Dr. Ari Santas’ Notes On:

Background for J.S. Mill (1806-73)
A. Biography

· Born the son of  James Mill, a philosopher

· Raised by his father and Jeremy Bentham as an experiment: the child prodigy
· Academic training beginning at age 2

· Greek at age 3 and Latin at age 8
· A product of James Mill’s tabula rasa and education
· J.S. sometimes called “the last man to know everything”

· 1809-26 – No formal schools, tutorials

· 1826 – at age 20, suffered a nervous breakdown – emotional starvation

· All work and no play makes John a dull boy

· Recovered with the help of Romantic Poetry (!)

· 1831 – at age 25, meets and falls in love with Harriet Taylor
· They had a scandalous friendship (said they were equals!)
· Since divorce was not allowed, they waited for Harriet’s husband to die
· 1865-8 – member of Parliament: pushed for voting and property rights of women
· Once arrested for distributing birth control info (pornography!)

· Although Mill was never a professional philosopher, he wrote a number of well-known & regarded philosophical books:

System of Logic (1843)

Examination of Sir Wm Hamilton’s Philosophy

On Liberty (1859)

Utilitarianism (1861)

Subjection of Women (1869{completed in 1861})

B.  Mill’s Social Engineering
· Mill had a great concern for ethics and political theory, but his concern was not just intellectual curiosity
· He adhered to Socrates’ demand that Philosophy concern itself with common life and practice
· Mill was very much concerned with effecting social reforms
· Active in the women’s movement
· Delayed publication of Subjection until moment was right

· Sought to soften the effects of the Industrial Revolution

· Served in Parliament to meet those ends

· He saw theory as a means to bettering society
· Ethical Theory has a role in shaping morality (our moral rules) and morality has its role in making life better
· Political Theory has a role in shaping our laws (rules and legal sanctions) and our laws have a role in making life better

· Either way our rules are there to serve us, not vice versa

C.  Experimental Method:  Consequentialism

· Like David Hume, Mill did not believe that one could settle questions concerning human existence a priori (i.e., independently of experience)
·  He believed that it is experience which clues us in to which rules to follow (be they logical or moral)

· Questions of morals and politics are no different

· Things are not right or wrong a priori
· They are not good or bad  a priori
· On the other hand, it does not follow from the fact that reason does not determine the rules, that there are no answers to be found
· Human history is long, and offers many useful maxims
· The past has revealed which kind of actions lead to public benefit and detriment

· We must fashion our rules accordingly

· Social policy as predicting/controlling future consequences

· Experience will tell us how to achieve the Public Good (Utility)

D.  Guiding Principles

· Mill’s ultimate principle for all matters concerning rules of behavior is the Utility Principle

· Our actions should strive to promote the most good for the most people

· Any rule that we have in society must have its justification in utility, or none at all

· Mill’s guiding principle with respect to politics – rules concerning public policy – is the Harm Principle
· The only occasion in which it’s legitimate for society to interfere in an individual’s action is when that action will bring harm to others
· Minimal regulation of commerce (public life)

· Minimal  regulation of personal (private) life

· The Utility Principle is explained and defended in Utilitarianism

· The Harm Principle is explained and defended (by appeal to Utility) in On Liberty
· In The Subjection of Women, Mill uses both principles, and supports a third principle : the Principle of Equality
E.  Reading Mill

· Mill’s style of writing presents two main difficulties!

1. Very long sentences

2. Dialectical discussion (objection – reply)

· As for 1, you just have to get used to it (it gets easier as you read it more)

· As for 2, Mill uses this method to exemplify how he thinks inquiry should be conducted: as an exchange of ideas
· Must distinguish objections from replies and main argument
· There are key phrases, however that can help avoid confusing these:

· (it is argued) (it is said) (one may object)

· When you see these, he’s considering an objection & you should look for his reply to follow

· Strategy: label the passages as objection or reply to keep them straight

· In any case, you must pay attention when reading or you’ll get lost
