JOHN STUART MILL, HARRIET TAYLOR MILL AND FRENCH SOCIAL THEORY

Abstract: The tendency of historians to treat the Mill-Taylor project of feminism in isolation from other intellectual currents – in particular, in isolation from Mill’s deep attraction to French social theory – has led to a set of unproductive issues in the secondary literature. In particular, the idea that one can characterize such a wide-ranging debate in the nineteenth century on the basis of whether Mill or Taylor was the “more radical” is too simplistic. Taylor was a pragmatist, focused on the here and now. Mill was a theorist with very strong tendencies towards utopianism. Mill’s characterization of the partnership has a good deal of merit. Taylor, a “superior woman”, served the role of reminding Mill, “a speculative mind”, that utopian solutions are of limited usefulness in political debate.
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Disentangling the relative contributions of Harriet Taylor and John Stuart Mill to their joint feminist writings has led to over a century of controversy. In the absence of definitive evidence, the claims of historians reveal more about the nature of the discipline than about Mill and Taylor. But there has been one tendency apparent throughout the debate: the independent and the joint works of Mill and Taylor are treated in splendid isolation from events and debates occurring elsewhere. Contrast this with the recent discussion of all the competing interests and varied contributions involved in the later parliamentary debate on the franchise for women (Kinzer, Robson and Robson 1992). 

This paper enlarges the frame of reference within which we view the early essays of 1832, the Enfranchisement of Women (1851) and The Subjection of Women (1869) to include the influence of French thought on Mill. This allows us to better understand the nature of the team of Taylor and Mill and the intellectual environment in which they wrote. And, most importantly, it allows us to detect a shift in Mill’s feminism that is likely caused by the debate with Auguste Comte, and marked by the publication of Taylor’s The Enfranchisement of Women.
 While in his earliest essay on marriage, Mill was prepared to make large claims about the “nature” of women, the Subjection fully articulates the impossibility of pontificating about human nature without a clear understanding of the way in which human character is formed. It also much more adequately recognizes the historical contingency of particular institutions, such as the marriage laws. The increased complexity that comes from attempting to understand a nineteenth-century debate in the context of nineteenth-century thought, paints the perennial conclusion of historians – that Harriet Taylor was clearly the more “radical” of the two – as the anachronism it is.

This is not to say that Mill is a twenty-first century feminist. His Subjection was criticized, at the time and subsequently, for the absence of a clear recommendation on divorce. He maintained, in the early essay on marriage (1832) and in the Principles of Political Economy (1848) that he could not see the advantage in the large-scale entry of women into the labour force if the consequence were a reduction in the general wage rate. Taylor, by contrast, was much clearer and more consistent on both issues: all marriage laws must be eliminated, and women must enter the labour force with the same rights and responsibilities as men. But “radical” is a unidimensional term, and the debate was not.

Throughout his writing on women, Mill linked cooperative production – socialism – and women’s emancipation. He anticipated a future in which contemporary ideas concerning the laws of production and distribution would be superseded by new forms of economic society in which women would play a full social, political and economic role equal to men. And he fully accepted, at least after the debate with Comte, that “natural” gender roles were, in fact, socially constructed and that we have no basis in the past upon which to predict future behaviour and institutions. That reticence, which is an expression of his awareness of historical relativity and of the mutability of gender roles, has attracted criticism from feminist historians who see in it evidence of an individual unable to transcend the common gender stereotypes of his day. It seems much more reasonable, however, to attribute Mill’s intellectual carefulness to too much imagination, rather than too little. He leaves himself open to a charge of utopianism. Taylor, who paid a good deal less attention to French thought, is not so problematic. 

A CENTURY OF DEBATE ON THE TAYLOR-MILL TEAM

Intellectual historians have long been infected by the notion that ideas are the product of a great mind. Consequently, they tend to try to come to terms with complex writings by examining an author for consistency and, perhaps, tracing the evolution of an idea over a lifetime. If others appear in the narrative, they appear in the guise of “influences” – minor characters that either deflect the great one from his or her project, or supply a missing puzzle piece to the unfolding work. Mill, who more than most spent a good deal of energy observing and trying to understand the nature of his own thought, consistently portrayed the feminist writings as “joint products” of his and Taylor’s pens. These claims have confused us. 

The earliest intellectual historians to attempt to disentangle the two contributions tended to undervalue Taylor’s contribution. Alexander Bain, Mill’s friend and biographer, claimed that Taylor encouraged Mill’s intellect by “intelligently controverting” his ideas (Bain 1882: 173). Harold Laski was even less impressed:

I believe that [Mill] was literally the only person who was in the least impressed by her. Mrs. Grote said briefly that she was a stupid woman. Bain said she had a knack of repeating prettily what J.S.M. said and that he told her it was wonderful. Morley told me that Louis Blanc told him he once sat for an hour with her and that she repeated to him what afterwards turned out to be an article Mill had just finished for Edinburgh. (Stillinger 1961: 24-5)

Stillinger relied heavily on these early criticisms when he suggested that

Harriet of the incomparable intellect … was largely a product of his imagination, an idealization, according to his peculiar needs, of a clever, domineering, in some ways perverse and selfish, invalid woman. (Stillinger 1961: 27)

Rossi argues that these negative characterizations of Taylor find their ultimate source in the evaluations of individuals associated with the Philosophic Radicals, the social circle to which Mill belonged and the members of which tended to regard Taylor as evidence of Mill’s “defection” from their political aims (Rossi 1970: 37).

Not everyone has claimed that Taylor was entirely uninfluential. Some find her a useful source for “errors” they discern in Mill’s work. Hayek, for example, cautiously attributed Mill’s sympathy for socialism to Taylor’s influence, suggesting that, after her death, he recovered his senses (Hayek 1951: 266).
 Basil Willey made similar claims about his writing on religion (1950: 141-86).

Francis Mineka resurrects a much more sympathetic picture of Taylor, one that owes something to the warm appraisals of her character by William Fox and intimates from the circle of Unitarian Radicals:

However over colored by emotion his estimate of her powers may have been, there can be no doubt that she was the saving grace of his inner life. Without her, John Mill might well have been a different person, but one can doubt that he would have been as fine, as understanding or as great a man (Mineka 1944: 274-5). 

Stefan Collini articulates both the importance of comprehending Harriet Taylor’s intellectual influence on Mill, and the frustration imposed by their complex relationship, when he writes that 

any complete account of Mill’s thinking on the subject of women would have to come to terms with the role of this very clever, imaginative, passionate, intense, imperious, paranoid, unpleasant woman (CW XXI: xxx).

All of these characterizations portray Harriet Taylor as an “influence” to be reckoned with by those who would understand the thinking of the great intellectual – John Stuart Mill.

A new wave of criticism began with Alice Rossi’s 1970 essay, “Sentiment and Intellect”. She claimed that the 1851 essay, The Enfranchisement of Women, was primarily Taylor’s work, citing a letter from Mill to Taylor in February 1849, referring to a pamphlet on the topic she had nearly completed, and noting that the content of the article paralleled Taylor’s 1831 essay on the topic (Rossi 1970: 42). This attribution is accepted by J. Robson (CW XXI: lxxiii-lxxvii), who provides additional evidence, and forms the basis for a subsequent reappraisal by feminist writers such as Michèle Pujol (1995, 2000: 307) and Barbara Caine (1994). Both echo Rossi’s claim that Taylor “was far more radical” than Mill had been either twenty years earlier or twenty years later.

As we shall see, radical is far too simple an adjective to capture the nature of the debate to which Taylor and Mill were contributing. Taylor certainly had far more sympathy for a radical rethinking of sex roles than did Mill, but she rethought those roles in the context of an otherwise unchanged social system. Mill, in 1831, contemplated the possibility of abolishing capitalist production and reconstituting the family, but he did not imagine that many women might question their assignment to the “traditional” occupations of household production and childrearing. 

“How much was hers? How much his?” and “Who is the more radical?” are questions that stem from a view of scholarship that sees it as primarily an individual undertaking. We are in our infancy when it comes to understanding how two very strong-willed and unique characters came together, in the context of ongoing and competing social debates about social questions that crossed intellectual and national boundaries, to create a body of work that can truly be described as a “joint production”. Mill’s own description was far more sophisticated.

THE EARLY ESSAYS: THE SAINT-SIMONIAN INFLUENCE

In late 1832 or 1833
, Harriet Taylor and John Mill exchanged essays on marriage, which were essentially the formalizations of well-rehearsed positions. Both had been engaged with the subject from their earliest period of intellectual activity. Mill, for example, introduces his Subjection of Women by referring to the equality of the sexes as “an opinion I have held from the very earliest period when I had formed any opinions at all on social and political matters” (125). An early published example of his criticism of common attitudes towards women appears in his “Periodical Literature: Edinburgh Review” (1824), in CW  I, 311-12 (see CW XXI, xxx). His initial interest in gender equality, then, cannot be attributed to Taylor. Both the Monthly Repository, the journal dominated by the Unitarian Radicals, the social circle in which Harriet Taylor’s thought was formed, and the Philosophic Radicals’ Westminster Review, published articles sympathetic to women’s education.

Similarly, pace Hayek, Mill’s initial attraction to socialism cannot be simply attributed to Taylor. The Unitarian Radicals were sympathetic to both feminism and socialism. Nevertheless, for exposure to socialist ideas, he had to look beyond the Philosophic Radicals, and it was not to the Unitarian Radicals that he turned. Mill’s early interest in gender equality was nourished by his exposure to contemporary French ideas, which also gradually exposed him to a well-articulated socialist system that he found attractive. That, in his mind, socialism and feminism are related is clear throughout his writing. In 1869, for example, he wrote to Parke Godwin that the “emancipation of women, & cooperative production, are … the two great changes that will regenerate society” (CW XVII: 1535).

Mill’s acquaintance with the Saint-Simonians began in 1829, three years before Taylor and Mill exchanged their early essays on marriage (CW I: 171). The Saint-Simonians were then in the early stages of their development, and had not yet developed the socialism that would come to dominate their work, nor had they developed their philosophy into a religious cult. They were just beginning to question the premise of hereditary property. But Mill was “greatly struck with the connected view which they for the first time presented … of the natural order of human progress” (171). His chief contact was Gustave d’Eichthal, with whom he corresponded for many years. Mill met Saint-Amand Bazard and Barthélemy-Prosper Enfantin, the leaders of the movement in 1830, and set himself the task of reading virtually everything they and their disciples wrote. He was most impressed by one young St.-Simonian, Auguste Comte, whose Système de politique positive (1824) he found most clearly articulated. Comte soon left the movement, but Mill remained in touch and gradually came to understand “the very limited and temporary value of the old political economy, which assumes private property and inheritance as indefeasible facts, and freedom of production and exchange as the dernier mot of social improvement” (175).

The scheme gradually developed and articulated by the Saint-Simonians called for the management of the labour and capital of the community in such a way that people, classed according to their ability, would be required to take a share of the work and would be paid in accordance with their works. This, Mill wrote in his Autobiography, seemed “a far superior description of Socialism to Owen’s. Their aim seemed … desirable and rational, however their means might be inefficacious” (175). But it was, in fact, another element of Saint-Simonian thought to which Mill was most attracted. He “honoured them most for what they have been most cried down for – the boldness and freedom from prejudice with which they treated the subject of family” which needed “more fundamental alterations than remain to be made in any other great social institution” (175):

In proclaiming the perfect equality of men and women, and an entirely new order of things in regard to their relations with one another, the St. Simonians in common with Owen and Fourier have entitled themselves to the grateful remembrance of future generations. (175)

The Autobiography, of course, is a later reconstruction. But it would have been impossible for anyone to follow the adventures of the Saint-Simonians in 1830, while remaining unaware of their gender analysis.

Feminist issues steadily grew in importance in Saint-Simonian rhetoric until, by 1832, they were the most important concern of the movement. Hundreds of people regularly attended Saint-Simonian lectures in Paris and London, where they were presented with the argument that a new harmonious relation between the classes ought to replace conflict, and that inheritance ought to be eliminated. The movement organized educational programmes and workshops in Paris, and set up communal living quarters for their adherents. The revolution of July 1830 created a new freer atmosphere in Paris, and the Saint-Simonians took advantage of the opportunity to issue proclamations demanding ownership of goods in common, the abolition of inheritance and the franchise for women. Contemporary marriage was condemned because the double standard of morality existing in society and the inability of most women to support themselves economically meant, they argued, that most marriages were little more than a form of prostitution.
 Even supposing that marriages had been entered into freely, inequitable property rights
 and the social and legal norms enforcing wifely obedience
 were worthy of condemnation. They argued that the institution of marriage needed reform, and among the direst necessities was permissive divorce legislation.

These very pragmatic reforms, however, began to recede in importance as the utopian project flourished. The communal houses and educational projects became less and less important, while the analysis grew increasingly abstract. Saint-Simonian writers began to argue that women would take a full political, economic and social role only after “universal association” – that is, the new society – was achieved. Then, the morality and sympathy that were seen as the natural characteristics of women would be brought into full partnership with the reason of the men. Together, a man and a woman would form a new social unit that included all of the qualities required to usher in the new age. The social system would be based on the marital couple, always seen as comprised of a female and a male, and each couple would perform a single social or economic task fitted to their unique set of characteristics, and be compensated by a single salary in accordance with their work. This would ensure the economic equality of men and women.
 This natural equality, based on natural differences, would be symbolized by both husbands and wives keeping their own names at marriage.
 But, when would women gain full partnership? When war and slavery are abolished, the conjugal union perfected, the condition of the poorest classes improved, and all human beings associated into a single family, women can expect to come into their own. Until that time, “we declare,” writes E. Barrault, “woman is legitimately excluded from public life.” (Barrault n.d.: 74). This was Saint-Simonian feminism in 1831. Its key features were a strong rhetorical concern with the equality of women, an unshakable belief that men and women are different and will naturally adopt different but equal social roles, and a lingering set of doubts about how quickly gender equality ought to be brought into being.

This digression on the Saint-Simonians is justified by the similarity between Mill’s position, expressed in the early essay, and those of the Saint-Simonian movement. The chief differences between Mill and Taylor revolve around the appropriate social roles for women. Taylor argued that women should be admitted to all of the privileges and responsibilities of male adults, without exception, that women should take financial responsibility for their own children, and that all marriage laws should be abolished. Mill was, characteristically, more guarded, and he has been criticized for not considering the possibility that social roles, as they existed in England in 1832, were other than the necessary consequence of natural differences between the sexes. Specifically, he argues that, while every woman should be educated to support herself so that marriage is a voluntary contract,

It does not follow that a woman should actually support herself because she should be capable of doing so: in the natural course of events she will not.  … it will be for the happiness of both [husband and wife] that her occupation should rather to be to adorn and beautify [life]. Except in the class of actual day-labourers, that will be her natural task, if task it can be called, which will in so great a measure be accomplished rather by being than by doing. (Rossi: 74-75).

These specific female roles “will naturally be the occupations of a woman who has fulfilled what seems to be considered as the end of her existence and attained what is really its happiest state, by uniting herself to a man whom she loves” (77). 

But the traditional gender roles that colour Mill’s discussion are embedded in a larger discussion that lends further evidence to the claim that he benefited from a Saint-Simonian influence. Taylor argued that divorce would pose no problem with respect to the support of children if women took full responsibility for her own offspring. Mill demurred. He called for the existence of temporary, childless marriages until the partners were certain of the longevity of their connection (80-81). In those cases where “deliberate reflexion” is not adequately united to “loftiness and delicacy of feeling”, however, these young marriages will often, Mill recognized, produce children who must be cared for. He could not 

see how this difficulty can be entirely got over, until the habits of society allow of a regulated community of living, among persons intimately acquainted, which would prevent the necessity of a total separation between the parents even when they had ceased to be connected by any nearer tie than mutual goodwill, and a common interest in their children (81).

That is, until “full association” or a society conforming to the Saint-Simonian project, were attained.

As far as the indissolubility of marriage is concerned, both Mill and Taylor support permissive divorce. In Mill’s case, this is particularly interesting because he was not prepared to be so bold in his published work. The reference he makes is to a socialist writer, although not a Saint-Simonian:

Robert Owen’s definitions of chastity and prostitution, are quite as simple and take as firm a hold of the mind as the vulgar ones which connect the ideas of virtue and vice with the performance or non-performance of an arbitrary ceremonial. (83)

I have essentially argued that, notwithstanding the absence of any direct citation of Saint-Simonian literature in his 1832 essay and notwithstanding the fact that the only socialist writer he cites is not a Saint-Simonian, Mill’s 1832 essay is strongly reminiscent of Saint-Simonian doctrine. In particular, his peculiar (from a twenty-first century perspective) linking of “natural” gender roles with a demand for the equality of the sexes, is exactly parallel to the Saint-Simonian literature with which he was intimately familiar. 

A crisis in the Saint-Simonian movement occurred on 19 November 1831, when the Saint-Simonian leader Enfantin unveiled a plan to emancipate women through “the rehabilitation of the flesh” (Enfantin 1832). This was a complex new moral code that he denied was an invitation to promiscuity, although he alienated many members of his flock who thought otherwise. The greatest critic was his co-leader Bazard, who resigned in protest. Enfantin subsequently declared himself the “father of humanity”, and on 21 November dismissed women from the Saint-Simonian hierarchy. He retracted his more extreme statements, and declared that it was simply wrong for men to make moral laws for women without their full participation. But he did not reinstate women into the hierarchy. Rather, he retreated to his country estate with a small number of followers and encouraged a breakaway group to head off to Egypt in search of the “Female Messiah” who could serve, beside Enfantin, as the “mother of humanity”.
 A number of women, not prepared to wait for the Messiah and a mite annoyed at their exclusion from the leadership of the movement, weakened their ties with Saint-Simonianism. They attached themselves to Fourier or others, to pursue the more pragmatic concerns such as female education and the right to enter the professions and trades, that had initially animated the Saint-Simonians. This crisis more or less brought about the trial of the Saint-Simonians, on a charge of “forming a society for the discussion of political and religious subjects without leave of the government, and also a charge of preaching immoral doctrines, a charge founded on the theory of la femme libre” (CW XII: 119).
 

There is no direct evidence to determine whether Mill’s position was derived from Saint-Simonian doctrine, or whether he was attracted to the latter because of parallels between their thought and his own writing. Given what we know of Mill’s method of analysis, the second possibility seems more convincing, especially when we recognize that there were some aspects of Saint-Simonian thought he found laughable if not repugnant. Writing to Carlyle of the Saint-Simonian trial, he notes that 

There was much in the conduct of them all, which really one cannot help suspecting of quackery. … surely there is an admixture of charlatanerie in it, I mean on the part of the Supreme Father. (CW XII: 119).

Mill, like Comte, like d’Eichthal, like a number of early adherents, drifted away from Saint-Simonianism as mysticism crowded out social reform. But he remained intrigued by their work.

AUGUSTE COMTE, HARRIET TAYLOR AND JOHN STUART MILL

While we have only indirect evidence and the reconstructed testimony of Mill’s Autobiography on which to posit an intellectual link to the Saint-Simonians, no such uncertainty surrounds Comte’s role. In debate with Auguste Comte, Mill’s feminism was transformed. He came to appreciate fully the extent to which we remain ignorant of the forces which create human character, and came to understand the extent to which social roles are more than the ultimate expression of “natural” differences between the sexes. The Saint-Simonians awaited  New World based on love and sentiment; Comte would arrive at the New Jerusalem in a chariot of reason and science.

As we have seen, Mill’s first brush with Auguste Comte occurred in the context of his Saint-Simonian explorations. But they lost contact for a number of years after Comte broke with the movement. Mill’s correspondence with d’Eichthal refers to him fairly regularly, and the Saint-Simonians seemed to consider him a disciple until 1832 when he formally announced his resignation, although he had ceased contributing to the Producteur – the Saint-Simonian organ – in 1826. 

In 1841, Mill again sought out Comte. His correspondence with Comte provides ample testimony, in case we needed more, of the almost electrical charge Mill derived from the analytical work of a logical mind – “une véritable passion intellectuel” (CW XIII, 489). He is prepared to set aside all quarrels, all caution, in order to travel as far as he can with a presentation to which he is attracted. As Lévy-Bruhl has noticed, “that which is most striking is the force of the attraction to which Mill abandoned himself in writing to Comte” (Lévy-Bruhl 1899: iv). Mill writes, in his first letter to Comte, 8 November 1841:

It was in the year 1828, Monsieur, that I read for the first time your little Traité de politique positive; and that reading gave all my ideas a great jolt, which with other causes but to an even greater extent than them, caused my definitive break with the Benthamist section of the revolutionary school, in which I was raised, even which I can almost say, in which I was born. Although Benthamism undoubtedly rests very far from the true spirit of the positive method, that doctrine still seems to me the best preparation that exists today for true positivism applied to social doctrines (CW XIII, 489)
.

He flatters Comte shamelessly:

I can say that I have already embarked upon a path very near to yours, … but I have yet to learn from you many things of primary importance, and I hope to give you before long the proof that I have learned them well (489).

On 18 December 1841, he refers to his forthcoming Logic, and dares hope that Comte will point out “the questions on which there is no longer room for any discussions between us, and those where I might yet profit from the greater maturity of [Comte’s] philosophical conceptions” (491).

To further the intellectual exchange, he is prepared to be conciliatory. In breaking with the Saint-Simonians, Comte dedicated himself to the development of a social science rather than to the reform of existing institutional arrangements. Mill responds:

I am comfortable with the wise reserve with which you set aside as premature all immediate discussion on most political institutions … at least in the temporal order. (553)

Comte had made him aware that all social regeneration depended on the “spiritual” – that is, positivist and not metaphysical – awakening of humanity, rather than the reform of existing institutions on the basis of the impotent social theory then current.

This attitude of acceptance also characterized Mill’s first discussions, with Comte, about women. In fact, he was so accepting that Harriet Taylor wrote to him in 1844, after having seen the correspondence with Comte for the first time:

I am surprised to find in your letters your opinion undetermined where I had thought it made up – I am disappointed at a tone more than half-apologetic with which you state your opinions…. Do not think that I wish you had said more on the subject, I only wish that what was said was in a tone of conviction, not of suggestion. (Hayek 1951, 114)

It may have been this comment that made Mill regret the concessions he had made to Comte, and resolve to keep the letters to himself (Bain 1882: 74). 

The essence of the debate between the two concerns the influence of environment on the formation of women’s character. On 13 July 1843, Mill makes clear to Comte his fear that their inability to agree on the conclusion when it appeared that they agreed so much on method implied that the principles were not fully established. And it was, he feared, the biological principles that were lacking (CW XIII: 589-90). Comte, apparently believing that Mill’s reticence was due to a personal prejudice, had suggested on 29 June that their differences would be overcome as soon as Mill began to think more clearly on the subject. Just as he had gone through a stage of believing men and women equal, so must Mill. He had overcome the belief; so would Mill (Lévy-Bruhl: 217-18). On 16 July, Comte acknowledged that complete data was not available, but nevertheless argued that the hierarchy of the sexes in the animal world was sufficient evidence from which to conclude that the sexes were fundamentally different and unequal (Lévy-Bruhl: 231). 

On 30 August, Mill wrote a very long and complex, and not entirely consistent, response. He acknowledged that physiology had shown women to be childlike in their muscular, cerebral and nervous systems, but denied that this was sufficient evidence of a natural inferiority of women. He argued that no one had yet demonstrated that the inferiority of children was due to anatomical differences from adults rather than a simple lack of exercise and experience. Mill pointed out that when women exercised their physical and mental organs, they developed more than did men. But he did acknowledge that physiologists had demonstrated that women were, because of the excitability of their nerves, more like young men than grown men. Then Mill shifted the debate, and suggested that the real issue was not whether women were equally as capable as men of governing, but whether, whatever differences may exist between the sexes, society would not be better governed by men and women together rather than by either alone (CW XIII: 592-595). 

Comte began to suspect that the differences between he and Mill were greater than he had supposed. On 5 October, he criticized Mill for putting far too much emphasis on the effect of education and habit on the formation of character. He reminded Mill that women had never excelled in any field, and concluded that this was because they were naturally inferior (Lévy-Bruhl, 245-50). Mill responded on 30 October (CW XIII: 604ff.), replying that he was prepared to put this particular issue on hold until the sciences of biology, ethology and social statics were better developed. Comte declared that it was useless to pursue the issue, that biology was sufficiently developed to justify the principles that Mill seemed incapable of understanding, and that if he understood the positivist philosophy, he would acknowledge that the female question was, indeed, settled (letter of 14 November 1843, in Lévy-Bruhl: 273-79). On 8 December, Mill replied that he was prepared to end the discussion, but that he was certain of his position (CW XIII: 615ff.).

This debate touched upon central issues of Mill’s philosophy. In his Autobiography, he tells us that long before his debate with Comte and even before his relationship with Taylor, he was troubled by the idea that human character, and especially his own character, was formed by forces beyond the control of an individual. This doctrine of philosophical necessity weighed upon him “like an incubus”. (CW I: 175). Ultimately, he resolved the matter to his own satisfaction, concluding, “our will, by influencing some of our circumstances, can modify our future habits or capabilities of willing”. 

The issue first surfaced very early in the debate with Comte. Comte argued that one could study the laws of the human mind statically through the science of physiology, or one could attempt to understand them dynamically, by examining the historical progress of the human spirit (Compte Cours: 769-94). Biology and sociology, then, are sufficient to understand human beings. After sociology is fully developed, then there would be time to understand the individual human being, as determined by forces past and present. Meanwhile, if Mill felt the need to know more, Comte suggested he read about phrenology, as developed by Franz Joseph Gall.

Mill did read Gall, but he kept coming back to the idea of a science intermediate between biology and sociology, which he called ethology. Ethology would go far beyond the elementary laws of associationist psychology, as espoused by the Benthamites, and examine how an individual character emerges from the welter of physical and moral forces to which an individual is exposed. Moreover, he believed this science must be developed before sociology could be properly developed:

You must suspect me of metaphysical tendencies, in that I believe in the possibility of a positive psychology, which would certainly not be that of Condillac nor of Cousin, nor even that of the Scottish school, and that I believe everything to do with our intellectual and affective faculties is part of that analysis, which would serve in your system to verify phrenological physiology and which has for an essential goal to separate the truly innate faculties from those others, produced by way of the combination and mutual action. (18 December 1841, CW 492).

This was a fundamental challenge to Comte. Mill was essentially arguing that one cannot understand sociology, or the science of the social behaviour of aggregates, until one had some idea of how an individual behaved. An aggregate is, after all, the sum of the individuals. Comte, by contrast, believed individual psychology to be the product of biological and social forces which are logically antecedent. One does not attempt to understand humanity by studying individuals, Comte believed, but rather must attempt to understand individuals by first studying society.

Mill did, however, enter into the spirit of debate with Comte. He reports on 9 June 1842 that he has read the six volumes of Gall and is a little more persuaded that there might be something to phrenology (CW 525). But he felt that phrenology could not furnish anything convincing in the way of evidence until many more details were provided. Moreover, he recognized that one of the difficulties he faced with this work is that it devalued many of the insights of Helvétius (and by extension, Bentham) with respect to the role that education might play in the formation of the individual. He worried that phrenology would encourage people to dismiss individual differences as biological, and therefore to dismiss as futile attempts to reform political institutions and the environment. Comte responded on 19 June that Mill’s criticisms were just: biology alone was insufficient, and that is why sociology was needed (Lévy-Bruhl, 72-74, 75-76). He saw no need for ethology. And this, of course, is the very same debate that the two replayed in the discussion of women. And, like the later debate, this one too ended without resolution.

It is important, though, to recognize that in debate with Comte, Mill was forced to examine the differences between the sexes, and he argued with vehemence that we simply do not have enough knowledge about the way individuals are formed by innate natural forces on the one hand, and society on the other, to justify existing social institutions as manifestations of natural differences. In the 1832 essay, he seemed to take it for granted that existing gender roles were the result of natural differences between the sexes, and that even if institutions such as the marriage laws were modified, these natural differences would reassert themselves. Now it was clear that all institutions could be modified, and indeed, the natural historical progress of humanity seems to suggest that all institutions are contingent. And, as we shall see below, Mill would never again make unqualified blanket statements about nature and the roles of women.

Mill’s final opinion on Comte and women is expressed in his Auguste Comte and Positivism ([1865] CW X: 261-368):

M. Comte takes this opportunity of declaring his opinions on the proper constitution of the family, and in particular of the marriage institution. They are of the most orthodox and conservative sort. … He … strenuously maintains that the marriage institution has been, in various respects, beneficially modified with the advance of society, and that we may not yet have reached the last of these modifications; but strenuously maintains that such changes cannot possibly affect what he regards as the essential principles of the institution – the irrevocability of the engagement, and the complete subordination of the wife to the husband, and of women generally to men; which are precisely the great vulnerable points of the existing constitution of society…. At a later period, … his opinions and feelings respecting women were very much modified, without becoming more rational: in his final scheme of society, instead of being treated as grown children, they were exalted into goddesses: honours, privileges, and immunities, were lavished on them, only not simple justice. (CW X: 310-311)

Comte opposed divorce because he believed that the possibility of liberal divorce would lead to social instability. Mill thought this unconvincing, and believed that liberal divorce 

would in general be used only for its legitimate purpose – for enabling those who, by a blameless or excusable mistake, have lost their first throw for domestic happiness, to free themselves (with due regard for all interests concerned) from the burthensome yoke, and try, under more favourable auspices, another chance (312).

Then he cut the matter short, declaring that “any further discussion” would be “incompatible with the nature and limits of the present paper”. This final evaluation is interesting because he was prepared to defend divorce four years before the publication of the Subjection of Women, which was criticized for being less than clear on the issue. As he was always prepared to do in his private and unpublished correspondence. And he recognized the inevitability of the transformation of social institutions and gender roles as society “progressed”; all social analysis is historically contingent.

And what was Taylor’s view of all this? I can’t help but quote one sentence from the penultimate paragraph of her Emancipation of Women (1851), published a few years after the conclusion of the Mill-Comte correspondence:

What is wanted for women is equal rights, equal admission to all social privileges; not a position apart, a sort of sentimental priesthood. ([1951] Rossi 1970, 120)

If Mill was impatient with the mysticism of the Saint-Simonians and with the later Comte, Taylor was even less tolerant.

THE EMANCIPATION OF WOMEN (1851)

Shortly after Mill’s correspondence with Comte came to an end, Taylor and Mill prepared to publish Emancipation of Women. This is the one piece of writing that is undeniably attributed to Harriet Taylor. Rossi argued that the body of this piece must be attributed to Taylor, because it contains arguments similar to those she made in 1832, but that Mill had not made in the earlier essay and would not make in the later Subjection of Women. This has led later commentators, such as Barbara Caine and Michèle Pujol, to suggest that the arguments are ones that Mill did not support, even though he was prepared to allow the editor of the Westminster Review, which published the piece, believe he was the author.

There is no question that feminist principles are more openly espoused in this article than they were in Mill’s 1832 piece, or would be in his Subjection (1869). The piece is set up as a comment on the “Women’s Rights Convention” held in Worcester Massachusetts, and claims that the three principle demands – that of equal admission to education, the franchise and full political rights and “partnership in the labours and gains, risks and remuneration, of productive industry” (Rossi, 95) – are unobjectionable. The primary issue concerns whether or not women should enter into productive employment on an equal footing with men. It will be remembered that Mill had claimed otherwise in 1832.

Taylor addresses the issue of whether “to give the same freedom of occupation to women as to men, would be an injurious addition to the crowd of competitors, by whom the avenues to almost all kinds of employment are choked up, and its remuneration depressed” (Rossi, 104). She examines the worst possible case, that in which the wage would be so depressed that “a man and a woman could not together earn more than is now earned by the man alone” (104). And she concludes

Even if every woman, as matters now stand, had a claim on some man for support, how infinitely preferable is it that part of the income should be of the woman’s earning, even if the aggregate sum were but little increased by it, rather than that she should be compelled to stand aside in order that men may be the sole earners, and the sole dispensers of what is earned. (105).

This is consistent with Taylor’s 1832 paper, although infinitely better argued. Is this a statement with which Mill must have disagreed?

In the 1832 essay, he unquestioningly accepted existing gender roles as “natural”. In his later writings, the issue is much more difficult to see quite so clearly. In the Subjection of Women, for example, he says 

In any otherwise just state of things, it is not, therefore, I think, a desirable custom, that the wife should contribute by her labour to the income of the family. In an unjust state of things, her doing so may be useful to her, by making her of more value in the eyes of the man who is legally her master; but, on the other hand, it enables him still farther to abuse his power, by forcing her to work, and leaving the support of the family to her exertions, while he spends most of his time in drinking and idleness (Rossi, 179).


It seems clear enough that Mill acknowledges that in the present, very imperfect state of society, Taylor’s argument may be valid in some circumstances. And invalid in other circumstances. And almost certain to be superseded in the natural course of events, as history unfolds. 

The Principles of Political Economy (which Mill claimed to be a joint production of his and Taylor’s) is equally hedged. In a discussion of the Factory Acts, it is claimed that the much-vaunted “protection” of women embodied in the legislation is little more than a device to ensure that women would be available for household production:

If women had as absolute control as men have over their own persons and their own patrimony or acquisitions, there would be no plea for limiting their hours of labouring for themselves, in order that they might have time to labour for the husband, in what is called, by the advocates of restriction, his home. Women employed in factories are the only women in the labouring rank of life whose position is not that of slaves and drudges. (CW III: 953).

So Mill was concerned about the exploitation of working class women. And, in their case at least, there is little question that freedom of employment is an essential solution to poverty. Nevertheless, 

It cannot, however, be considered desirable as a permanent element in the condition of the labouring classes, that the mother of the family (the case of a single woman is totally different) should be under the necessity of working for subsistence, at least elsewhere than in their place of abode. (CW II: 394).

This particular passage is in the 1848 edition of the Principles, is not in the 1852, 1857 and 1862 editions, and is reinserted in the 1865 and 1871 editions.

Mill is conflicted on the issue of married women working outside the home, and the reason is that he is concerned that wages will be driven down by the glut of workers, so that twice as much labour is required to earn the same living wage as before. From a social point of view, this is clearly undesirable. From a personal point of view, the issue is far more complex. And to resolve matters, Mill fell back on the distinction he learned from the Saint-Simonians and from Comte: he distinguished between the present, very imperfect, society in which personal matters must take precedence. At present, it may indeed be desirable for married working women and even for women of the middle classes, to work outside the home, even if the consequence is a depressed wage rate. Come the New Jerusalem, this will clearly be superseded by a better state of affairs. And the perfect state of affairs he anticipates is not the return to outmoded and rigid gender roles based on some idea of the unchanging “nature” of women. It is rather an entirely new order of society in which gender relations, property relations and production and distribution themselves, have been reformed.

In the mean time, however, personal interest in particular cases must be left to decide matters. Mill was adamantly opposed to legislation restricting employment opportunities for women, because “these things, once opinion were rightly directed on the subject, might with perfect safety be left to be regulated by opinion, without any interference of law” (Rossi 1970, 180). This is particularly the case in a situation where “the utmost latitude ought to exist for the adaptation of general rules to individual suitabilities” (179).

There is no reason to believe that Mill disapproved of the content of The Enfranchisement of Women. On 20 March 1854, he did, however, write to Taylor:

I should not like any more than you that that paper should be supposed to be the best we could do, or the real expression of our mind on the subject. This is not supposed of a mere review article written on a special occasion as that was, but would perhaps be so if the same thing were put out, years after, under our own auspices as a pamphlet.  (CW XIV, 189) 

There is pricklishness in Mill’s reaction to this piece that suggests a certain amount of discomfort with it. His Subjection of Women was intended to be a better presentation of the Taylor-Mill position, and it is much more characteristically Mill’s: it is qualified and hedged in a way that the very clean and polemical Enfranchisement is not. Taylor’s focus and concern was always on the pragmatic; how should institutions be transformed here and now in order to improve the lot of women? Mill, despite his apparent rejection of the utopian elements of French thought, was always focused on an abstraction. He was a theorist.

THE SUBJECTION OF WOMEN 

Mill’s final statement on the roles of women in society draws together many of the ideas already mentioned. This was produced after Harriet Taylor’s death, and can be seen as Mill unconstrained. Without Taylor’s immediate presence and modifying effect, he indulged his taste for theory at the expense of the immediately practical. Therefore, the residual elements of his exposure to the Saint-Simonians and his debate with Comte are much more readily apparent than they were in the joint productions. On questions of suffrage and property rights, the Subjection is unequivocal; both must be reformed to ensure full political, economic and social equality for women. On other issues – in particular divorce and ideal gender roles – Mill was more guarded. 

 First Mill, like Comte, accepted that “family life [is]… the principal source of the social feelings, and the only school open to mankind in general, in which unselfishness can be learnt, and the feelings and conduct demanded by social relations be made habitual” (CW X, 310). The difference is that Mill believed 

the moral regeneration of mankind will only really commence, when the most fundamental of the social relations is placed under the rule of equal justice, and when human beings learn to cultivate their strongest sympathy with an equal in rights and in cultivation (Rossi 1970, 236).

Mill shied away from precise recommendation with respect to practical issues such as divorce legislation. This is a matter that he had dealt with in the past: in 1832, he wrote very clearly (in his unpublished essay on marriage) that individuals ought to be permitted to correct a mistake. This position is reiterated in his Auguste Comte and Positivism. In a letter to an unknown correspondent of 1855, he writes

My opinion on Divorce is that though any relaxation of the irrevocability of marriage would be an improvement, nothing ought to be ultimately rested in, short of entire freedom on both sides to dissolve this like any other partnership (CW XIV, 500).

And yet, there is no such clear recommendation in the Subjection.

The omission was deliberate, and in fact the reasoning recalls the best tradition of Père Enfantin. In a letter of 22 July 1870, to Henry Keylock Rusden, he writes

The purpose of that book [i.e. the Subjection] was to maintain the claim of women, whether in marriage or out of it, to perfect equality in all rights with the male sex. The relaxation or alteration of the marriage laws … is a question quite distinct from the object to which the book is devoted, and one which, in my own opinion, cannot be properly decided until that object has been attained. It is impossible, in my opinion, that a right marriage law can be made by men alone, or until women have an equal voice in making it (CW XVII, 1751).

Yes, Mill supported a relaxation of the rules regarding the indissolubility of marriage. And yet, all institutional arrangements are historically contingent. As society progresses, ideal arrangements change. And Mill was focused on principle.

A hint of the distinction between the present, very imperfect, world, and the ideal world that would yet come, and the quite different policy recommendations for the two, is already present in the discussion of divorce in Mill’s 1832 essay, written before he corresponded with Comte. Mill introduces the concept of divorce by recognizing that “the indissolubility of marriage is the keystone of woman’s present lot, and the whole comes down and must be reconstructed if that is removed” (Rossi 1970, 73). Nevertheless, he argues in that essay that

In considering, then, what is the best law of marriage, we are to suppose that women already are, what they would be in the best state of society; no less capable of existing independently and respectably without men, than men without women (Rossi 1970, 77).

This distinction between the present world and the ideal becomes much more apparent after Mill’s debate with Comte, with the result that Mill was not prepared to deal with the issue of divorce in the Subjection.  

Gender roles, and the related issue of women’s nature, are treated in a parallel manner. Here, again, the legacy of the debate with Comte is apparent. In the 1832 essay, Mill already recognized that “there is no natural inequality between the sexes; except perhaps in bodily strength; even that admits of doubt” (Rossi 1970, 73). Moreover, “every step in the progress of civilization has tended to diminish the deference paid to bodily strength [and] … has similarly been marked by a nearer approach to equality in the condition of the sexes” (73):

If they [i.e. men and women] are still far from being equal, the hindrance is not now in the difference of physical strength, but in artificial feelings and prejudices (Rossi 1970, 73).

And yet, in 1832, Mill has no difficulty referring to the “natural task” of women, which is to be accomplished by “being [rather] than by doing” (75), or suggesting that 

The only difference between the employments of women and those of men will be, that those which partake most of the beautiful, or which require delicacy and taste rather than muscular exertion, will naturally fall to the share of women: all branches of the fine arts in particular. (Rossi 1970, 77)

That is, all of the sources, including but not limited to the Saint-Simonians, which suggested to Mill that the nature of women was largely determined by education and habit, already left their trace in the 1832 essay. 

The debate with Comte challenged and reinforced these ideas, so that by 1869 when Mill came to write the Subjection, he declared that:

It cannot now be known how much of the existing mental differences between men and women is natural, and how much artificial; whether there are any natural differences at all; or, supposing all artificial causes of difference to be withdrawn, what natural character would be revealed. (Rossi 1970, 202)

This does not, of course, prevent him from speculating, and here the debate with Comte replays itself. For example, Mill acknowledges that physiologists have shown the brains of women to be smaller, on average, than those of men, but suggests that they might, as compensation, operate more quickly:

It would not be surprising – it is indeed an hypothesis which accords well with the differences actually observed between the mental operations of the two sexes – if men on the average should have the advantage in the size of the brain, and women in activity of cerebral circulation. (Rossi 1970, 200)

He considers whether women are, by nature, more prone to “nervous susceptibility” (194), less capable of sustained thought (197), or more intuitive (193). But he concludes repeatedly:

I have before repudiated the notion of its being yet certainly known that there is any natural difference at all in the average strength or direction of the mental capacities of the two sexes, much less what that difference is. Nor is it possible that this should be known, so long as the psychological laws of the formation of character have been so little studied, even in a general way, and in the particular case never scientifically applied at all; so long as the most obvious external causes of difference of character are habitually disregarded.... (Rossi 1970, 200).  

That Mill is writing this with the memory of Comte in mind seems clear enough when he begins his diatribe on the habitual errors of the anonymous “Englishman”, who cannot imagine what is not observed, and the equally nameless “Frenchman” who imagines that what he observes is evidence of “nature” (Rossi 1970, 202). In fact, Mill dismisses outright any attempt to determine the character of women through simple induction, “mere empirical generalizations, framed, without philosophy or analysis, upon the first instances which present themselves” (201).

Mill’s willingness to hold in abeyance any firm conclusions about the nature of women, which was after all a characteristic of his 1832 essay, repeats itself in his analysis of gender roles in the Subjection. He proposed to give 

to women the free use of their faculties, by leaving them the free choice of their employments, and opening to them the same field of occupation and the same prizes and encouragements as to other human beings. (Rossi 1970, 221)

This is no more than a simple extension of the principles of freedom and competition.

There is no need for legislation to enforce “natural” gender roles because “what is contrary to women’s nature to do, they will never be made to do by simply giving their nature free play” (Rossi 1970, 154):

What women by nature cannot do, it is quite superfluous to forbid them from doing. What they can do, but not so well as the men who are their competitors, competition suffices to exclude them from…. If women have a greater natural inclination for some things than for others, there is no need of laws or social inculcation to make the majority of them do the former in preference to the latter (Rossi 1970, 154).

This statement is quite markedly more sophisticated than Mill’s 1832 discussion of “natural” gender roles. This is the consequence of a fundamental theoretical and methodological debate on the nature of social theory.

Is there evidence in the Subjection, as Michèle Pujol argues, of  “Mill’s subscription to a bourgeois Victorian view of woman’s ‘nature’” (Pujol 1992, 34) or that “Mill’s patriarchal views on sex roles represent the one instance of irreconcilable disagreement with Harriet Taylor” (Pujol 1992, 35)? Or Richard Krouse’s argument that Mill demonstrated an undying attachment to a romantic ideal of womanhood (Krouse 1982, 1983)? Not a lot. Mill claims that “the majority of women” will continue to pursue the one vocation where they face no competition – motherhood (Rossi 1970, 183). In a world where birth control is unreliable at best, it only requires a commitment to “a natural attraction between the sexes” to generate that outcome. Will “motherhood” continue to be defined and delimited in the same way after the elimination of unnatural restrictions on the participation of women in society? That remains, on Mill’s analysis, an open question.

CONCLUSION

I have argued that the tendency of historians to treat the Mill-Taylor project of feminism in isolation from other intellectual currents – in particular, in isolation from Mill’s deep attraction to French thought – has led to a set of unproductive issues in the secondary literature. In particular, the idea that one can characterize such a wide-ranging debate in the nineteenth century on the basis of whether Mill or Taylor was the “more radical” is too simplistic. Taylor was a pragmatist, focused on the here and now. Mill was, in his heart, a theorist with very strong tendencies towards utopianism. It is, in fact, deeply ironic that Mill was so attracted to the Saint-Simonians at the start of his investigation into these issues, because the same split occurred in the Saint-Simonian movement between the “pragmatic” women of the movement, and the utopian “Père Enfantin”. Mill may have, ultimately, dismissed the latter as a crank, but he showed a similar predilection. 

The secondary literature has made much of one difference between the writing of Mill and Taylor. Taylor was adamant that women ought to be permitted access to employment on the same terms as men, while Mill hesitated, concerned that the flood of middle class women into the workforce would push down the wage rate. There is little evidence that this was an “irreconcilable difference”. Once one fully accounts for Mill’s distinction between policies for the here and now – where Taylor’s suggestion may have merit because of the very imperfect relations between men and women – and policies for the ideal state, much of the tension in Mill’s thought disappears. Should married women work alongside men for subsistence? Mill cannot accept that this is an ideal permanent solution. Does that imply that an ideal permanent solution is a return to rigid gender roles, legislated into existence? Hardly. An ideal permanent solution is, as in the case of divorce legislation, to be worked out after the artificial restrictions on women’s participation in the political, social and economic activities of the nation are eliminated.

This leaves the strong suggestion that Mill’s characterization of the Mill-Taylor intellectual partnership has a good deal of merit. Taylor, “a superior woman”, served the role of reminding Mill, “a speculative mind”, that utopian solutions are of limited usefulness in a political debate. The Subjection, and especially Mill’s animated debate with Auguste Comte, demonstrates the strength of that predilection in Mill’s thinking.
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� Although this 1851 essay is credibly attributed to Harriet Taylor, Mill was pleased to allow the editor to believe it was his own. See John Robson’s discussion in CW XXI, pp. lxxiv-lxxvii.


�  The Fabian socialists likewise attributed Mill’s socialism to Taylor, and therefore developed a much more sympathetic view of Taylor, as well as of the possibility of an intellectual partnership between men and women (see Rossi 1970: 38).


� The evidence for dating is slight. Hayek postulated a date of 1832, which Rossi accepts. John Robson (CW XXI: lviii-lx; lxiii) suggests late 1832 or 1833, but characterizes the conclusion as a “rather hollow certainty”.


� For a fuller discussion of Saint-Simonian feminism, see Forget (2001).


� Oeuvre XLV, Sermon 48, “L’Affranchisement des femmes” (Abel Transom n.d.), 360-71.


� Oeuvre XLV, Sermon 47, “Le Prolétaire des femmes” (anon., n.d.), 354-60.


� Oeuvres XLV, Sermon 23, “Le mariage” (E. Barrault, n.d.), 80-1.


� Oeuvres XLV, Sermon 23, “Le mariage”, 71-2.


� Oeuvres XLV, Sermon 49, “Aux railleurs” (n.d.), 381.


� And, incidentally, they built the Suez Canal while they were there.


� See Mill’s untitled article on the trial in the Examiner, 9 September 1832: 585.  Enfantin, Duveyrier and Chevalier were sentenced to one year in prison, and Barrault and Rodrigues to a fine.


� The Comte-Mill correspondence is in French. The translations here are mine.


� See CW XXI, lxxiii-lxxvii for a discussion of this matter.
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