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 J. S. Mill on Freedom and Power*

 Bruce Baum
 Macalester College

 John Stuart Mill is justly famous for his account of how oppressive social
 and political power limit individual freedom. Yet he also powerfully chal-
 lenges the equating offreedom with an absence of external constraints and
 offers an important corrective to the view that freedom and power are
 inversely related. Mill's conception offreedom emphasizes the necessity of
 autonomy, a variety of choices and possibilities, and means and opportuni-
 ties for self-development and self-government in relation to the full range of
 forms of power that situate people. In this view, freedom and power are
 linked in a continuing interplay, not a simply oppositional relationship.

 Bruce Baum completed his Ph.D. at the University of Minnesota and is a
 Visiting Assistant Professor in the Department of Political Science at
 Macalester College, 1600 Grand Avenue, St. Paul, Minnesota, 55105. He
 has recently completed a book on John Stuart Mill's political theory, tenta-
 tively entitled John Stuart Mill and the Power of Freedom, to be published
 by the University of Toronto Press.

 In his Autobiography John Stuart Mill says that his essay On Liberty "is likely
 to survive longer than anything else that I have written ..., because ... [it is]
 a kind of philosophic text-book of a single truth ...: the importance, to man
 and society, of a large variety in types of character, and of giving full freedom

 to human nature to expand itself in innumerable and conflicting directions."'
 That essay has had an enormous influence on subsequent thinking about indi-
 vidual freedom, but also a rather paradoxical one because many subsequent
 writers misleadingly have cast it as a classic statement of the "negative" view
 of freedom. R. H. Hutton stated in an 1859 review that "Mill's essay regards
 'liberty' from first to last in its negative rather than its positive significance."2

 * I am indebted to Laura Janara, Jim Farr, and anonymous reviewers for Polity for helpful
 comments on earlier drafts of this article.

 1. John Stuart Mill, Autobiography, ed. Currin Shields (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill,
 1957), 162.

 2. [R. H. Hutton], "Mill on Liberty" [1859], in Mill, On Liberty, ed. David Spitz (New
 York: W. W. Norton, 1975), 133. Hutton is identified as the author of this article by Alan Ryan.
 See Ryan, ed., Mill (New York: W. W. Norton, 1997).

 Polity Volume XXXI, Number 2 Winter 1998 Volume XXXI, Number 2 Polity  Winter 1998
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 188 J. S. Mill on Freedom and Power

 Likewise, J. C. Rees, one of Mill's most influential contemporary interpreters,
 says, "Mill is generally regarded ... as a leading exponent of the negative idea
 of liberty-'liberty is just the absence of restraint'-which prevailed in Eng-
 land until the Idealists."3

 According to the negative conception, the presence of freedom is
 marked, as Quentin Skinner says, "by the absence of some element of con-
 straint that inhibits the agent concerned from being able to act independently
 in pursuit of his [or her] chosen ends."4 Notably, this view implies that there
 is an inverse relationship between freedom and power such that freedom is
 diminished whenever, and insofar as, power is exercised.5 Power is under-
 stood from this perspective as essentially restrictive or repressive in its effects.
 Like freedom, then, it is conceived in negative terms.

 At first glance, these appear to be accurate readings. Mill says, for exam-
 ple, that his subject in On Liberty is "Civil, or Social Liberty: the nature and
 limits of the power which can be legitimately exercised by society over the
 individual."6 Similarly, he says in The Subjection of Women, "The love of
 power and the love of liberty are in eternal antagonism."7 Yet a more careful

 3. John C. Rees, John Stuart Mill's 'On Liberty', ed. G. L. Williams (Oxford: Clarendon
 Press, 1985), 175. This interpretation of Mill's conception of freedom is also defended by, among
 others, Isaiah Berlin, "John Stuart Mill and the Ends of Life," in Berlin, Four Essays on Liberty

 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969); David Spitz, "Freedom and Individuality: Mill's Lib-
 erty in Retrospect," in Mill, On Liberty , ed. Spitz; C. L. Ten, Mill on Liberty (Oxford: Oxford
 University Press, 1980); John Gray, Mill on Liberty: A Defense (London: Routledge & Kegan
 Paul, 1983); Fred R. Berger, Happiness, Justice, and Freedom: The Moral and Political Philos-
 ophy of John Stuart Mill (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984); Jonathan Riley, Lib-
 eral Utilitarianism: Social Choice Theory and J. S. Mill's Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge
 University Press, 1988); and Wendy Donner, The Liberal Self: John Stuart Mill's Moral Philos-
 ophy (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991).

 4. Quentin Skinner, "The Idea of Negative Liberty: Philosophical and Historical Perspec-
 tives," in Philosophy in History, ed. Richard Rorty, J. B. Schneewind, and Quentin Skinner (Cam-

 bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), p. 194.
 5. On this point, see Michel Foucault, "The Subject and Power," in Herbert Dreyfus and

 Paul Rabinow, Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics, with an afterword by
 and an interview with Michel Foucault, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983),
 221. For related critiques of "classical liberal" views, cf. Hannah Arendt, "What is Freedom?," in
 Between Past and Future (New York: Penguin, 1968); and John Dewey, "Liberty and Social Con-
 trol," in Dewey, Problems of Men (New York: Philosophical Library, 1946). One contemporary
 liberal theorist who explicitly counterpoises freedom and power in the way that I am challenging
 is Giovanni Sartori. See Sartori, The Theory of Democracy Revisited, Part Two: The Classic
 Issues (Chatham, NJ: Chatham House Press, 1987).

 6. Mill, On Liberty, in Collected Works of John Stuart Mill (Toronto: University of Toronto
 Press, 1963-1991), vol. 18, 217. Subsequent citations to this work will be to this edition and will
 be given in parentheses as follows: OL, 217.

 7. Mill, The Subjection of Women, Collected Works, vol. 21, 337. Subsequent citations to
 this work will given in parentheses as follows: SW, 337.
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 Bruce Baum 189

 reading reveals that Mill powerfully challenges the negative view of freedom
 as merely the absence of external constraints on people's efforts to satisfy
 their desires.8 It also shows that he offers an important corrective to the view
 that freedom and power are inversely related. In sum, Mill's conception of
 freedom emphasizes the necessity of autonomy, a "variety of situations" and
 possibilities, and means and opportunities for self-development and self-gov-
 ernment. By analyzing freedom in light of power struggles concerning work-
 ing class and women's suffrage, women's rights more generally, socialism and
 the co-operative movement, British colonialism, public education, and reli-
 gious diversity, he conceptualizes the freedom of individuals with respect to
 the political, economic, educational, gender, and family relationships situat-
 ing them. He shows that freedom and power both have positive and negative
 aspects, thereby illuminating the complementarity of freedom and power.

 Several recent interpreters have noted "positive" aspects of Mill's view
 of freedom, but none has directly addressed his rich view of the interplay of
 freedom and power.9 I argue that Mill's conception of freedom is best under-
 stood, at base, in terms of the capacity of persons for self-determination and
 self-government. Mill consistently attends to ways in which the power of
 some persons over others limits the latter's freedom; yet he also highlights
 four ways in which the exercise of freedom is integrally related rather than
 opposed to the exercise of power. First, he maintains that having "power over
 our own character[s]" is a necessary condition of our being fully free.'0 This
 refers to our capacity for individuality or autonomy, the capacity reflectively
 to formulate and pursue our own desires and purposes. Second, Mill maintains
 that freedom requires the presence of the material resources and opportunities
 that enable us to realize our aims and purposes. Third, Mill conceives of
 "mental freedom" and autonomy not in all-or-nothing terms, but rather as
 capacities that people develop to greater or lesser degrees, basically as "devel-

 8. On the place of this view of freedom in modem liberalism, see John Gray, Liberalism
 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986).

 9. On the "positive" aspects of Mill's view of freedom, see G. L. Williams, "Mill's Princi-
 ple of Liberty," Political Studies 24 (June 1976): 132-40; G. W. Smith, "J. S. Mill on Freedom,"
 in Conceptions of Liberty in Political Philosophy, ed. Zbigniew Pelczynski and John Gray (New
 York: St. Martin's Press, 1984); "Freedom and Virtue in Politics: Some Aspects of Character, Cir-
 cumstances and Utility from Helvetius to J. S. Mill," Utilitas 1 (May 1989): 112-34; and "Social
 Liberty and Free Agency: Some Ambiguities in Mill's Conception of Freedom," in J. S. Mill-
 'On Liberty': in Focus, ed. John Gray and G. W. Smith (London: Routledge, 1991); Alan Ryan,
 "Property, Liberty, and On Liberty," in Of Liberty, ed. A. Phillips Griffiths (Cambridge: Cam-
 bridge University Press, 1983); Gregory Claeys, "Justice, Independence, and Industrial Democ-
 racy: The Development of John Stuart Mill's Views on Socialism," Journal of Politics 49 (Feb-
 ruary 1987): 122-47; and John Skorupski, John Stuart Mill (London: Routledge, 1989).

 10. Mill, A System of Logic, Collected Works, vol. 8, 841. Subsequent citations to this work
 will given in parentheses as follows: L, 841.
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 190 J. S. Mill on Freedom and Power

 opmental powers."" In short, we are more or less autonomous and, thus, more
 or less free overall-all other things being equal-to the degree that we
 develop our capacity to pursue reflectively our more important purposes. At
 the same time, Mill argues that the extent to which individuals develop auton-
 omy depends upon the extent to which the various power relationships situat-
 ing them-i.e., educational, political, economic, gender, and family relations
 -cultivate their capacities for autonomy. Fourth, despite Mill's emphasis on
 the "sovereignty" of the individual in "self-regarding" matters (OL, 224), he
 does not conceive of individual freedom solely in terms of the actions of inde-
 pendent individuals. Freedom, in his view, also involves practices of demo-
 cratic self-government that enable individuals to share in the collective deci-
 sionmaking with respect to key power relationships that govern their lives at
 home, at work, and as citizens. In Mill's view, then, freedom encompasses
 both of the two kinds of questions that Isaiah Berlin associates with "nega-
 tive" and "positive" senses of freedom, respectively: "What am I free to do or
 be?" and "Who governs me?"'2

 There is, however, one aspect of the interplay between freedom and
 power that Mill fails to address adequately: the relationship between freedom,
 power, and culture. Mill presents a compelling account of practices of free-
 dom that emphasize reflective choice, self-realization, and self-government.
 This view has wide resonance in moder societies-especially moder West-
 ern societies-where such practices are basic to the idea of a free person. Yet
 Mill underestimates the givenness of some religious and cultural identities
 and wrongly presents his notion of people as autonomous "choosers" as an
 essential feature of all practices of freedom. Consequently, he fails to appre-
 ciate that freedom of action for some people is more a matter of pursuing their

 religious or cultural commitments rather than of choosing their religious or
 cultural identities.

 I will begin by explaining how Mill distinguishes between "freedom"
 and "liberty." This distinction is important to his view of freedom. Then I will
 discuss his view of how freedom involves autonomy and how different
 degrees of autonomy entail different degrees of freedom. Next I will address
 his view of the interplay between freedom and power, paying special attention
 to his account of the interplay of freedom, power, and culture.

 I. Freedom and Liberty

 Mill never systematically articulates his conception of freedom. Therefore, to

 11. C. B. Macpherson, Democratic Theory: Essays in Retrieval (Oxford: Oxford University
 Press, 1973), 52-53.

 12. Isaiah Berlin, "Two Concepts of Liberty," in Berlin, Four Essays on Liberty, 130.

This content downloaded from 81.157.207.121 on Fri, 25 May 2018 15:40:58 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 Bruce Baum 191

 adequately grasp his view we need to look beyond the well known "principle
 of liberty" he articulates in On Liberty to clarify his analytically distinct
 notion of what it means for persons to be free." As G. W. Smith points out,
 this requires that we consider Mill's account of "free will" in A System of
 Logic and An Examination of Sir William Hamilton's Philosophy to compre-
 hend his underlying view of free agency.'4 It also requires us to reckon with
 his analysis of the freedom of individuals with respect to the political, eco-
 nomic, educational, gender, and family relationships situating them in such
 works as Principles of Political Economy, Considerations on Representative
 Government, and The Subjection of Women.

 Mill's conception of freedom is often confused with his "principle of lib-
 erty." With the principle he prescribes a sphere of "self-regarding" choices
 and actions with respect to which the freedom of individuals ought not be
 restricted. That is, the liberty principle addresses the issue of when individual
 freedom should and should not be restricted.'5 By contrast, his conception of
 freedom is his view of what freedom means and entails. Mistaking the princi-

 ple of liberty for Mill's conception of freedom gives rise to three misconcep-
 tions about his view of freedom. First, it conveys the false impression that
 Mill conceives of freedom in essentially negative terms, with the presence of
 freedom marked by the absence of constraints or restrictions on people's
 efforts to satisfy their existing desires, whatever these are. Second, it neglects
 important domains in which freedom, according to Mill, consists of sharing
 with others in practices of collective self-government rather than simply the
 choices and actions of independent individuals. Third, it suggests that Mill,
 like many other liberal theorists, conceives of freedom and power as inversely
 related rather than complementary but sometimes conflicting.

 Mill employs the concepts "freedom" and "liberty" distinctly, in ways
 that correspond to the difference between his principle of liberty and his con-

 ception of freedom. Since he does not explicitly distinguish between them it
 would be wrong to overemphasize this distinction.'6 Still, he generally uses
 them in ways that capture the connotations stemming from their different his-

 13. See Smith, "J. S. Mill on Freedom," 183-84.
 14. Smith, "J. S. Mill on Freedom," 182.

 15. Smith, "J. S. Mill on Freedom," 182. The principle of liberty, sometimes called the
 "harm principle," entails that a community can rightfully exercise power over the conduct of its
 members only to prevent "harm to others" (OL, 223). Its purpose is to secure for individuals a
 large degree of freedom of thought and action by protecting them against social and political
 interference.

 16. Smith, along with several other of Mill's interpreters, uses "freedom" and "liberty"
 interchangeably, and he says that Mill does the same. Cf. Smith, "J. S. Mill on Freedom"; cf.
 Berlin, 'Two Concepts of Liberty"; Gray, Mill on Liberty; & Berger, Happiness, Justice, and
 Freedom.
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 192 J. S. Mill on Freedom and Power

 tories, etymologies, and connotations.'7 Mill typically uses "liberty" and
 "individual liberty" to discuss more bounded practices of freedom. As Hanna
 Fenichel Pitkin notes, "Liberty implies an ongoing structure of controls,
 whether of external laws and regulations or the genteel self-control of the lib-

 eral gentleman. That, no doubt is part of its appeal to liberals and ... one
 reason why John Stuart Mill wrote his essay 'On Liberty' rather than on free-
 dom."'8 Mill is articulating what he calls "the principle of individual liberty,"
 then, when he says in On Liberty, "The only freedom that deserves the name,
 is that of pursuing our own good in our own way, so long as we do not attempt

 to deprive others of theirs, or impede their efforts to obtain it" (OL, 293,226,
 emphasis added). This freedom is rightfully bounded by our duties to others,
 including the respect we owe to the rights of others (OL, 293, 225-26). It
 refers to the freedom of action to which each mature individual is entitled by

 right (OL, 224). Therefore, Mill's "principle of liberty" cannot be redescribed
 as a "principle of freedom" without distorting his meaning.

 Mill typically uses "freedom" more broadly to encompass a wider range
 of practices of individual self-determination and collective self-government.'9
 He conveys the gist of his conception of freedom in a few remarks in The Sub-

 jection of Women. He conceives of the "freedom of action of the individual"
 as "the liberty of each to govern his own conduct by his own feelings of duty,
 and by such laws and social constraints as his conscience can subscribe to"
 (SW, 336).20 This involves not just the choices and actions of independent

 17. Paul Ziff and Hanna Fenichel Pitkin explain that in Englishfreedom has a broader range

 of usage than liberty, which has more formal and legal connotations. See Ziff, Semantic Analysis
 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1960); and Pitkin, "Are Freedom and Liberty Twins?," Political
 Theory 16 (November 1988): 523-52. The different roots of the concepts correspond to different
 contexts of usage and different shades of meaning. Pitkin explains, for instance, that "the fre-
 family could characterize action as spontaneous, readily or gladly done, done of one's own ac-
 cord, even zealously done. The 'liber-' family did not carry these meanings, despite its use for the

 capacity to choose between sin and goodness" (Pitkin, "Are Freedom and Liberty Twins?," 538).
 18. Pitkin, "Are Freedom and Liberty Twins?," 543.
 19. Thus, Mill uses "freedom" more frequently than "liberty" in works such as Representa-

 tive Government and The Subjection of Women where he makes more far-ranging arguments
 about freedom; and he uses "liberty" much more frequently in On Liberty: "liberty" occurs 85
 times in On Liberty, excluding the title and chapter titles, while "freedom" occurs only 46 times;
 in The Subjection of Women, he uses "freedom" 30 times and "liberty" only 10 times; and in Rep-
 resentative Government he uses "freedom" 38 times and "liberty" 27 times.

 20. Although Mill typically uses masculine pronouns generically, referring to both women
 and men, he was an advocate of women's rights and even gave some attention to the problems of
 using sexist language-particularly to the misleading effects of "using the masculine pronoun
 where both sexes are equally concerned." See Mill, in The Examiner, 1 June 1834, Collected
 Works, vol. 23,729, quoted in Sexual Equality: Writings by John Stuart Mill, Harriet Taylor Mill,
 and Helen Taylor, ed. Ann P. Robson and John M. Robson (Toronto: University of Toronto Press,
 1994), xvii.
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 Bruce Baum 193

 individuals, but also practices of democratic self-government that enable
 individuals to share in regulating their affairs within key power relationships
 that govern their lives. This emphasis on mutual self-government is a central
 feature of Mill's view of political freedom. Thus, he asks in The Subjection,
 "What citizen of a free country would listen to any offers of good and skillful
 administration, in return for the abdication of freedom?" (SW, 337).

 Mill further clarifies his understanding of freedom when he identifies
 the most significant obstacles to freedom. He recognizes, of course, the sig-
 nificance of legal restraints (OL, 223, 276). But, as I will explain presently, he
 also identifies three other significant constraints: psychological constraints
 upon people's "mental freedom" and autonomy that limit their capacity to
 formulate desires and life plans of their own; a lack of material resources and
 opportunities for people to pursue their chosen occupations and ways of
 living; and the absence of opportunities for individuals to share in self-gov-
 ernment with respect to household, workplace, and political institutions that
 govern their lives.

 II. Freedom, Autonomy, and Individuality

 The first aspect of Mill's view of the interplay of freedom and power concerns
 what he calls "the power of self-formation," or "power over our own charac-
 ter" (L, 842, 841). This notion is closely linked to the difference between his
 notion of the freedom of "pursuing our own good in our own way" and the
 empiricist and negative conception of freedom that has been dominant within
 the Anglo-American liberal tradition (OL, 226).21 In the latter conception, the
 presence of freedom is construed merely in terms of the absence of external
 impediments on an agent's doing whatever she or he wants to do; the agent's
 existing desires are taken as given.22 One implication of this view is that all
 laws by definition limit freedom because they either require or prohibit cer-
 tain actions and thereby frustrate certain desires. Most proponents of this view
 -sometimes called "negative liberty"-acknowledge that some such con-
 straints are desirable, though, since people must not be free to do anything
 they might want to do.

 For Mill, by contrast, the presence of freedom is quite different from
 merely the absence of external impediments to satisfying our unreflective

 21. See Smith, "Social Liberty and Free Agency." Isaiah Berlin and Benjamin Gibbs have
 attributed to Mill a basically negative empiricist view of freedom. Berlin characterizes him as a
 defender of "the definition of negative liberty as the ability to do what one wishes" (Berlin, "Two

 Concepts of Liberty," 139). Cf. Benjamin Gibbs, Freedom and Liberation (London: Chatto and
 Windus, for Sussex University Press, 1976), 81.

 22. Smith, "Social Liberty and Free Agency," 240-41; and Richard B. Friedman, "A New
 Exploration of Mill's Essay On Liberty," Political Studies 14 (October 1966): 281-302.
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 194 J. S. Mill on Freedom and Power

 desires, or doing as we please. Mill's conception of freedom entails notions of
 self-development and self-mastery "according to which a free agent is some-
 one who is capable of acknowledging responsibility for his desire as 'his own'
 because he, rather than others, has formed the character from which they
 spring."23 Mill maintains that individual freedom is often restricted beyond the

 reach of the law by "the moral coercive of public opinion," a form of social
 power that can lead to a "social tyranny more formidable than many kinds of
 political oppression" (OL, 223, 220).24 "Society can and does execute its own
 mandates," he says, through the powers of education and public opinion (OL,
 220, 282). This kind of restraint is particularly insidious "since ... it leaves
 fewer means of escape [than other restraints], penetrating much more deeply
 into the details of social life, and enslaving the soul itself" (OL, 220). It
 restricts people's freedom of action by stifling their mental freedom. Mill is
 concerned not just with the more obvious kinds of coercion or compulsion
 like "peer pressure" or public reproach, but also with a more thoroughgoing
 way that "society has now fairly got the better of individuality" (OL, 264). As
 he explains in On Liberty,

 the danger which threatens human nature is not the excess, but the defi-

 ciency, of personal impulses and preferences.... Not only in what con-
 cerns others, but in what concerns themselves, the individual or the
 family do not ask themselves-what do I prefer? or what would suit my
 character and disposition? or, what would allow the best and highest in
 me to have fair play and enable it to grow and thrive? They ask them-
 selves, what is suitable to my position? what is usually done by persons
 of my station and pecuniary circumstances?... I do not mean that they
 choose what is customary in preference to what suits their own inclina-
 tion. It does not occur to them to have any inclination, except for what
 is customary. Thus the mind itself is bowed to the yoke: even in what
 people do for pleasure, conformity is the first thing thought of; they like

 in crowds; they exercise choice only among things commonly done:
 peculiarity of taste, eccentricity of conduct, are equally shunned with
 crimes: until by dint of not following their own nature they have no
 nature to follow: their human capacities are withered and starved: they
 become incapable of ... any opinions or feelings of home growth, or
 properly their own. (OL, 264-5, emphasis added)

 23. Smith, "J. S. Mill on Freedom," 211. For Mill, though, freedom does not mean self-
 development or self-realization as it does for some theorists of freedom. This is important
 because, as John Gray explains, people may freely choose to sacrifice chances for self-develop-
 ment for other goals (Gray, Liberalism, 58).

 24. For related discussions, see Smith, "J. S. Mill on Freedom"; and "Social Liberty and
 Free Agency."
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 Bruce Baum 195

 Mill regards the power of education and opinion to shape human charac-
 ter as ever-present and unavoidable features of society (OL, 282).25 Therefore,
 the mere presence of such power is no cause for concern. Problems arise,
 though, when the powers of education and popular opinion operate to under-
 mine people's capacities to formulate and pursue aims and purposes "properly
 their own." When this happens people are unfree with respect to their
 expressed desires and objectives. He makes this point emphatically in an 1850
 letter to The Leader responding to a critic who misconstrued his warnings in
 Principles of Political Economy about the threat that "communistic" reforms
 pose to freedom. Mill explains that his concern is not that a communistic
 system would make people's lives "inane and monotonous" by freeing them
 from want and hunger. This freedom, he says, "is a good in every sense of the
 word."26 His chief concern is the prospect of increased social tyranny. He says
 that the "yoke of conformity" would become more severe in cooperative com-
 munities if "people would be compelled to live as it pleased others, not as it
 pleased themselves." He adds, moreover, that this kind of "bondage" is already
 a problem in existing capitalist societies, even among the rich: "They do not
 cultivate and follow opinions, preferences, or tastes of their own, nor live oth-

 erwise than in the manner appointed by the world for persons of their class.
 Their lives are inane and monotonous because (in short) they are not free,
 because though they are able to live as pleases themselves, their minds are bent
 to an external yoke."2 For Mill, then, people who lack the capacity to conceive
 of desires and life plans that are "properly their own" are not really self-deter-

 mining, even when they have sufficient resources and opportunities "to live as
 pleases themselves." Such persons have some desires and inclinations, but
 these are not "of home growth, or properly their own" (OL, 264-65).28

 Thus Mill's conception of freedom differs from the empiricist negative
 view because he insists that the issue of why people desire what they desire is
 indispensable for assessing the extent of their freedom.29 For Mill, the freedom

 of "pursuing our own good in our own way" requires what he calls "mental
 freedom," and what is now commonly called autonomy: the capacity of per-
 sons reflectively to pursue beliefs, desires, and purposes that are "properly
 their own" (OL, 246, 265).

 25. See also Mill, Utilitarianism, Collected Works, vol. 10, 218.
 26. Mill, "Constraints of Communism" (Aug. 3, 1850), Collected Works, vol. 25, 1179.
 27. Mill, "Constraints of Communism," 1179, emphasis added.
 28. As Berlin points out, conceiving of freedom as simply "the ability to do what one

 wishes" is problematic because it entails that freedom could be attained just as effectively by con-
 ditioning people to want less as by enabling them to satisfy their initial wants. See Berlin, "Intro-

 duction," in Four Essays on Liberty, xxxviii; and "Two Concepts of Liberty," 139-40.
 29. Michael McPherson, "Mill's Moral Theory and the Problem of Preference Change,"

 Ethics 92 (January 1982); and Smith, "Social Liberty and Free Agency."
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 196 J. S. Mill on Freedom and Power

 Mill articulates his view of free action most fully in A System of Logic
 where his chief concern is with the philosophical problem of "liberty and
 necessity." This has led some interpreters, notably J. C. Rees, to insist that this

 analysis has no bearing on his view of social and political freedom. Rees says,
 "No conclusions about the free-will problem entail any particular theory of
 civil or political liberty. Questions about human actions being determined by
 unalterable laws are not questions about legal or social restraints."3 As evi-
 dence that Mill agrees, Rees cites Mill's comment that his subject in On Lib-
 erty is not "the so-called Liberty of the Will so unfortunately opposed to the
 misnamed doctrine of Philosophical Necessity; but Civil, or Social Liberty"
 (OL, 217). Yet while Mill's focus on societal restraints to freedom in On Lib-
 erty is distinct from the issue of whether it is possible to speak of human free-

 dom at all in a causally determined world, this point is not decisive. In fact,
 the way that Mill addresses the question of free will is crucial to his broader
 conception of freedom.3'

 Mill's view of "free will" is close to what is now called a compatibilist
 view: he holds that human actions are causally determined, but they can be
 free.32 People's desires, he says, flow from their characters rather than being
 spontaneously chosen, and their characters are produced by their circum-
 stances. He conceives of the connection between circumstances, on the one
 hand, and character and desires, on the other, however, as a contingent one
 that leaves room for freedom. Thus, he criticizes followers of social reformer

 Robert Owen as fatalists for maintaining that a person's "character is formed
 for him and not by him; therefore his wishing that it had been formed differ-

 ently is of no use; he has no power to alter it" (L, 840, Mill's emphasis). This
 is a "grand error," according to Mill, since a person has, "to a certain extent,
 a power to alter his character" (L, 840). He explains that a person's character
 is formed "by his circumstances ..., but his own desire to mould it in a par-
 ticular way is one of those circumstances, and by no means the least influen-
 tial." His character, then, may be "formed by him as one of the intermediate
 agents" (L, 840, Mill's emphasis). Mill accepts the Owenite claim that we
 cannot directly "will to be different from what we are." He insists, though,
 that each of us has potential power to shape our own character that is similar
 to the indirect power that others have to shape our character by shaping our
 circumstances: "We, when our habits are not too inveterate, can, by similarly
 willing the requisite means, make ourselves different. ... We are exactly as

 30. Rees, John Stuart Mill's 'On Liberty', 181.
 31. G. W. Smith, "The Logic of J. S. Mill on Freedom," Political Studies, 28 (June 1980):

 238-52; and Skorupski, John Stuart Mill.
 32. Smith, "Social Liberty and Free Agency," 246. For a representative compatibilist view,

 see Phillippa Foot, "Free Will as Involving Determinism," in Free Will and Determinism, ed.
 Bernard Berofski (New York: Harper and Row, 1966).

This content downloaded from 81.157.207.121 on Fri, 25 May 2018 15:40:58 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 Bruce Baum 197

 capable of making our own character, if we will, as others are of making it for

 us" (L, 840, Mill's emphasis).33
 This response to the free will problem is fraught with internal tensions.

 Mill says that our will or desire to change our character is a necessary ingre-
 dient to our doing so, but that even this desire "comes to us either from exter-

 nal causes, or not at all" (L, 840). He therefore provides an equivocal response
 to determinism. Nonetheless, the way that he resolves this problem enriches
 his conception of freedom and illuminates the way in which autonomy is rel-
 evant to the issue of free will. By emphasizing our potential power of self-for-

 mation he illuminates conditions of autonomous agency under which we can
 claim our desires and purposes as our own in the relevant sense that is com-
 patible with determinism.34

 Mill's account of "our feeling of moral freedom" is particularly instruc-
 tive in this regard. He says,

 A person feels morally free who feels that his habits or his temptations
 are not his masters, but he theirs: who even in yielding to them knows
 that he could resist. ... It is of course necessary, to render our con-
 sciousness of freedom complete, that we should succeed in making our
 character all we have hitherto attempted to make it; for if we have
 wished and not attained, we have, to that extent not the power over our
 own character, we are not free. Or at least, we must feel that our wish,

 if not our character, is strong enough to conquer our character when the

 two are brought into conflict.... And hence it is said with truth, that
 none but a person of confirmed virtue is completely free. (L, 841)

 Mill's wording here is deceptive. He appears to conceive of freedom, as Smith
 says, "as, essentially, the exercise of virtue."35 Such a moralized view is
 deeply problematic and illiberal since it entails that people achieve true free-
 dom only when they act "rightly" or in accordance with their "best self." On
 such a view, people could be compelled to "choose rightly" in the name of
 freedom.36 Mill is better understood, however, as insisting on autonomy rather

 than the exercise of virtue as a condition of being "completely free." His key

 33. Mill refers to this power as the power of "self-culture" or "self-education" in "Bentham"
 (Collected Works, vol. 10, 98). I examine Mill's view of power more fully in forthcoming work.

 34. Cf. John Christman, "Constructing the Inner Citadel: Recent Work on Autonomy,"
 Ethics, 99 (October 1988): 14.

 35. Smith, "Freedom and Virtue in Politics," 116.

 36. Smith, "Social Liberty and Free Agency," 244; and Berlin, "Two Concepts of Liberty,"
 134. Johann Gottlieb Fichte provides a striking example of the potential for authoritarian gover-
 nance entailed in such notions. He says, "To compel men to adopt the right form of government,
 to impose Right upon them by force, is not only right, but the sacred duty of every man who has

 the insight and the power to do so" (Fichte, quoted in Berlin, "Two Concepts of Liberty," 151, n. 1).
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 claim in this regard is that we are fully free agents only to the extent that we

 are able to exercise "power over our own character[s]" (L, 841). Thus, when
 he says "that none but a person of confirmed virtue is completely free," his
 point is that only such persons manifestly wield sufficient "power over [their]
 own character[s]" to ensure that their desires and purposes are formed by them
 rather than for them. Persons "of confirmed virtue" tend to exhibit the
 strength of will or character necessary to pursue their more considered aims
 and purposes even when this requires them to forego their more transient
 desires.37 In his view, then, being "completely free" is directly related to
 autonomous agency and only indirectly to virtuous action. He does not con-
 strue freedom as the exercise of virtue.

 Mill further refines his view of free action in On Liberty. He contends
 that people are fully free only to the extent that their desires and impulses
 reflect "their own individual character[s]"-i.e., to the extent that they
 achieve "individuality" (OL, 262). He says, "Where, not the person's own
 character, but the traditions and customs of other people are the rule of con-
 duct, there is wanting one of the principle ingredients of human happiness"
 (261). Later he equates attaining individuality with "having character": "A
 person whose desires and impulses are his own-are the expression of his
 own nature, as it has been developed and modified by his own culture-is said
 to have character. One whose desires and impulses are not his own, has no
 character, no more than a steam engine has character" (OL, 264). In turn, he
 regards having character as a necessary condition of the freedom to pursue our
 own mode of life.

 The gist of Mill's argument is that we can justifiably claim our desires
 and purposes as "properly our own" only insofar as we reflectively choose
 them in light of our own characters and circumstances. He clarifies his view
 of the kind of critical reflection required in the course of criticizing unreflec-
 tive obedience to custom. He says,

 To conform to custom, merely as custom, does not educate or
 develop in [a person] any of the qualities which are the distinctive
 endowment of a human being. The human faculties of perception,
 judgment, discriminative feeling, mental activity, and even moral
 preference, are exercised only in making a choice. He who does
 anything because it is the custom, makes no choice. He who lets

 37. According to Mill, actions can only be counted as virtuous when they spring from deci-
 sions made after deliberation ("Remarks on Bentham's Philosophy," Collected Works, vol. 10).
 Thus, he conceives of "the person of confirmed virtue" in Utilitarianism not just as someone who
 has "a confirmed will to do right," but also as a person who has the strength of character neces-
 sary to make and pursue reflective and deliberate choices (Utilitarianism, 238 and 237).
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 the world, or his own portion of it, choose his plan of life for him,

 has no need of any other faculty than the ape-like one of imitation.

 (OL, 262, emphasis added)

 This does not mean that we can never freely choose to do what is customary
 or conventional. It does entail, though, that we freely follow customs or con-
 ventions only when we do so after a process of critical reflection through
 which we self-consciously affirm the customs or conventions as our own.

 Although the contemporary terminology of autonomy and heteronomy
 is foreign to Mill, these concepts refer to precisely the sorts of distinctions that

 Mill makes.38 According to Mill, we are more fully free, all other things being
 equal, to the extent that we choose our aims, purposes, and life plans
 autonomously-i.e., through critical reflection upon the norms and traditions
 we confront. Only such autonomous agents are fully self-determining in the
 sense of pursuing their own good in their own way. In contrast, those who
 unquestioningly follow custom and those to whom it "does not occur ... to
 have any inclination, except for what is customary" are other-directed rather
 than self-determining, heteronomous rather than autonomous. Their conduct
 is governed or directed by desires and inclinations that, as John Gray says,
 they have internalized from their "social and cultural environment without
 ever subjecting them to critical evaluation."39

 Thus, what distinguishes Mill's conception of freedom from moralized
 conceptions is that he construes "completely free" action in terms of a partic-
 ular mode of choosing rather than in terms of a particular range of "right"
 choices.4 He emphasizes the degree of autonomy, or power over their charac-
 ters, that people exercise in the process of determining their own course of
 conduct. Mill insists, moreover, that "different persons ... require different
 conditions for their spiritual development...," and that "it is important to give
 the freest scope possible to uncustomary things" (OL, 270, 269). What is
 important, in his view, is the capacity of people to determine the courses of
 their own lives. By contrast, moralized conceptions of freedom focus on the

 38. Gray, Mill on Liberty, 71. Mill uses the word autonomy only once in French, and in a
 way that connotes "independence" or "freedom from interference" rather than the current sense

 of the word in philosophy of action. In an 1871 letter to Emile Acollas, he says, "Quant a la partie
 philosophique, vous savez probablement par mon Essai sur la Libert6, dans quel sens et avec
 quelles limites j'entends notre principle common, celui de 1'autonomie de l'individu." ["As to the
 philosophical party, you probably know from my Essay on Liberty, in what sense and with what
 limits I understand our common principle, that of the autonomy of the individual."] See Letter to

 Emile Acollas, September 20, 1871, Collected Works, vol. 17, 1831-32.
 39. Gray, Mill on Liberty, 76.
 40. Accordingly, his view of free action is related to but distinct from his view of the capac-

 ity for higher pleasures. Cf. Donner, The Liberal Self, ch. 6-8; and Smith, "Social Liberty and
 Free Agency."
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 ends chosen by agents as the distinguishing mark of whether or not their
 actions are truly free. People are truly free, in the latter view, when they
 choose ends that are "worth choosing."41

 Still, these points do not completely clear Mill of the charge that his
 emphasis on autonomy has moralistic and potentially repressive implications.
 As we have seen, Mill maintains that only people whose capacities for auton-
 omy have been fully developed can be "completely free." At first glance, then,
 his view of freedom seems to open the door to paternalistic interference with
 the conduct of persons who are less than fully autonomous-e.g., due to
 "inveterate" habits or "infirmities of character"-without this being counted
 as a restriction of their freedom (L, 840; U, 212). That is, it seems to entail
 that certain people can be "forced to be free" since they are incapable of
 "completely free" action without external intervention. He appears to treat
 them like children who lack the maturity to take full responsibility for their
 own lives (OL, 226, 224).42 As I will explain, though, Mill's way of address-
 ing this issue is more subtle and less menacing than it first appears to be,
 although his view of "completely free" agency is not without limitations (see
 section V, below).

 III. Degrees of Autonomy, Degrees of Freedom

 Although Mill maintains that only people who have fully developed their
 capacities for autonomy can be "completely free" agents, he by no means
 regards them as the only persons capable of meaningful freedom. Rather than
 offering a simple dichotomy between the fully autonomous (or "completely
 free") and completely heteronomous agents, Mill recognizes varying degrees
 offreedom corresponding to different degrees of autonomy and heteronomy.43
 He insists that it is not only "persons of decided mental superiority who have
 a just claim to carry out their lives in their own way" (OL, 270). "If a person
 possesses any tolerable amount of common sense and experience," he says,
 "his own mode of laying out his existence is the best, not because it is the best
 in itself, but because it is his own mode" (OL, 270). Mill's understanding of
 the significance of autonomy for judgments about freedom and unfreedom
 can be aptly redescribed in terms of the distinction made by some contempo-
 rary philosophers of action between anomic, autarchic, and autonomous
 agents.4 These concepts enable us to distinguish a variety of different con-

 41. Berlin, "Two Concepts of Liberty," 132-34.
 42. Smith, "J. S. Mill on Freedom," 199; and "Social Liberty and Free Agency."
 43. Skorupski, John Stuart Mill, 254.
 44. Stanley I. Benn, "Freedom, Autonomy, and the Concept of a Person," Proceedings of the

 Aristotelian Society 76 (1975-76): 109-30; and Gray, Mill on Liberty.
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 straints to freedom that are important for Mill.

 First, there is the unfreedom of persons who are sufficiently autonomous

 to choose aims and purposes that are "properly their own," but who face sig-
 nificant external impediments to their freedom of action (e.g., Andrei
 Sahkarov or Nelson Mandela during their years in prison). Second, there is the
 unfreedom of those persons whose minds are "bowed to the yoke," and to
 whom "it does not occur ... to have any inclination, except for what is cus-
 tomary" (OL, 264-65). As Gray says, such a person may be free with respect
 to a particular "action in so far as his [or her] doing that action is not prevented

 by the forcible or coercive intervention of another."45 It would be misleading,
 though, to describe them as fully or even substantially free. The "freedom" of
 such persons is basically the limited freedom of those whom Stanley Benn
 calls "anomic" agents and Henry Frankfurt calls "wantons": they lack capac-
 ities of critical reflection and strength of will to such a degree that their desires

 and inclinations are their own only in a superficial sense.46 This is not just a
 hypothetical problem. People sometimes find themselves in such oppressive
 and restrictive circumstances that they learn to accept or acquiesce to their
 oppression. Mill regards such persons as largely unfree since they cannot
 pursue their own good in a meaningful sense.

 Finally, there is the freedom and unfreedom of those persons who lack
 full autonomy, but possess a "tolerable amount of common sense and experi-
 ence" (OL, 270). Mill regards this situation as typical of most people. Their
 freedom corresponds to what Benn and Gray call the freedom of autarchic
 agents. As Gray explains, this notion refers to the freedom of a person who
 "while enjoying (over a wide range of actions) the negative freedom which
 covers the absence of both force and coercion, also exercises unimpaired all
 the normal capacities and powers of a rational chooser by reference to which
 as rational self-direction is defined."47 Such persons possess in some measure
 the capacity to determine their "own mode" of life insofar as they can articu-
 late reasons for their actions (OL, 270). They are not completely unreflective
 or impulsive like anomic (or heteronomous) persons; but they often fail to
 exercise the "second-order" capacity, characteristic of autonomous agents, to

 45. Gray, Mill on Liberty, 74. Jon Elster identifies a closely related but distinct phenomena
 of "sour grapes." This is where persons who may have full capacity for autonomous agency
 restrictively adapt their preferences to "second-best" options in light of the constraints they face.

 See Elster, Sour Grapes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), ch. 3.
 46. Frankfurt explains that "wantons" are motivated strictly by first-order desires-i.e.,

 desires that they do not reflect upon in light of more considered objectives. In contrast, persons

 with unimpaired capacities for rational action have the capacity to form second-order volitions-
 i.e., the capacity to will what they want to will. See Henry G. Frankfurt, "Freedom of the Will and
 the Concept of a Person," The Journal of Philosophy 68 (January 1971): 5-20.

 47. Gray, Mill on Liberty, 74.
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 reflect critically upon their more immediate desires in light of their more con-

 sidered aims and purposes.'4 Therefore, when people "exercise choice only
 among things commonly done" and "like in crowds" (OL, 265), they are
 neither completely free nor completely unfree. Moreover, this kind of con-
 formist conduct may be even more common today than in Mill's time.
 People's characters and desires are now shaped by ever more sophisticated
 global communications media, while sources of immediate gratification and
 amusement have multiplied.

 These distinctions are often difficult to make with respect to the conduct

 of actual persons. Nonetheless, they illuminate the subtlety of Mill's concep-
 tion of freedom and they have a considerable heuristic value. Mill wisely
 rejects the false dichotomy of either regarding people as free only when they
 are fully autonomous or regarding people as fully free even when they are het-

 eronomous. Instead, he maintains that people have different degrees of free-
 dom and unfreedom, all other things being equal, in proportion to their rela-
 tive autonomy or heteronomy. Rather than saying that only persons "of a
 better than ordinary mould" are capable of free action and that most others
 must be "forced to be free" through external intervention, his view is more
 subtle and compelling.49 He insists that (virtually) all persons tend to develop
 the capacity for autonomous action to the extent their educations and life
 experiences cultivate their capacities for reasoning, judgment, deliberation,
 and self-control. Therefore, his conception of freedom does not open the door
 to paternalism in the name of freedom in any simple sense.5

 Mill regards autonomy as a necessary but not a sufficient condition of
 freedom. He clearly recognizes that people may be fully autonomous and yet
 be largely unfree due to external impediments. At the same time, his account
 of free action has one further qualitative dimension that is significant for
 thinking about social and political aspects of freedom. While he rejects the
 view that freedom consists in exercising choice among things "worth doing,"
 he highlights an important sense in which the quality of the choices and pos-
 sibilities open to people is important for assessing their freedom. He construes

 48. Gerald Dworkin explains that autonomy "is not merely an evaluative or reflective
 notion, but includes as well some ability both to alter one's preferences and to make them effec-
 tive in one's actions and, indeed, to make them effective because one has reflected upon them and

 adopted them as one's own." See Gerald Dworkin, The Theory and Practice of Autonomy (Cam-
 bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 17.

 49. The first phrase is from Mill, "Utility of Religion," CW 10, 411.
 50. As Smith points out, though, Mill's view is more clearly paternalistic with regard to per-

 sons with "infirmities of character" or "inveterate" habits (Utilitarianism, 212; L, 840; and Smith,

 "Social Liberty and Free Agency," 247). Moreover, as I will explain later, Mill's view is strongly
 paternalistic with respect to non-Western cultures. He justifies this stance with the ethnocentric
 claim that just as children need others to take care of them so do "states of society in which the
 race itself may be considered in its nonage" (OL, 224).
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 freedom in terms of choices and opportunities that enable people to determine

 their own "plan of life" or "mode of existence" rather than as their ability to
 do whatever they desire. What is crucial, then, is not simply the number of
 choices open to us, but also the significance of the choices and possibilities
 for "pursuing our own good in our own way."5' The extent of a person's free-
 dom, then, depends more on her power to pursue more considered aims and
 purposes than on her capacity to satisfy "vague and transient desires" (OL,
 261). Therefore, such things as freedom to express beliefs and opinions, free-
 dom of religion and conscience, freedom to choose among different ways of
 life, opportunities to choose careers or modes of work, and opportunities to
 share in self-government with respect to spheres of power that govern our
 lives are particularly important for assessing the extent of our freedom.

 IV. Freedom and Power

 Mill recognizes that power is often exercised in ways that diminish freedom,
 both rightfully and wrongfully. Early in On Liberty he considers how the "lib-

 erty of action" of individuals may be limited by "physical force in the form of

 legal penalties," as well as by "the moral coercion of public opinion" (OL,
 223). The more innovative part of his argument is his attention to four ways
 in which freedom is directly related to a positive aspect of power that he high-

 lights in "Bentham": "the power of making our volitions effectual."52 I have
 already discussed the most basic aspect of this relationship: "the power of
 self-formation," which is basically the capacity for autonomous action. Mill
 also emphasizes three other ways that freedom is directly related to the exer-
 cise of power: the necessity of material resources and opportunities for people
 effectively to pursue their aims and purposes; the necessity of opportunities
 for people to share in practices of self-government with respect to the power
 relationships that govern their lives; and the role of what Mill calls "the
 powers of education" in cultivating or stifling people's capacities for freedom
 of thought and action.

 Regarding the significance of material resources, Mill maintains that
 people require certain material resources-including educational opportuni-
 ties, occupational choices, and a certain level of disposable income-to exer-
 cise meaningful freedom. He says, for example, that women to a greater
 extent than men are unable to enter marriagesfreely because existing laws and
 customs deny them the "power of gaining their own livelihood." Conse-

 51. As Berlin says, the extent of a person's freedom depends not just on "how many doors
 are open," but also on "how open they are, [and] upon their relative importance" to his or her life
 (Berlin, "Introduction," xxxix-xl).

 52. Mill, "Bentham," 96.
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 quently, rather than marriage being "wholly a matter of choice" for women, it

 is "something approaching a matter of necessity; something, at least, which
 every woman is under strong artificial motives to desire."5 He makes a simi-
 lar point in the course of comparing the constraints to and prospects for free-
 dom offered by various "communist" and socialist reform programs to those
 found in capitalist England. Concerning the existing system he says, "The
 generality of labourers in this and most other countries have as little choice of
 occupation or freedom of locomotion, are practically as dependent on fixed
 rules and on the will of others, as they could be on any system short of actual
 slavery."54 Mill's view, in short, is that a sufficient level of material resources
 "to make our volitions effectual" is a necessary condition of the freedom of
 pursuing our own aims, purposes, and life plans.

 With respect to practices of self-government, Mill extends the demo-
 cratic tendencies of the liberal tradition. He addresses questions about free-
 dom with respect to the various social and political power relationships in
 which people's choices and actions are embedded. These include political and
 economic institutions, gender relations, marital and family relations, educa-
 tional institutions and practices, and spiritual and recreational activities.
 Accordingly, he conceives of the extent of people's freedom partly in terms of
 their opportunities to share in self-government with respect to key power rela-

 tionships that govern their lives. Thus, political freedom is not the absence of
 state power or legal restraints, but rather a matter of each person being "under

 no other restraints than ... [the] mandates of society which he has a share in
 imposing, and which it is open to him, if he thinks wrong, publicly to dissent
 from, and exert himself actively to get altered."55 Similarly, he conceives eco-

 nomic freedom not just in terms of the economic activities of independent
 individuals, but also in terms of extending the "democratic spirit" into eco-
 nomic enterprises. He says that co-operative economic enterprises that give
 associated workers an equal voice in management would extend "the freedom
 and independence of the individual ... [to] the industrial department" in
 moder societies.56 His emphasis on mutual self-government as a component
 of freedom is also evident in his notion of marital partnerships in which men
 and women would share in governing "the affairs of [their] families" (SW,
 290-92).

 Mill also addresses the interplay between freedom and power with
 respect to how the various social relationships situating people shape their

 53. Mill, "Essay on Marriage and Divorce," in J. S. Mill and Harriet Taylor Mill, Essays on
 Sex Equality, ed. Alice Rossi (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970), 77.

 54. Mill, Principles of Political Economy, Collected Works, vols. 2 and 3, 209.
 55. Mill, Considerations on Representative Government, Collected Works, vol. 19, 411,432.
 56. Mill, Principles of Political Economy, 763.
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 capacities for self-formation or autonomy. He sees the various social and
 political relationships situating people not only as the field of their possible
 choices and actions, but also as "powers of education" (OL, 282; U, 218).
 That is, they are educative relationships that shape people's characters and
 cognitive capacities.57 In Mill's view, the potential for autonomous agency is
 a basic human attribute, but it must be developed. Accordingly, we achieve this

 potential only to the degree that the social and political relationships situating
 us call forth and exercise our faculties of reasoning, judgment, deliberation,
 and imagination, and encourage us to think for ourselves. People, in short,
 must be educated for freedom, and such education depends not just on qual-
 ity schooling-"education" in the narrow sense-but also on mental cultiva-
 tion (on balance at least) within all of their social and political relationships.

 V. Freedom, Power, and Culture

 Mill's understanding of rational autonomy as a condition of "completely free"
 agency betrays one significant limitation of his account of the relationship
 between freedom and power. His view of free action is culturally bounded
 rather than universal. He illuminates to some extent how the religious and cul-
 tural commitments of subjugated groups, such as women, often perpetuate
 their subjection; but his understanding of this problem is limited by his non-
 interpretive approach to social reality.58 In particular, he fails adequately to
 grasp how religious and cultural traditions and identities are sources of mean-
 ing and value as well as media of power and domination. In turn, he does not
 address how the exercise of power and practices of freedom are themselves
 culturally shaped.

 Mill displays both the strengths and limitations of his approach when he
 challenges the ideological power manifest when cultural traditions perpetuate
 oppression through repressive modes of education or socialization. In The
 Subjection of Women he is eloquent about how English women are educated
 for subordination. "All women," he says, "are brought up from the very ear-
 liest years in the belief that their ideal character is the very opposite to that of

 men; not self-will, ... but submission, and the yielding to the control of
 others" (SW, 271). Thus, he rejects the claim that women accept their subor-
 dinate status "voluntarily." He points out instead that many women "do not
 accept it" and, concerning those who apparently do accept it, he insists that
 men, preferring "not a forced slave but a willing one, ... have therefore put
 everything in practice to enslave their minds," including "the whole force of

 57. Mill, "Inaugural Address Delivered to the University of St. Andrews," Collected Works,
 vol. 21, 217.

 58. See Skorupski, John Stuart Mill, 275-82.
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 education" (SW, 270-1, emphasis added). Thus, to the extent that women have
 learned this "morality of submission," their mental freedom has been stifled
 so that their freedom of action cannot be assessed simply in terms of whether
 or not they are unimpeded to pursue their unreflective desires (SW, 294; cf.
 OL, 290).

 Mill rightly emphasizes that traditions are embedded within and expres-
 sive of relations of power, including the patriarchal power of men over
 women. Still, his analysis is limited because he gives short shrift to the sym-
 bolic or hermeneutical aspect of religious and cultural traditions and customs.
 He tends to regard religious and cultural identities and commitments as effects

 of power or signs of intellectual "immaturity" and "civilizational" backward-
 ness. Thus, he underemphasizes their importance as sources of meaning and
 value.59

 This means, in turn, that Mill also fails to grasp adequately how many
 "mature," rational agents-men as well as women-enact traditional religious
 or cultural norms and practices as free agents. This problem is evident in an
 important passage from On Liberty that I quoted earlier. Mill says, "To con-
 form to custom, merely as custom, does not educate or develop in [a person]
 any of the qualities which are the distinctive endowment of a human being ...
 He who does anything because it is the custom, makes no choice" (OL, 262).
 Anyone who does something "because it is the custom" is not fully free in his
 view because she or he is acting upon premises "taken from authority, not
 from reason" (OL, 251). The conduct of such persons is in effect directed by
 others rather than self-determined. Mill says, "Not the person's own charac-
 ter, but the traditions or customs of other people are the rule of conduct"; the

 person is permitting "the world, or his own portion of it, [to] choose his plan
 of life for him" (OL, 261-2).

 For Mill, then, people can enact a custom or tradition as "completely
 free" agents only insofar as they reflectively choose their guiding religious
 and cultural commitments and values. Even when agents self-consciously act

 59. He says in Representative Government that the "improvement" of human societies grad-
 ually leads people to abandon the "inveterate spirit of locality." "Experience proves," he says, "it
 is possible for one nationality to merge and be absorbed in another: and when it was originally an
 inferior or more backward portion of the human race the absorption is greatly to its advantage"
 (Considerations on Representative Government, 417, 549). On occasion he exhibits a more subtle
 appreciation for the meaning and significance of religious and cultural values and of the need to

 take account of agents self-understandings (see esp. Considerations on Representative Govern-
 ment, 570; "Carlyle's French Revolution," Collected Works, vol. 20). Still, he never fully inte-
 grates these interpretive impulses into his approach to free action and social criticism. See Bhikhu
 Parekh, "Superior People: The narrowness of liberalism from Mill to Rawls," The Times Literary
 Supplement (February 25, 1994): 11-13; and Bruce Baum, "Feminism, Liberalism, and Cultural
 Pluralism: J. S. Mill on Mormon Polygyny," The Journal of Political Philosophy 5 (September
 1997): 230-53.

This content downloaded from 81.157.207.121 on Fri, 25 May 2018 15:40:58 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 Bruce Baum 207

 in accordance with a valued tradition or belief system, their conduct is not
 fully free if they have not reflectively chosen their fundamental beliefs and
 commitments in the first place. In this regard, Mill insists upon a rather radi-
 cal view of critical reflection about received moral and religious beliefs as a
 necessary condition of being a "completely free" agent. He fleshes out this
 view in an 1868 letter concerning the proper role of parents in teaching their
 children about religion:

 I do not think that there should be any authoritative teaching at all on
 such subjects. I think parents ought to point out to their children when
 the children begin to question them, or to make observations of their
 own, the various opinions on such subjects, & what the parents them-
 selves think the most powerful reasons for & against. Then, if the par-
 ents show a strong feeling of the importance of truth & also of the dif-
 ficulty of attaining it, it seems to me that young people's minds will be
 sufficiently prepared to regard popular opinion or the opinions of those
 about them with respectful tolerance, & may be safely left to form def-
 inite conclusions in the course of mature life. (Oct. 29, 1868, CW 16,
 1469, Mill's emphasis)6

 People can freely choose their religion and their religiously informed values,
 in his view, only when they are not brought up and instilled with the belief that

 any one religion is uniquely true or right.61 This is a plausible account of being

 free with respect to our religious and cultural identities and commitments. At
 the same time, though, it brings to light the idealized and de-contextualized
 character of Mill's notion of "completely free" action. Taken to its logical
 conclusion, Mill's ideal entails that we are fully free only insofar as we are

 60. In the same letter he says, "I do not think it right either oneself to teach, or to allow any

 one else to teach one's children, authoritatively, what ever that one does not from the bottom of
 one's heart & by the clearest light of reason, believe to be true.... One assuredly has no right to
 incumber the reason & entangle the conscience of one's children" (Letter to Charles Friend, Oct.

 29, 1869, Collected Works, vol. 16, 1468-9). Mill's standard of premises taken from reason
 rather than from authority refers to reasons that can be assessed on formal or logical grounds,
 independently of any appeal to received traditions or supernatural forces (OL, ch. 2; "Grote's His-

 tory of Ancient Greece [I]," Collected Works, vol. 11, 290). His view is "radical" in the Enlight-
 enment sense of seeking to bring all beliefs and practices progressively under the scrutiny of crit-

 ical reasoning.
 61. Mill develops this point further in "Dr. Whewell on Moral Philosophy," where he criti-

 cizes education within ecclesiastical institutions in which instructors must "vow adherence to a

 set of opinions made up and prescribed" as authoritative truths. He asks, "how can intellectual
 vigour be fostered by the teaching of those who, even as a matter of duty, would rather that their

 pupils were weak and orthodox, than strong with freedom of thought?" See Mill, "Dr. Whewell
 on Moral Philosophy," in Mill, Dissertations and Discussions, vol. 2 (New York: Haskell House
 Publishers, 1973; reprint of the 1859 edition), p. 168.
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 encouraged to choose reflectively our own beliefs and identities - that is,
 only insofar as we are not taught authoritatively any one set of religious and
 cultural commitments. This implies not only that all children should have a
 secular formal education (which includes the comparative study of religious
 and cultural traditions), but also that the informal education they receive from

 their parents or guardians be thoroughly non-sectarian.62 It also entails that
 people are always more free, in an unequivocal sense, in proportion to the
 number of significant possible ways of life, philosophies, and religious and
 cultural identities that are made available to them. Thus, even the common

 practice of parents passing on their religion and culture to their children in
 some measure constrains the freedom of the latter.

 Mill's standard of "completely free" agency hereby obscures the given-
 ness-i.e., the unchosen character-of key aspects of everyone's social iden-
 tities, fundamental commitments, and ideas of the good. Therefore, he poses
 a false dichotomy when he warns about cases in which "not the person's own
 character, but the traditions or customs of other people are the rule of con-
 duct" (OL, 261). Our characters, beliefs, and values are inevitably shaped in
 some measure by the traditions and customs of the communities into which
 we are bor. Consequently, people always act on the basis of desires, beliefs,
 and understandings that they appropriate from their social context.63 More-
 over, many (if not most) people choose numerous things-including impor-
 tant things-because they are their customs. Therefore, it is misleading to
 speak of people being "completely free" with respect to their aims, beliefs,
 values, characters, and social identities.

 These points are especially salient when we consider people's freedom
 with respect to their religious beliefs and identities. Many (if not most) people
 are authoritatively taught a particular religious identity as a matter of course.
 Their earliest encounters with religion commonly consist of being taught

 62. It is important to note here that Mill strongly supports the right of parents to determine

 the religious education of their children; he does so, however, despite his underlying notion of
 fully free action. In this regard, he clearly does not consider the goal of maximizing the freedom
 of children as the only value at stake, particularly social pluralism and parental freedom. Fur-
 thermore, Mill acknowledges that children must be taught authoritively some basic moral prin-
 ciples, though not a sectarian view of the good life, as a basis for moral agency and critical think-

 ing. This is reflected in his interest in a secular "religion of humanity." See, respectively, Mill,
 "On Religion and Guardianship" (1846), in Mill, Prefaces to Liberty: Selected Writings of John
 Stuart Mill, ed. Bernard Wishy (Boston: Beacon Press, 1959); "Secular Education" (1850), Col-
 lected Works, vol. 28, 4; and "The Utility of Religion," Collected Works, vol. 10).

 63. Kwame Anthony Appiah, In My Father's House: Africa in the Philosophy of Culture
 (New York: Oxford University, 1993), 117. Cf. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Lectures & Conversations
 on Aesthetics, Psychology and Religious Belief, ed. Cyril Barrett (Berkeley: University of Cali-
 fornia Press, n.d), 53-72. Some contexts of choice, of course, are more heterogeneous in this
 regard than others.
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 "their" religious identities in their families and/or communities as they learn
 their language, kinship, nationality, and other basic features of their social
 identities. People are rarely brought up with the understanding that there are
 a wide range of human religious and spiritual practices from among which
 they are free to choose their own path. We typically learn from our families,
 "We are Catholic (or Jewish, Muslim, Episcopalian, etc.)"-often through
 unspoken lessons, such as family or community participation in specific kinds
 of worship and rituals.64 Thus, our religious identities are always partly
 formed by relationships of power and authority. Of course, we learn our reli-
 gious (or non-religious) identities in varying ways depending upon other
 aspects of our social identities and social locations (e.g., our nationality, eth-
 nicity, gender identity, "racial" identity, schooling, life experiences). Yet this
 does not undermine the givenness of most people's religious identities.65 Reli-
 gious faith typically rests on some received authority and certain "rock-
 bottom" beliefs and values that believers do not generally call into question.66

 Many believers question the meaning of their religious beliefs, but regard their

 religion itself as a basic part of their identities rather than an object of con-
 scious choice.67 Therefore, many people construe freedom with respect to reli-
 gious beliefs or identities in terms of the capacity to practice religion as they
 see fit, rather than in terms of choosing fundamental religious commitments.68

 64. Consider the case of my 6-year-old friend Ben who has been learning his Jewish iden-

 tity from his parents and from his Jewish Sunday school. Recently he asked me, "You're Jewish?"

 (His parents had just told him that I am, but I am actually a non-believer with an equivocal Jewish

 identity.) His mom was nearby and she signaled me to refrain from giving him the atheistic and

 equivocal response that I would have given him if I had answered him more freely. Therefore, I
 simply said, "Yes." This raises the following questions: Would Ben be more free in a straightfor-
 ward way if I had introduced him at his impressionable age to such alternative possibilities as
 atheism and a non-religious (equivocally) Jewish identity? What does this mean for the intergen-

 erational bonds that are partly constituted by parents passing on such religious and cultural iden-

 tities? Cf. Will Kymlicka, Multicultural Citizenship (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), 90; and
 James Nickel, "The Value of Cultural Belonging," Dialogue, 33 (Fall 1994): 639.

 65. The same thing can be said of some aspects of our national, cultural, ethnic, and gender

 identities. These identities are arguably socially and politically constructed and, thus, learned, but
 this does not mean that we can simply put them on and take them off at will like a change of
 clothes.

 66. See Ludwig Wittgenstein, Culture and Value, trans. Peter Winch (Chicago: The Univer-
 sity of Chicago Press, 1980), 45e; and Talal Asad, Genealogies of Religion: Discipline and Rea-
 sons of Power in Christianity and Islam (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993).

 67. This argument might appear to be controverted by the frequency of religious conver-
 sions. This would be so, however, only if we misleadingly suppose that all religious conversions

 are something people consciously choose upon reflection. See Talal Asad, "Comments on Con-
 version," in Conversions to Modernities: The Globalization of Christianity, ed. Peter van der Veer

 (New York: Routledge, 1996); and Baum, "Feminism, Liberalism, and Cultural Pluralism."
 68. Michael Sandel has recently distinguished these two forms of religious freedom as

 "freedom of choice"-the freedom of choosing our own way of life or our own set of beliefs-
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 In this light, Mill misleadingly construes freedom in an essentialist way
 -i.e., trans-historically-in terms of reflective choice, self-realization, and
 self-government such that any practice of freedom as freedom must include
 these elements. He maintains that "the peculiar character of the moder world
 ... is, that human beings are no longer born to their place in life, ... but are
 free to employ their faculties, and such favourable chances as offer, to achieve
 the lot which may appear to them most desirable" (SW, 272-73). This modern
 ethos has led people increasingly to construe freedom in terms of the freedom
 to choose-and also to share in choosing-how they wish to lead their lives.
 What Mill fails adequately to see is how the practices of freedom that he
 rightly regards as the logical expressions of the moder ethos of self-determi-
 nation are rooted in a particular historical and cultural constellation of social
 and political struggles and innovations. For example, the Protestant Refor-
 mation and its aftershocks gave impetus to the development of new ideas and
 practices of religious freedom and freedom of conscience; the development of
 moder European nation-states and popular struggles for the extension of
 basic political rights and liberties produced a distinctively moder form of
 political freedom linked to representative government; moder capitalist
 development and class-based struggles against the emergent power of capital-
 ists generated new and conflicting ideas and practices of "economic free-
 dom"; and concepts and practices of sexual and reproductive freedom are also
 distinctly modem.69 Most of these practices of freedom emphasize individual
 choice, self-realization, or self-government; yet religious freedom and free-
 dom of conscience require no comparable presumptions of individual choice.
 The latter freedoms encompass the "free exercise" of religious creeds, regard-
 less of whether they are inherited or freely chosen, as well as spiritual and
 philosophical quests in which some people consciously choose their funda-
 mental spiritual and philosophical beliefs and commitments.

 This brings us back to my earlier claim that different historical configu-

 rations of power and culture have produced different practices of freedom.70

 and "freedom of conscience"-the freedom to practice our religion. See Michael Sandel, "Free-
 dom of Conscience or Freedom of Choice?," in Articles of Faith, Articles of Peace: The Religious
 Liberty Clauses and the American Public Philosophy, ed. James Davison Hunter and Os Guin-
 ness (Washington, D. C.: Brookings, 1990).

 69. On the first two examples, see John Plamenatz, "In What Sense Is Freedom a Western
 Idea?" Current Law and Social Problems, vol. 1 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1960);
 and J. H. Hexter, "The Birth of Moder Freedom," Times Literary Supplement (January 21, 1983):
 51-53.

 70. Cf. Michel Foucault, The Uses of Pleasure (New York: Vintage Books, 1986); Serif
 Mardin, "Freedom in an Ottoman Perspective," in State, Democracy, and the Military in Turkey in
 the 1980s, ed. Metin Heper and Ahmet Evin (New York: W. de Gruyter, 1988), 23-25; and Orlando
 Patterson, Freedom, Volume 1: Freedom in the Making of Western Culture (Basic Books, 1991).
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 That is, different contexts generate divergent answers to basic questions con-
 cerning freedom. For example, Dorothy Lee explains that in traditional Navaho
 society in Arizona and New Mexico, learning to be free "involves learning to
 observe a large number of taboos and procedures, which are aspects of every
 act. ... All this could be seen as inhibiting, or negative, or as interfering with
 the individual; but to the Navaho it is guidance in the acquisition of an essen-
 tial skill-the freedom to act and to be."7' This Navaho practice of freedom
 has striking affinities to other historical practices of freedom that involve sim-

 ilar modes of self-discipline, such as the ancient Greek view of freedom as
 "self-mastery," early Christian practices of "spiritual freedom," and the later
 Puritans' view of freedom as requiring "subjection ... [to] the authority of
 Christ" and his worldly representatives in early colonial America.7

 One way to regard such practices of self-discipline is to start from the
 perspective of moder pluralistic societies, as Mill and Isaiah Berlin do, and
 then find them wanting as general conceptions of freedom.73 Alternatively, we

 can acknowledge that such practices are forms of freedom while recognizing
 that, as Lee says, they are not general models of freedom for moder plural-
 istic societies, "but rather food for thought, the basis of new insights.'"4 This
 approach offers a fresh perspective on moder practices of freedom that
 involve analogous unchosen commitments, and makes possible a respectful
 consideration of non-modern practices of freedom. Still, the close connection
 between freedom and subordination in some non-moder practices makes
 them suspect from a moder perspective-particularly to people with liberal,
 democratic, feminist, and secular commitments. It is worth recalling here that
 Western practices of freedom have often combined freedom for some persons
 with the subordination of others. For instance, the political freedom of ancient

 Athenian male citizens and of propertied white men in the ante-bellum United
 States went hand-in-hand with slavery and the subordination of women. Fur-
 thermore, Mill himself insists that existing practices of economic freedom in
 moder capitalist societies conjoin considerable freedom and power for capi-

 71. Dorothy Lee, Freedom and Culture (Prentice-Hall, 1959), 11.
 72. Like the Hindu practice, these practices also existed within distinctly patriarchal cul-

 tures. For the ancient Greek practice of self-mastery, see Foucault, The Uses of Pleasure, 78-93;
 for early Christian "spiritual freedom," see Patterson, Freedom, ch. 10-15; and for the Puritan

 view, see John Winthrop, "A Little Speech on Liberty" (1645), in Political Thought in America:
 An Anthology, ed. Michael B. Levy (Chicago: The Dorsey Press, 1988), 13-14.

 73. Mill, OL, 265-66; and Berlin, "Two Concepts of Liberty," 135ff. Mill promotes respect
 for "the religious feelings of the [Indian] people" (Considerations on Representative Govern-
 ment, 570; cf. OL, 240-41n). Yet his view of fully free action, in league with his historical evo-
 lutionism, undergirds his support of British colonial rule in India until the time when the Indian
 people "have become capable of improvement by free and equal discussion," independent of
 appeals to inherited traditions (OL, 224; Considerations on Representative Government, ch. 18).

 74. Lee, Freedom and Culture, p. 14.

This content downloaded from 81.157.207.121 on Fri, 25 May 2018 15:40:58 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 212 J. S. Mill on Freedom and Power

 talists with unfreedom and subordination for the laboring classes.75 Accord-
 ingly, one of the great merits of Mill's account of freedom and power is his
 insistence that democratic and critically reflective ways of organizing rela-
 tions of power and authority, including the authority of received traditions,
 uniquely foster the equal freedom of all persons.76

 In sum, to comprehend the interplay of freedom, power, and culture, we
 need a more pluralistic approach than Mill offers. Along with recognizing
 how modem practices of freedom emphasize autonomy, choice, and self-real-
 ization-at least in principle-we need to recognize that people in various
 contexts also exercise freedom in carrying out religious and cultural commit-
 ments that they have not reflectively chosen. At the same time, we must not
 jump to the false conclusion that any enactment of cultural or religious norms
 and rules is an expression of freedom regardless of the power dynamics under
 which it occurs.

 Distinguishing free from unfree agency is not simply a matter of distin-

 guishing conduct that emanates from conscience rather than from external
 authority. This distinction is untenable since people's fundamental religious
 and cultural beliefs and commitments are always partly constituted by some
 external authorities-e.g., parents, teachers, ministers, rabbis, or, in more per-
 nicious cases, missionaries and colonial educators. Yet this crucial point can
 be elaborated in ways that leave us without any adequate conception of free
 agency. For instance, Stanley Fish argues that just as it makes no sense to
 speak of actionsfreefrom all constraints since people always act within back-
 ground conditions that make some actions possible while making others
 unavailable, "it follows, too, that there can be no continuum which differenti-

 ates institutions or structures as being more or less constrained, or more or
 less free."77 As Mill points out, such situational "constraints" are not equally
 constraining (or freedom-generating) for all people. The effects of asymme-
 tries of power, including relationships of oppression, leave differently situated

 people with different degrees of freedom. This is one of Mill's key insights in
 The Subjection of Women: while many women and men may do things

 75. I develop this point more fully in "J. S. Mill's Conception of Economic Freedom," His-
 tory of Political Thought (forthcoming). The broader historical intertwinement of freedom with
 slavery (and other forms of subordination) is Orlando Patterson's central theme in Freedom.

 76. He also contends that the kind of free action he promotes is uniquely conducive to full
 human flourishing (OL, ch. 3). This claim, however, is harder to substantiate as a universal truth

 about human beings than Mill suggests. See John Gray, "Postscript," in Mill on Liberty: A
 Defense, 2nd edition (London: Routledge, 1996); and Parekh, "Superior People."

 77. Fish adds, "Rather than a continuum, what we have is ... an array of structures of con-
 straint, no one of which is more constraining than any other." See Stanley Fish, Doing What
 Comes Naturally: Change, Rhetoric, and the Practice of Theory in Literary and Legal Studies
 (Durham: Duke University Press, 1989), 459.
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 because they are traditional or customary, this tendency is particularly bur-
 densome to women. Pervasive patriarchal traditions and relationships sharply
 constrain their available choices and possibilities relative to those of men
 (SW, 272-82).78 Women to a far greater extent than men find themselves in sit-

 uations where they face extremely severe penalties for non-compliance with
 rules of conduct prescribed by their inherited religious and cultural traditions.
 This was true, for example, of the practice of self-immolation by widowed
 (usually upper caste) Hindu women in India, and it is true of practices of
 "female circumcision" in Sahelian Africa (particularly Sudan, Somalia, and
 Mali), some Arab countries, and parts of Asia.79 Women in such circumstances
 often yield to prevailing norms and practices without freely consenting to
 them.80

 Freedom, therefore, requires not just that the women and men are agents

 rather than passive objects of their social and political practices, but also that
 their conduct represents their own way of affirming a valued way of life in a
 meaningful sense. Mill rightly insists that to affirm freely an inherited reli-
 gious or cultural identity, a person must be in a position to freely reject this
 identity or way of life without excessive cost to herself or himself (see OL,
 290). Moreover, he rightly insists that people are unfree with respect to a
 received custom insofar as they reduce it to a "hereditary creed, ... received
 passively, not actively" (OL, 248). Still, we need a more interpretive and plu-
 ralistic account than Mill offers of how the interplay of power and culture
 shapes possibilities for free agency. Such an account must not prejudge just
 when agency should be regarded as free, but it can offer some guideposts.
 First, like Mill, we should be wary of regarding actions taken under notably
 constrained conditions as an exercise of freedom. Second, since people
 always start with some pre-given concepts and understandings, we ought to
 take seriously their own self-understandings-their own reasons for doing

 78. For a similar view, see Nancy Hirshmann, "Toward a Feminist Theory of Freedom,"
 Political Theory 24 (February 1996): 57-63.

 79. Regarding self-immolation in India, A. L. Basham explains that in medieval times the
 lot of widows was so hard that "it is not surprising that women often immolated themselves on

 their husbands' funeral pyres." Through self-immolation a widow would escape the hardships of
 widowhood and be recognized as "a virtuous woman" (satt). Despite legal prohibitions enacted
 in the nineteenth century, there have been some recent acts of self-immolation in India. See A. L.

 Basham, The Wonder that Was India (New York: Grove Press, 1959), 187; John Stratton Hawley,
 ed., Sati, the Blessing and the Curse: The Burning of Wives in India (New York: Oxford Univer-
 sity Press, 1994); and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, "Can the Subaltern Speak?," in Colonial Dis-
 course and Postcolonial Theory: A Reader, ed. Patrick Williams and Laura Christman (New
 York: Columbia University Press, 1994).

 80. Nicole-Claude Mathieu, "When Yielding is Not Consenting: Material and Psychic
 Determinants of Women's Consciousness and Some of Their Interpretations in Ethnology" (Part
 2), Feminist Issues 10 (Spring 1990): 81-82; and Spivak, "Can the Subaltern Speak?"
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 what they do and their conceptions of freedom. Third, insofar as people are
 never fully aware of all the social forces and power dynamics that shape them,
 their self-understandings will not tell the whole story of their freedom or
 unfreedom.

 This last point has important implications. We need to acknowledge
 practices of freedom that do not conform to Mill's secular modernist notion of
 reflective choice, but we also need to be aware of agents' unarticulated or
 barely articulated forms of resistance.81 The latter will indicate cases in which

 people yield to religiously or culturally prescribed rules of conduct without
 freely enacting them. Further, prevailing ideas and self-understandings about
 freedom in all societies may be open to criticism. In this regard, Mill astutely
 criticizes many prevailing ideas about freedom in moder democratizing soci-
 eties like his own.82

 One important objection to this line of thought is that while conceptions
 of freedom such as Mill's originate in specific cultural contexts, they also
 "travel" across cultures.83 Indeed, Mill's notion of freedom has traveled far.

 Yet two further points need to be appreciated to grasp the sense in which Mill's

 conception of freedom is culture-bound. First, the diffusion of concepts and
 practices across cultures takes place in part through asymmetrical relations of
 power-colonialism, capitalist globalization, and migrations-between them.
 This is not to say that transplanted conceptions and practices are necessarily
 "inauthentic" in new contexts. Nor is it to deny that they are often transformed

 en route. My point is that we need to take into account how the role of power
 in this process complicates the question of when concepts and practices are
 freely adopted.4 Second, we need to address the losses as well as the gains
 entailed by such cultural traveling. Mill implies that when non-liberal cultures

 adopt (or are taught or forced to adopt) his conception of freedom, this change
 will be unequivocally progressive and emancipatory. He fails to consider what
 people with fundamental commitments to non-liberal ways of life might lose
 by adopting his view of conceptions of the good life as freely chosen and

 81. Peter Jones, "Bearing the Consequences of Belief," The Journal of Political Philosophy
 2 (March 1994): 36; Michael Walzer, "Objectivity and Social Meaning," in The Quality of Life,
 ed. Martha Nussbaum and Amartya Sen (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), 175, 173; and Spivak,
 "Can the Subaltern Speak?," 93.

 82. For instance, he persuasively challenges the common view in capitalist democracies
 that, in Milton Friedman's words, "competitive capitalism [is] ... a system of economic free-
 dom." Cf. Milton Friedman, Capitalism and Freedom (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
 1962), 4; and Baum, "J. S. Mill's Conception of Economic Freedom."

 83. I owe this point to an anonymous reviewer for Polity.
 84. See Asad, Genealogies of Religion, chs. 5 and 7; James Clifford, "Traveling Cultures,"

 in Cultural Studies, ed. Lawrence Grossberg, Cary Nelson, and Paula Treicher (New York and
 London: Routledge, 1992).
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 revisable. For instance, cultural assimilation of the Navaho people into the
 modem United States has undoubtedly brought them new practices of free-
 dom, but it has also undermined older practices of freedom that, if Dorothy
 Lee is right, entailed distinctive modes of attunement among them and with
 their surroundings.

 VI. Conclusions

 Mill's developmental view of individuality and autonomy leads him to artic-
 ulate an indispensable account of the interrelationship between freedom and
 power. Freedom, he maintains, consists of both the absence of burdensome
 constraints on people's possible actions and the capacity of persons for self-
 determination and self-government. While recognizing that the exercise of
 power often diminishes the freedom of individuals, he shows that there is no
 opposition between freedom and power as such. In his view, people are
 always embedded within power relationships that shape their capacities for
 free action and delimit their field of possibilities. Therefore, the real opposi-
 tion is between forms of power that stifle people's autonomy and freedom of
 action and forms of power that support freedom. In this regard, Mill maintains

 that freedom must not be conceived solely in terms of what we are free to do
 or be (or not do or be) within the power relationships that govern our lives. It
 must also be assessed in terms of our opportunities to effectively share in self-

 government with respect to the various power relationships situating us. This
 requires more than merely formal opportunities for self-government since
 freedom entails individuals having "influence in the regulation of their
 affairs." In the same breath, Mill's argument implies that individuals can be
 free in reflectively choosing not to participate in processes of collective self-
 government. Such choices are free, however, only when individuals have both
 developed capacities for self-government and available institutions and prac-
 tices that would enable them, if they so chose, to share meaningfully in self-
 government. He construes freedom, then, as an "exercise-concept" rather than
 merely as an "opportunity-concept," to use Charles Taylor's terms. The pres-
 ence of freedom requires that we actually exercise a directing influence over
 our lives.85

 Mill recognizes potential tensions between individual liberty and demo-
 cratic self-government, but he regards both as indispensable forms of freedom
 and neither one as more essential than the other.86 Accordingly, he develops

 85. Charles Taylor, "What's Wrong With Negative Liberty?," in Taylor, Philosophy and the
 Human Sciences: Philosophical Papers, vol. 2 (Cambridge: Cambrdge University Press, 1985),
 214.

 86. See Baum, "J. S. Mill's Conception of Economic Freedom."

This content downloaded from 81.157.207.121 on Fri, 25 May 2018 15:40:58 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 216 J. S. Mill on Freedom and Power

 his principle of liberty-that a community can rightfully exercise power over
 the conduct of its individual members only to prevent "harm to others" (OL,
 223)-as a means to reconcile democratization of the state, industrial rela-
 tions, education, and marital relations with protection for individuals against
 tyrannical majorities.

 Still, we need a more pluralistic view of freedom than Mill provides to
 grasp just how different contexts of power and culture constitute different
 possibilities for free agency. In particular, we need a view that accommodates
 how individuals can freely pursue fundamental commitments and beliefs that
 they have not reflectively chosen, as well as practices of freedom that empha-
 size reflective choice, self-realization, and self-government. Adopting this
 pluralistic view of freedom, however, should not lead us to overlook Mill's
 insight into the special significance of freedom of choice in modem societies.
 Even members of modem (and "modernizing") societies who are especially
 concerned with freely pursuing their fundamental religious or cultural com-
 mitments typically seek freedom of choice in other areas of their lives. More-
 over, it is crucial to appreciate how Mill's notion of freedom of choice differs
 from the "freedom of choice" that is so widely celebrated in modern capital-
 ist societies like the United States. The freedom of choice that matters,
 according to Mill, is not the limited freedom of choosing our favorite prod-
 ucts in the marketplace. Rather, it is the freedom of "pursuing our own good
 in our own way"-the freedom of choosing our own "mode of existence" or
 "plan of life." It encompasses not only our field of possibilities as independ-
 ent individuals, but also our opportunities for self-government.
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