
AN ANALYSIS OF JOHN STUART MILL AS ONE OF THE FOREMOST

NINETEENTH CENTURY SPOKESMEN FOR LIBERALISM

However, John Stuart Mill is that unique example of the man who incarnated the liberal movement in nineteenth-century
England in In Mill, one "sees an age, and one sees a man'';' and, it might be added, one sees .. helped to mould Mill as
the leading spokesman of nineteenth-cen- .. public welfare first and foremost .

For this problem of how to stem the democratic tide, Mill proposes a solution which is ingenious, if not
original, with him, and which has been a favorite scheme of elitist thinkers for generations. Administering
government business is skilled employment for which special qualifications are required. Heresy entailed
public criticism and dissent, the essential function of intellectuals; it also implied that only those who paid for
their dissent in some way, or risked doing so at the cost at least of their respectability, if short of actually
burning at the stake , were truly intellectuals. In Mill wrote: "Now, as ever, the great problem in government is
to prevent the strongest from becoming the only power. He mistakenly assumes that normative principles for
guiding political conduct can be derived by an elite from their special knowledge or experience. How long
should the term of a representative be? For that matter, there were few British intellectuals either. This view is
plausible, but the practice lessens the benefits of popular government since public spirit and political
intelligence are thereby cultivated less than with direct election. First he declares the Benthamite belief, and
then examines the views of Bentham's critics. For other discussions about Mill, the reader is referred to three
other volumes in "The Library of Liberal Arts" recently published by the Liberal Arts Press: for an account of
the philosophical tradition which is the background for the younger Mill's thought, see my introduction to
James Mill, An Essay on Government LLA 47; ; for information about Mill's life and work, see my
introduction to John Stuart Mill, Autobiography LLA 91; ; for a sketch of Mill as a political essayist and a
brief critical anarysis of his views about liberty and authority, see my introduction to John Stuart Mill, On
Liberty LLA 61; fi. John Stuart Mill's political thought, a fine sum of middle-class values set forth in
Representative Government, is a fitting monument of nineteenth-century British Liberalism. Because they
differ in training and experience, individuals differ in their ability to obtain knowledge. Over the years, in
company with Harriet Taylor, Mill's reservations continued to grow. This argument can, in Mill's own terms,
be turned with equal force against minority rule. Though Mill talks much about experience, he was not, to put
it mildly, rigorously empirical in his thinking. With the second type of dependency, the only wise policy is
that of self-determination within the empire. Though Mill explored varied regions of intellectual inquiry -- he
certainly was a versatile writer -- he produced no coherent system of political thought. Passive characters are
encouraged by government by one or a few, while government by the many encourages active characters.
Though individuals should act promote their interests, many actually do not. After returning from Oxford to
begin a career as a professional historian, and more particularly after returning from service in the First World
War, Underhill sought to uncover the primitive beginnings of a Canadian intellectual tradition; its
preâ€”figurement, so to speak. Underhill was baffled by this. The result is class legislation. It was just the kind
of book, in fact, that Canadians needed to read. Next Mill concedes the partial inadequacy of Bentham's
teachings and the partial validity of his critic's charges. So, Mill concludes, the form of government is a matter
of rational choice, though choices must be made within very definite limits. Many questions which in Mills
time were highly controversial no longer agitate British opinion; in the course of almost a century of political
change they have, for practical purposes, been satisfactorily settled. The opposite is true with representative
government; there the tendency is toward inefficiency because the need for professional talent is not fully
appreciated. The Race Question in Canada, though dated in its particulars, addressed permanent features of
Canadian public life and was especially pertinent in the s, he thought, because of its insights into the relations
of Frenchâ€” and Englishâ€”speaking Canada. Displaced from farms and shops, gathered in commercial and
manufacturing centers, these industrial workers were, as earlier their employers had been, without status or
privilege in British society. But then he systematically restricts popular participation in government to a point
where "ordinary minds" have no chance to interfere with "superior minds" in the serious business of ruling. It
found clearest expression, appropriately enough, in his various pronouncements on the means and ends of
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university education.


