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Synopsis

John Stuart Mill is one of the few indisputably classic authors in the history of political thought. On
Liberty, first published in 1851, has become celebrated as the most powerful defense of the freedom
of the individual and it is now widely regarded as the most important theoretical foundation for
Liberalism as a political creed. Similarly, his The Subjection of Women, a powerful indictment of the
political, social, and economic position of women, has become one of the cardinal documents of
modern feminism. This edition brings together these two classic texts, plus Mill's posthumous
Chapters on Socialism, his somewhat neglected examination of the strengths and weaknesses of
various forms of Socialism. The Editor’'s substantial Introduction places these three works in the
context both of Mill’s life and of nineteenth-century intellectual and political history, and assesses

their continuing relevance.
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Customer Reviews

A comprehensive introduction prefaces two classic texts, On Liberty and The Subjection of Women
and the posthumously published Chapters on Socialism in this anthology of the celebrated Scottish

philosopher’s works.

Very good collection. | disagree with Mill on so many things, but having this collection handy helps

when doing research.



As expected

Had to read for class, but will read again. Mill’'s writing isn’t the clearest however his explanation and
understanding/frustration of/with Victorian England is remarkable. One of my favorite political

philosophers of the era

1. IntroductionJohn Stuart Mill opens his first chapter by establishing the sole basis of his moral
system: "l regard utility as the ultimate appeal on all ethical questions; but it must be utility in the
largest sense, grounded on the permanent interests of man as a progressive being" (Afa A Aq
11). His philosophy thus holds that actions are right in proportion to their tendency to promote
happiness, and wrong in proportion to their tendency to promote unhappiness. Happiness is
equivalent to pleasure and the absence of pain; unhappiness is equivalent to pain and the privation
of pleasure. In this way, utilitarianism sets out a basic system to determine the morality of all
actions, both private and public, individual and societal. On this basis, John Stuart Mill, in his essay
On Liberty, sets out to define the proper limits of government and society on the freedom of the
individual.2. On Libertya. LibertyJohn Stuart Mill opens his essay by defining the subject he will
explore: "the nature and limits of the power which can be legitimately exercised by society over the
individual" (Afa A A 1). This, he calls "Civil, or Social Liberty." The problem he will explore is the
"struggle between Liberty and Authority," which is "the most conspicuous feature in the portions of
history with which we are earliest familiar" (Afa A A{ 2). He explores the extent to which man’s
liberty may properly be checked by authority and he outlines the ways in which liberty is threatened
by various tyrannies, such as the "tyranny of the political rulers" and the "tyranny of the majority"
(social tyranny).For Mill, liberty permits man to act as he wishes when no harm falls upon other
people. It involves a series of rights and includes liberty of conscience, liberty of thought and feeling,
freedom of opinion and sentiment, liberty of tastes and pursuits and of framing a plan of life to suit
one’s character, to do as one wishes in a way that does not harm others or impede from the
exercise of this right by others, and freedom of association, with some limits (Afa A A{ 12).Mill
concludes that "the sole end for which mankind are warranted, individually or collectively, in
interfering with the liberty of action of any of their number, is self-protection” (Afa A A{ 9).
Accordingly, rulers are unable to use their power arbitrarily in a way that harms society. Social
liberty was protected by obtaining "recognition of certain immunities, called political liberties or

rights, which it was to be regarded as a breach of duty in the ruler to infringe," and also by



establishing of a system of "constitutional checks" (Afa A A 2). With these two measures in
place, the tyranny of rulers is checked.However, limiting the power of government is insufficient to
the end of guarding liberty. Mill then outlines a system for checking "social tyranny," for "Society can
and does execute its own mandates: and if it issues wrong mandates instead of right, or any
mandates at all in things with which it ought not to meddle, it practices a social tyranny more
formidable than many kinds of political oppression, since, though not usually upheld by such
extreme penalties, it leaves fewer means of escape, penetrating much more deeply into the details
of life, and enslaving the soul itself" (Afa A A{ 6). Mill lays out a series of rules of conduct, some
of which are enacted by law, to offer protections within this scenario.b. TyrannyMill’'s essay
describes two threats to liberty: social tyranny, comprised of public opinion, as well as the tyranny of
the public authorities. Society must be on its guard against the tyranny of the majority, which "was at
first, and is still vulgarly, held in dread, chiefly as operating through the acts of the public authorities"
(Afa A Af6). This tyranny manifests itself as a "social tyranny" whenever society executes "wrong
mandates instead of right, or any mandates at all in things with which it ought not to meddle"

(Afa A A{5). Mill describes this tyranny as even more dangerous than the tyranny of rulers or
magistrates, and calls for protections against society when it passes "its own ideas and practices as

rules of conduct on those who dissent from them" (Afa A A{ 5).

This is a great edition, but buyer beware! | clicked through to buy this edition but ended up receiving
a much-inferior, cheap reprint of the text only - *not* the Cambridge series version. The displayed

cover ("Click to Look Inside") does not match the text.
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