John Stuart Mill

Liberty, Utilitarianism, and Gender Justice

“The worth of a state in the long run is the worth of the individuals composing it.”
— John Stuart Mill

Introduction: A Philosopher of Liberty and Reform

John Stuart Mill was one of the most influential thinkers of the 19th century. He
was not only a brilliant philosopher but also a committed social reformer who
wanted to improve the lives of people through reason and justice.

Mill lived in Britain during the Industrial Revolution, a period marked by rapid
economic change, growing inequality, and new political ideas. He was the son of
James Mill, a close associate of Jeremy Bentham, and was raised in a strictly
rational and utilitarian environment from a very young age.

Although Mill started with Bentham'’s utilitarian philosophy—the idea that
actions are right if they promote the greatest happiness for the greatest number—he
later refined and humanized it.

Unlike Bentham, Mill placed great importance on individual freedom, moral and
emotional development, and the rights of women. He believed that people should
be free to express themselves and live according to their own values, as long as they
do not harm others.

His major books, such as On Liberty (1859), Utilitarianism (1863), and The
Subjection of Women (1869), continue to be widely read and studied. These works
explored key issues like personal freedom, democratic participation, moral
responsibility, and gender justice.

1. The Harm Principle: Defining the Limits of Liberty

One of John Stuart Mill's most influential ideas is the Harm Principle, which he
introduced in his famous work On Liberty (1859).

This principle provides a clear guideline for how much freedom individuals should
have in society and when the state or society is allowed to interfere in a person’s life.

Mill wrote:

“The only freedom which deserves the name is that of pursuing our own good in
our own way, so long as we do not attempt to deprive others of theirs.”
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In simple terms, this means that every individual should be free to make their
own choices—about how to live, what to believe, and what to say—as long as their
actions do not cause harm to other people.

For Mill, the idea of “harm” involves real and measurable damage—Ilike physical
injury, financial loss, or threats to someone’s safety or rights. Mere disagreement,
social disapproval, or personal offense is not enough reason to stop someone
from acting freely.

Mill was deeply concerned about the “tyranny of the majority”—the idea that even
in democratic societies, public opinion or majority belief could unfairly silence
minority voices.

The Harm Principle acts as a shield for personal liberty, protecting individuals
from both government overreach and social pressure.

This principle has become a cornerstone of modern liberal democratic thought.
It has shaped how we think about freedom of speech, freedom of religion,
individual lifestyle choices, and even controversial debates such as same-sex
marriage, freedom of dress, and censorship of art or literature.

2. Freedom of Thought and Expression

John Stuart Mill believed that freedom of thought and expression is one of the
most important pillars of a free and democratic society.

In his influential book On Liberty, he argued that this freedom is not only a basic
individual right, but also a social necessity for truth, knowledge, and human
progress.

Mill made a powerful case: suppressing even a single opinion harms everyone,
not just the person whose voice is silenced.

He gave three key reasons why every idea deserves to be heard:

1. The suppressed idea might be true:
If we silence it, we may be preventing the discovery of truth. After all, history
is full of examples where unpopular opinions—Ilike those of Galileo or
abolitionists—turned out to be right.

2. Even if partly wrong, it may contain a portion of the truth:
No one has a monopoly on truth. A wrong idea can still challenge us to reflect
more deeply and improve our understanding.

3. Even if completely false, debating it sharpens our grasp of the truth:
When we defend our beliefs in the face of criticism, we understand them
more clearly and avoid holding them blindly or dogmatically.

Mill famously said:
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“The peculiar evil of silencing the expression of an opinion is that it is robbing the
human race.”

In other words, stopping free discussion is like stealing knowledge from
society—because every idea, whether right or wrong, can contribute to human
understanding.

In diverse, pluralistic societies—where people hold different values and
beliefs—open discussion is vital for peaceful coexistence and social learning.

Even today, Mill’s thoughts help us navigate debates on hate speech, censorship,
campus free speech, and digital platforms, reminding us that a healthy
democracy thrives on the free exchange of ideas, not their suppression.

3. Utilitarianism with a Human Face

John Stuart Mill is known for revising and humanizing the theory of
utilitarianism, which he inherited from his mentor Jeremy Bentham.

Bentham had defined utilitarianism as the idea that the morally right action is the
one that produces the greatest happiness for the greatest number.

However, Bentham treated all forms of pleasure as equal and focused mostly on
their quantity—the more pleasure an action produces, the better it is.

But Mill believed this view was too narrow and mechanical. He argued that some
pleasures are more valuable than others—not just in amount, but in quality.

According to Mill, mental and moral pleasures—like reading a good book,
engaging in philosophical thought, or growing emotionally—are superior to purely
physical or sensory pleasures, such as eating or drinking.

He famously wrote:

“It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied.”
“Better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied.”

This means that even if intellectual or moral life comes with struggles or
dissatisfaction, it is still more meaningful than the shallow satisfaction of base
pleasures.

Mill believed that human beings have higher faculties, and using them leads to a
richer, more fulfilling life.

By introducing this distinction between higher and lower pleasures, Mill refined
utilitarianism in two major ways:

1. He made it more humanistic - recognizing that people value dignity,
personal growth, and creativity.

2. He made room for individual rights and moral development - suggesting
that happiness is not just about pleasure, but about living wisely and
ethically.
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Mill's version of utilitarianism is often called “qualitative utilitarianism”, and it
helped turn the theory into a more balanced and flexible ethical system. Unlike
Bentham'’s purely numerical approach, Mill’s utilitarianism encourages us to think
about what kind of happiness we are pursuing, not just how much.

4. Gender Justice: A Radical Vision for His Time

John Stuart Mill was far ahead of his time in his commitment to gender equality,
making him one of the earliest male philosophers to advocate for women'’s rights in
both theory and politics.

His major work on this subject, The Subjection of Women (1869), remains a
landmark text in feminist political thought.

Mill’s views were deeply influenced by Harriet Taylor Mill, his wife and intellectual
partner. She was herself a feminist thinker, and together they developed a critique
of the patriarchal structures that oppressed women.

Mill argued that the inequality between men and women was not natural, but the
result of centuries of denial—denial of education, legal rights, economic freedom,
and political voice.

He wrote that:

e Women appear inferior only because they are systematically deprived of
opportunities for development.

e The family structure, laws, and customs of his time were designed to keep
women in a state of legal and social bondage.

e Patriarchy was essentially a form of social slavery, maintained not through
justice or logic, but through tradition, prejudice, and power.

Mill powerfully stated that society loses half of its potential by forcing women into
narrow domestic roles. Denying them education and political participation, he
argued, was a waste of human talent and moral injustice.

What made Mill truly radical was not just his writing but also his political action. As
a Member of Parliament, he proposed in 1867 that women should be granted
the right to vote—a revolutionary idea in Victorian Britain. Though the proposal
was defeated in Parliament, it became a catalyst for future suffrage movements in
the UK and beyond.

Mill’s demands included:
e Equal access to education and professions
e The right to own property
e Legal recognition of women as independent persons

e Full political rights, including voting and representation
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In essence, Mill envisioned a society based on justice, merit, and equality, where
women would be treated as full citizens, not as dependents.

His work laid the philosophical foundation for modern feminist movements,
and his commitment to liberty extended boldly into the private and public lives of
women.

Even today, The Subjection of Women is studied as a milestone in feminist theory,
showing how liberal values like freedom and equality must apply to
everyone—regardless of gender.

5. Liberty and the Development of Individuality

For John Stuart Mill, liberty was not just about being left alone—it was about
having the freedom to grow, to learn, and to become a unique individual.

In his famous work On Liberty (1859), Mill introduced a powerful idea: that a truly
free society must allow people to conduct “experiments in living.” This meant that
everyone should have the space to make their own choices, try different ways of
life, and follow their own path—even if those choices seem odd or unpopular to
others.

Mill believed that individuality is the essence of human development. According
to him:

e A person becomes truly human only by making choices, taking risks, and
learning from both success and failure.

e Society should not force people to conform to majority views or social
traditions, because such pressure kills creativity and moral courage.

e Diversity of opinion, character, and lifestyle is not a threat, but a
strength—it leads to moral and intellectual progress.

He saw liberty not as an end in itself, but as a means for personal and societal
advancement.

When people are free to explore different values and ideas, they contribute to new
knowledge, cultural richness, and social reform. A society that allows
individuality is more likely to be dynamic, tolerant, and just.

This focus on liberty as the development of human potential links Mill to modern
thinkers like:

e John Rawls, who emphasized justice as fairness and the importance of
personal autonomy in a democratic society.

e Amartya Sen, who defined freedom in terms of capabilities—the real
opportunities people have to live meaningful lives.
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In short, Mill’s idea of liberty was deeply humanistic. It was about enabling people
to become authentic individuals, to pursue their dreams, and to shape a society
where freedom leads not just to happiness, but to excellence and dignity.

6. Impact and Contemporary Relevance

John Stuart Mill’s ideas have had a long-lasting influence not just in philosophy
classrooms, but in the real-world functioning of modern democracies. His work
continues to shape how we think about freedom, rights, justice, and public policy.

e The Harm Principle, from On Liberty, remains a key guide for deciding when
the state should step in to limit individual freedom. Legal systems around the
world refer to it in debates on hate speech, drug use, public safety, and
digital surveillance. For example, laws against inciting violence are often
justified using Mill’s principle that liberty can be limited only to prevent harm
to others.

e Mill’s strong defense of freedom of speech is a foundation of constitutional
democracies. Courts in the U.S,, India, and Europe frequently refer to similar
arguments when deciding cases on censorship, press freedom, and
academic freedom.

e His radical views on gender equality, especially in The Subjection of Women,
laid the groundwork for liberal feminism. His call for equal rights to
education, property, and suffrage anticipated many reforms that came
decades later. Feminist scholars still credit him as one of the first male
advocates for women’s empowerment.

e In ethics, Mill’s refined utilitarianism—which values both the quality and
quantity of happiness—is widely applied in fields like healthcare (e.g.,
resource allocation), public policy, law, and even artificial intelligence
ethics. His theory helps policymakers balance individual rights with the
common good.

7. Criticism and Reflection

While John Stuart Mill is celebrated as a key thinker of modern liberalism, his ideas
have not gone unchallenged. Over the years, philosophers, feminists, and political
theorists have offered thoughtful critiques of his work—highlighting both its
strengths and its limitations.

e (ritics of utilitarianism argue that even Mill’s more humane version can
lead to unjust outcomes. For instance, if an action benefits the majority but
seriously harms a minority, utilitarian logic might still justify it. This raises
concerns about minority rights and fairness in ethical decision-making.

e Communitarian thinkers, such as Charles Taylor; believe that Mill’s focus on
individual liberty ignores the importance of community, culture, and

The Optionalist | AnthropoliX



social bonds in shaping identity. They argue that humans are not just isolated
individuals, but are deeply influenced by shared values and traditions.

Marxist critics point out that Mill does not adequately address economic
inequality and class structures. They claim that simply giving people formal
freedoms is not enough when real opportunities are limited by poverty and
systemic disadvantage.

Even feminist scholars, while appreciating Mill’s pioneering advocacy for
women'’s rights, have offered nuanced critiques. Some argue that Mill still
judged women'’s progress through male-defined standards such as
rationality, productivity, and public participation—rather than valuing
emotional labor, care work, or alternative modes of empowerment.

Moreover, some scholars note a tension in Mill’s work between his strong
defense of liberty and his belief in utilitarian outcomes. At times, this creates
ambiguity: Should liberty always win, or should it be sacrificed for
greater happiness?

PYQ Insights

1.

The Harm Principle is a frequent focus in UGC NET, particularly in relation to
liberal thought.

PYQ: “Explain Mill’s Harm Principle. How does it define the limits of liberty in a
liberal society?”

Freedom of thought and expression, as developed in On Liberty, is often
examined for its foundational role in democratic theory.

PYQ: “Discuss the significance of freedom of expression in Mill’s political
thought.”

Mill’s qualitative refinement of Benthamite utilitarianism marks a major
theoretical shift.
PYQ: “Differentiate between Bentham'’s and Mill’s versions of utilitarianism.”

Questions have been asked to Critically examine Mill’s views on gender justice
in The Subjection of Women.

Questions were asked on Mill’s emphasis on individuality as a key goal of
liberty.
PYQ: “How does Mill relate liberty to individuality and moral development?”

His thought is often contrasted with communitarian and Marxist critiques.
PYQ: “Critically evaluate Mill’s liberal individualism from a Marxist perspective.”

Mill’s ideas remain highly relevant to contemporary issues, from free
speech and censorship to moral decision-making in public policy. His
utilitarian ethics are still applied in law, healthcare, and economics.
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PYQ: “Assess the contemporary relevance of Mill’s political ideas in modern
democratic societies.”

8. UGC NET also includes comparative questions linking Mill’s liberalism to
other Western political thinkers such as Locke, Bentham, and Rousseau,
particularly around rights, justice, and the role of the state.

PYQ: “Compare the political thought of John Locke and John Stuart Mill with
reference to liberty and rights.”

Conclusion

Despite these criticisms, Mill's work remains widely respected. His writing is
admired not just for his philosophical depth, but also for his honesty, openness to
criticism, and commitment to moral progress. He recognized the complexity of
modern life and tried to find a balance between freedom, equality, and social
good—a task that continues to challenge political thinkers today.

In this way, engaging critically with Mill's thought helps students reflect more
deeply on the values that shape democratic societies and the tensions between
liberty and justice that remain relevant in the contemporary world.

Support Free Education

If you've found these lectures helpful, consider supporting my
work with a voluntary contribution.

UPI: dineshbhatial1991 @oksbi

Any amount is appreciated. Thank you for your support!
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