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JoHn stuart MiLL 
as poLitician

Alan Butt Philip 
adopts a revisionist 
approach for this 
assessment of John 
Stuart Mill as a 
politician. 

For most of his life Mill 
was a civil servant in 
India House, which 
managed government 
interests in India, 
just like his father 
before him. His long-
standing engagement 
with political debate, 
economics and political 
philosophy was 
undertaken in his spare 
time. 
His published works, 
some of which are 
now iconic, were 
usually the product 
of discussion among 
friends, especially 
with his wife Harriet 
Taylor, over a period 
lasting many years. 
Thus Mill, who used 
his pen so effectively 
as his method of 
shaping politics, came 
to the real rough and 
tumble of political 
campaigning, face to 
face with the voters 
and the people, 
inexperienced and 
rather late in life.1
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JoHn stuart MiLL 
as poLitician

Mill was elected one 
of two Liberal MPs 
to sit for the West-
minster constitu-
ency in 1865 at the 

age of fifty-nine. His wife had died 
six years earlier; he had retired from 
India House; he already had a high 
public profile in London; and he had 
time on his hands. The traditional 
view – and one encouraged by Mill 
himself – has it that John Stuart 
Mill was a failure as politician and 
elected representative. After just 
three years in the House of Com-
mons he was voted out by the elec-
tors of Westminster, just when his 
party was being swept to power 
under the leadership of William 
Gladstone. I will argue that, as a 
backbench MP, Mill achieved more 
in his first three years in the Com-
mons than almost any other MP in 
history – with the possible excep-
tion of David Steel.2

In any assessment of Mill as a 
politician, it is necessary to under-
stand the context of politics in the 
mid-nineteenth century. These 
were the days of constituencies 
with small electorates comprised 
of men with property and income, 
primarily the educated middle class. 
While those without votes did play 
a part in elections, those with votes 
were prepared to accept a more phil-
osophical and principled approach 
to politics than would be acceptable 
today. Mill had been approached to 
stand as a Liberal candidate for an 

Irish county seat in the 1850s, but 
had refused the offer. Even in 1865 
he was a reluctant candidate, swayed 
to stand primarily by the enthusi-
asm of a number of Westminster 
electors who petitioned him. But 
at heart he did not think the voters 
would want to be represented by 
someone with his advanced Liberal 
and radical opinion.3

So what kind of a career move 
was Mill’s candidacy and his elec-
tion as an MP? His reluctance to 
make this move is clear. He was 
already a considerable public fig-
ure, as a result of his journalistic 
activities; he had authority, but 
not charisma. He was not seeking 
ministerial office, and when Glad-
stone invited Mill to dine with 
him shortly after he was elected, 
Mill turned the invitation down – 
not exactly the way to win friends 
and influence those in high places. 
Gladstone was, in fact, a great 
admirer of Mill’s writings, and his 
own personally annotated copy of 
On Liberty still exists.4 Mill saw 
his role in the House of Commons 
as being primarily to inf luence 
other MPs, shoring up the posi-
tion of the more advanced Liber-
als, among whom Mill was happy 
to be assigned. Mill became known 
for taking up particular causes, 
some of which were far from 
popular, such as his advocacy of 
female suffrage and his attacks on 
the policy of coercion against Irish 
insurgents.

So why was Mill defeated in 
the 1868 general election? It seems 
that he had annoyed the Tories in 
his constituency in describing the 
Conservative party as, ‘by law of its 
composition, the stupidest party’.5 
Although he was well known for 
his views on democracy through-
out the 1860s, it appears that Mill’s 
endorsement of plural voting (based 
on level of education) had endeared 
him to some Tory voters who were 
later disabused of their sympathy 
for Mill when he campaigned for 
the full enfranchisement of work-
ing-class men and equal votes for 
women. But probably the most 
damaging incident to Mill’s chances 
of re-election was his decision to 
contribute to the election expenses 
of the radical atheist, Charles Brad-
laugh, who was contesting North-
ampton for the Liberals. This action 
scandalised ‘polite society’ at the 
time and drew attention to Mill’s 
own atheism, which he well knew 
did not chime well with the elec-
torate.6 When offered candida-
tures in alternative seats to secure 
re-election to the Commons, Mill 
turned them down, preferring to 
enjoy ‘a great and fresh … feeling of 
freedom’.7

What, then, did Mill achieve 
as an MP for a meagre three years? 
There is no legislation to his name 
and he held no ministerial office. 
He was not a particularly strong 
speaker in the House, preferring to 
deploy reason rather than rhetoric. 
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He preferred to be more inf luen-
tial behind the scenes, bringing his 
arguments to bear on small groups 
of like-minded MPs or in one-to-
one encounters. In today’s par-
lance, the lobby journalists would 
have branded him a member of the 
advanced Liberal awkward squad. 
But his tactics may well have suited 
the politics of the time. The whips 
had nowhere near the power and 
inf luence they have today. Nor 
should we forget that the Whig sec-
tion of the Liberal Party in parlia-
ment was still substantial – Mill’s 
own fellow Liberal MP for West-
minster, Lord Robert Grosvenor, 
being an example and a scion of 
one of the wealthiest landowning 
families in Britain, owning half 
of London’s West End and most of 
fashionable Belgravia. Neverthe-
less, Mill certainly made his mark 
on several issues. Some of the most 
striking examples occur in his 
interventions on the Reform Bill, 
which sought to widen the franchise 
and improve the administration of 
elections. Mill was a firm advocate 
of full adult suffrage, but did not 
favour the secret ballot.8 On the 
other hand, he did argue strongly 
that the public purse, rather than 
the candidates themselves, should 
bear the costs of organising the bal-
lot in the constituencies. Mill was 
also one of the earliest advocates of 
changing the traditional ‘first past 
the post’ electoral system to one of 
proportional representation.9

He was also most effective on one 
or two issues that happened to arise 
while he was an MP. He was par-
ticularly exercised at the possibil-
ity that the Royal Parks in London 
might be declared out of bounds for 
public demonstrations.10 Without 
Mill’s timely intervention in 1868, 
the finale to the one-million-person 
demonstration against British mili-
tary intervention in Iraq in 2003 
might not have been held in Hyde 
Park. An even more unpopular 
cause which Mill took up concerned 
the extradition of asylum seekers 
which Disraeli’s government pro-
posed in 1866. Mill argued that a 
civilised society should accept that 
all human beings had certain rights, 
including the right to due proc-
ess and for the courts to examine 
whether the basis of the proposed 
extradition was in fact political, in 
which case it should be refused. The 
government was shamed into with-
drawing its proposals.11 On other 

issues, Mill was to take some very 
farsighted stands. He condemned 
the excessive violence used by Gov-
ernor Eyre in Jamaica in trying to 
suppress a revolt there, and used 
the British courts to bring out the 
atrocities done in the name of the 
Crown. He argued strongly that 
London, as the national capital, 
should have its own tier of govern-
ment. Mill also made himself some-
thing of an expert on Irish Land 
issues and spoke frequently in Irish 
debates.12 Unsurprisingly he also 
spoke out on Indian affairs given his 
long experience at India House; and 
he made clear his support for Indian 
self-government.

But Mill’s most lasting achieve-
ment was to be the first MP to 
argue for votes for women on an 
equal basis to men. The Reform 
Bill offered him the opportunity 
to propose amendments to this 
effect and, although the proposal 
was very unpopular and soundly 
defeated, Mill and his friends were 
delighted to find that they had the 
support of over eighty MPs in a 
recorded vote.13 What Mill can-
not have anticipated was that this 
parliamentary campaign was then 
to stimulate the setting up of the 
female suffragist movement out-
side Westminster, whose struggle 
was to come to fruition fifty years 
later. An illuminating side issue is 
worth highlighting at this point. 
The major public campaign move-
ment in favour of franchise reform 
was the Reform League. It was their 
great demonstration in Hyde Park 
that Mill had sought to safeguard 
(see above) and for which he had 
acted as intermediary to broker a 
compromise location for the dem-
onstration acceptable to the Met-
ropolitan Police. But Mill always 
refused to join the Reform League. 
Why? Because the Reform League, 
which championed universal suf-
frage, would not argue for univer-
sal suffrage for men and women. 
This tells us something about Mill’s 
stands on principle. He could make 
compromises on small matters (for 
example, where to hold a demon-
stration) but on major matters of 
principle he was uncompromising.

Accounts of Mill’s candidature 
for the Westminster constituency 
are full of revealing anecdotes about 
his behaviour. I take the view that, 
if John Stuart Mill had applied for 
approval as a parliamentary candi-
date for the Liberal Democrats in 

2009, his application would have 
been turned down; first, because 
he had so little campaigning expe-
rience generally; second, because 
he refused to canvass for votes; 
and third, because he had never 
been a local councillor or stood for 
election previously. Mill was not 
prepared to tailor his views to the 
whims of his audience or his elec-
tors. When challenged at one public 
meeting to defend a remark he had 
made that the working class were 
liars, he admitted this was his view 
and explained why he thought that, 
despite good intentions, the work-
ing class often could not avoid tell-
ing lies. Mill’s questioner said in 
reply that here was an honest man 
who deserved his vote.14 Mill’s idi-
osyncracy as a candidate (in twenty-
first-century terms) did not stop 
there. He always made it clear that 
he would not canvass the electors for 
their vote. He took the view that his 
views were generally well known, 
as a result of his extensive journal-
ism, and that it was enough for him 
to address a few public meetings. 
Moreover he also made it clear that 
he would not pursue his constitu-
ents’ private interests, such as seek-
ing positions in the civil service. 
Nor would he respond to constitu-
ent’s correspondence unless there 
were matters of national political or 
general philosophical significance at 
stake – in which case he might well 
correspond at length. Eventually 
Mill felt compelled to restrict even 
these activities, as correspondence 
was taking so much of his time.15 It 
was remarked at the time that, with 
Mill’s approach to campaigning, 
even the Almighty himself would 
have failed to be elected! To com-
pound matters, Mill also thought it 
was corrupt to personally contrib-
ute funds for his own election. He 
had no objection to contributing 
to other candidates’ election cam-
paign funds, as in Bradlaugh’s case, 
but he would not seek to bribe his 
own way into the House of Com-
mons.16 As noted earlier, Mill was 
one of two Liberal MPs elected for 
the Westminster constituency; his 
fellow MP being on the Whig side 
of the party, the Liberal ticket was 
well constructed. By all accounts 
they appeared to run separate cam-
paigns, raise separate election funds 
and to have little or nothing to do 
with each other. When Mill was 
defeated in 1868 his ‘colleague’ was 
elected, but the poll was topped 
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by the one Tory candidate, W. H. 
Smith, founder of the chain of high 
street stationery shops. Smith was to 
be the subject of an election petition 
on the grounds that he had grossly 
overspent on the election, but this 
petition was ultimately unsuccess-
ful even though the substance of the 
petition appeared to be justified.17

One possible bone of conten-
tion between Mill and his electors 
was the fact that for much of each 
year he was resident in France, near 
Avignon, to be as close as possible 
to the grave of his wife. During the 
parliamentary sessions, which were 
shorter than they are now, Mill was 
in London; outside of these sessions, 
Mill preferred to go to Avignon if it 
was worth making the journey. Of 
course Mill’s journalism and other 
writings could be undertaken from 
anywhere, but he was clearly not the 
omnipresent MP attending every 
conceivable constituency function 
and networking locally every hour 
of the day or night. 

A more fundamental problem 
was Mill’s lack of religion in an 
era of high-Victorian morality and 
a largely middle-class electorate. 
Mill’s approach was not to raise the 
subject himself and, for the most 
part, certainly at the 1865 election, 
his lack of religion was not much 
of an issue. Mill was clearly a very 
moral man, even if he was not a 
Christian, but his atheism did come 
into play at the 1868 election, even 
if only by proxy as a result of help-
ing to finance the election campaign 
of a fellow atheist, Charles Brad-
laugh. A more streetwise politician 
might have refrained from making 
a public donation to Bradlaugh’s 
campaign, but Mill would not have 
wished to conceal his support. Bra-
dlaugh, in his view, deserved to 
be elected an MP. Mill wanted to 
help financially to achieve this, and 
thought it was his public duty to do 
so whatever the political or personal 
consequences for himself.18

In essence, Mill was very much 
a campaigning parliamentarian 
whose impact was felt, either at the 
time or subsequently, on an impres-
sive list of issues. He ensured that 
the cost of elections fell on the pub-
lic purse and launched the move-
ment to get votes for women. His 
legal challenge to Governor Eyre’s 
actions in Jamaica ensured that Brit-
ish colonial administrators were 
more circumspect before resort-
ing to the violent suppression of 

demonstrators. His challenge to the 
government kept the Royal Parks 
free for use as sites for demonstra-
tions. He launched the parliamen-
tary campaign for proportional 
representation – still unfulfilled in 
part. He argued against the suspen-
sion of habeus corpus in Ireland as 
counterproductive in dealing with 
the violence of the Fenians. He 
defended the civil rights of minori-
ties, including asylum seekers, when 
few others would.

Mill’s inf luence continues to 
this day – both as a writer and as a 
parliamentarian. He was and he 
remains an iconic and uncompro-
mising figure. He has achievements 
to his credit as a philosopher, as a 
politician and as a human being. 
He is renowned for his champion-
ship of the application of reason to 
politics and his ability to apply this 
to his own political intercourse; and 
his works still appear on the read-
ing lists of sixth forms and univer-
sities. He provided the platform 
upon which a social liberal political 
philosophy was developed, much 
of which underpinned the actions 
of the great reforming Liberal gov-
ernment of 1906–15. On a personal 
level, his transparent relationship 
with Harriet Taylor and the equal-
ity he sought between them makes 
him a thoroughly modern man. I 
doubt that he was ever to be found 
doing the washing-up in their 
kitchen, but by all accounts you 
would be unlikely to find Harriet 
doing so either. Mill mourned her 
early death enormously and paid 
this tribute to her influence on On 
Liberty in his autobiography:

The Liberty was more directly 
and literally our joint production 
than anything else which bears 
my name, for there was not a sen-
tence which was not several times 
gone through by us together … 19

In short, Mill was and is a major 
inf luence on British politics and 
liberalism more generally. He was 
a man of enormous political cour-
age and of daunting integrity. He 
was a man of principle who some-
times could compromise on matters 
of minor importance. When the 
House of Commons did eventually 
vote in 1928 to give women the vote 
on equal terms with men, one of 
the leaders of the suffragist move-
ment, Millicent Fawcett, insisted to 
her supporters outside parliament 

that they must walk immediately 
to the nearby Embankment so as to 
pay tribute, at his statue there, to 
the man who had started their pub-
lic campaign – John Stuart Mill.20 
I suggest you do not pay heed to 
Mill’s own modesty in discussing 
his failings as an MP. The record 
speaks for itself, and I rest my ‘revi-
sionist’ case.
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