Liberal philosophy

John Ayshford examines how, inspired by the republic of classical Athens, John Stuart Mill
believed thatindividuals’ freedom, virtue and flourishing were dependent upon their
active participation in democratic government as citizens.

John Stuart Mill:
A Neo-Athenian
Republican

ESPITE HIS BEING one of the greatest
D political philosophers in British history,

it remains troublesome to discern the
thought of John Stuart Mill. Indeed, how Mill
has been interpreted has historically been sub-
ject to change. As Stefan Collini has illustrated,
in the decades following his death, Mill was
transformed from being portrayed as an alien
doctrinaire thinker by many to one who was
emblematic of the English political tradition.’
The issue of deciphering Mill in part stems from
the fact that he is invoked by ﬁgures from across
the political spectrum. As Richard Reeves, a
biographer of Mill, has written: ‘Mill has been
claimed ... by pretty much everyone, from the
ethical socialist left to the laissez-faire, libertar-
ian right’.> Moreover, the difficulty of compre-
hending Mill is further compounded by the fact
that his thought was shaped by a truly heteroge-
neous assortment of people and influences. These
ranged from his intense education to the ideas of
conservative romanticism and utopian socialism,
his interaction with great European intellectuals
and leaders and his intriguing relationship with

Harriet Taylor Mill. Jose Harris succinctly illus-
trates the issue in her entry on Mill in the Oxford
Dictionary ofNational Biogmphy. As she explains:
‘pinpointing Mill’s precise identity on the polit-
ical spectrum was a problem in his lifetime and
has been so ever since’3 It is perhaps for this rea-
son that he still attracts the unrelenting interest
of historians. Multiple collected essays and aca-
demic companions on Mill have been published
since the 1990s.* There is even an ongoing project
by the University of Alabama and the University
of Oxford to painstakingly document and digit-
ise the thousands of annotations made by Mill in
his gigantic collection of books
Notwithstanding the difficulties that trouble
the location of Mill’s thought, it is the contention
of this article that Mill should be understood as
arepublican thinker and that this should lead us
to reflect on the nature of liberalism. I argue that
Mill, inspired by the republic of classical Athens,

John Stuart Mill (1806-73), 1865 (John Watkins,
London Stereoscopic & Photographic
Company; © National Portrait Gallery, London)
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believed that individuals’ freedom, virtue and
flourishing were dependent upon their active
participation in democratic government as citi-
zens.’ This view of Mill, however, would strike
many as a complete misreading. Republicanism,
particularly of the type which draws on classical
Greek civilisation, if anything, appears to be a
creed totally at odds with Mill’s thought and lib-
eralism. It is often portrayed as a communitarian
doctrine which has little regard for the private
affairs of individuals and demands that citizens
slavishly dedicate themselves to the public good.
This difference is vividly demonstrated by the
republican idea of the ‘General Will’ envisaged
by the Swiss philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau.
For Rousseau, who was heavily influenced by
ancient Greece, the General Will was the binding
democratic decision made by citizens of a repub-
lic; those who refused to obey it due to their own
separate individual and supposedly selfish ‘will’,
would, in Orwellian fashion, ‘be forced to be
free’” Republicanism, in short, seemingly stands
in stark contrast to Mill’s ideas as a father ﬁgure
of liberalism; it suppresses individuality and con-
dones the hobgoblin which liberals fear, the tyr-
anny of the majority.

This common interpretation of a major gulf
between liberalism and republicanism stems in
part from the classic lecture, Two Concepts of Lib-
erty, delivered by the famous liberal philosopher
Isaiah Berlin in 1958. In the lecture Berlin, who
cited Mill many times, demarcated liberty into

This common interpretation of a major gulf between
liberalism and republicanism stems in part from the classic
lecture, Two Concepts of Liberty, delivered by the famous

liberal philosopher Isaiah Berlin in 1958.

two separate senses, negative and positive free-
dom. According to Berlin, freedom in its posi-
tive sense as self-rule which entails the ability to
participate in government had ‘little to do with
Mill’s notion of liberty’. Instead, Berlin cham-
pioned Mill as a prophet of negative liberty, or
the freedom of the individual from any exter-
nal interference. ® For Berlin, Mill, as a leading

figurehead of classical liberalism, had astutely
recognised that democratic rule had the poten-
tial to be far more tyrannical than emancipatory.
Quoting Mill’s On Liberty, Berlin asserted that
democratic self-government was not ‘of each by
himself” but instead ‘of each by all the rest’? In
fact, Berlin claimed that the existence of negative
freedom as espoused by Mill was not dependent
upon democracy, as it could clearly trample upon
the liberties of the individual as much as any
autocracy. In Berlin’s view ‘a liberal-minded des-
pot’ would therefore pose no issue for Mill:

the despot who leaves his subjects a wide
area of liberty may be unjust, or encourage
the wildest inequalities ... but provided he
does not curb their liberty, or at least curbs it
less than many other regimes, he meets with
Mill’s specification.”

In addition, the idea of a supposed dichotomy
between liberalism and republicanism has been
propagated in more recent years by the political
theorist Philip Pettit and the historian Quentin
Skinner. Pettit and Skinner in the 1990s outlined
the republican idea of liberty which they pos-
ited against Berlin’s conception of negative lib-
erty. They illustrated how for republicans people
are enslaved if they are at the mercy of —or, in
republican terms, dominated by —another more
powerful person. While one may live without
interference (and enjoy negative freedom) one is
not truly free, as one’s lib-
erty is entirely dependent
upon the whim of someone
else. For republicans, real
liberty, or freedom from
domination, is thus only
secured when the citizens
of a state are ruled not by an unaccountable dic-
tator, but by themselves. This idea of freedom
was, however, according to Pettit and Skinner,
supplanted by the classical liberal or negative
conception of liberty. The popularisation of this
conception of liberty by utilitarians such as Jer-
emy Bentham, Mill’s ‘philosopher grandfather’,
and by the nineteenth-century Franco-Swiss
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liberal Benjamin Constant, meant that the repub-
lican understanding of liberty, which had existed
long before liberalism, was superseded.” A close
examination of Mill’s thought demonstrates,
however, that in contrast to these influential
accounts, he believed that individual freedom and
human flourishing were inextricably intertwined
with democratic government. Given Mill’s
canonical status, this disparity demands that we
should review how we understand liberalism.
This article is not the first to challenge the
apparent dichotomy between republicanism
and liberalism. There have been several studies
which have demonstrated the strong republican
element within Mill’s thought and British Liber-
alism.H. S. Jones, for instance, pointed out how
the republican notion of virtue shaped Mill’s
‘ideal of character’ and how, furthermore, Ber-
lin’s account of Mill did not capture this.” Greg-
ory Claeys, in his comprehensive examination of
Mill’s thought, Mill and Paternalism, claimed that
Mill’s ideas made him ‘indisputably... a radical
republican’”® Another notable piece was Eugenio
Biagini’s 2003 article ‘Neo-Roman Liberalism’.
Biagini not only provided a succinct overview of
the republican values imbedded in the thought of
Victorian liberal thinkers, but also demonstrated
how popular liberalism was intertwined with
the multitude of mid-Victorian volunteer asso-
ciations which represented a resurrection of the
republican idea of a citizen army."* Alongside this
existing historiography, the article posits Mill
not only as a republican but one who belongs
to the neo-Athenian tradition.” In this respect
it shadows and builds upon the work of Nadia
Urbinati and another essay composed by Biagini,
‘Liberalism and Direct Democracy’, written at
the turn of the millennium.™

Freedom from subjection

Mill, in contrast to Berlin’s assertion that he was
unmoved by dictatorship as long as the individ-
ual was not interfered with, could not counte-
nance autocratic rule. He detested the despotism
and militarism of authoritarian European lead-
ers. Indeed, Mill called for a citizen-army, akin
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to those in the republics of the United States and
Switzerland, to protect liberty in Britain from
belligerent continental tyrants, ready to return
to peaceful civilian life after a conflict to prevent
it becoming a domestic source of despotism.”
He had, as Reeves writes, an ‘unquenchable’
loathing of Emperor Louis Napoleon III. Upon
hearing the outbreak of the Franco-Prussian
war in 1870, for instance, Mill angrily exclaimed
his regret that the Italian nationalist Orsini had
failed to assassinate him earlier.”® Mill’s disdain
for despotism was also inherently prevalent in his
writing and constituted an underlying theme in
his work. Mill, in stark contradiction to Berlin’s
interpretation of him, staunchly held the repub-
lican belief that no one could be free under a des-
pot, no matter how generous they were to their
subjects. Mill articulated the republican princi-
ple that freedom was conditional upon the citi-
zens themselves deciding the laws under which
they were governed. This republican concept
was a core theme of Considerations on Represen-
tative Government, Mill’s main political treatise,
for instance. Mill, in order to demonstrate that
representative democracy was ‘the ideally best
form of government’, provided a retort in Con-
siderations on Representative Government to what he
considered ‘a radical and most pernicious mis-
conception’ that ‘despotic monarchy’ was the
superior type of government. Mill contended
that even if there could be a ‘superhuman’ ruler
who could manage all affairs of society, in such
asituation, however, people would have their
development stunted from want of participa-
tion in government. As such Mill imagined that
the despot could choose to mitigate such stagna-
tion by opting to become a constitutional mon-
arch in order to afford the people a substantial
role in government ‘as if they governed them-
selves’. The despot could further allow freedom
of speech too ‘as would enable a public opinion
to form and express itself on national affairs’.
Such freedoms, Mill asserted, however, would
be solely dependent upon the temperament of
the despot who could choose to relinquish them
immediately if they decided not to tolerate crit-
icism or dissent towards their rule. Despite the
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possibility of a paucity of interference and the
affordance of liberties, Mill demonstrated in
Considerations on Representative Government his
fundamental belief that subjects under a benevo-
lent despot were nothing more than ‘slaves’.”
Mill’s dislike of domination was not only a
feature of his mature thinking either. Indeed,
Mill as a teenage utilitarian radical decried the
domination of the poor by the aristocracy. Ina
debate in August 1824 on parliamentary reform
Mill lambasted the inefficacy of the British con-
stitution in securing the liberty of individuals.
Mill pointed to how the landed elite in Britain
were in a position Whereby they could freely
‘oppress’ their tenants ‘almost without restraint
... on the most frivolous of pretexts’. Equally,
at the same time, Mill was also keen to under-
score that no security provided by the govern-
ment against bodily harm or theft, however, was
worthwhile if no security was afforded against it
dominating its citizens:

look at the government of Napoleon Bon-
aparte: if security from robbery and mur-
derers constituted good government, there

never was a better government than his ...
Why do we call Bonaparte’s government a
bad one? Because if person and property were
secure against individuals, they were not
secure against the despot.>

Mill’s critique of domination was not just lim-
ited to the political sphere but also addressed

the despotic relation between husbands and
wives in the nineteenth century. Mill had strong
feminist inclinations from his childhood, and
these were augmented by his relationship with
his wife Harriet Taylor Mill.* Indeed, Mill
expounded his critique of domination most fer-
vently in The Subjection of Women. Even Skinner,
amongst other scholars, for instance, recognises
that freedom from domination is at the heart of
the text. Skinner has remarked that the work
‘draws on a wholeheartedly republican concep-
tion of freedom to excoriate the domination and
dependence suffered by women in mid-Victo-
rian England’.>* Mill published the text in 1869
having written it originally in 1860, waiting to
publish it ‘when it should seem likely to be most
useful’, having tried in vain as an MP to realise
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the attainment of female suffrage in 1867.% It
echoed many of the ideas raised in Harriet Taylor
Mill’s essay Enfranchisement of Women, which was
published anonymously in the Westminster and
Foreign Quarterly Review in 1851. Whilst the work
was Harriet’s own, Mill had collaborated with
her in drafting its principal arguments.>

In The Subjection of Women Mill argued that
women were not free but in a state of slavery.
Whilst this subjection had evolved ‘into a milder
form of dependence’ their current state of bond-
age ultimately derived not from free deliber-
ation concerning the most fit form of relation
between the sexes, but from the physical infe-
riority of women which allowed men to coerce
them. Over time this physical inferiority had
transformed into their inferior legal and social
status in society. As Mill stated: ‘the inequality
of rights between men and women has no other
source than the law of the strongest’.s Here Mill
was resonating Harriet’s assertion ‘that those
who were physically weaker should have been
made legally inferior, is quite conformable to the
mode in which the world has been governed’.26
This inferior status, Mill noted, placed women in
a state of domination. They were not allowed to
pursue any action without their husband’s con-
sent, whose watchful eye they were under nearly
every moment of every day. Mill thus con-
cluded that while slaves were treated in a far less
humane way to wives, ‘no slave is a slave to the
same lengths, and in so full a sense of the word, as
a wife is’.?7

In addition, Mill argued that women did not
have any means of redress to relieve this dom-
ination. For Mill the fact that the wife was not
even afforded the ‘insufficient alleviation’ of
being able to leave her master for a better one,
was additional testament to how women were in
a worse position than slaves who could in some
instances force their master to sell them if too
maltreated.”® Furthermore, as they had no right
to vote they had no say in how they were gov-
erned and any safeguards they were afforded
under the law were thus dependent upon the will
of enfranchised men; to which Mill rhetorically
noted: ‘and we know what legal protection the
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slaves have, where the laws are made by their
masters’.>® Mill’s staunch belief that women
could not rely on the protection of men and
therefore needed the vote was a core tenet of
his feminism which he had held since a young
age. Mill had disagreed, for instance, with his
father who believed that women did not need the
vote as they shared the same interests as men.*°
Indeed, Mill raised this argument in the House
of Commons when he proposed an amendment
to the bill which would become the Reform Act
1867 to include the enfranchisement of women.
Mill asserted that for the same reasons working
men could not be in any way represented by their
employers and needed the vote to protect their
interests, so did women need the vote to provide
‘other protection than that of their men’3

Given Mill’s vehement dislike of domina-
tion regardless of whether it manifested in the
political or family sphere it naturally followed
that, in illustrating the plight and domination of
women, Mill painted the husband throughout
The Subjection of Women, as Harriet had done in
her essay,asa despot, the wife being their sub-
ject* Indeed, in noting that Mill construed the
family as a dictatorial ‘miniature polity’, Claeys
argues that the work was heavily influenced by
Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights
of Women (1792). In a reiteration of the argument
he made in Considerations on Representative Gov-
ernment, Mill likened the wife to a subject living
under a tyrant with the wife being ‘entitled to
nothing except during the good pleasure’ of her
husband 3+ Mill further elaborated on the com-
parison by describing how the good nature of
the husband, like that of a tyrant, was no protec-
tion from subjection and ill-treatment. Whilst
Mill recognised that there could easily be a lov-
ing bond between husband and wife, in his eyes,
however, this had little difference between the
attachment of slaves to their masters in antiquity
whose devotion would stretch so far as to sacri-
fice themselves to save their master despite their
often-cruel treatment.® Despotism of any kind
was arbitrary regardless of whether the husband
or tyrant chose to withhold some of their terrible
powers. As Mill argued:
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not a word can be said for despotism in the
family which cannot be said for political des-
potism. Every absolute king does not sit at his
window to enjoy the groans of his tortured
subjects ... The despotism of Louis X VI was
not the despotism of ... Caligula; but it was
bad enough to justify the French Revolution,
and to palliate even its horrors.3

Moreover, Mill was anxious to stress that, when-
ever despotism of any kind was defended, be it
between slaves and their master, subjects and
their dictator, or between a wife and her hus-
band, the despotic relation was depicted as one
of happy deference and paternal benevolence. In
Mill’s words: ‘we are presented with pictures of
loving exercise of authority on one side, loving
submission to it on the other’. There was abso-
lutely no guarantee, however, that power would
be exercised in such a benevolent way. There
was no test, Mill noted, for instance, before mar-
riage to ascertain whether the husband could

be judged worthy to wield such power over the
wife. To Mill there were innumerable terrible
men, ‘little higher than brutes’, who could treat
their wives in despicable ways with impunity.
Whilst Mill recognised that ‘absolute fiends are
asrare as angels’, such licence to despicably treat
women showed the depths of their domination.
As Mill wrote: ‘in domestic as in political tyr-
anny, the case of absolute monsters chiefly illus-
trates the institution by showing that there is
scarcely any horror which may not occur under
it if the despot pleases’s” Only when women
were granted equal rights and liberties to men
and thereby freed from marital despotism could
their deplorable subjection end.

Freedom, virtue and flourishing

Contrary to Berlin’s reading Mill held a strong
attachment to freedom from domination. No
matter how well-intentioned a despot could

be, be they a King or a husband, given that any
liberties their subjects enjoyed could be taken
away in an instant, individuals under their yoke
were in a state of slavery in all but name. Mill’s

republicanism, however, was not just limited to
freedom from arbitrary rule. Mill also held the
traditional republican belief that humans become
far more virtuous, and flourish, when they par-
ticipate enthusiastically in government as equals.
When citizens collectively governed themselves,
they would reach a higher plane and come to see
others as associates and actively seek to realise the
good of their fellow-citizens. As Mill wrote, the
citizen would ‘feel himself one of the public, and
whatever is for their benefit to be for his benefit’.
In Mill’s mind when people energetically partic-
ipated in public affairs they became ‘very differ-
ent beings, in range of ideas and development of
faculties, from those who have done nothing in
their lives but drive a quill, or sell goods over a
counter’. Ordinary, routine private life and work
based on self-interest did nothing to enlighten
the individual #*

These ideas also pervaded Mill’s feminism
as well. Mill likewise contended that, because
women had no say in how their lives were gov-
erned nor any role in public affairs, they could
not develop into the rational and virtuous cit-
izens he wished to see them become. As Mary
Lyndon Shanley writes: ‘Mill shared Aristotle’s
view that participation in civic life was enriching
and ennobling activity, but Mill saw that for a
woman, no public-spirited dimension to her life
was possible’?* Reiterating the ideas which he
and Harriet had formulated earlier, Mill argued
that the exclusion of women from public affairs
left them with no concern for the community,
caring only for what was best for their family,
and that this in turn led them to sap the civic vir-
tue of their husbands.* If women were granted
the vote, on the other hand, their faculties along-
side their concern for others outside the family
would be considerably expanded.#

Furthermore, Mill’s vision of an ideal mar-
riage mirrored that of a republic as a free asso-
ciation of equals. According to Mill, such an
association, even more than citizenship, ‘would
be the real school of the virtues of freedom
... aschool of sympathy in equality, of living
together in love, without power on one side or
obedience on the other’.#* Indeed, one of Mill’s
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best descriptions of the ‘ennobling influence’ of
free collective self-government is used in The
Subjection of Women to laud the enhancing effects
women would experience in being treated as free
and equal partners to men:

the nerve and spring which it gives to all the
faculties, the larger and higher objects which
it presents to the intellect and feelings, the
more unselfish public spirit, and calmer and
broader views of duty, that it engenders, and
the generally loftier platform on which it
elevates the individual as a moral, spiritual,
and social being —is every particle as true of
women as of men.*

To summarise, Mill professed that self-govern-
ment would ensure the liberty of individuals
from domination, cultivate their public-spirit-
edness, and allow them to blossom. Mill’s think-
ing in this respect was undoubtedly influenced

in part by his reading of Alexis de Tocqueville’s
Democracy in America, but the real source of Mill’s
republicanism, however, lay in his love of ancient
Greece, speciﬁcally the history of the republic of
Athens.+

The Athenian origins of John Stuart Mill’s
republicanism

Throughout his life Mill had a real affinity with
ancient Greek history. Indeed, the study of clas-
sical Greece was central to his upbringing. Mill
disclosed in his Autobiography that, given how
young he was, he could not
remember when he first
started learning Greek.
Between the ages of eight
and twelve he had con-
sumed works ranging from
the philosopher Aristotle,
the historian Thucydides
and the playwright Aristophanes.* In adult life,

community.

whilst relieved of his father’s straining education,
Mill’s interest in ancient Greece would not fade
and he would go on to write many works and
reviews on the subject.46 The _jewel in the crown
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of his love affair with ancient Greece was Athens.
Athens ‘eclipsed’ all other city-states of classical
Hellenistic civilisation. In Mill’s own words: ‘all
the Greek elements of progress, in their high-
est culmination, were united in that illustrious
city’.# Naturally it followed that Athens would
have a major influence on his thought; and by
analysing how Berlin viewed democracy in the
ancient republic of Athens compared to Mill it

is possible to further illuminate the discrepancy
between Berlin’s assessment of Mill as a propo-
nent of negative liberty and Mill’s own actual
neo-athenian republicanism.

Berlin’s account of negative liberty as
expressed in his lecture Two Concepts of Liberty
was also inspired by Benjamin Constant, who
he placed alongside Mill as one of the ‘fathers of
liberalism’.#* Constant, in a lecture delivered in
Paris in 1819, delineated liberty into that of the
moderns and that of the ancients. Having expe-
rienced the Jacobin dictatorship which eulogised
classical virtues, he wanted to extol the freedoms
afforded to the individual in modern liberal
states. He illustrated that while the liberty of the
moderns was the freedom to enjoy one’s affairs
undisturbed, the liberty of the ancients pertained
to self~government, and that the private lives
of individuals were totally subject to the com-
munity. The practice of ostracism in Athens, for
instance, demonstrated that ‘the individual was
much more subservient to the supremacy of the
social body in Athens, than he is in any of the
free states of Europe today’.# Constant’s speech
underpinned Berlin’s belief that negative lib-

Heillustrated that while the liberty of the moderns was
the freedom to enjoy one’s affairs undisturbed, the liberty
of the ancients pertained to self-government, and that
the private lives of individuals were totally subject to the

erty was a modern concept, not found in classi-
cal civilisation, and was one which provided far
greater freedom than the very limited (positive)
freedom of collective rule° Furthermore, Ber-
lin too drew on the historic example of ancient
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Athens to demonstrate the value of negative
liberty. For Berlin, people in Athens alongside
other Greek cities were conceived not as individ-
uals, but as communitarian beings whose lives
were unquestionably entwined with the polis.
Examining the famous Funeral Oration of the
fifth-century BCE Athenian statesman and gen-
eral Pericles, Berlin argued that people in Ath-
ens were not really free at all but totally subject
to the city-state having ‘no claims against it’,
yet owing it absolute loyalty. Ironically mirror-
ing Mill’s point that slaves and wives could love
their overlords despite being completely at their
mercy, Berlin stated that Pericles was celebrat-
ing the allowance of a tolerant atmosphere in
Athens because there was no need to coerce men
into certain moulds in order to make them sacri-
fice themselves for the state because they would
do it out of devotion. As such Berlin asserted
that Pericles and his fellow Athenians simply
had no understanding of individual rights. Ber-
lin explained instead that the true conception of
freedom: ‘that men need an area ... within which
they can do as they please’, i.e. ‘the notion of
freedom from state control’, was only later con-
ceived by the leading liberals of the late eight-
eenth and nineteenth centuries, Constant and
Humboldt, finding ‘its most eloquent champion
in John Stuart Mill’s'

Mill too had his understanding of freedom
informed by ancient Athens, but he had a fun-
damentally different view of the liberty of the
ancients to Berlin. Whereas Constant and Ber-
lin castigated ancient or positive liberty in order
to critique Jacobin and Communist dictator-
ships, Mill in contrast, just as he had upheld the
French Revolution against the ire of Tory his-
torians, extolled the greatness of the Athenian
republic in order to bolster the cause of democ-
ratisation in Britain5? In fact, Mill’s defence of
Athens was part of a wider debate between con-
servatives and radicals over ancient Athenian
democracy following the French Revolution,
with its history being used as a political football
to either lambast or uphold the Revolution and
democracy. Indeed, Mill labelled the anti-dem-
ocratic Spartans, the arch-rivals of the ‘nobler’

and ‘wiser’ Athenians during the Peloponne-
sian war, as the ‘hereditary Tories and Con-
servatives of Greece’’? Notably, there was, for
instance, a rather public literary mélée between
the Tory Quarterly Review and the Radical Ben-
thamite Westminster Review in the 1820s over
Athenian Democracy** Nowhere, however, was
this debate better illustrated than in the works
on Ancient Greece by the historians William
Mitford, who had been a Tory MP, and George
Grote, a friend of Mill and Philosophic Radical
who had been influenced by James Mill and Ben-
tham. Mitford’s History of Greece was published
as five volumes between 1784 and 1810 and his
second volume which appeared in 1790 sketched
‘many parallels between the direct and radical
democracy of ancient Athens and the French
Revolution’. Mitford asserted that the Athenian
republic was prone to demagogy, corruption
and irrational decision-making5 Mitford’s his-
tories were thus clear warnings against further
democratisation ‘explicitly designed to prevent
England from following the path followed by
France’’® Mill, who was justas ‘Greece-intoxi-
cated’ as Grote, according to his friend Alexan-
der Bain, thoroughly enjoyed reading Mitford’s
history several times as a child, but was warned
by his father of its anti-democratic bias. Mill was
alerted to ‘the Tory prejudices of this writer, and
his perversions of facts for the whitewashing of
despots, and blackening of popular institutions’s”
In response to Mitford’s oeuvre, Grote wrote a
critique of it in 1826 in the Westminster Review,

in which he lambasted Mitford’s work for being
laden with ‘political bias ... without disguise or
mitigation’. Grote accused Mitford of distort-
ing and omitting historical evidence to glorify
monarchism and of arbitrarily deriding democ-
racy without justification especially in the vol-
umes which followed the French R evolution s
This first rejoinder followed his embarkation

in 1823 on writing a history which would rebut
Mitford’s assessment and defend the reputation
of Athenian democracy. Mill would come to
review Grote’s History of Greece twice in 1846 and
1853 in the Edinburgh Review. On analysing his
second review, in which Mill exalted Athens, it
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becomes clear that Mill, in this climate of fierce
debate, infused what he saw as the qualities of the
ancient Athenian republic into his conceptions of
liberty and democracy elucidated in his later and
most famous works

Whilst Berlin believed that it was ‘a gross
anachronism’ to locate individual liberty ‘in
the ancient world’, both Grote and Mill in his
review of Grote’s work saw it as a staple element
of Athenian democracy which was responsi-
ble for its glory.®® As Biagini writes, ‘far from
being an illibertarian republic, Grote’s and Mill’s
Athens was the home of civil liberties”.* Like
Berlin, both Grote and Mill were drawn to Per-
icles’ Funeral Oration, Mill even went as far as
to quote it in his second review. Indeed, Mill’s
father had shown Mill how famous orations pro-
vided ‘insight ... into Athenian institutions’*>
Mill, following Grote, was anxious to convey
to his readers that the oration demonstrated that
civic virtue coexisted perfectly with individual
liberty in Athens. As he wrote:

in the greatest Greek commonwealth, as
described by its most distinguished citizen
[Pericles], the public interest was held of par-
amount obligation in all things which con-
cerned it; but, with that part of the conduct
of individuals which concerned only them-
selves, public opinion did not interfere.”

Mill remarked how this speech fundamentally
challenged older accounts’ understanding of lib-
erty in the ancient world (such as Mitford’s and
Constant’s). For Mill, ‘Athenian democracy had
been so outrageously, and without measure, mis-
represented’. Mill asserted that Pericles’ Funeral
Oration, as Grote had ‘not failed to point out’,
dislodged ‘what we are so
often told about the entire
sacrifice, in the ancient
republics, of the liberty of
the individual to an imag-
inary good of the state’.%
Mill’s understanding of
ancient Athenian democracy, as outlined in his
review of Grote, had a substantial influence in
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informing his most famous later works. From
analysing his veneration of the Athenian repub-
lic, we not only see how Mill’s thinking differed
from Berlin’s famous interpretation, but at the
same time gain a richer account of some of his
most influential ideas which in turn prompts us
to contemplate how we perceive liberalism.

The Athenian ideal

Mill’s admiration for ancient Athens is omni-
present throughout his principal texts. As Biag-
ini has asserted, ‘the common thread’ connecting
Mill’s seemingly varied thought ‘was a version
of the ‘classical republican’ model which held
the key position in Mill’s liberalism’.*s Reeves
makes a similar observation, writing that ‘much
of his political philosophy can be seen as an
attempt to recapture what he saw as the best fea-
tures of Athenian democracy, for an industrial
world’. Understanding this not only allows
one to comprehend the disparity between Mill’s
republicanism and Betlin’s championing of him
as a hero of negative liberty, but also affords the
insight that Mill’s conception of an exemplary
liberal democracy was based upon the Athenian
republic.

A seeming underlying tension in Mill’s work
is the clash between his individualism and sup-
port for popular government. Whilst he extols
democracy, Mill seems equally to warn of the
dangers of democratic government encroach-
ing on the individual. As discussed above, Berlin
quoted Mill’s point in On Liberty that democratic
government was not ‘of each by himself” but
rather ‘of each by all the rest’ to stress the value
of negative liberty.”” Indeed, when the entire
passage is read in full, Mill is reiterating de Toc-

As Biagini has asserted, ‘the common thread’ connecting
Mill’s seemingly varied thought ‘was a version of the
‘classical republican’ model which held the key position in
Mill’s liberalism’.

queville’s warning of the threat posed by the tyr-
anny of the majority.”® This apparent disparity
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The Athenian Assembly, as imagined by Philipp von Foltz (1805-77); Pericles delivering his funeral

oration to the Assembly.

dissipates, however, when placed in the context
of Mill’s wish to model democratic government
on Athens. Whilst the threat of the tyranny of
the majority had emerged following the creation
of large modern democracies, a healthy repub-
lic composed of engaged, virtuous and enlight-
ened citizens modelled on Athens held the key to
securing individual freedom.

As discussed above, at the centre of Mill’s
republicanism was his desire for individuals to
actively participate in their own government
together. In doing so Mill believed that people,
beyond securing their political freedom, would
flourish becoming far more virtuous and wiser.
This reasoning, which formed such a core com-
ponent of Mill’s thought, drew heavily from his
understanding of ancient Athens:

the practice of the dicastery and the ecclesia
raised the intellectual standard of an aver-
age Athenian citizen far beyond anything of

which there is yet an example in any other
mass of men, ancient or modern. The proofs
of this are apparent in every page of our great
historian of Greece [Grote].

The involvement of individuals in their own
governance would give them an ‘education
which every citizen of Athens obtained from

her democratic institutions’ and render them, as
mentioned above, ‘very different beings, in range
of ideas and development of faculties’.* Fur-
thermore, Mill believed that this transformation
fostered by engagement in public affairs would
also make individuals respectful of the interests
and liberties of others. In short, the public good
would be strongly pursued by all, but everyone
would have an equally potent attachment to the
freedom of individuals, just as Mill imagined was
the case in Athens where ‘freedom from social
intolerance’ was ‘combined with ... alively

and energetic participation in public affairs’”
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This constituted what Mill called the exercise
of ‘rational freedom’ which he comprehensively
outlined in The Subjection of Women:

when they have learnt to understand the
meaning of duty and the value of reason,
they incline more and more to be guided and
restrained by these in the exercise of their
freedom; but they do not therefore desire
freedom less; they do not become disposed
to accept the will of other people as the rep-
resentative and interpreter of those guiding
principles. On the contrary, the communities
in which the reason has been most cultivated,
and in which the idea of social duty has been
most powerful, are those which have most
strongly asserted the freedom of action of the
individual — the liberty of each to govern his
conduct by his own feelings of duty.”

Mill further echoed this thinking in his treatise
Utilitarianism. Through creating a cooperative
association of equals, democracy enlightened
people and greatly enhanced their virtue, with
individuals becoming ever more eager to protect
the wellbeing and freedom of others:

Society between equals can only exist on
the understanding that the interests of all are
to be regarded equally ... In this way peo-
ple grow up unable to conceive as possible to
them a state of total disregard of other peo-
ple’s interests. They are under a necessity of
conceiving themselves as at least abstain-
ing from all the grosser injuries, and (if only
for their own protection) living in a state of
constant protest against them ... Not only
does all strengthening of social ties, and all
healthy growth of society, give to each indi-
vidual a stronger personal interest in prac-
tically consulting the welfare of others; it
also leads him to identify his feelings more
and more with their good ... Every step in
political improvement renders it more so, by
removing the sources of opposition of inter-
est, and levelling those inequalities of legal
privilege between individuals or classes,
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owing to which there are large portions of
mankind whose happiness it is still practica-
ble to disregard. In an improving state of the
human mind, the influences are constantly
on the increase, which tend to generate in
each individual a feeling of unity with all the
rest; which feeling, if perfect, would make
him never think of, or desire, any benefi-
cial condition for himself, in the benefits of
which they are not included. 7

For Mill the liberties of individuals would not
be crushed by democracy; instead, their free-
dom was dependent upon it. A republic in the
vein of Athens composed of a virtuous and
active citizenry would create the conditions for
maximising individual freedom. In Mill’s view
‘self-restraining government’ was impossible
‘unless each individual participant feels himself
a trustee for all his fellow citizens. .. certainly no
Athenian voter thought otherwise’” As Biag-
ini writes, Mill’s “liberal” paradise was not only
compatible with the full implementation of the
‘republican’ ideal of a perpetually deliberating
demos, but, in fact, it required it’7 Urbinati con-
curs, asserting that Mill’s theory of democratic
government revived the ancient idea of eleutheria,
the concept of being free both at the political and
at an individual level.”s

Mill’s belief, inspired by his understanding of
the ancient republic of Athens, that individual
freedom was inherently tied to lively democratic
participation also affords a more nuanced under-
standing of some of Mill’s most profound ideas
which lie at the heart of liberalism. For exam-
ple, it permits a contextualised understanding
of his delineation of actions into self—regarding
and other-regarding ones as detailed in On Lib-
erty. In promoting a society where the individual
was totally ‘sovereign’ in affairs which only con-
cerned themselves, but also one which encom-
passed ‘a great increase of disinterested exertion
to promote the good of others’, Mill was again
imagining a democracy in the guise of ‘the great-
est Greek commonwealth’ for nineteenth-cen-
tury Britain. Here, the public good was to be
held in the utmost importance, but equally the
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individual’s private concerns were to be left
alone”® Unlike Berlin, who contended that Mill
aspired for ‘the maximum degree of non-inter-
ference compatible with the minimum demands
of social life’, Mill’s neo-Athenian ‘doctrine’ of
individual freedom was not, as he penned in On
Liberty, one of ‘selfish indifference, which pre-
tends that human beings ... should not concern

morality of the citizen ... society was ren-
dered more comfortable, more instructive,
and more stimulating, all its germs of pro-
ductive fruitful genius, so rare everywhere,
found in such an atmosphere the maximum
of encouragement’.

As Grote concluded, individual liberty belonged

themselves about the well-doing or well-being of  ‘more naturally’ in a healthy democracy like

another, unless their own interest is involved’.””

In sum, Mill wanted modern society to replicate Athens’
respectful environment of tolerance in order to promote

the conditions for progress.

Inspired by Athens, Mill linked civic virtue and
individual freedom together like bees and honey.
Furthermore, Mill’s stress in On Liberty on
allowing geniuses who were inherently minor-
ities to ‘breathe freely in an atmosphere of free-
dom’ in order to foster progress was also cleatly
influenced by his reading of Athenian democra-
cy”® In his review Mill, concurred with Grote’s
argument that it was the respectful atmosphere
garnered by the virtuous and freedom-devoted
active citizens of the republican city-state which
allowed it to become a ‘centre of enlighten-
ment’.”® Mill quoted Grote to underscore his

assessment:

‘the stress which he [Pericles in his Funeral
Oration| lays upon the liberty of thought and
action at Athens, not merely from excessive
restraint of law, but also from practical intol-
erance between man and man, and tyranny
of the majority over individual dissenters in
taste and pursuits ... brings out one of those
points in the national character upon which
the intellectual development of the time
mainly depended ... the peculiar prompt-
ings in every individual bosom were allowed
to manifest themselves and bear fruit, with-
out being suppressed by external opinion,

or trained into forced conformity with

some assumed standard: antipathies against
any of them formed no part of the habitual

Athens.* Additionally, Mill elaborated on
Grote’s remarks and, in
doing so, further fore-
shadowed his argument in
On Liberty that, without
individual freedom, soci-
ety would stagnate owing
to what he called ‘the despotism of custom’.*
Directly echoing his later remarks in On Liberty,
Mill wrote that genius would be ‘fatally stunted
inits growth’ unless it grew in the right ‘soil’.
According to Mill, Grote, drawing on Pericles,
had ‘pointed out’ that such favourable conditions
existed in Athens; the tolerance of the Athenian
‘made Athens illustrious’ whilst the modern

era was one of ‘mediocrity’.* This was the case
because, in Grote’s words, as quoted by Mill,
‘the intolerance of the national opinion’ severely
curtailed ‘individual character’.® Indeed, Mill
indignantly further wrote in his review of
Grote’s work that in modern society, in con-
trast to Athens, ‘no one is required by opinion
to pay any regard to the public, except by con-
ducting his own private concerns in conformity
to its expectations’.* In sum, Mill wanted mod-
ern society to replicate Athens’ respectful envi-
ronment of tolerance in order to promote the
conditions for progress. This ideal starkly con-
trasted with Victorian society where attitudes
towards the public good and the private affairs
of the individual were the antithesis of what Mill
aspired for.

The ancient republic of Athens was thus a
font of inspiration for Mill and, by understand-
ing how it influenced his thought, we can gain
aricher, contextualised account of his major
ideas. Before we consider what implications this
may have for how we understand liberalism,
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however, it should be clarified that Grote and
Mill did not manipulate the history of Athens

to forward their political ideas as Mitford did.
James Kierstead writes, for instance, that while
Grote’s interpretation of Athens ‘was partly a
result of his own milieu in liberal London is
undeniable’, Grote’s sympathy towards democ-
racy and his rigorous historical analysis allowed
him to provide a far more accurate account of
Athens than previous works by royalist conserv-
ative historians such as Mitford. Indeed, some
contemporary scholars argue that it is still a valu-
able account of ancient Greece. T. H. Irwin even
described it as ‘the pre-eminent modern history
of Greece in English’, unsurpassed by any con-
temporary work.* Moreover, Mill did not friv-
olously or uncritically review Grote’s work. He
would revisit primary sources in order to scru-
pulously assess it. Mill, for instance, ‘reread all
of Homer’, to prepare for his first review and
rightly challenged Grote’s interpretation of the
chronology of the construction of the Iliad.*
Most importantly, however, whilst he aimed to
refute the Tory account of Athens, Mill did not
misconstrue it anachronistically as a liberal uto-
pia. Whilst Mill wished that ‘the Athens of Peri-
cles could have lived on’, he was certainly under
no illusions regarding the existence of slavery
and the oppression of women in the ancient
polis.”” Despite having a huge admiration for the
city-state, Athens was not Mill’s Shangri-La.

Reflecting on liberalism

Argument over the nature of liberalism rages
and will do continuously, and, as this article
illustrates, Mill will always be at the heart of
this debate. Notwithstanding the fact that Mill
comprises just one thinker within the giant pan-
theon which constitutes the liberal ideological
canon, the neo-Athenian ideals of Mill, in addi-
tion to demonstrating that liberalism and repub-
licanism are not mutually incompatible creeds,
lead us to reflect on what it means to be a liberal.
The case of Mill illustrates that being a liberal
by no means entails, as critics of liberalism (espe-
cially those who might to point to Berlin) might
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claim, being apprehensive towards popular rule
and unaware of subtler forms of oppression, and
subscribing to an individualism which places
self-indulgence over the community. As Mill’s
thought demonstrates, vibrant individuality and
the realisation of one’s full potential, which are
at the heart of liberalism, can go hand in hand
with democracy and an unwavering dedication
to upholding the personal freedom of others.
Being a liberal can mean being both a citizen and
an individual. This article is not alone in mak-
ing this assessment of Millian liberalism either;
Claeys writes that Mill wanted to develop the
‘virtue of individuals, and their willingness to
become more sociable and less self-interested
beings without at the same time losing their
individuality’.*® Reeves remarks too how Mill
‘wanted a society in which individuals had the
freedom and strength to pursue their own goals,
along with the virtue and character necessary to
sustain collective life’.* Lastly, beyond stimulat-
ing discussion on what it means to be a liberal,
Mill’s neo-Athenian republican ideals present the
outline of a healthy liberal and democratic soci-
ety cornposed ofequal and prospering associates.
His vision offers a means to help remedy the del-
eterious effects of patriarchy, and the strange yet
nonetheless true combination of selfish atomism
and conformity of contemporary society.*® As
such, whilst some may potentially disagree with
his portrayal of Athens, we can only profit from
revisiting the ideas of Mill.
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