a more hopeful and 

expansive view of human possibilities," especially with regard to On Liberty 

(Improvement 60-61). And most relevant to the issue ofthe strengthening ofMill ' s new 

foundations, Stillinger writes in introducing the Autobiography, "As an imagined 

embodiment of the union of poetry and logic, Harriet becomes a saint to be worshipped" 

(xviii). The phrase may as well be reversed, such that his image of Harriet, regardless of 

its accuracy, strengthened his post-crisis idealization of the union of poetry and logic. 

3.3 Philosophy of History; or, The Spiraling Staircase 

Another interesting aspect ofMill ' s post-crisis thought is his complicated relationship 

with the philosophy of history. As J. H. Burns observes in "The Light of Reason: 

Philosophical History in the Two Mills," history' s role in Benthamite Utilitarianism was 

rather paradoxical. Burns writes, "On the one hand there is the common, almost 

commonplace observation that Bentham's theory of society is essentially ahistorical. 
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Such gestures as he makes in the direction of recognizing an historical dimension in the 

problems with which he is concerned are at best perfunctory, at worst contemptuous." 

Always concerned about the traditional abuses by governments and aristocracies, 

Bentham "developed an attitude of dismissive scorn towards history as a subject of 

study," fearing that "considerable attention to the historical record could only generate 

the 'Chinese fallacy ' of judging social and political issues by references to ' the wisdom 

of our ancestors"' (3). Yet the most significant works of two of his primary disciples 

were histories, George Grote' s History of Greece and James Mill's History ofBritish 

India (Burns 3-4), and the prospective Utilitarian successor, John Stuart Mill, was 

educated to have a vast knowledge of history. But Bentham was especially concerned 

about history in (what he believed to be) the socially and ethically totalitarian hands of 

the conservative because of his (Bentham' s) great emphasis on social progress and 

improvement. One may argue that the primary role of history in Bentham' s system was 

to provide a database of past states, such that one may chart both the need for and the 

course of progress toward the summum bonum. 

But with the destruction ofMill ' s mechanical consciousness, and with the emergence 

of a new consciousness incorporating the cultivation metaphor, Mill' s concept of history 

would also change. Mill's views of history and society were newly influenced by such 

figures as Carlyle, Coleridge, Alexis de Tocqueville, and Auguste Comte and the St. 

Simonians. But often absent from this list is Wordsworth's influence, especially 

regarding the French Revolution, which Edward Alexander discusses in "The Principles 

ofPermanence and Progression in the Thought of J. S. Mill." Mill's interest in the 1789 
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Revolution had grown significantly since 1822. Jeremy Bentham, according to Iris 

Mueller' s John Stuart Mill and French Thought, had "laughed at the principles set forth 

by the revolutionaries" of 1789, and James Mill predictably offered little support for so 

violent an event, but John' s Autobiography reflects a more romantic enthusiasm upon his 

learning that democratic principles had been "the creed of the nation" of France just 

thirty years before (Mueller 8-1 0). Mill read voraciously on the Revolution, and he 

eventually wrote three reviews for the Westminster Review on recent works in French 

history by Mignet, Sismondi and Dulaure, and Walter Scott (Filipiuk 86-88). By 1828, in 

Marion Filipiuk' s words, "The history of France's Revolution appealed to Mill ' s 

analytical cast of mind and to the romantic side ofhis nature" (88). The initial 

revolution, despite the detested violence which followed, was to John Stuart Mill a first 

symbol or harbinger of the great progressive transition toward an age of democratic 

principles (Alexander 126). 

Of Wordsworth and Mill, Edward Alexander writes, 

Wordsworth, who had once celebrated the revolution as a new dawn but now saw 
it as the introduction to a lengthy nightmare, taught Mill two things that may have 
lessened his devotion to the revolution. One was that there existed perennial 
sources of happiness, available to all human beings, which had nothing whatever to 
do with struggle and conflict. The other was that ' happiness may coexist with 
being stationary and does not require us to keep moving.' Wordsworth seemed, 
that is, to have called into question the fundamental principle of the transitional 
age which the revolution announce<L that the world was in perpetual motion and 
that everything was to be valued not as it was in itself but as a stage of some 
further development. (129) 

Here we see the impact of poetry, and ofRomanticism in general, on other aspects of 

Mill ' s thought. His new recognition of the perennial springs of happiness and the 
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possibility of happiness in a "stationary" society released him from the fundamental 

requirement of progress in the quest for social happiness. Again we see the shift from 

mechanical to botanical, as society was, to the post-crisis Mill, no longer defined 

exclusively by the "improved" society which shall be produced from it. 11 Instead, society 

was capable of having value and "producing happiness" independent of the linear 

progress fundamental to the Benthamite creed. Mill still believed in social improvement, 

but its removal as an absolute requirement for happiness allowed Mill to more easily feel 

the historicist's influence. 

From his visit and his reading, Mill was attracted to the open-minded French and their 

philosophies, as reflected in a May 1829 letter to Gustave d'Eichthal, who had noted 

England' s economic superiority. Mill answers, "But this superiority is closely connected 

with the very worst point in our national character, the disposition to sacrifice everything 

to accumulation, & that exclusive & engrossing selfishness which accompanies it" (CW 

XII 31 ). D'Eichthal also introduced Mill to the works of the St. Simonians in 1828, and 

though he would not meet Comte until 1841, Comte' s discussion of positivist philosophy 

attracted Mill. He strongly disliked the role of government in Comte' s system (Mueller 

48), but he was intrigued by the St. Simonian view of history. They believed that 

successive stages in history are characterized by alternating states/attitudes, stages which 

they labeled as critical and organic. A society consists of two rival camps, as Mueller 

writes, "the first, defended by the politically and religiously retrograde and the second, 

defended by 'partisans des idees nouvelles.'" The first camp defends institutions once 

organic and once suitable for their time, while the second strives to destroy the old and 
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construct new institutions more suitable to the current day (Mueller 60). 

Though the St. Simonian view is cyclical , it is not so much like a pendulum as a spiral 

staircase, 12 for with each cycle society reaches a higher level, until man reaches his 

ultimate destiny "wherein the seeds of dissension would dry up and criticism would be 

unnecessary" (Mueller 60). This view was attractive to Mill for several reasons. First, it 

allowed him to better use his vast resource of historical knowledge. Second, despite 

systemic differences, this optimistic model did fit Mill ' s desire for an improved state of 

man. Most importantly, it allowed him a new perspective on the difficulties of his era. 

The reform movement was approaching passage of the Reform Bill with the speed of 

cold molasses, the state of liberty in Europe was little advanced (if not the opposite) from 

its condition of four decades earlier, and violence and inequity abounded, but these 

detriments or frustrations could now be seen as elements of a Comtean critical stage. 

Thus the political and social tempests of the day, which may have seemed manifestations 

of a permanent disorder of the Iron Age, could now be seen as merely temporal, such that 

like Mill himself, society could emerge from its state of crisis. The new perspective 

shaped Mill ' s The Spirit of the Age, a group of essays in 1831 in which "natural" and 

"transitional" ages substitute for the St. Simonian organique et critique. Mill, as Mueller 

writes, preferred to concentrate on constructing the new than criticizing the old, and he 

also distinguishes between types of natural ages, which may explain the changes in 

terminology (61-62). But the St. Simonian influence is clear from the beginning, as he 

declares his age one of transition, when "society demands, and anticipates, not merely a 

new machine, but a machine constructed in a different manner" ( qtd. in Mueller 61 ). 
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The historicist influence was so strong that as R. P. Anschutz reports, Mrs. Grote began 

to refer to Mill as "the Lama" and Place mentions his growing resemblance to a "German 

metaphysician" ("Logic" 56), though each assessment is pejorative in intent. 

During this time, Mill was still contemplating writing a history of the French 

Revolution (of 1789), but he turned over the task, and a mass of books on the subject, to 

Thomas Carlyle. Carlyle emerged from the German metaphysical tradition, but was 

attracted to Mill when he happened to read the Spirit of the Age essays. As John Robson 

notes, Carlyle was also interested in St. Simonian thought, and it was the subject of many 

of their early letters, but Carlyle soon began to adapt St. Simonian ideas to his own 

"hero" concepts ofleadership (Improvement 80-81). Carlyle' s 1837 history ofthe 

Revolution drew great praise from Mill, but by 1840, Carlyle' s lecture series On Heroes. 

Hero-Worship. and the Heroic in History, the two had become very distant from each 

other, both intellectually and personally. 13 Within a decade, Carlyle' s work, such as his 

1849 essay entitled "The Negro Question," drew harsh criticisms from Mill that Carlyle 

was appealing to man' s worst instincts and doing immeasurable harm to the progress of 

the species (Robson, Improvement 91 ). 

Also from the German tradition was Samuel Taylor Coleridge, whose doctrines were 

well known by Mill through his Coleridgean friends, Sterling and Maurice. In the fifth 

chapter of the Autobiography we see evidence of Mill ' s interest in Coleridge' s poetry, 

but in the 1830s it was mostly Coleridge' s thoughts on institutions which so interested 

Mill that he called Coleridge one ofthe two great seminal minds of the age. As Robson 

discusses, it was certainly not the specific arguments of Coleridge, such as that of On the 
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Constitution of Church and State which hailed the power of the Church, but the organic 

view of institutions specifically and ofhistory in general which interested Mill . While 

Bentham was such a skilled "negative philosopher," capable of disassembling oppressive 

institutions, Coleridge recognized (and Mill through Coleridge) that many institutions 

persist not as instruments of sinister powers but because they fulfill a social need 

(Improvement 71 ). This added another element to Mill ' s interpretations ofhistory. As 

Robson writes, 

His study of history, already wide in scope, changed in direction: history became 
for him less a field in which to find isolated and remote examples to demonstrate 
the impracticability and inutility of institutions, and the glory of change, and more 
and more a record of the various and continuous means by which institutions have 
been moulded by man to satisfy his needs. (Improvement 71) 

As Robson later adds, history thus shows that Bentham' s attitude toward institutions 

simply does not fit human experience (75). But even further, this perspective logically 

suggests that institutions do not necessarily derive their power from aristocrats, but that 

the people can control the fate of institutions and thus of states. This vestment of power 

with the people had always been central to Mill ' s thinking, and Coleridge, despite the 

ideological gulfs between the two, had shown Mill that the history so detested by 

Bentham could be used in support of democratic principles. 

Several influences had brought Mill a new perspective on history, one made 

accessible to him by the ideological effects of the crisis. In time, Mill would grow very 

distant from Carlyle, he grew further from the St. Simonian sect, and certainly he could 

not identify with the silly constructions of Comte' s later works. He could never share 

Coleridge' s idea of theology as the roots and trunk of public education, nor could he 
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share the St. Simonian perspective on a religious government. And as Edward Alexander 

observes at length, Mill's own historical writings suggest that he never resolved the 

conflict of the need for progress, both social and individual, with that constant and 

stationary aspect of human nature first revealed to him by Wordsworth (138). Yet the 

historical influences would remain with him, and they in turn would influence his later 

works on society, politics, and utilitarian philosophy. 

3.4 Logic; or, Of Geometry, Chemistry, and Physics 

The issue of history was also integrated with that oflogic. Logic had always been a 

particular strength in young John, who was thoroughly trained both in the logic of Greek 

and Latin treatises and in that of such modems as Hobbes (CW XII 4-5). Most 

significant, of course, were the dialogues of Plato, from which John learned the Socratic 

method which he firmly believed in for the rest of his life. Perhaps no aspect of 

education was so important to James Mill as John's ability to reason with mechanical 

precision, such that he could seek error and destroy the fallacious or self-contradictory 

argument. John' s understanding of logic, as in most other fields, was integrated into the 

Benthamite system, such that it was critical to his concept of epistemology, philosophy, 

politics, and all else. But as in other fields, the destruction and reconstruction of his 

foundations resulted in fundamental changes in his systems of logic. 

As part of his emergence from the crisis, Mill regained his belief in associationist 

psychology, such that associations could withstand the withering force of analysis if there 

were some "natural tie." Of course, this meant that associations in many fields of his 

education would perish, and among these fields was logic, particularly in relation to the 
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moral sciences. The issue of logic in relation to history and society was brought to the 

forefront in 1829, when a young Thomas Macaulay wrote his rather scathing attack on 

James Mill ' s Essay on Government. 14 Macaulay' s article argues that " it is utterly 

impossible to deduce the science of government from the principles of human nature," 

for only by inductive reasoning may valid conclusions be reached. Induction, the method 

of going from the specific to the general, may be applied to the science of government by 

observing the present state of the world, -- by assiduously studying the history of 
past ages, -- by sifting the evidence of facts , -- by carefully combining and 
contrasting those which are authentic, -- by perpetually bringing the theory which 
we have constructed to the text of new facts, -- by correcting, or altogether 
abandoning it, according as those new facts prove it to be partially or 
fundamentally unsound. ( qtd. in Robson, Improvement 3 7) 

He adds, rather undiplomatically, that this inductive is to the deductive approach "as the 

prescriptions of a great physician, varying with every stage of every malady, and with the 

constitution of every patient, to the pill of the advertising quack, which is to cure all 

human beings, in all climates, of all diseases" ( qtd. in Robson, Improvement 37). 

Macaulay questioned the ability of the Benthamites to deduce a science of government 

based on principles of human nature when these principles "have not been formed by a 

sufficiently copious induction" (qtd. in Robson, Improvement 38). 15 

As John records in the Autobiography, he was not especially pleased with his father 's 

response that Macaulay exemplified Hobbes' s saying that when reason is against a man, 

a man will be against reason (95). Still , he defended his father' s work by arguing that the 

approach was in accordance with Baconian method, and that the necessarily short essay 

could not fully discuss some of the minor points of the issue. But the defense was rather 
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weak by John' s standards, for Macaulay had struck upon some of John's own concerns. 

As John Robson notes, Mill could hardly substitute the logic of "a Whig and a trimmer" 

for that of his father, but many arguments espoused by Macaulay would be echoed in the 

sixth and final book ofMill ' s System ofLogic, which was completed in the early 1840s 

after a decade of work. 

Mill still believed in the application of "scientific" principles to logical endeavours 

into issues of man, society, and morality, but he wondered which science would be the 

best model, and which sciences characterized faulty models. Mill labeled Macaulay' s 

historical empiricist approach as "Chemical," though as Alan Ryan observes, Macaulay 

did not really commit some of the faults discussed in this chapter of the Logic (Ryan, 

Mill 137). "Chemical" reasoning, so labeled because of the vast complexity of and 

apparent changes of kind in chemistry, attacked the historical approach as a faulty 

method because of the profound difference in events and the difficulty in isolating and 

comparing events. As Alan Ryan writes, Mill related the two because he believed social 

phenomena to be as complicated as chemical phenomena (136), for many minerals may 

be integrated and apparently inseparable in a certain substance. Also, in lieu of modem 

atom theory, MilJ ' s analogy suggests a fundamental incompatibility of historical events 

in forming the inductive ground upon which reason must be constructed. The Chemical 

approach is most hazardous because it is, in Mill ' s words, 

chiefly committed by persons not much accustomed to scientific investigation: 
practitioners in politics, who rather employ the commonplaces of philosophy to 
justify their practice, than seek to guide their practice by philosophic principles: or 
imperfectly educated persons, who, in ignorance of the careful selection and 
elaborate comparison of instances required for the formation of a sound theory, 
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attempt to found one upon a few coincidences which they have casually noticed. 
(CW VIII 887) 

This is a powerful statement, as it aims both at those casually extrapolating from poor 

data, or those who see what they wish to see regardless of the quantity of data. Mj}] 

understandably calls this approach "the gross misconception of the mode of investigation 

proper to political phenomena" (886), as it can be used to argue, for example, that 

democratic principles must be suppressed because they will cause violence and chaos, 

based on the experience of the French Revolution. 

But more reflective ofthe new foundations of the post-crisis Mill is his attack on 

"Geometrical" reasoning, aimed at the methods of his father and Bentham. 1t is a less 

severe attack, but an attack nonetheless. Euclidean geometry is characterized by an 

extrapolation of general theory based on specific instances, such that "What is once 

proved true is true in all cases, whatever supposition may be made in regard to any other 

matter" (CW VIII 888). Of application of this method to social sciences, Mill writes, "I 

speak of those who deduce political conclusions not from laws of nature, not from 

sequences of phenomena, real or imaginary, but from unbending practical maxims" 

(889). His examples include not only Hobbes's axiom that fear is the foundation of 

government, but also the interest-philosophy of the Bentham school , which he calls "the 

most remarkable example afforded by our own times of the geometrical method in 

politics" (889). 16 This attack of geometrical logic is a rebuke not only ofBenthamism in 

general but of his instruction by James Mill in logic, as Packe reports that James Mill 

"strictly catechized his son for remarking that something was true in theory but required 
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correction in practice: ifthe theory was true, he said, the practice was so inevitably true 

as to require no demonstration" (37). 

In relation to the crisis, we again see the shift away from the treatment of man and 

society as being no different from a machine. He still believed in a deductive and 

systematic approach to social science, but it had to incorporate the empirical as well. 

Whether through intellectual discovery, new influences, or even the "drudgery" of the 

India House, Mill realized that theory simply did not equate with practice in matters of 

the social sciences. This is also reflected in his essay entitled Nature, written in the 

1850s, in which he defines Nature not as mere plants and trees separate from man, but as 

a system which also encompasses man (CW X 375). Fittingly, in terms of etymology, it 

is physics which he finds the most appropriate for the social sciences, as it employs 

deductive reasoning, unlike the "Chemical" logician, but addresses the practical effects 

of atmospheric conditions, unlike the "Geometric" logician. This synthesis would be 

problematic at times, for it was, as Alan Ryan writes, "between a highly theoretical, 

deductive, axiomatized science, which possibly lacks all empirical content, and a 

detailed empirical account of the facts as they can be observed, with no theoretical 

content at all" (Mill 146). Nonetheless, the abandonment of geometry for physics as a 

model for the social scientist reflected the shift in his intellectual foundations brought 

about by the crisis, and the synthesis would significantly affect his approach to the 

applied sciences of political economy, government, and utilitarianism. 

3.5 Political Economy; or, Small Leaps 

Mill ' s place in the canon of economics was determined not by mere parroting of 
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Ricardo and James Mill, of course, but by his own developments and extended 

discussions, especially in his Essays on Some Unsettled Questions in Political Economy 

and his Principles ofPolitical Economy. Yet as George Stigler observes in "The Nature 

and Role of Originality in Scientific Progress," despite his presence in the textbooks, 

there is much debate on whether Mill may be considered a truly original economist or 

simply an expositor ofRicardianism (Essays 1). Many consider Mill to be merely a 

compiler of Ricardo' s ideas, while those at the other end of the spectrum, including 

Schumpeter, argue that Mill strays so far in the Principles that he should not even be 

considered a Ricardian (Hollander, "Ricardianism" 67). Such debate is fueled by 

differing estimations of the works of Mill and Ricardo and differing definitions of 

originality, and ultimately the debate may simply be a consequence of the "unstable 

ground" defined by Bertrand Russell , as the 1848 Principles was released midway 

between Ricardo' s work and the marginal revolution. However, in discussing the years 

leading up to Menger' s 1871 Grundsatze, Friedrich von Hayek argues that Mill ' s 

Principles "contain very important developments which go far beyond Ricardo" (New 

Studies 270), an opinion shared by Samuel Hollander and Henry Spiegel. Perhaps the 

loftiest praise is from Stigler, who writes, "There have only been a tiny handful of 

enormously fertile theoretical innovators in the history of economics, and Mill has full 

rights to membership in this regal circle along with Smith, Marshall, and Edgeworth" 

("Scientific Biography" 66). 

Despite these praises of Mill ' s originality, political economy is a field in which Mill's 

ideological shifts surrounding the crisis were not so fundamental , but instead consist 
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primarily of minor improvements to the Ricardian system. After identifying several such 

improvements, Stigler notes that each change could have been made independently of the 

others, which suggests that Mill was not trying to build a completely new system (Essays 

11 ). This may be because Mill inherited his economics not from Bentham but from 

Ricardo, who was more concerned with how his theories matched his observations of the 

marketplace. But though Mill ' s alterations seem isolated from each other, even those 

changes noted by Stigler share a certain pattern, for they reflect the incorporation of 

human variability into the mechanical foundation . 17 

Mill ' s Essays on Some Unsettled Questions in Political Economy were published in 

1844, but all but one ofthe five essays were written in 1829-30. In the second, "Ofthe 

Influence of Consumption on Production," Mill looked again at Say' s Law. Others had 

questioned Say's stipulation that quantity demanded was defmed by quantity supplied 

(i.e. supply creates demand), which Say had justified by arguing that one who offers a 

commodity for sale wants to obtain some commodity in return, and is thus a buyer by 

virtue of being a seller (Spiegel 379). Mill agrees that this is true of a single act of 

barter, and he agrees that exchange via monetary transaction is ultimately a barter. But 

Mill recognized that "the effect ofthe employment of money, and even the utility of it, 

is, that it enables this one act of interchange to be divided into two separate acts or 

operations; one of which may be performed now, and the other a year hence, or 

whenever it shall be most convenient" (CW IV 276). But beyond Mill ' s recognition that 

money itself may be considered a commodity, the alteration is interesting relative to his 

discussion of Chemical and Geometrical methods of reasoning. He does not allow his 
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interpretation of a transaction to be limited by a purely historical understanding of barter, 

as the "Chemical" logician might, nor does he ignore the variable human factor in favour 

of an artificially precise description, as the "Geometrical" logician might. 

There are many such examples in the Principles, one of which is in the fourteenth 

chapter of Book II, which discusses different wages in different employments. In the 

section on natural monopolies, he recognizes Smith's statement that service from certain 

professions may have greater value because of either a greater amount of training 

required for the profession or because the professional is entrusted with something 

valuable. Greater disparities are ascribed by Smith to various artificial monopolies, 

according to Mill (CW II 386). But Mill, avoiding the Geometrical logic of his 

predecessors, recognizes the existence of certain cultural elements which cause "natural 

monopolies." He argues that in the remunerations of various professions, there is "a 

much greater disparity than can be accounted for on the principle of competition" (CW II 

387). He cites the clerk's higher and more stable remuneration than that of the 

bricklayer, despite what he believes to be an insubstantial difference in relative training. 

He later expands on differences in those who supply each occupation: 

So complete, indeed, has hitherto been the separation, so strongly marked the line 
of demarcation, between the different grades of labourers, as to be equivalent to an 
hereditary distinction of caste; each employment being chiefly recruited from the 
children of those already employed in it .. . The liberal professions are mostly 
supplied by the sons of either the professional, or the idle classes: the more highly 
skilled manual employments are filled up from the sons of skilled artizans, or the 
class oftradesmen who rank with them: the lower classes of skilled employments 
are in a similar case; and unskilled labourers, with occasional exceptions, remain 
from father to son in their pristine condition. (CW II 387-88). 

Stigler observes that Smith's discussion was limited to "full occupational mobility of the 
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labour force in the long run," but Mill surpassed this "by his recognition of the barriers to 

mobility erected by the costs of education" (Essays 7-8). But this quote from the 

Principles suggests that Mill's interpretation goes beyond the costs of education and into 

a sort of cultural inertia. Smith attempted to explain such wage differences either in 

terms of costs or artificial forces (like corporate restrictions or apprentice laws), but Mill 

recognized from empirical and historical evidence that "full occupational mobility" 

simply was not the case. Again the pattern of synthesis is evident, as Mill incorporated 

historical/empirical evidence, perhaps from his experience at the India House, but still 

retained a deductive approach to wage differences.18 

One other difference noted by Stigler is interesting both for the advances Mill did and 

did not make. In the opening chapters of the third book, Mill discusses the defmition and 

determination of value. Regarding the labour theory of value, which James Mill had 

endorsed in the Elements, John Stuart Mill never forcefully and directly denied the 

theory, but as Stigler observes, "neither in the Essays on Unsettled Questions nor in the 

Principles is the pure labour theory of value .. . adopted" ("Scientific Biography" 64 ). 

But in Mill ' s discussion we find a greater emphasis on "demand and supply" as naturally 

equal quantities and as mutual determinants of value, as the internal competition among 

both group of buyers and sellers tends to create a rough equilibrium between quantities 

of demand and supply (CW ill 467-68). Mill also stresses, in an argument largely drawn 

from DeQuincey, that "difficulty of attainment," which may be read as production and 

distribution costs of supply, can in some cases be superseded by " intrinsic utility" in 

determining value (CW III 462-64). As DeQuincey points out, and as Mill agrees, the 

91 



individual desire for a given item can make raw material costs, labour costs, and supply 

quantities virtually irrelevant in determining the item's exchange value. Mill does not go 

so far as DeQuincey in terms of the general applicability of this circumstance, arguing 

that DeQuincey's example is an instance of monopoly, but he does recognize that an 

individual desire can override supply-related costs in determining value. As Samuel 

Hollander writes in Classical Economics, Mill sought to resolve the apparent "paradox" 

that value depends on demand but demand depends on value, but his resolution is most 

valuable not for its revolutionary nature, as Ricardo had applied this idea in isolated 

problems, but for Mill's statement of the idea as a general principle (119). Mill's partial 

endorsement ofDeQuincey's argument reflects a greater incorporation of a simple 

human desire into the idea of price/value, and his statement of the role of demand in 

value as a more general principle suggests a greater incorporation of human variability 

into value theory in general. 19 

Admittedly, such arguments for Mill's transition away from mechanical precision and 

toward human variability are less tenable in economics than in most other fields. One 

reason is that Mill considered many of his amendments, including the more general 

statement of demand and supply as determinants of value, to be what Ricardo really 

meant to say (Hollander, Classical 418-20). Furthermore, much of his work in 

economics was building on Ricardo, who recognized a greater difference between theory 

and practice than did James Mill or Jeremy Bentham. Undoubtedly, Mill produced many 

developments in the field, but many of these fall outside the scope of this discussion, 

such as his development of the compensation principle in his 1824 essay on "Com 
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Laws," which is more an issue of individual versus governmental rights than a clear 

distancing from a mechanical foundation. But despite the additional complications, we 

may see the larger pattern even in these few isolated examples. The recognition of an 

arbitrary interval between the stages of monetary barter reflects a new understanding of 

the human element into the mechanical system, as the interval is subject to human 

factors of advantage, convenience, or even whimsy. The same may be said, to some 

degree, of the role of natural cultural elements in wage differences and of the role of 

human desire in establishing price. The crisis-related change is more difficult to 

calibrate with regard to Mill' s economics because of that strong Ricardian core discussed 

by Hollander, but certainly we may see that many ofMill ' s positions are quite distinct 

from those of James Mill. Even though he never made the final jump to the concept of 

marginal utility, John's rejection of his father' s labour theory of value alone constitutes a 

substantial shift away from a purely mechanical concept of an economic system. 

3.6 Politics; or, An Eye for Tyranny, With or Without Tyrants 

Politics and the role of government were central issues in the young Mill's 

construction, and they remained central to Mill ' s thought for the remainder of his life. 

But as in other fields, the change in his foundations affected his view on politics. 

Ultimately, his works after the crisis, from his reviews on de Tocqueville in the 1830s to 

the culmination of his political works in On Liberty, reflect the destruction of a purely 

mechanical view of politics. 

As we have seen, Mill ' s post-crisis concepts of history and logic had changed 

significantly, as reflected in his Spirit of the Age and Logic. Though he retained his 
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belief in associationist psychology, his new concept of the mind recognized the 

importance of internal cultivation. He still firmly believed in the power and the great 

importance of education, but because of his own crisis, he recognized the existence of 

limitations of "panopticism" in lieu of natural ties. The essential difference in Mill 's 

view ofpanopticism is stated nicely by John Robson, who writes that James Mill ' s and 

Jeremy Bentham' s "basic syllogism is: an Englishman may be contro1led by such and 

such manipulations of reward and punishment; all men are like Englishmen; therefore 

all men may be so manipulated. The flaw in the argument in obvious: neither premise is 

true, as John Mill was constantly to indicate" ([mprovement 46). Mill's new perspective 

of man and society destroyed both ofthese syllogistic premises and the "Geometrical" 

logic used to reach them, and this new perspective greatly affected his views of politics. 

Of course, this is not to say that the crisis, or the influence of Coleridge or Carlyle, led 

Mill to abandon democratic principles. [n fact, the greatest new influence on his political 

thought, in Robson' s estimation, was not Carlyle or Coleridge or Comte but Alexis de 

Tocqueville (Improvement 114). Iris Mueller writes in Mill and France that Mill read de 

Tocqueville ' s De la Democratie en Amerique just after it was published in 1835 and, 

knowing nothing of the author, rushed an inquiry to a French acquaintance to ask, "Can 

you tell me anything ofTocqueville? What is his history? and in what estimation is he 

held in France?" (134). John Bowie identifies several intellectual ties between the two: 

Both were constitutionalists; both were convinced that the democratic revolution 
must be accepted; both were alive to the dangers and promise of the new order. 
[De Tocqueville] examined American society as the only current example of 
democracy in action, and applied the lessons to France; he also made the first 
thorough and objective analysis of the nature and causes of the Revolution. ( 181 ) 
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And as Robson observes , it was not only the amount of common ground which 

connected Mill with de Tocqueville, but also the approach. Other influences, both 

Benthamite and Coleridgean, were too Chemical or Geometrical for Mill ' s intellectual 

tastes in approaching social science. But "de Tocqueville' s work came along as a 

consummate illustration of the proper method in social investigation . ... [n short de 

Tocqueville satisfies, as Comte did not, Mill's demand for proof' (Improvement 1 08). 

And there were other reasons for Mill ' s affinity, as Mueller observes. In first 

correspondence with de Tocqueville, Mill wrote that his upcoming review would not be 

in complete accord with Democracy in America. But unlike Comte and Carlyle, de 

Tocqueville did not consider to be merely a disciple who had not yet fully accepted the 

master' s teachings. Furthermore, de Tocqueville was also somewhat lacking in "fellow 

travellers." Self-described as a liberal "d'une espece nouvelle," he was an aristocrat by 

birth who believed in liberty but did not identify with most democrats (Mueller 134-36). 

Though Mill would never be as close (personally) to de Tocqueville as to Carlyle, the 

two liberals would continue an interesting and mutually respectful correspondence 

through 1859 (Robson, Improvement 1 06). 20 

Mill too was something of an espece nouvelle ofliberal, but alas, not of the same 

species as de Tocqueville. Nonetheless, de Tocqueville would have an impact on Mill 's 

political thought, as first reflected in Mill ' s reviews of Democracy in America and in the 

1836 essay entitled "Civilization." Mill had always seen aristocratic control of 

institutions, whether of the Church of England or of the houses of Parliament, as a great 

impediment to the summum bonum. The Whigs and Tories were to the Radicals nothing 
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more than two dueling factions competing for the right to exercise selfish interests, and 

were largely indifferentiable in terms of promoting democratic principles. Thus Mill 

aimed to free society from the control of these powers (Robson, Improvement 19). But 

de Tocqueville' s analysis emphasized the hazards of removing these powers. Mill opens 

his 1835 review by quoting Democracy: 

Amongst the novel objects that attracted my attention during my stay in the United 
States, nothing struck me more forcibly than the general equality of conditions. I 
readily discovered the prodigious influence which this primary fact exercises on 
the whole course of society: it gives a certain direction to public opinion, and a 
certain character to the laws; it imparts new maxims to the governing powers, and 
peculiar habits to the governed. I speedily perceived that the influence of this fact 
extends far beyond the political character and the laws of the country, and that it 
has no less empire over private society than over the government; it creates 
opinions, engenders sentiments, suggests the ordinary practices of life, and 
modifies whatever it does not produce. ( qtd in CW XVITI 49). 

De Tocqueville argued that such equality, when applied, led to a unmistakable 

dominance of the majority which, in Alexander Brady' s words, "constantly and 

aggressively asserted its will , shaped the character of opinion, and lived in perpetual 

adoration of itself' (CW XVIII xx). De Tocqueville further argued that such an equality 

led to an ideological equality, for the majority "is possessed of a power at once physical 

and moral, which acts upon the will as much as upon the conduct, and restrains at once 

the act and the desire to perform it" ( qtd. in CW XVIII 81 ). 

This final aspect is what most troubled Mill. Mill disagreed with de Tocqueville' s 

conclusion that an something resembling an aristocracy may more competently keep 

order. Of de Tocqueville' s tone, he writes, "The good which mankind have lost, is 

coloured, we think, rather too highly, and the evils of our present state of transition too 
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darkly; and we think, also, that more than our author seems to believe, of what was good 

in the influences of aristocracy, is compatible . . . with a well-regulated democracy" (CW 

XVIII 54).2 1 Still, Mill was concerned by the conclusion that although the majority had 

not violently pursued the wealth of the minority, they had imposed a "despotic yoke" on 

public opinion and individuality. Mill always detested the more brutish side of human 

nature, and de Tocqueville raised an important concern by stating that he knew of no 

country with less independence of mind and freedom of discussion than the United 

States. Thus the tyranny of the majority became a very important issue to Mill. 22 

Mill ' s "Civilization" essay reflects one of his first attempts to deal with the tyranny of 

the majority and with the intellectual decay potentially attached to the growth of 

civilization. He writes that the consequence of "a perfection of mechanical arrangements 

impracticable in any but a high state of civilization" is a loss of the heroic, and of what 

may be termed a moral sense (CW XVIII 131 ). Mill assails the Church in this essay 

because of its connections with aristocracy and its resistance to liberal reforms, just as 

his father and Bentham did, but Mill implies that modern man is diminished because of 

excessive self-interest. The lost "heroic" quality consists of "being ready, for a worthy 

object, to do and to suffer, but especially to do, what is painful or disagreeable: and 

whoever does not early learn to be capable of this, will never be a great character" (CW 

XVlli 131 ). In this respect we see a denial of Bentham' s mechanical concept of a man as 

a mere seeker of selfish interest, for Mill argues that a good man must be willing to 

endure and even seek certain pains. Mill argues that better institutions can help to foster 

this morality, as in the French and German universities, where teaching is in the spirit of 
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free inquiry and not dogmatic imposition (CW XVUI 144). Furthermore, he argues that 

classical literature must be taught, such that "we are taught by it to appreciate and admire 

intrinsic greatness," and as it is a "soft, ennobling feature in the slavish, mechanical thing 

which the modems call education." History must also be taught, for "in no other way can 

[the student] so completely realize in his own mind (howsoever he may be satisfied with 

the proof of them as abstract propositions) the great principles by which the progress of 

man and the condition of society are governed" (CW XVIll 145). Though the essay is 

not without its weaknesses, these many rejections of the Benthamite concept of mind and 

education infiltrate Mill ' s views of politics. [n light of de Tocqueville's writings, Mill 

rejects, at least in part, the educational models of the Philosopher-King or the Panopticon 

as means of creating a morally strong society. Late in "Civilization" he writes that logic 

"ought not to be taught as a mere system of technical rules," nor philosophy of mind as 

"a set of concatenated abstract propositions," because the pupil "must be led to 

interrogate his own consciousness, to observe and experiment upon himself: ofthe mind, 

by any other process, little will he ever know" (CW XVlll 146). 

Of course, as Robson observes, Mill's concern about the oppression of minority 

opinion by majority opinion is much more easily dealt with in legal terms than ethical, 

and this would constitute much ofhis 1861 Considerations ofRepresentative 

Government (Improvement 110-112). But he would not abandon his concerns about the 

ethical checks on tyranny of opinion. This too was a fundamental change from Bentham. 

Bentham, based on his notions of the panoptic education, believed that public opinion 

was a check against immoral action. But Mill, influenced by de Tocqueville, questions 
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this proposition, for history had shown Mill that the majority, whether in France in 1789, 

or America in 1833, or England in Mill ' s day, is very often intolerant of minority 

opt mons. 

But far more important in On Liberty is the issue of individualism. As Michel 

Foucault writes, Bentham' s Panopticon is "a marvellous machine which, whatever use 

one may wish to put it to, produces homogenous effects of power," because it 

"automatizes and disindividualizes power" (202). Mill still accepted associationist 

psychology, but he realized that this approach to government and education can be 

hazardous to individualism. Such criticism was not directly bestowed by Mill on 

Bentham' s machine of social improvement; instead, the French revolutionaries of 1789, 

the Church, and especially Comte are all targets of this criticism, the latter for his 

support in the 1850s of moral despotism of society over the individual. In all of these 

cases, it is not legal oppression with which Mill is most concerned, but the tyranny of 

public opinion. Beyond the simpler Areopagitica arguments about the value of free 

speech and free discussion, Mill contends that the loss of individualism leads to a social 

stagnation resembling that of China. Typical of his own history of synthesis, he argues 

that by presentation of multiple arguments, portions of truth may be extracted from each 

and error identified in each. Furthermore, the individual should be protected from the 

tyranny of the majority, even if his words or actions are harmful. In other words, as Alan 

Ryan writes, com dealers who rob the poor should be stopped; however, they should not 

be stopped by a violent mob, but should instead face a fair trial ("Sense" 132). 

Essentially, the loss of individualism of character shall, in M111 ' s estimation, ultimately 
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create a state of men des gens mediocres, and Mill argues against the exercise by any 

body or institution of a moral tyranny which suppresses the voices of individual dissent. 

In On Liberty, the culmination ofMill's political writings, we see evidence of the 

profoundly different foundation of the post-crisis Mill from that of Jeremy Bentham and 

James MilL Bentham' s Utilitarianism was a philosophy which calculated the summum 

bonum in terms of binary additions and subtractions, working by definition from the 

equality of minds of Helvetian and Hartleyan psychology. History was merely a weapon 

in Bentham' s eyes, one used for the political oppression of the people, and man was 

merely a mechanical accruer of pleasures who could be constructed to help achieve the 

summum bonum. Yet in On Liberty we see a totally different consciousness at work. 

Mill recognizes the critical nature of individuality and of the opportunity for intellectual 

conflict in the progression of a society, which conflicts with the idea of the mechanical 

construction of a society' s members via education (of which Mill himself had been a 

prototype). Mill recognizes the value of history in building or destroying a political 

argument, such that the growth of civilization constitutes the entire opening section of 

On Liberty (and ofUtilitarianism). Most importantly, the essence ofMill ' s argument is 

completely beyond the legal mechanisms with which Bentham was concerned. As far as 

Bentham was concerned, the break of the aristocratic stranglehold on official political 

power would free society to increase the summum bonum; Mill recognized (via 

Coleridge) that the unofficial power was what had empowered the institution in the first 

place, and (via de Tocqueville) that its unofficial power far exceeded in importance its 

official political power. The essence of Mill's argument is foreign to the mechanical 
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axioms ofBentham's system, for in dealing with the tyranny of the public opinion of the 

majority, Mill discusses politics on a completely human level , drawing his deductions 

from a new set of beliefs on human nature and drawing support from the realm of human 

experience. 23 

3. 7 Utilitarianism; or, The Keystone of the Organic and the Mechanical 

In 1821 , Mill ' s first reading of Bentham provided Mill a keystone, a single piece 

which transformed the assorted segments of early education into a single unified whole. 

As Elie Halevy writes, Benthamite Utilitarianism functioned as "a closed system of 

truths logically connected together and a complete philosophy of human nature" (486). 

But the crisis removed the crucial element of happiness from each segment, thus 

dissolving the bonds of the metaphorical arch and sending each stone crashing down. 

The reconstructed arch integrated new materials with the old, such that his post-crisis 

systems of belief can not as easily be called Benthamite. Yet Mill fulfilled his role as 

worthy successor nonetheless. This he did by altering or eliminating some ofBentham' s 

most mechanical axioms to better fit the variability of the species. His synthesis is not 

always successful , but he believed it to better reflect the often "non-Geometrical" ways 

ofNature.24 

Long before his 1861 Utilitarianism essay, Mill ' s intellectual transformations 

regarding both Bentham and his Utilitarianism were reflected as early as 1829. As we 

have seen, MilJ ' s response to Macaulay' s 1829 attack on James Mill ' s Essay on 

Government was far from a complete denial. Regarding utilitarianism, as John Robson 

observes, John found some fault in Macaulay's arguments, those which partially 
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resemble the "Chemical" reasoning defined in his System of Logic, but the attacks on the 

Utilitarians' ability to know the laws of human nature resembled Mill's own recognition 

of some of the system' s inadequacies (Improvement 36-39). Mill ' s response to 

Macaulay does demonstrate that he had not fully alienated himself from Bentham and 

James Mill, especially in his attack on principles in which Macaulay scarcely believed, 

but some of Macaulay' s points would be at least partially reflected by Mill ' s System of 

Logic (Ryan, Mill 137-46). 

But other works of the 1830s were not so defensive of Bentham. John' s 1832 obituary 

of Bentham (who had died two days after the reading of the Reform Bill) hails the 

deceased reformer for his great ability to systematize legal and governmental policy, 

which were, in Mill ' s words, 

A labyrinth without a clue-- a jungle, through which no path had ever been cut. . . . 
their foundations the rude contrivances of a barbarous age, even more deeply 
barbarous in this than in aught else; the superstructure an infinite series of patches, 
some larger, some smaller, stuck on in succession wherever a hole appeared, and 
plastered one over another until the monstrous mass exceeded all measurable bulk, 
and went beyond the reach of the strongest understanding and the finest memory. 
(CWX495). 

The pre-crisis Mill would have agreed with this great compliment, and it is reflected 

again in his 1833 "Remarks on Bentham's Philosophy" and in his 1838 essay "Bentham." 

The latter cites Bentham as one of the two great seminal minds of his age (with 

Coleridge), and it presents him as an extraordinary "negative philosopher" (CW X 80-

81 ), "negative" in the sense of clearing the underbrush of the legal jungle. But by 1838, 

both Bentham and James Mill had died, and John was less inhibited in criticizing 

Bentham. Mill cites Bentham' s refusal to listen to any other schools of thinkers as "his 

102 



first disqualification as a philosopher," and the second of these was "the incompleteness 

of his own mind as a representative of human nature" (CW X 91 ). Mill writes of 

Bentham, fifty-eight years his elder, "He was a boy to the last" (CW X 92). Thus no 

longer based in (or dominated by) a purely mechanical consciousness, and no longer 

inhibited by concern over disappointing his builders, Mill sought to redress some of the 

overly mechanical elements ofBenthamite Utilitarianism. 

In the opening of Mill ' s Utilitarianism, he affirms that he still believes in the principle 

of the summum bonum, that "actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote 

happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness" (210). But from its 

opening, we see the "more humane utilitarianism" associated with Mill , or at least more 

amenable to the general readership. He affirms the historical tradition of the Utility 

principle back to the dialogue ofProtagoras, and he carefully defines utility to separate it 

from assorted misconceptions, like that which opposes it with beauty or happiness. But 

Mill ' s work is distinguished from Bentham's by far more than mere eloquence or 

accessibility. 

The most significant change from Bentham is a scaling or separation of pleasures. In 

Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, Bentham did present seven 

"dimensions" of pleasure/pain by which to assess an approximate quantitative sum of 

felicity (Plamenatz 73). However, John Plamenatz observes that most of these 

dimensions are incompatible with each other, that Bentham often ignores these 

dimensions in other parts of the book, and that ultimately the system is so muddled that 

any such calculation would have an enormous margin of error (73-76). 25 But this system 
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of ethical dimensions, even when Bentham sticks to it, ultimately reduces a human being 

to a quantitative machine, summing pleasures and pains of a prospective act and making 

a binary selection. As F. E. L. Priestley writes in introducing the essay in the Collected 

Works, Helvetian psychology, relative to Hartleian, is less receptive to distinguishing 

between pleasures, and Bentham was more influenced by Helvetius than were the Mills. 

Priestley adds, "Beccaria and Bentham had avoided quahtative assessments in the behef 

that the quantitative is more certain and more readily determined" (X xli). This may 

understate the point, as Bentham believed not only, like many British economists and 

ethicists, in the greater certainty of the quantitative, but his concept of epistemology 

suggests that the quantitative is the means by which the mind makes the determination. 

To Bentham, the qualitative is at best a subset of the quantitative, and at worst the 

quahtative is completely absent from discussion. 

But as F. E. L. Priestley observes, "Mill rapidly dismisses the calculus of pleasure and 

pam. Quantity of pleasure and pain is no more readily measured than quahty" (X xli

xlii). Mill argues, like the Epicureans, that some pleasures are more desirable than 

others. Therefore it is better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a pig satisfied, and poetry is 

greater than pushpin. And as D.P. Dryer presents in introducing Mill's essay, Mill's 

introduction of the qualitative element greatly complicates the binary system ofBentham 

(X lxiv-lxvii). Of course, the differentiation is not without its problems, some of which 

are not so well elucidated by Mill. Basil Willey, who seems to detest even discussing the 

essay in his Nineteenth Century Studies, asks of the statement that some pleasures are 

most desirable and more valuable than others, "What can make them so, except their 
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being greater in 'amount'?" ( 171 ), a criticism noted by many others. 26 The separation of 

higher and lower pleasures forces one to ask whether the two (or more) groups are to be 

calibrated relative to each other and measured along the same dimension of pleasure, or 

if we are to conceive ofhigher and lower pleasures as being on completely different 

scales such that one may not be translated into the units of the other. The history of 

Mill's thought suggests that it is not the latter (and highly problematic if it is), and the 

former ends up as something of a quantitative system. But despite the possible 

contradictions and definite obscurity, Mill places much greater emphasis than Bentham 

on this qualitative role of pleasures and pains. At least in part, this is clearly the result of 

his post-crisis emphasis on the cultivation of the feelings, for as Mill must have 

recognized, it is difficult to place one's pleasure (or pain) in reading Wordsworth on the 

same scale of measurement as one's pleasure in drinking tea. Even if a bit tangled in 

doing so, Mill tries to break down the binary emphasis of Bentham and Helvetius, which 

more nearly equates the two pleasures (CW X xli). 

Even more complicated is the treatment of moral questions surrounding utility. 

Popular perception, as Dryer observes, was that "utilitarianism rides roughshod over all 

rights" (xcv). If the summum bonum is the objective, then, for instance, can nine people 

enslave or murder the tenth, if the nine shall thereby be happier? Both Bentham and 

John Mill would sound an emphatic "no," of course, because this represents a violation 

of the tenth's rights. But more interesting is how each deals with the moral/ethical 

issues, which tend to be more subtle. In its simplest form, the question is, "How do we 

know what is right?" How does one develop a sense of virtue? In Bentham's system, the 
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individual acts almost wholly in self-interest, in the felicific context. But with regard to 

historical systems which traditionally instill a sense of virtue or a code of values, 

Bentham was deeply suspicious of all such systems, which he felt were designed to "bind 

men in obedience to their masters, whether lay or clerical" (Britton 59). Bentham was 

content to use the Panopticist machine and Associationist Psychology to create the sense 

of right and wrong in relation to society, but John had personally seen some ofthe 

failures in this model , at least as applied to him. H. J. McCloskey, among others, refers 

to Bentham' s system as one of egoistic or hedonistic utilitarianism, emphasizing almost 

exclusively the individual pleasure and pain. 

But the crisis of John Stuart Mill had constructed his foundations, and upon them 

were new structures relating to logic, history, and ethics. Mill's incorporation of 

inductive knowledge to verifY deduction weakened the axiom of man as a machine of 

self-interest. Here we see the importance of Mill ' s second criticism in the "Bentham" 

essay, that Bentham's experience was too limited to be so thoroughly projected into a 

philosophical system. After the crisis, Mill no longer considered reasoning from the 

general principle of man ' s almost pure self-interest to be a proper logical progression. 

Through his interests in history, he had realized that history could be used positively if 

carefully checked. And as McCloskey adds, "in spite of Mill ' s explicit, uncompromising 

rejection of intuitionism, these two essays [!ltilitarianism and Liberty] contain the seeds 

of a move from the anti-intuitionism ofBentham to the intuitionism ofHenry Sidgwick, 

Moore, and Rashdall" (57-58). In the third section of Utilitarianism, Mill does not 

support the notion of an innate morality, but there are the repeated references to the need 
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for a "powerful natural sentiment" (CW X 231), much as in the fifth chapter of the 

Autobiography, such that any ethical instructions must have some actual root to grab on 

to. Bentham' s system offered no such root, but Mill offers this foundation: 

This firm foundation is that of the social feelings of mankind; the desire to be in 
unity with our fellow creatures, which is already a powerful principle in human 
nature, and happily one of those which tend to become stronger, even without 
express inculcation, from the influences of advancing civilization. (CW X 231) 

The distance from Bentham here is profound, and the connection with the St. Simonians 

clear. Like the separation of classes of pleasures, this concept of values in light of the 

course of civilization reflects a profound shift from the mechanical consciousness of 

Mill 's early years, for its allows history to play some role in utilitarian ethics, a role 

denied by Bentham' s system. 

Ultimately, Mill' s Utilitarianism reflects an interesting circularity regarding John 

Stuart Mill and utilitarianism. In his early education, the principles ofBentham's 

Utilitarianism, to use Mill ' s metaphor from the Autobiography, functioned as a keystone 

which combined his many studies into a unified whole. Four decades later, after the 

shifts in his foundations, and after the resulting changes in his beliefs in logic, 

economics, politics, and ethics, his Utilitarianism reflects an attempt to again integrate 

the disparate parts into one unified, coherent whole. As many critics have pointed out, 

these integrations did not always work so well as Mill had hoped, whether by inherent 

incompatibility or by Mill ' s own inability to achieve a better synthesis. But the 

destruction of the mechanical consciousness and the reconstruction of an integrated 

consciousness allowed Mill to attempt the syntheses which few others dared try, oflogic 

107 



and poetry, of progressive and cyclical historicism, of Bentham and Coleridge, and of the 

constructed analytical machinery with the cultivated feelings . 

108 



Conclusion 

In "The Scientific Uses of Scientific Biography," George Stigler warns that we 

must be cautious about the degree to which our knowledge ofMill ' s biography affects 

our interpretation of his work, such that we must not interpret the System ofLogic as six 

times more "original" than his Principles because it took six times as long to write 

(Stigler 56). However, I do believe that approaching the crisis as the destruction of a 

mechanical consciousness can be useful in terms of better understanding or explaining 

certain aspects ofMill ' s work, especially the Autobiography. I believe that this approach 

is worthy of more extensive study or explication, though such explication would far 

exceed the appropriate bounds of the format of a masters thesis. Obviously, I can not 

hope to fully discuss Mill ' s economics or Mill ' s utilitarianism in a mere few pages, nor 

may I even hope to address all of the fields of study to which Mill made a significant 

contribution. My intent has been merely to propose an approach to the works of John 

Stuart Mill , and to suggest some avenues which others may more fully explore. 

In the final analysis, "Destruction" may seem a rather harsh and apocalyptic metaphor 

for the crisis, for while Mill ' s views on poetry, logic, and history suggest a wholly 

destroyed and reconstructed foundation, his work in political economy is more difficult 

to identify as reflective of a new foundation. However, an interpretation of the crisis as 

"Adding a New Wing to the Mechanical Consciousness" certainly does not catch the eye 
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so well, nor does it sufficiently state the point. Nor does the notion of a highly 

exaggerated or completely reconstructed account of the crisis sufficiently address the 

evidence available to scholars. Mill ' s work strongly suggests that the change 

surrounding the crisis was a fundamental change, not merely the addition of a few new 

shelves to existing structures of thought. His early work and thought suggests that the 

pre-crisis Mill ' s intellectual contemplations were almost purely defined by the machine 

metaphor. Later works demonstrate that the post-crisis Mill thought in terms of both 

mechanical and organic vocabularies. The crisis represents not an addition to but the 

destruction of his mechanical foundations, and indeed his works suggest that Mill rebuilt 

his intellectual structures not upon his old framework with a few added principles, but 

upon a new and integrated mechanical/organic foundation. 
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Notes 

Introduction 

1 By "consciousness" I am referring to Mill's manner of conceiving man, society, 
etc. A "mechanical consciousness," as I use the term here, suggests that the machine is 
the essential context (or vocabulary, or dimension, or paradigm, depending on the term 
of choice) in which one conceives of reality. Also, my use of the terms "works" and 
"thought" in this sentence is merely to avoid excluding conversation, letters, and any 
other sources which may not be properly termed "works." 

Furthermore, I must clarify that I am dealing with Mill's intellectual contemplation in 
discussing the mechanical consciousness. It is impossible, and perhaps not all that 
useful, to speculate on what Mill thought while eating dinner with his siblings, for 
instance, except insofar as these thoughts are reflected in Mill ' s works. One need not 
stipulate that Einstein viewed space in relativistic terms at every waking moment to 
establish that Einstein intellectually understood space in these terms; similarly, I am not 
concerned with whether Mill constantly viewed the world in terms of machinery, but 
whether he did so in intellectual contemplation. 

Part I -- Construction 

1 Associationist theory was earlier discussed by Gay in 1730, and before him by 
Locke, but Hartley was the first to attempt a detailed and systematic analysis of 
associationist psychology. 

2 Bain notes that Mrs. Mill told the children of James Mill' s 20-hour workdays at 
Ford Abbey (hopefully the children did not keep these same hours). However, her words 
are not of the utmost credibility, and Bain notes some skepticism upon hearing of this in 
conversation with J. S. Mill (162-63). 

3 Other reports cite mid-1813 as the date of Mill' s discussion with Lady Spencer, 
including Anna J. Mill in John Mill's Boyhood Visit to France, clarifying an apparent 
error in George Bentham' s letter (xii). OfMill's eight-page History ofRome, some 
critics (notably Leslie Stephen) have complained of its superficial recounting of names 
and dates, though I must argue that Stephen misses the point (he was six years old!). The 
letter to Bentham, reproduced in CW XII, is enlightening not only for its lofty words but 
for its amusingly awkward handwriting as well. This antisyzygy between intellectual and 
social skilJ would later have significant consequences in Mill ' s life. One may also 
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suspect that the term "recapitulating" was added to impress Bentham. 

4 Despite Stephen' s glaringly presumptuous argument, he and Stillinger may, to 
paraphrase Mill, each hold half the truth regarding Mill ' s advantage, as his upbringing 
later showed itself to be duly advantageous and destructive. 

5 I believe that this is clearly the nature of James Mill ' s correction of his son' s 
opinion. John ' s words suggest that he sided with the English simply because of 
nationalist association, and that his father changed John' s mind by reason and not by 
force or by manipulation of fear. Still, the phrase "set right by my father," while perhaps 
just a consequence of overly economical writing, and regardless of authorial intent, does 
have a certain darkness which adds fuel to criticisms of James Mill. 

6 This is a point worthy of expansion, but I wish to avoid a greater digression 
within the text. The issue of early mathematical influences seems largely terra incognita 
in terms of criticism, and perhaps in terms of archival support as well. It would be 
interesting to see whether the texts were selected merely because of reputation or 
avaiJability, or whether because their authors were suitable avatars of James Mill. One 
inclined to research the point might look for the presence of mathematical texts by 
landed aristocrats, or for mathematical texts of higher quality or reputation, on Jeremy 
Bentham' s bookshelves. 

Also, the comment on Archimedes applies just as well to science as to mathematics. 
In the same letter to S. Bentham, Mill also records applied mathematical texts designed 
to make one a "leam'd astronomer," with no mention of a Galileo. 

7 Among the Benthams' tactics was taking an unusually long time in moving to an 
apartment to Toulouse, during which nearly all of the books were packed up. John also 
had to take lessons in such gentlemanly pursuits as singing, fencing, and riding, though 
certainly he was no chevalier. By combining these tactics with a general effort to distract 
him from books via talk or travel, John finally succumbed to the beauty of France. 

8 Many more negative commentaries on James Mill exist; I have merely included 
a brief sampling. In particular, Stillinger lists in "Mill's Education" some of the repeated 
references in the Autobiography to James Mill's severity (30-33). 

9 Letters from visitors to Ford Abbey (Place, Lady Romilly, and a few others) all 
seem in accordance with John' s account of early education. On a somewhat peculiar 
point, Place's letter on 28 August 1817 records of young Clara, "At present she ' is 
reading of quadrupeds" ' ( qtd in Stillinger 27). It seems improbable that Dickens would 
have seen this letter (Stillinger cites an 1898 biography as letter' s source), but the term 
'quadrupeds' is used for darkly comical effect in the opening of Hard Times. 

10 In terms of relative credibility, Robson and Stillinger are two of the top 
scholars on Mill and (with regard to this point) are far more credible than those who are 
content to identifY James Mill as a Gradgrind, one who simply fills his pitiful students 
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with Facts. Robson, Stillinger, and John Stuart Mill himself present a more complicated 
v1ew. 

11 Halevy cites Hutcheson's Inquizy Concerning Moral Good and Evil as a 
forerunner of this and other utilitarian foundations . F. C. Montague and Leslie Stephen 
also cite Hutcheson as the source of the famous phrase. 

12 Writing style is but one aspect ofBentham' s general eccentricity. In addition to 
the well-known provision in his will which kept his body in a glass case at University 
College (with a wax head-- the original was mummified), Packe recounts one odd image 
in which Bentham in his Quaker-styled coat was poking his stick named "Dapple" at Sir 
John Langborn, "chieftain ofhis prancing army of plebeian cats," then suddenly elected 
to stop and explain the logic of his Panopticon tloorplan to the cats (50). Regarding his 
writing, Bentham was fortunate to have a string of editors willing to bear the great 
burden of distilling his work, but as a result his thoughts were sometimes distorted by 
lesser editors, such as his infamous biographer John Bowring. 

13 We focus here on Benthamite Utilitarianism, that strain which most influenced 
Mill, but of course there are other approaches to the principle of utility, as well as other 
significant figures. Plamenatz considers Hume the greatest figure of utilitarianism (JSM 
second), and Ernest Albee ' s mediocre History of English Utilitarianism consciously 
allots Bentham only haifa chapter. Halevy' s superb Growth ofPhilosophical Radicalism 
is excellent on all major figures. 

14 Of course, many of these intertwined ideas are either developments of (or direct 
inheritances from) earlier thinkers, among them Locke, Hobbes, Shaftesbury, Hutcheson, 
Hume, and Helvetius. For the purposes of discussing J. S. Mill's early economic 
influences, I shall deal primarily with the great classical economists and with James Mill. 

15 The idea is most associated with Smith, though he may have drawn this laissez
faire principle from Frances Hutcheson, his predecessor as Professor of Moral 
Philosophy at Glasgow College. It must be noted that Ricardo was less optimistic about 
the prospect of open-ended social progress, and that Malthus's optimism was tempered 
by his population-related concerns. 

16 Bentham' s words were obviously of great value to JSM than those of Smith, but 
in this case the degree to which he would have differentiated between the two is a matter 
of speculation. One must recall that Smith also discussed public education as valuable to 
a society in Wealth of Nations, which brings him closer to Bentham. But it is difficult 
enough to try and define one's "interest," let alone extract the relative strength of these 
influences, as neither Bentham or Smith was as influential as Ricardo or James Mill with 
regard to JSM' s understanding of economics. 

17 Packe reports that Ricardo' s sudden death in 1823 provoked an extremely rare 
uncontrolled emotional response from James Mill (39), which is indicative of the depth 
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of their friendship. 

18 Ricardo' s position assumed fixed production costs of monetary metals. 
Spiegel's Growth ofEconomic Thought contains a good elaboration of this point in 
chapter on Ricardo. It is also noteworthy that Ricardo' s vision of possible social 
stagnation in a capitalist system (and perhaps his emphasis on landed/non-landed 
divisions) was pounced upon by Marx and developed into his theory of an ultimate 
proletariat revolution, etc. 

19 Packe' s account of the obscure event is worth reading for a good image of Mill 
as young crusader (and on a topic far more interesting than rents or the wages fund). 
Karl Britton notes that the incident is not included in the Autobiography, though Britton 
does not expand on this point ( 17 -18). Place is the same Francis Place whose letters 
from the 1810s provide one of the best external portraits of the Mills, and who had made 
a previous unsuccessful attempt to edit Bentham' s Rationale of Judicial Evidence, a task 
which fell to JSM in 1825. 

20 Though sections of the Elements deal with the idea of consumption, Say' s Law 
fundamentally reduces the consumption side of an economic system to a number almost 
completely dependent on production, assuming certain conditions. This idea is further 
discussed below in 1.4. 

21 Among these sources are Packe (55), Lloyd (50), and Zastoupil. Packe notes 
that six hours was "more than ample," and that JSM mirrored his father's habit of 
allowing the work to gather for days before eliminating it in "one big gust." 

22 Brady addresses some of these points in greater depth, particularly freedom of 
press, in introducing Volume XVIII ofthe CW. 

23 Foucault's "Panopticism," on 195-228 ofDiscipline and Punish, is interesting 
both in its own right and with regard to my discussion. Foucault repeatedly emphasizes 
that Bentham' s Panopticon works as an effectively designed machine, one which retains 
order not through "fortress-like architecture" but through "the simple, economic 
geometry of a ' house of certainty"' (202). Foucault repeatedly uses the machine analogy 
for the design. He further discusses it as a laboratory by which to determine the best 
means of affecting individual behaviour. Certain aspects of Foucault's discussion are 
interesting with regard to Bentham' s political philosophies, especially the role of lighted 
cells, non-corporal means of achieving order, and its theoretical applicability beyond a 
punitive system. Foucault writes of other applications, including education (205), and in 
fact Bentham designed a similar model for the ideal classroom, in which the instructor 
speaks from a rotating platform centered in a circular auditorium. 

24 Mazlish' s James and John Stuart Mill: Father and Son in the Nineteenth 
Centuiy is one of few works to directly address the idea of mechanical perspective in 
more than one discipline ofMill's thought/experience. However, all such mentions are 
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either very brief or entangled with Mazlish' s Oedipal interpretations. Loesberg' s 
Fictions of Consciousness also glances at this machine metaphor with regard to some of 
Mill's comments on Harriet, noting Mill ' s vision of self as externally motivated machine, 
at least to some degree ( 4 7). 

25 "Vulgar" I would presume is implied in the Latin sense (not the modem), thus 
the modes ofthoughts/feelings of the common people were to be avoided. 

26 It must be noted that JSM was especially isolated from his mother after his 
1851 wedding, which may have made references to her in the Early Draft uncommonly 
caustic in tone, as some of the draft was written in 1853. It is also noteworthy that 
Harriet Mill eliminated many of these severe references, including the long passages 
which criticized his mother for the "absence of love" in the household atmosphere. See 
pp. 183-85 of Stillinger edition of Early Draft. 

Incidentally, this textual alteration from the 1853 draft to the 1870 Columbia MS, in 
which JSM eliminates harsh criticisms of his mother, is typical of the alterations to be 
found in the later draft. In many cases, critical comments are either softened or 
elill}inated, most notably regarding his mother and father, Sterling, Roebuck, Grote, and 
Sarah Austin. Another pattern of revision is a greater modesty in describing his role in 
certain events, often by substituting generalizations for comments written specifically 
about himself in the 1853 draft. See Stillinger' s introduction to the Early Draft for 
thorough commentary on revisions, pp. 11-28. 

27 Pages 178-82 contain three rejected leaves on this point, each very bitter. 
Though Harriet suggested that he omit these leaves, some of the subtler undercurrent of 
bitterness remains in the Autobiography, which is the source of much of its intrigue. 

28 This is speculative on my part (the nature of the "interviews"), but I believe it 
to be sound, based on context. Packe' s source on this information is not entirely clear 
from his notes. 

29 This attempt to shield the child from the baser elements is echoed in Hard 
Times, as Sleary' s Circus represents such a "threat" to Louisa and Tom Gradgrind. 

30 Of course, many other authors have discussed the concept of the Four Ages, and 
Mill must have been familiar with it if only because of the 1820 "Four Ages of Poetry" 
by his co-worker at the India House, Thomas Love Peacock. One may also debate the 
influence of the Biblical concept of man' s fallen state, a concept often voiced during the 
Victorian era, though Mill ' s agnosticism and his Graecophilia suggest that the Four Ages 
may have been the more influential of the two concepts. 

31 This very point is one reason that some critics question the validity ofMill ' s 
Autobiography; Clinton Machann, in The Geme of Autobiography in Victorian 
Literature, writes that JSM "sees an intimate connection between his story and the story 
of mankind" (36), and Loesberg writes in Fictions of Consciousness that the work casts 
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more light on Mill's view in 1853-54, when he wrote the frrst draft, than it does on the 
actual events (23). Loesberg contends that autobiography is often written within the 
context of the author' s literary beliefs, and that Mill reshapes his experience (especially 
the crisis) such that it may serve a didactic purpose. See Part II on this point. 

32 The first two ofthese, Hartleyan epistemology and Benthamite Utilitarianism, 
assume the mechanical perspective in their fundamental principles (i.e. the notion of the 
externally constructed being, etc.). Ricardian economics takes on a more thoroughly 
mechanized form through the polarized lens of James Mill (see section 1.3 above). 

33 Mill would criticize this brand of logic, which he termed "Chemical," of 
assessment based on a couple of instances of empirical evidence, in his System of Logic 
(CW VII). This type oflogic was of great concern to James Mill and to Bentham, as it is 
typical of the "man on the street" and is often faulty because of reliance upon 
coincidence or lazy analysis. 

34 This collapse of JSM's Utilitarian Society, according to Packe, resulted in part 
from James Mill ' s argument with Roebuck and Graham, as mentioned in section 1.6 
above. Regarding the meetings at Grote' s house, they were more the idea of the new 
Mrs. Grote, a dominant personality who gladly opened the house to the young reformers ' 
meetings, and who also, in Packe' s words, "sentenced her conquered mate to the 
plodding lifelong labour of compiling a history of Greece" ( 68). This history would be 
the object of long and insightful reviews by Mill in future decades. 

35 It must be noted that Mill's tone is positive in discussing editing of Bentham's 
work, which suggests that he viewed the task, at least when recounting it decades later, 
more as a labour of love or an honourable duty than an embittering obligation. On 
another point, Mill may also have been learning German during this time. 

36 Leslie Stephen writes that in Bentham' s CW, the Rationale occupies 900 
double-columned pages of roughly 500 words per column, which means a daily output, 
over the course of300 days, of 1500 words per day in finished form (III 19n). However, 
Stephen forgot that these were double-columned pages, which means an average of 3000 
words per day. 

Part II -- Destruction 

1 This is a highly reduced account of the already highly distilled writing of Mill. 
These early pages of Ch. 5 reveal Mill ' s powers of self-analysis, and the narrative has 
surprising power for the work of a "non-artist." Indeed, one is best advised to read at 
least to Marmontel to avoid contracting Mill ' s depression. 

2 Mill himself mentions some similarity between his experience and that of 
Mannontel, as eldest children of a stern father. However, his mention is so briefthat 
interpretations of the event as a death-wish against his father (and beyond) become rather 
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untenable with each step. Clearly the event represents Mill ' s ability to experience 
emotion, but the Oedipal interpretations only go so far. Mazlish 208-217 is one 
relatively good account of the crisis from this angle. 

Also, Loesberg effectively uses the centrality of this event as support for his argument 
that the crisis is defined more by post-crisis experiences, particularly the 1836 death of 
James Mill . 

3 Stillinger notes that Helen Taylor made some minor amendments to the final 
drafts, and that editors had their minor impact as well. However, despite Stillinger' s 
article, most of Harriet's alterations appear to be relatively minor changes which 
eliminate phrases and passages less kind in tone, and I do not feel that they significantly 
impact the essence of the work. Robson (Improvement 50-68) and Loesberg (253-54) 
both argue against joint authorship, but the question remains unresolved because of the 
questions about her actual influence on JSM. Of course, Harriet may have made verbal 
suggestions for the first draft, but these are unverifiable unless manifest in letters. 

Another good discussion of this point, and of some of the other oddities of the 
Autobiography, may be found in Alan Ryan' s "Sense and Sensibility in Mill ' s Political 
Thought." Among its many points of interest is a discussion of the text, of which three
quarters is set before age 30, as a Bildungsroman which simply doesn' t end when the 
young hero leaves to enter the world (125-27). Regarding the role of Helen Taylor in the 
later years ofMill's life, see Ann Robson' s "Mill's Second Prize in the Lottery of Life" 
in Laine 215-41 . 

4 I mention this point (Mill' s mentions ofMethodism) because it appears in many 
arguments regarding models of or influences on Mill ' s crisis. However, it should be 
noted that Mill was working on his Three Essays on Religion while he was writing the 
1853-54 draft, which may help to explain the reference to Methodism. Mill may also 
have included the analogy in an effort to provide the reader some more commonly 
understood point of reference 

5 One ofLoesberg' s primary pieces of evidence is a contrast of Mill's statement 
in the Autobiography that he recalled "nothing" of 1826 vs. what Loesberg calls a 
"reasonably detailed account" of the winter (see Loesberg 53). However, in Jack 
Stillinger's editions of both the Early Draft ( 121) and the standard Columbia MS 
(Autobiography), the line reads "next to nothing." Yet even with the edition and the 
wording that Loesberg is using, this account of 1826-27 has only the most sparse detail , 
and it is glaringly obvious from Mill's account of the dull state of nerves that "nothing" 
means 'virtually nothing.' From a period of time to which he has obviously given a great 
deal of thought, Mill only mentions a few prominent names and a couple of general facts. 
Loesberg compounds his error by referring to this "contradiction" as the "absurd 
occurrence of a case of amnesia that comes and goes with remarkable convenience" (53), 
which is, diplomatically speaking, a rather poorly-timed instance of sarcasm. His use of 
"contradictions" surrounding Mill's baldness (58-59) is also rather untenable. 

On the whole, Loesberg' s analysis is interesting and thorough, but he repeatedly 
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places great credence in small textual points while subverting others, which is at times 
problematic. Admittedly, Loesberg must navigate difficult issues of circularity, but as a 
result, some of his arguments suffer from the same circular support, such as his 
contention that virtually no change took place in Mill in 1826, for which he only has the 
simple denial of Mill ' s explanation as his support. Furthermore, I am bothered by 
Loesberg's use of the 1853-54 Hollander-lllinois MS instead of the Columbia MS. The 
differences is the earlier MS are relatively slight, mostly matters of harsh tone resulting 
from recent problems with the family, but the use of this early manuscript suggests to me 
that Loesberg is more concerned with making his points about autobiography than about 
Mill . There is nothing wrong with this, of course, but it should be considered when 
analyzing the method and applicability ofLoesberg' s conclusions. 

6 The argument bears an interesting relation to Kirkegaard' s statement that man 
does not truly wish to know God, for all motive would be lost. The Helvetian idea of 
perfectibility added to the problem by suggesting that the question had greater legitimacy 
as a possible outcome. This is one point on which JSM may have been better off 
liste?ing to the less optimistic James Mill than to Bentham. 

7 The relation to "Andrea del Sarto," published in 1855, is quite interesting. In 
his article "'Andrea del Sarto': The Kingdom ofHell is Within," Richard Altick 
discusses the interconnectedness of many aspects of Andrea's life and work as the broad 
source of his troubles, and Andrea is further tortured by his awareness of, and inability to 
affect, these many shortcomings, much as Mill is aware yet powerless early in Ch.5. 

8 Mill ' s terminology is of particular importance. His essay on "Nature" from 
Three Essays on Religion, written around the time of the Early Draft, discusses the 
word' s definition at length. Mill, according to the essay, believes that the term should 
refer not merely to the world of plants and trees, but to what is often termed 'natural 
law. ' As used here, I presume it means some genuine connection to one' s circumstances. 
"Casual," beyond the modem sense of informality, may also be meant in the sense of 
' casualty,' suggesting the temporality and vulnerability of this class of associations. 

9 The incongruity suggests that either the associationist model was the problem or 
the actual construction was the problem. But though JSM fmds other problems with the 
style of his education, on this point he specifically notes the constant reminders (and thus 
reinforcement) of this association. This suggests that James Mill and Bentham did all 
that they could on this point, and that the associative system was the problem (perhaps 
for lack of the natural tie at this point in time). 

10 Whether Bentham truly intended a "harmony of interests" depends on 
definition of terms. See Robson, Improvement 14, and Halevy' s Growth of Philosophical 
Radicalism. 

11 The rights of women was obviously a significant issue to JSM, but the nature of 
his disagreement with his father was minor in terms of reasoning. James Mill believed 
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that women should be excluded from the vote because their interests were protected by 
men. Young John, with Bentham, simply did not agree with this reasoning, for he saw no 
reason that a woman would be less capable of acting upon interest via a network of 
associations than would a man. In fact, despite all of the other ideological changes in his 
life, JSM's position regarding the rights of women (that there were no grounds for a 
difference in legal rights between the sexes) seems to have remained relatively static 
from the early 1820s onward, at least through his 1869 Subjection of Women. 

12 This may be for lack of time on Mill ' s part, or because Bentham was getting 
quite old. However, it should be noted that the question over whether Mill's name would 
be on the title page of the Rationale was being discussed during this period. In a letter to 
Bentham from around April24, 1827, John acquiesces to having his name on the cover 
page, though he stresses that he would rather his name be omitted. One could certainly 
consider this an attempt to distance himself from Benthamism if so inclined. 

13 The belief in an elite des gens mediocres seems to apply to his current situation. 
Though he had been greatly inspired by Wordsworth, he recognized that Wordsworth' s 
besfwork was done by 1815 (maybe earlier). However, he would develop a much higher 
opinion of the poet after meeting him in 1831. 

14 In truth, lacrimal secretions may have some effect on chemical balances or 
neurotransmitter production or such things, but Mill would not have used this 
rationalization for the tears, of course. Regarding James' s construction of John' s 
associations, tears must have appeared in some of John' s reading, but Place' s letter 
indicates that these were not fitting behaviour for a child of James Mill . The lone 
account of an uncontrolled emotional response from James, according to Packe (39), was 
Ricardo's death in 1823 (see note 1.17 above). 

15 In context, "stock" and "stone" seem to imply lifelessness or immobility, but 
there are many other definitions for each word. "Stock" could also imply some sense of 
incompleteness, given Mill's proclivity for botanical metaphor, while "stone" could be a 
subtle reference to the theory of the blank slate. Certainly we would not read Mill as we 
would Joyce, but Mill may have selected these terms for the multiplicity of meaning. 

16 The distinction is very subtle, but in Bentham's system, happiness was defined 
as the direct goal of an action -- in other words, a certain action would be undertaken 
because and only because it would directly produce happiness. The theory defmed by 
Mill says that one should work toward some given object, and happiness shall be 
breathed in during the work. The crucial point, in addition to the mechanical vs. organic 
metaphors, is that happiness takes on a much more ethereal character. His wording 
suggests that happiness may or may not be derived from the action, but it probably and 
hopefully will. This is in distinct contrast to the quantitative and tangible description of 
happiness in Benthamism. Mill's theory also resembles, to some degree, Carlyle's theory 
of work. 
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17 Annan is discussing recent criticism at this point in the article, and he may be 
speaking of the perspective ofRaymond Williams's Culture and Society 1780-1950, 
though I believe it is meant to be his own perspective in this line. 

Part III-- Reconstruction 

1 The issue of "may be" or "is" regarding quanta of pleasure/pain derived is 
important in terms of defmitions of utility. "May be" defmes an object's utility by 
potential to create a certain amount of pleasure, while "is" defines utility in terms of 
pleasure actually derived. See McCloskey's John Stuart Mill or Mandelbaum's "Two 
Moot Issues in Mill's Utilitarianism" for discussion of rule- vs. act-utilitarianism. 

2 Whether poetry equals pushpin when quanta of pleasure are equal depends on 
several definitions, including "equal." Critics like Noel Annan who argue that Mill 
failed to "escape" utilitarianism tend to view Bentham's equation as still valid in Mill's 
mind, and that poetry was completely annexed by utility; Sharpless shares this view for 
post-1837 Mill (171-72). Others, like Robson in "J. S. Mill's Theory of Poetry," argue a 
greater separation, and that even if viewed in an associationist context, poetry seems to 
be a different type of pleasure (and a different type of association, emotional) to Mill. 
Either argument is hindered by some vagueness in the essays. 

3 Mill writes that he saw no need to react (with the nineteenth) against the 
eighteenth century, comparing the reaction to the parable of two knights approaching the 
gold/silver shield from opposite sides and arguing about its nature (98). See Abrams's 
The Mirror and the Lamp for a thorough discussion of eighteenth- vs. nineteenth-century 
modes of thought and poetry. 

4 Incidentally, this interplay between Carlyle and Mill could help to support the 
argument that Mill's crisis is primarily a retrospective event, given the similarities of the 
everlasting and irrepressible "no"s. Carlyle's play on Mill's name in Sartor Resartus is 
one example of this interplay, as is the inclusion of the pig's pleasures in Mill's 
Utilitarianism, playing on Carlyle's phrase, "pig-philosophy" (Priestley xl). 

5 According to Packe, it was probably early summer of 1830, as Harriet Martineau 
had attended the party and went to Paris in July. Harriet Martineau, best known for her 
autobiography, is not to be confused with other Harriets surrounding Mill. Packe 
apologizes for the confusion of so many Harriets and Carolines (265), for among the 
former were Mill's mother, one of his sisters, Martineau, Grote, Lady Baring, and of 
course Taylor. 

6 I can not find any information on whether Henry Taylor was related to John and 
Harriet, which suggests that he was not. He is not mentioned on the Taylor family tree in 
Hayek's John Stuart Mill and Harriet Taylor (282). 
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7 Hayek cites Eliza Flower's 1831 note to Harriet, regarding an article about 
Byron, in which Flower asks, "Did you or Mill do it?" This reflects that "Mrs. Taylor's 
closest friend was already so familiar with the similarity of her and Mill's views as to 
believe (without justification) that the article must be by either of them" (36-37). He 
also cites an 1831 letter from Desainteville to John Taylor which requests, "Si Monsieur 
Taylor n'y voit aucun inconvenient, Desainteville le prier d'inviter Mill a diner avec 
nous, ce serait en outre le vrai moyen de scellerjoliment la reconciliation qui s'est opere 
entre Monsieurs Taylor et Mill" (37). As Hayek observes, this need for a reconciliation 
(with emphasis onjoliment, thus more than a superficial reconciliation) might suggest a 
problem between the two men resulting from the connection between Mill and Harriet. 

8 I believe that critics have too easily dismissed the statement involving Shelley as 
absurd. Regardless of its accuracy, one must remember that the statement focuses not on 
Shelley's literary craftsmanship but on what Mill perceived to be his intellect, and this 
may be determined in part from his "The Two Kinds of Poetry," in which Mill presents 
Shelley as too exuberant, lacking the analytical restraint to more fully address each point. 
In this context, the statement, though questionable, is not so absurd. 

9 Hayek argues that Harriet had a significant stabilizing effect on Mill's work, but 
he is aware of the difficulty of speculating on Mill ' s development were Harriet absent, 
and of speculating on Harriet's unwritten influence. Also, Hayek's book was published 
in 1951, before the release of many manuscripts, and without the presence of a good 
biography (such as Packe or Borchard), which was an additional obstacle to his analysis. 
Borchard's biography of Mill, and Gertrude Hirnmelfarb' s On Liberty and Liberalism, 
also argue that Harriet's influence was intellectually significant. 

10 This argument of limited influence may also be found in Francis Mineka's 
"The Autobiography and the Lady," who writes that the vast intellectual influence is 
unproven, "but no one can doubt her importance in Mill's inner life, the wellsprings of 
which had been threatened by drought" (qtd. in Robson 53). Pappe's John Stuart Mill 
and the Harriet Taylor Myth shares this opinion. 

u This concept ofBenthamite actuation of social value in terms of happiness to 
be produced by an "improved" society bears an interesting similarity to James Mill's 
justification of the labour theory of value as applied to aged wine, a similarity which may 
be worth exploring at greater length. 

12 The spiral staircase may not be the best metaphor either, depending on one's 
interpretation of the metaphor, but it is superior to the simple swinging back and forth of 
a fixed pendulum. In advancing one's position on a spiral staircase, one cyclically moves 
toward and away from a fixed z-axis outside the staircase, but one constantly increases 
one's z value. Within the metaphor, the Benthamite aims to achieve the greater 
happiness of the next step, while Comte's argument offers a broader view, and while 
Wordsworth suggests that one can be happy even when remaining on the same step. 
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13 Mill was especially irritated by Carlyle's comments on Bentham during these 
lectures, according to Richard Garnett's Life of Carlyle ( qtd. in Robson, Improvement 
90). Furthermore, as Packe details, Carlyle always seemed to view Mill as a "Mystic" 
and disciple who had not yet fully extracted himself from the ways of the logic-chopping 
engine. Mill, of course, was not to be Carlyle's disciple. Edward Spivey's "Carlyle and 
the Logic-Choppers: J. S. Mill and Diderot" contains an interesting discussion of Mill ' s 
first open separation from Carlyle in response to Carlyle's "Diderot." 

14 Macaulay aimed not at the philosopher Bentham but at the vocal public figure 
of James Mill. This was probably a good strategic decision, as James Mill was among 
the best known of Philosophical Radicals (Macaulay was a Whig), and seems to have 
been a rather easy man to dislike. 

15 This quote is from Macaulay's "Bentham' s Defense ofMill," though it was 
actually John Stuart Mill who had written this defense of James Mill. 

16 Macaulay' s possible influence may be seen in Mill ' s use of the interested ruler 
as al) example of a problem with the Geometrical approach, an example which Macaulay 
had used in 1829. A longer discussion of Mill's criticism of the "geometrician" would 
add little (relative to my thesis) to the general recognition of the need for the practical 
with the theoretical, but both John Robson' s The Improvement of Mankind (39-45) and 
Alan Ryan's John Stuart Mill (Ch.8) offer a good discussion of Mill ' s argument. 

17 I am limiting my discussion primarily to some ofMill ' s economic 
developments listed by George Stigler in "Originality in Scientific Progress" and "The 
Scientific Uses of Scientific Biography." In part, this is because there are simply too 
many isolated examples of change to discuss, and Stigler's lists include some of the more 
significant. Also, some ofMill's other improvements, like his discussions of 
international trade and tariffs in 1829, do not reflect the shift in foundation. These 
examples do not contradict the notion of a shift; they simply do not focus on this 
"human element" by their nature. Hollander's Classical Economics and Spiegel ' s The 
Growth ofEconomic Thought discuss some ofMill ' s other alterations on Ricardo. 

18 By deductive I mean that he still interpreted wage differences primarily in the 
context of relative scarcity or other facets of demand, but with the stipulation that 
occupational mobility is more restricted in practice. Regarding Mill ' s work at the India 
House, his references to a caste system and to the labour of a clerk seem to be drawn 
from his work experience, especially since he cites his work at the India House as a 
factor in his recognition of the practical difficulties of putting a plan into action. 

19 The issue of value is one of much discussion on Mill. Contrary to (some) 
common opinion, Mill did not directly endorse the labour theory, but he never quite 
made the critical leap to the marginal theory, even in the edition of the Principles which 
postdates the 1871 works of Jevons, Walras, and Menger. With regard to my central 
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thesis, this may represent contrary evidence, as he failed to incorporate the human 
element when perhaps he should have. 

20 Among the topics of their letters were Mill ' s reviews of Democracy in America 
(de Tocqueville respected Mill's criticisms) and the System ofLogic, which de 
Tocqueville liked. As Robson notes, de Tocqueville' s final letter to Mill thanks him for 
the copy of On Liberty, though he was too near death to read the culminating work which 
he had influenced. Regarding de Tocqueville's attachments, he had gone to America in 
1831 because of lack of enthusiasm for Louis Philippe's new regime (Bowie 182 ). Of his 
distance from other democrats, Democracy in America brought him rapid success in 
1835, and presumably a few followers. 

Regarding discussion ofMill and de Tocqueville, Robson' s The Improvement of 
Mankind and Bowie' s Politics and Opinion in the Nineteenth Century (Ch.9) are 
especially good, and seem more balanced in treating the two figures than either Mueller 
or Joseph Hamburger' s "Mill and Tocqueville on Liberty." On another note, Robson 
argues that de Tocqueville was the most significant political influence on Mill, while 
Hamburger argues for a somewhat lesser influence, and H. 0. Pappe, known for arguing 
against Harriet Taylor's influence, also argues in "Mill and Tocqueville" that the latter' s 
influence on Mill was less than is generally believed. 

21 Mill is referring to a specific part of Democracy, but it can be as easily applied 
to the work in general. 

22 Interestingly, one earlier source of this thought for Mill was probably Harriet 
Taylor. Her 1832 essay reprinted by Hayek mentions some of these same concerns about 
the tyranny of public opinion (though only briefly, of course). 

23 Of course, one so inclined could argue that by some redefinitions and such 
things, Mill's concept of the tyranny of public opinion could be fitted into the 
Benthamite system via Hartleyan associations, but clearly On Liberty goes into territory 
completely foreign to Bentham' s works. 

24 "Nature" is meant here in the sense of human and non-human nature, as defined 
in the opening ofMill's "Nature" from Three Essays. 

25 This passage in Plamenatz is a bit shaky, as his argument that most dimensions 
can not be related does not seem to recognize that Bentham intended these "dimensions" 
to all be relative to an arbitrary scale, and thus comparable with each other. Plamenatz 
writes that Bentham "saw an analogy where there was none" (74), but I see it too. 

26 My purpose in this section is not to sift through the entanglements ofMill's 
system, but to present how the crisis affected the metaphorical ground upon which he 
stands. For good discussions on Mill's utilitarianism, see McCloskey's John Stuart Mill: 
A Critical Study, the essays by Priestley and Dyer in Volume Ten of Mill's Collected 
Works, and the many essays in the popular collection edited by Schneewind. 
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