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 Self-Development and the Liberal State:
 The Cases of John Stuart Mill and

 Wilhelm von Humboldt

 Andrew Valls

 For both John Stuart Mill and Wilhelm von Humboldt, self-development is
 a central value that shapes much of their respective political philosophies. Despite
 this shared value, however, Mill and Humboldt came to quite different political
 conclusions. Mill defends an activist state that helps establish the material and
 institutional prerequisites for self-development, while Humboldt argues for a
 highly restricted state that provides only security. This divergence is explained
 by a number of factors: variations in their conceptions of self-development itself;
 their different views of the empirical prerequisites of self-development; their
 different views of the state and its relation to society; and their views of the relation
 between "positive" and "negative" goods.

 In his Autobiography, John Stuart Mill reports that Wilhelm von
 Humboldt was one of the main influences acting upon him as he
 wrote On Liberty.1 Humboldt had written The Limits of State Action
 in 1791-92, but it had not been published until 1852, and was
 translated into English in 1854.2 Certainly there are important
 similarities between Humboldt's conception of Bildung (usually
 translated as self-development or self-cultivation) and Mill's
 conception of self-development, but what is perhaps most
 noteworthy is the difference in the political use to which each
 author puts the concept. That is, despite the similarities in Mill's
 and Humboldt's understandings of self-development, and the
 importance they both place on it, they are led to quite divergent
 political conclusions as to how best to ensure it.

 I wish to thank Dale Miller and five anonymous reviewers for The Review of
 Politics for their very helpful comments on an earlier draft of this paper. I also
 wish to acknowledge my deep debt to Frederick G. Whelan for his assistance on
 this paper and for all the support he has given me over the last ten years.

 1. John Stewart Mill, Autobiography of John Stuart Mill (Oxford: Oxford
 University Press, 1975), pp. 179-80.

 2. John W. Burrow, "Editor's Introduction," The Limits of State Action
 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969), p. vii. See also Paul R. Sweet,
 Wilhelm von Humboldt, A Biography. Volume One: 1767-1808 (Columbus, OH: Ohio
 State University Press, 1978), "Appendix: The Publication, Reception, and
 Influence of The Limits of State Action."
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 THE REVIEW OF POLITICS

 This article examines the different paths taken by Mill and
 Humboldt in their respective attempts to describe the kind of
 policies required to create a society of well-developed individuals.
 I hope to show that a number of issues divide Mill and Humboldt,
 issues which, together, account for much of the divergence
 between them. These include variations in their conceptions of
 self-development itself; their views on the empirical conditions
 necessary to foster self-development; their views of (and
 experiences with) the state; and their views on the relation between
 "positive" and "negative" goods. The result of these differences, I
 argue, is that Mill was led to defend a state that is highly activist,
 providing the material and institutional prerequisites of self-
 development, while Humboldt defended a highly circumscribed
 state, limited to providing security to its citizens. That both arrived
 at their conclusions in the name of self-development is striking.
 Furthermore, the fact that Humboldt found it impossible to remain
 consistent with his "official" view, and that he was often forced to
 revise it in the direction of Mill's position (trying to do so, with
 limited plausibility, in the name of security itself), suggests that
 Mill's is the more plausible and consistent approach to fostering
 self-development.

 Self-Development in Mill and Humboldt

 The centrality of the value of self-development in the
 philosophies of Mill and Humboldt can hardly be overstated. For
 both, this feature shapes many aspects of their political views to
 such an extent that the latter cannot be understood properly
 without first considering the former. For example, many of Mill's
 arguments in On Liberty rest squarely on the value of human
 development and the closely related value of "individuality." It
 is largely because of "the tyranny of the prevailing opinion and
 feeling ... [that tends] to fetter the development" that Mill goes
 so far to defend freedom of thought and action.3 By Mill's account,
 one of the most important aspects of his own philosophical
 development was to give "its proper place, among the prime
 necessities of human well being, to the internal culture of the

 3. Mill, On Liberty, in Three Essays (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975), p. 9.

 252
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 individual."4 Similarly, Humboldt believed that "that on which
 the whole greatness of mankind ultimately depends [is]
 individuality of energy and self-development."5 The epigraph to
 Mill's On Liberty, taken from Humboldt, is unambiguous in this
 regard: "The grand leading principle, towards which every
 argument unfolded in these pages directly converges, is the
 absolute and essential importance of human development in its
 richest diversity."6

 Several features of Mill's and Humboldt's conceptions of self-
 development are noteworthy. First, both Mill and Humboldt have
 in mind a general conception of the ideal character when they
 write of the developed individual, though, as we shall see, each
 specifies the content of that character to a different degree. Most
 importantly, the developed person has an active character. Mill
 defines character in the following way: "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 a character."7 By contrast, "he who lets 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."8 Mill
 praises "open, fearless characters"9 and while he notes that such
 people may sometimes overstep their proper bounds, he remains
 optimistic that they will benefit rather than harm society. "To say
 that one person's desires and feelings are stronger and more
 various than those of another, is merely to say that he has more of
 the raw material of human nature, and is therefore capable,
 perhaps of more evil, but certainly of more good."10

 Humboldt's view is remarkably similar. When discussing the
 difference between the ancients and the moderns, for example,
 Humboldt emphasizes the active nature of the former, and the
 passivity of the latter. He notes that "the restrictions imposed on
 freedom in the ancient States were, in some important respects,

 4. Mill, Autobiography, p. 100.
 5. Wilhelm von Humboldt, The Limits of State Action (Cambridge: Cambridge

 University Press, 1969), p. 17.
 6. Mill, On Liberty, p. 2; Humboldt, Limits, p. 51.
 7. Mill, On Liberty, p. 74.
 8. Ibid., p. 73.
 9. Ibid., p. 42.
 10. Ibid., p. 74.
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 more oppressive and dangerous than those which characterize
 our time." He goes on, "but from another point of view, these
 ancient institutions preserved and heightened the vigorous activity
 of the individual man. ... With the ancients, moreover, their
 greater energy served to compensate for their uniformity; but with
 the moderns uniformity is aggravated by the evil of diminished
 energy." For Humboldt this means that moderns "must at least
 preserve, with the most eager concern, all the energy and
 individuality we may yet possess, and cherish anything that can
 in any way promote them."1 Humboldt too recognizes that such
 active characters might disrupt society, but he clearly is willing to
 take this chance if the choice is between "a multitude of well-

 cared-for slaves" and "a nation of free and independent men."12
 A community of such developed individuals is likely to be

 one characterized by variety. As each develops her own abilities
 and personality, each will evolve in her own way. Thus, each
 becomes part of the variety necessary to stimulate the
 development of all. For Humboldt, when "each strives to develop
 himself from his own inmost nature, and for his own sake," the
 result is "a social union... [in which] each is enabled to participate
 in the rich collective resources of all the others."13 Mill expresses a
 similar sentiment: "In proportion to the development of his
 individuality, each person becomes more valuable to himself, and
 is therefore capable of being more valuable to others."14 Hence
 the centrality of individual development in the views of Mill and
 Humboldt has a deeply social dimension. Individuality does not
 diminish sociability, but enhances it.15 By exhorting the individual
 to develop himself, and by arguing for the conditions that make
 this possible, both Mill and Humboldt hope not to destroy
 community, but to invigorate it. For Humboldt, "the isolated man
 is no more able to develop than the one who is fettered."16 And
 this is equally clear in the case of Mill. "Human beings," according
 to Mill, "should be for ever stimulating each other to increased

 11. Humboldt, Limits, pp. 12-13.
 12. Ibid., p. 79.
 13. Ibid., pp. 19, 17.
 14. Mill, On Liberty, p. 78.
 15. Burrow, "Introduction," p. xix.
 16. Humboldt, Limits, p. 98.
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 exercise of their higher faculties, and increased direction of their
 feelings and aims towards wise instead of foolish, elevating instead
 of degrading, objects and contemplations."17

 So Mill and Humboldt embrace strikingly similar ideals of
 the active, creative, developed individual, as well as similar ideas
 about the sort of community of which such an individual is likely
 to be a part. However, despite these similarities, there is a crucial
 difference between them, a difference made possible by an
 ambiguity in the concept of development itself. As Himmelfarb
 has noted, development is, in one sense, "an entirely neutral
 concept-suggesting any kind of development, development in
 any direction, for any purpose and toward any end; but in another
 sense, it [is] a highly charged concept, containing within itself the
 teleological promise of a higher end, ultimately the highest end."18
 Mill and Humboldt each emphasize a different aspect of the notion
 of development, Humboldt's version being very open-ended,
 while Mill's has more substantive content.

 Consider first Humboldt's understanding of self-
 development. As we will see below, Humboldt believed that
 development can take place under almost any conditions, and
 that development involves an openness to every sort of experience.
 Anything can be viewed as an obstacle to be overcome, a lesson
 to be learned. "There is no pursuit whatever that may not be
 ennobling."19 Development is a dynamic process, rather than a
 goal that can be specified in advance, so each developed individual
 will be different from all others because her experiences will have
 been different. As Vogel suggests, "the end-product of self-
 development is not specified in substantive terms. No particular
 model-character is envisaged, no specific virtues-justice,
 generosity, gratitude, heroism-are postulated. The whole
 emphasis lies on a unique style of creating and testing purposes,
 different in each individual case."20

 17. Mill, On Liberty, p. 93.
 18. Gertrude Himmelfarb, On Liberty and Liberalism: The Case of John Stuart

 Mill (San Francisco: Institute for Contemporary Studies, 1990), p. 61.
 19. Humboldt, Limits, p. 28.
 20. Ursula Vogel, "Liberty is Beautiful: von Humboldt's Gift to Liberalism,"

 History of Political Thought 3 (1982): 96.
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 By contrast, Mill's conception of self-development has a great
 deal of substantive content.21 His famous statement that "it is better

 to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be
 Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied"22 suggests a view of what
 makes human life valuable which impinges on his view of
 development. For Mill development means, at least, the exercise
 of one's higher faculties of reasoning and of sentiment. Any notion
 of development that does not contain these elements fails to take
 account of features of human nature that shape the good life. Of
 course Mill shared to some extent Humboldt's view of the value

 of individuality for its own sake, as when he asserts that one's
 own mode of living is best, "not because it is the best in itself, but
 because it is his own mode."23 But Mill was also concerned with

 the content of one's mode of living. Brink correctly points out
 that for Mill "it is important that one form, revise, assess, choose,
 and implement one's own set of plans and projects, and not simply
 that these plans and projects have certain kinds of content. ...
 Presumably, content is important too; one's projects should
 exercise one's higher capacities."24 He goes on to point out that
 this can be done in a wide variety of life-styles, but not, I would
 add, in any life-style.

 So while Mill's and Humboldt's understandings of self-
 development are similar, each emphasizes a different aspect of it.
 Mill's more substantive view of self-development limits the sort
 of life-styles of which he would approve. By contrast, for
 Humboldt, since development is an open process, it can occur
 in almost any environment and can manifest itself in almost any
 way of life. As we will now see, these different conceptions of
 self-development help shape the kind of policies Mill and
 Humboldt recommend.

 21. Wendy Donner, The Liberal Self: John Stuart Mill's Moral and Political
 Philosophy (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1991), p. 139.

 22. Mill, "Utilitarianism," Mill and Jeremy Bentham, Utilitarianism and Other
 Essays, ed. Alan Ryan (London: Penguin Press, 1987), p. 281.

 23. Mill, On Liberty, p. 83.
 24. David 0. Brink, "Mill's Deliberative Utilitarianism," Philosophy and Public

 Affairs 21 (1992): 79.

 256
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 Positive State Action

 Though he qualifies his general position in a number of ways,
 Humboldt's view of what he calls "positive state action" is fairly
 clear. He objects to "the entire efforts of the State to raise the
 positive welfare of the nation."25 Humboldt's criticisms of positive
 state action can be condensed into three arguments.26 First, positive
 state action undermines diversity and produces uniformity.
 Humboldt maintains that "the very variety arising from the union
 of numbers of individuals is the highest good which social life
 can confer, and this variety is undoubtedly lost in proportion to
 the degree of State interference."27 The state must act through
 general rules, and each time it interacts with a citizen, the latter
 will be induced to react in much the same way as others. "Like
 causes produce like effects; and hence, in proportion as State
 interference increases, the agents to which it is applied come to
 resemble each other."28 Over time, then, the cumulative effect of
 state action is to produce "national uniformity."29 Individuality
 and diversity are hindered, and people can no longer, through
 their unique characters, serve to stimulate the development
 of others.30

 Second, the state tends to weaken the vitality of its individual
 citizens and of the nation as a whole. Positive state action
 encourages citizens to define themselves in terms of the state's
 dictates. With state action, the citizen "now conceives himself not
 only completely free from any duty which the State has not
 expressly imposed upon him, but exonerated at the same time
 from every personal effort to improve his own condition."31
 Positive state action creates an atmosphere in which initiative is
 not needed, and where there is little incentive for it. Rather than

 demanding active citizens, the state suppresses "all active

 25. Humboldt, Limits, p. 23.
 26. For a similar interpretation, see Burrows, "Introduction," p. xxxviii.
 27. Humboldt, Limits, pp. 23-24.
 28. Ibid., p. 24.
 29. Ibid., p. 23.
 30. Ibid., pp. 32-33.
 31. Ibid., p. 26.
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 energy."32 The overall effect is that "positive institutions tend to
 weaken the vitality of the nation."33 In addition to destroying self-
 reliance, state action also destroys the ability of citizens to rely on
 one another, and for similar reasons. As the need to rely on oneself
 and others is eliminated, so the inclination, and finally the ability
 to do so is destroyed. The state therefore "weakens sympathy and
 renders mutual assistance inactive."34

 Third, positive state action places emphasis on results,
 reversing what Humboldt saw as the proper priority of inward
 development over outward conditions. Humboldt urges that
 everything be done for its own sake, as an expression of one's
 unique character.35 The most beneficial acts are those that satisfy
 the soul, while those that are done merely as a means to an end
 are "not only less salutary, but even pernicious."36 The state,
 however, must be concerned with results in order to formulate
 policy and measure its effectiveness. Such positive state policy is
 often aimed at providing for basic human needs, compounding
 the problem. These sorts of concerns, for Humboldt,
 "underestimate the dignity of human nature."37 That is, they focus
 on the mundane, the merely physical aspect of human existence
 and ignore, and therefore implicitly undervalue, higher aspirations
 in human nature. The pursuit of pleasure and the avoidance of
 pain are but the lowest of human concerns. True fulfillment lies
 elsewhere. "The system we have condemned only leads us to a
 fruitless struggle to escape pain. But he who truly knows the nature
 of enjoyment can endure pain."38 Positive state action, therefore,
 exalts the lower over the higher aspects of human existence.

 Mill shared many of Humboldt's concerns about the tendency
 of state action to produce uniformity and passivity, and he was
 equally opposed to valuing "lower" pleasures over "higher" ones.
 However, Mill believed that these worries could be met through

 32. Ibid., p. 25.
 33. Ibid., p. 24.
 34. Ibid., p. 26.
 35. Ibid., p. 39; see David Sorkin, "Wilhelm von Humboldt: The Theory and

 Practice of Self-Formation (Bildung), 1791-1810," Journal of the History of Ideas 44
 (1983): 58.

 36. Humboldt, Limits, p. 29.
 37. Ibid., p. 35.
 38. Ibid.

 258
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 carefully designed policies, and that the alternative, the absence
 of any positive state action, was worse than the dangers such poli-
 cies posed. This can be seen most clearly in Mill's treatment of
 policies that redistribute income, where, despite being aware of
 their dangers, he concludes that they are absolutely necessary to
 foster self-development.

 Mill was concerned about the effects of distribution on people's
 prospects for development-particularly for those at the lower
 end of the distribution. Those forced to live at or near subsistence

 level could hardly develop their higher faculties, Mill believed.
 Through its policies the state can encourage development by lift-
 ing the disadvantaged out of hopelessness, and structuring their
 incentives so as to elicit activity and hence development. Contra
 Humboldt, Mill holds that "a government cannot have too much
 of the kind of activity, which does not impede, but aides and stimu-
 lates, individual exertion and development."39

 Like Humboldt, Mill sees that some types of government
 action can encourage dependence and passivity, but Mill believes
 that properly designed and implemented, state action can
 encourage individual initiative that leads to self-development.
 "A good government will give all its aid in such a shape, as to
 encourage and nurture any rudiments it may find of a spirit of
 individual exertion.... Government aid ... should be so given as
 to be as far as possible a course of education for the people in the
 art of accomplishing great objects by individual energy and
 voluntary co-operation."40 When there is any "spirit of individual
 exertion" the state should make policy to take advantage of this
 and to nurture it by helping citizens harness that spirit.

 But what of people who have little or no spirit of exertion?
 Here Mill recommends a different approach, one that relies less
 upon the individual's own energy and is focused on simply pro-
 viding a decent standard of living that he believes is a prerequisite
 of any meaningful development. Again, Mill is aware that this
 policy may create dependence, but he argues that "it is even more
 fatal to exertion to have no hope of succeeding by it, than to be
 assured of succeeding without it. When the condition of any one

 39. Mill, On Liberty, pp. 140-41.
 40. Mill, Principles of Political Economy (London: Penguin, 1985), pp. 345-46.

 259
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 is so disastrous that his energies are paralysed by discouragement,
 assistance is a tonic, not a sedative."41 Only after one's basic needs
 are met can one hope for individual initiative aimed at anything
 beyond that.

 Clearly, then, Mill and Humboldt shared many of the same
 concerns about positive state action, but while Humboldt
 considered these to be decisive against any such policy, Mill
 believed that the difficulties could be overcome. How are we to

 account for this? Part of the answer relates to a suggestion made
 in the previous section, that Mill and Humboldt have different
 conceptions of self-development itself. Mill's more substantive
 view of self-development means that more specific conditions
 are necessary to foster it, while Humboldt's more open-ended
 view implies no particular conditions, but rather requires only
 the proper attitude toward the conditions in which one finds
 oneself. This difference in their understandings of self-
 development leads to different views about the empirical
 conditions necessary to foster it. Humboldt believed that human
 nature is such that people can take whatever situation confronts
 them and use it to develop themselves. Development can take
 place in any context and any obstacle is a potential means to
 development. For Mill, on the other hand, human development
 has certain specific prerequisites-material, institutional, and so
 on-so meaningful development cannot take place under just any
 conditions, and in some circumstances hope for human
 development is all but lost. This led Mill to conclude that the state
 must ensure that favorable conditions exist.

 It is possible to put this point less generously and say that
 Humboldt did not think realistically about the empirical
 prerequisites of self-development at all-that, for him, it was an
 article of faith that a highly circumscribed state is all that is needed.
 Vogel has asserted that "with Humboldt, the demand for the most
 extensive sphere of unrestrained individual activity is set in an
 institutional vacuum."42 This critique can easily become the charge
 that Humboldt's view is that of an elitist. "Humboldt seems to

 have been strangely blind to the necessary material basis of the
 higher life, and this again is typical of the aristocrat in him. Nine-

 41. Ibid., p. 334.
 42. Vogel, "Liberty is Beautiful," p. 79.

 260
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 tenths of his fellow countrymen, after all, could not do otherwise
 than work for a mere subsistence, many of them supporting
 absentee landlords like himself."43 More recently, Beiser has
 suggested that "by removing the state from the economic sphere
 ... Humboldt betrayed his ideal of Bildung, for he undermined
 the material conditions necessary for human self-realization."44
 It is easy to push these charges too far, for it seems that Humboldt
 truly believed that all human activity, including subsistence labor,
 can be a means to development, depending on the spirit in which
 it is done. However, the thrust of these criticisms does seem
 warranted. In the day-to-day lives of most people, Humboldt's
 idea of self-cultivation would seem foreign indeed, and it is
 difficult to see how one might go about explaining to the laborer
 that he should see his activity as Humboldt did. On the whole,
 then, Mill's view of the conditions for self-development, and the
 state's role in providing them, appears more realistic and more
 likely to foster self-development.

 The State

 While certainly crucial, the differences between Mill's and
 Humboldt's conceptions of self-development and its empirical
 prerequisites are not all that lies behind their different attitudes
 toward state action. Another important factor that must be
 considered is the different conceptions of the state (and its relation
 to society) held by each. Clearly, part of what motivates
 Humboldt's attack on state action is the wholly negative image
 that he has of the state.45 For Humboldt, the state is a dangerous
 bureaucratic apparatus, which is the very antithesis of his romantic
 vision that values individuality and spontaneity. Consider his

 43. Walter H. Bruford, The German Tradition of Self-Cultivation: Bildungfrom
 Humboldt to Thomas Mann (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975), p. 23.

 44. Frederick C. Beiser, Enlightenment, Revolution, and Romanticism: The Genesis
 of German Political Thought, 1790-1800 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
 1992), p. 136.

 45. This is the dominant, though not unanimous, view among interpreters of
 Humboldt. For a dissenting account, see Sweet, "Young Wilhelm von Humboldt's
 Writings (1789-93) Reconsidered," Journal of the History of Ideas 34 (1973).
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 description of state functionaries, "men of first-rate capacity" who
 are not only "withdrawn from anything which gives scope for
 thinking, and [whose] useful hands are diverted from real work,
 but their intellectual powers themselves suffer from this partly
 empty, partly narrow employment."46 Officials are transformed
 by their participation in state action and eventually they "lose
 sight of the essential object, and concentrate on mere forms."47
 State action becomes an end in itself, and the functionaries serve
 mainly themselves, while destroying their own characters.
 "Business becomes in time merely mechanical, while the men who
 are engaged in it relapse into machines."48 This is perhaps the worst
 thing Humboldt, like Mill, can say about a person, that he has
 lost his creative powers and has become an unthinking thing.
 Given this image of the state and its officials, it is hardly surprising
 that Humboldt sought to minimize the interaction between the
 state and "the nation."49

 For Mill, on the other hand, the state is (potentially) much
 more benign. Indeed, Mill sees the state as a vehicle for fostering
 the development of its citizens, not only through its policies, but
 through their participation in the state itself, and its local
 administrative units. Mill frequently emphasizes the educative
 and developmental function of political participation.50 He
 believes that the "discussion and management of collective
 interests is the great school of public interest, and the great source
 of that intelligence of public affairs which are always regarded as
 the distinctive character of the public of free countries."51 This is
 one of the main reasons behind Mill's (qualified) endorsement of
 democracy and representative government. Political participation

 46. Humboldt, Limits, p. 34.
 47. Ibid.

 48. Ibid., p. 35.
 49. For a contrary view, see Sorkin, "Wilhelm von Humboldt," pp. 66-69,

 who briefly argues that there is a "civic" dimension to Humboldt's account of
 Bildung. It is true that Humboldt states that the developed individual should
 "attach himself to the State" (Limits, p. 52), but this statement appears in the context
 of an argument that the state should play no positive role in the individual's
 development. The point is that the individual should approach the state only
 after he has developed, to avoid being influenced by it.

 50. Mill, Considerations on Representative Government, in Three Essays,
 pp. 197-98.

 51. Mill, Principles, pp. 313-14.

 262
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 is essential to self-development because often it is the only
 institutional context in which much of the population is
 encouraged to develop the capacity to reason, argue, and take an
 interest in affairs that affect others. It is often the only place where
 people are forced to expand their horizons, especially when a great
 majority of the population is engaged in manual labor that does
 not challenge them to develop.52 Political participation is one way
 of providing a place where workers can use their higher faculties,
 in contrast to the workplace, which often fails to encourage-and
 does much to impede-development. So for Mill, participation
 in state activity can encourage self-development, while private
 life does much to inhibit it. When Humboldt thinks of the state,
 on the other hand, he thinks of a mindless bureaucrat and sees the
 best hope for self-development as lying entirely in the private sphere.

 Another dimension of the images of the state held by Mill
 and Humboldt is how they see the state as related to society. For
 Humboldt, the state is something alien to society, wholly apart
 from it. The choice then is between having individuals do for them-
 selves, individually and collectively, or having this "Other" force
 provide for them. For Mill, the state is an extension of society, a
 vehicle of it, and can be used for its ends. So for Mill, the issue is
 not the state versus society, but rather whether the state is the
 means society chooses to utilize to achieve certain ends. While
 the choice for Humboldt is, say, mutual assistance (of which he
 approves) or state assistance, for Mill state assistance is itself a
 form of mutual assistance.

 Clearly historical context, as well as the personal experiences
 of Mill and Humboldt, has to be taken account of here. Mill's ex-
 perience was with a relatively democratic state that could plausibly
 be seen as an extension and a vehicle of society, while Humboldt
 had in mind a very different state, and his personal experiences
 as a state official seem to have left a very negative impression on
 him. Even accounting for these differences, however, a more fun-
 damental philosophical difference remains. For surely it was not
 beyond Humboldt's capacity to envision a more benign state, but
 he chose not to, preferring to give up on the state as a vehicle,
 both through its policies and its institutions, for fostering the de-
 velopment of its citizens.

 52. Ibid., p. 276.
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 Negative State Action: Is Security Special?

 The only state action Humboldt endorses is what he calls
 "negative" state action, that is, the provision of security.
 Humboldt's account of the state as guarantor of security is
 grounded on an aspect of his understanding of human nature that
 is reminiscent of Hobbes, and which to some extent qualifies the
 optimistic, sociable view emphasized so far. He writes of "the ten-
 dency man has to transgress his proper limits" and "man's rivalry
 with his fellow-men."53 Here Humboldt is concerned with pride,
 and the tendency to feel wronged. "One conflict springs immedi-
 ately from another. Wrong begets revenge; and revenge is a new
 wrong."54 The state finds its way into Humboldt's political theory
 primarily as the provider of a "species of revenge that does not
 admit of any further revenge."55

 The way in which human conflict feeds on itself makes it
 different in kind from any other sort of obstacle to self-
 development, Humboldt maintains. "Human disputes are utterly
 different [from other obstacles], and make absolutely necessary
 at all times the existence of some such supreme power."56 In the
 absence of such a power, human pridefulness creates perpetual
 conflict, and such a condition is clearly anathema to self-
 development. "Now, without security, it is impossible for man
 either to develop his powers, or to enjoy the fruits of so doing; for,
 without security, there is no freedom."57 Further, security is "the
 only thing which the individual cannot obtain for himself and by
 his own unaided efforts."58

 Humboldt, then, defends a minimal state whose function is
 to provide the sole good of security, the sort of minimal state typi-
 cally advocated by libertarians. He is committed to the position
 that security is special, in that it is the one thing necessary for
 self-development that individuals-alone or together-cannot
 provide for themselves. However, one of the most noteworthy
 features of Humboldt's discussion of various areas of law is the

 53. Humboldt, Limits, p. 42.
 54. Ibid.
 55. Ibid.

 56. Ibid.

 57. Ibid., p. 43.
 58. Ibid.
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 number of times he must endorse state action beyond security,
 though he tries, often quite implausibly, to describe such mea-
 sures as ones designed merely to achieve that limited end.

 Humboldt is perhaps most consistent with his official position
 on state action when discussing criminal law. For example, he
 prohibits the state from taking any action designed to prevent
 crime.59 Further, he restricts the sort of acts that may be considered
 crimes, so that acts involving only the agent, or consenting adults,
 cannot be classified as crimes.60 And regarding punishment,
 Humboldt advocated the lightest sentences possible: "the system
 of punishments becomes more perfect as it becomes more mild."61
 Humboldt's recommendations have been interpreted as a critique
 of "the backward state of penal law and [a demand for] more
 humane penalties. In this he shows himself the progressive-
 minded man he really was."62 In addition, his plea for mild
 punishments can be seen as a consequence of his overall project
 to restrict state activity to a minimum; lighter sentences mean less
 state action.

 But Humboldt finds it difficult to consistently defend a mini-
 mal state, as demonstrated by his discussion of police laws and
 civil laws. Police laws are laws designed to prevent the violation
 of rights through fraud. Given what has just been said about
 Humboldt's position on crime prevention, one might think that
 he would be opposed to any such laws. And indeed, Humboldt
 does flirt with this position, at one point stating that "the liability
 to fraud which freedom leaves open tends to discipline men's
 prudence and foresight."63 But Humboldt does not maintain this
 position. Instead, he grants to the state the power to offer tests
 leading to certification of qualified professionals in professions
 especially open to fraud. This sort of service may seem to go well
 beyond providing security, but Humboldt nevertheless couches
 these measures in terms of security, arguing that security is threat-
 ened by "the attempts of the designing to turn the ignorance of

 59. Ibid., pp. 114-19.
 60. Ibid., p. 107.
 61. Ibid., p. 108.
 62. Reinhold Aris, History of Political Thought in Germany from 1789 to 1815

 (London: Allen and Unwin, 1936), p. 153.
 63. Humboldt, Limits, p. 89.
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 others to their own advantage."64 While Humboldt emphasizes
 that there is nothing binding about this state action-no one is
 prevented from practicing any profession he or she pleases-it
 seems clear that professional certification goes well beyond the
 kind of state Humboldt initially envisioned.

 The state has an active role to play after contracts are entered
 into as well, as demonstrated in Humboldt's discussion of civil
 law. Of course, the state is to enforce contracts that have been
 entered into voluntarily by private citizens. However, Humboldt
 recognizes that the state must do more than this. First, it must
 establish certain policies regarding what constitutes a valid con-
 tract. Second, not all contracts may be enforceable, so the state
 must decide which are and which are not binding. Humboldt also
 recognizes that some contracts are likely to have a detrimental
 effect on liberty, and therefore on self-development. Hence the
 state is to "refuse the support of the law to such engagements as
 are contrary to justice, and ... to prevent a moment's want of
 reflection from entailing such restrictions on a man as to retard or
 prevent his own perfect development."65 Again, this involves the
 state in doing far more than providing security, for it must make
 substantive value judgments about which contracts are worthy
 of its enforcement.

 Most surprisingly, Humboldt also allows the state, when trying
 lawsuits, to "keep the conduct of the parties under special
 supervision during the progress of the suit" to ensure against "the
 chicanery of the interested parties and the negligence and egotism
 of the advocates."66 This endorsement of state action is justified
 because such actions on the part of the parties tend to "increase
 the frequency of juridical disputes, and tend to promote the spread
 of a litigious spirit."67 This in turn "has the most unfortunate effects
 on the character."68 Despite these effects, it is quite shocking that
 one who wishes to restrict state action would endorse this level of

 surveillance by the state. Humboldt, then, finds it difficult to
 defend consistently a state that only provides security. At some
 level he seems aware of the necessity of other forms of state action

 64. Ibid., p. 89.
 65. Ibid., p. 94.
 66. Ibid., p. 104.
 67. Ibid.

 68. Ibid., p. 105.
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 in the service of self-development. But his official position on the
 uniqueness of security compels him to redescribe in terms of
 security any policy of which he approves.

 For Mill, on the other hand, there is nothing special about
 security, and hence there is no need to attempt to draw a sharp
 distinction between it and other goods. This position is ultimately
 grounded on Mill's moral philosophy, which rejects the distinction
 between positive and negative goods, between not harming on
 the one hand and helping on the other. Mill often stresses that
 people have an obligation to one another, not only to not actively
 harm others, but also to help them when such help is clearly
 needed. Mill holds that there are "many positive acts for the benefit
 of others, which [one] may rightfully be compelled to perform...
 things which whenever it is obviously a man's duty to do, he may
 rightfully be made responsible to society for not doing. A person
 may cause evil to others not only by his actions but by his inaction,
 and in either case he is justly accountable to them for the injury."69
 The political extension of this view is clear, especially in light of
 Mill's view of the state as a vehicle for mutual assistance. Just as
 individuals owe more to each other than not actively harming
 others, so too the state owes its citizens more than mere security.
 Once the line between the absence of harm and the positive
 provision of benefits is eliminated from his moral theory, Mill has
 no reason to reintroduce it in his political theory. "Mill does not
 hold the distinction between negative and positive rights, between
 acting and failing to act in the realm of rights, to be systematically
 morally relevant."70 This opens the way to a more activist state
 that is involved in securing both negative and positive goods.

 Still, Mill does sometimes sound like Humboldt. At one point
 he states that "the burden of making out a strong case [rests], not
 on those who resist, but on those who recommend, government
 interference. Laisser-faire, in short, should be the general practice;
 every departure from it, unless required by some great good, is a
 certain evil."71 This is a strong statement indeed, yet it must be
 considered in the context of other statements that have a very
 different spirit, and also in light of the vast number of exceptions

 69. Mill, On Liberty, pp. 16-17; see also p. 96.
 70. Donner, Liberal Self, p. 163.
 71. Mill, Principles, p. 314.
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 that Mill allows. For while Mill agrees that "the great majority of
 things are worse done by the intervention of government, than
 the individuals most interested in the matter would do them," he
 believes that this principle, taken to its extreme, "would prove
 that governments ought not to fulfill any of their acknowledged
 duties-ought not, in fact, to exist at all."72 Further, Mill states
 that "the interference of government is with about equal frequency,
 improperly invoked as improperly condemned."73 Elsewhere, Mill
 criticizes both an excessive use of government and "a disposition
 to restrict its sphere of action within the narrowest bounds."74

 While Mill's attitude seems to have varied somewhat, his
 considered view is one that seeks a middle ground between too
 little and too much state action, insisting "with equal emphasis
 upon the evils on both sides."75 As if to answer directly to
 Humboldt's position, Mill states, "we sometimes, for example,
 hear it said that governments ought to confine themselves to
 affording protection against force and fraud" but goes on to
 question the distinctiveness of these goods, as we would expect
 from his view of harm.76 On the whole, Mill argues that "the
 admitted functions of government embrace a much wider field
 than can easily be included within the ring-fence of any restrictive
 definition, and that it is hardly possible to find any ground of
 justification common to them all except the comprehensive one
 of general expediency."77 Here Mill the utilitarian speaks: the
 measure of a policy is its expediency, the results it actually
 achieves. So while Mill sometimes appears as an advocate of
 laissez-faire, he allowed so many exceptions to it that clearly it is
 not a principle but merely enjoys a presumption in its favor.78 This
 is quite different from Humboldt's position, which holds that
 security is the only good the state may provide, which in turn forces
 him to shoe-horn other goods into the category of security measures.
 Again, consistency and plausibility seem to be on Mill's side.

 72. Ibid., pp. 310-11, 332.
 73. Mill, On Liberty, p. 14.
 74. Mill, Principles, pp. 145-46.
 75. Mill, Autobiography, p. 136.
 76. Mill, Principles, pp. 146-47.
 77. Ibid., p. 151.
 78. Ibid., pp. 147-51.
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 The Case of Education

 The case of education illustrates the contrast between Mill and

 Humboldt. Mill shares Humboldt's deep concerns about state
 action in this area, and Humboldt to some extent modified his
 official position-both in The Limits of State Action and in his later
 career as a policymaker. The case of educational policy shows how
 Mill sought to strike a middle ground that recognizes the need for
 state action while at the same time limiting its scope, and shows how
 difficult Humboldt found it to maintain his libertarianism consistently.

 Education is a theme to which Mill returned many times
 throughout his writings, as he saw its crucial importance to self-
 development and to an enlightened society. He consistently argued
 against an educational system under the complete control of the
 state. He held that variety in education is necessary for variety in
 life, and asserted that "a general State education is a mere con-
 trivance for moulding people to be exactly like one another."79 Yet
 at the same time, Mill recognized the need for state action, as edu-
 cation could not be left to the market because there is no guarantee
 that the market would provide the necessary education, especially
 to the poor.

 To find a middle way between total reliance on the state or on
 the market, Mill proposed the following. First, the state "should
 require and compel the education, up to a certain standard, of
 every human being who is born its citizen."80 If the parents do not
 or cannot fulfill their obligation in this regard, "the state ought to
 see it fulfilled, at the charge, as far as possible, of the parent."81 By
 requiring a certain level of education, the state presumably guar-
 antees a demand that would encourage private providers to enter
 the market. But Mill goes further by implying that the state should
 pay for the education of children whose parents cannot afford it.

 Indeed, Mill elsewhere goes even further when discussing
 education in the Principles of Political Economy. There he makes a
 sharp distinction between authoritative and nonauthoritative
 government intervention.82 "When a government provides means

 79. Mill, On Liberty, p. 130.
 80. Ibid., p. 129.
 81. Ibid.

 82. Mill, Principles, p. 305.
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 of fulfilling a certain end, leaving individuals free to avail
 themselves of different means if in their opinion preferable, there
 is no infringement of liberty, no irksome or degrading restraint."83
 Applied to education, this implies that the state may provide
 public schools, as long as it does not eliminate private alternatives,
 or require private teachers to pass government exams.84
 Additionally, given the very nature of education-that those who
 do not have it are in a poor position to judge it-the state has all
 the more reason to act. "The uncultivated cannot be competent
 judges of cultivation ... Education, therefore, is one of those things
 which it is admissible in principle that a government should
 provide for the people."85 So from seeing the importance of
 education for self-development, Mill is led to state-required
 education, to state-supported education and finally to some state-
 provided education. His concerns about the dangers of exclusive
 state-run education remain, but are met by the (presumed)
 coexistence of private educational alternatives.

 Humboldt addressed the issue of education as well. Indeed,
 his most famous sentence, made so by Mill's use of it as the epi-
 graph of On Liberty, appears in the context of discussing education.

 It seems to follow, even from these few and general reflections, that
 national education-or that which is organized or enforced by the State-
 is at least in many respects very questionable. The grand leading
 principle, toward which every argument hitherto unfolded in these pages
 directly converges, is the absolute and essential importance of human
 development in its richest diversity; but national education, since at least
 it presupposes the selection and appointment of some particular
 instructor, must always promote a definite form of development.86

 Humboldt, however, could not recommend complete state inaction
 regarding education, especially if the alternative is "children
 remaining uninstructed." In this case the state may "appoint
 guardians where parents are remiss, or subsidize them when they
 are indigent."87 Again, we find that Humboldt must make an

 83. Ibid., p. 307.
 84. Ibid., p. 305.
 85. Ibid., p. 318.
 86. Humboldt, Limits, p. 51.
 87. Ibid., p. 53.
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 exception to his general rule of restricting the state to providing
 security. Here Humboldt approaches Mill's position, though he
 clearly would not go so far as to approve of state-run schools,
 even in competition with private schools. Humboldt's system
 would remain fundamentally private, with the state only
 subsidizing instruction and selecting guardians when the parents
 are unable to meet their obligations. Ideally, there would be no
 state involvement at all, whereas for Mill public schools are a
 legitimate alternative to the private ones with which they coexist.

 Later in life Humboldt was deeply involved in state educa-
 tional policy, as he redesigned the Prussian educational system
 and founded the University of Berlin. Sorkin identifies the three
 central features of Humboldt's reforms.88 First, the state took on
 financial responsibility for the schools. Second, in contrast to the
 previous class-based system, there would be no special schools
 for specific sectors of society. All schools would be open to all on
 a competitive basis. In this regard Humboldt's was an egalitarian
 system. Third, the emphasis would be on general education, not
 technical or vocational training. "The curriculum aimed to show
 students how to learn as well as to learn specific material."89 These
 features, particularly the last, show that Humboldt tried as far as
 possible to remain consistent with the principles of Limits. But the
 very fact that he participated in the establishment of the public
 school system shows how far he had gone from the position on
 state educational policy he articulated there.

 Scholars have since disagreed about the meaning of
 Humboldt's acts in relation to his political philosophy. Do his acts
 contradict his principles? Did Humboldt modify his views later
 in life, or are his policies consistent with his early doctrine? Some
 maintain that there was a change, and that it is explained by "pa-
 triotic enthusiasm."90 Others question this explanation, and
 suggest that the change points to a fundamental tension in liberal
 theory itself.91 Others claim that Humboldt's actions show that

 88. Sorkin, "Wilhelm von Humboldt," pp. 62-63. See also the fuller account
 in Sweet, Wilhelm von Humboldt, A Biography. Volume Two: 1808-1835 (Columbus,
 OH: Ohio State University Press, 1980), chap. 8.

 89. Sorkin, "Wilhelm von Humboldt," p. 63.
 90. See Burrow, "Introduction," p. ix.
 91. Ibid., p. xxxiv.
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 some of his positions in the Limits were not deeply held in the
 first place.92 Still others argue that Humboldt's ideas and his later
 actions are, fundamentally, consistent.93

 While I do not attempt to settle this debate here, at the very
 least Humboldt's involvement in state educational reform shows

 that he found it difficult to remain entirely consistent with the
 conclusions of Limits. It may be that Humboldt, presented with
 an opportunity to encourage the development of Prussians, could
 not pass up the opportunity to use the state to that end. Perhaps
 he concluded that the state could do some good in this regard, or
 at least it would do less harm if the reforms were his. In any case,
 it appears that Humboldt was moved to use the state to provide
 the sort of education that perhaps serves the ends of the Limits
 better than the prescriptions of the Limits themselves. In this way
 he was forced to further qualify his libertarianism in favor of state
 action, in the name of education and self-development.

 Conclusion

 I have suggested several factors that help explain the divergent
 political conclusions reached by Mill and Humboldt, despite their
 similar starting points. In concluding, I suggest one more, namely
 that Mill and Humboldt held different views on the way their
 theoretical work was related to their respective immediate political
 contexts and to practical matters in general. Mill actively engaged
 in the policy debates of his day, and saw much of his work as a
 contribution to these debates. He advanced practical proposals
 that he hoped would be adopted. His work on political economy,
 women's rights, democratic reforms, and the like, are all presented
 as practical alternatives to prevailing policy. Hence, much of Mill's
 corpus that contains the core of his political philosophy was
 prompted by pressing issues to which he was responding.

 By contrast, Humboldt took a very different view of his
 proposals. He writes, "I would hope that all considerations of a

 92. Sweet, "Young Wilhelm von Humboldt's Writings Reconsidered," p. 477.
 93. For two quite different accounts of Humboldt's consistency, see Sorkin,

 "Wilhelm von Humboldt," pp. 63-66, and Sweet, "Young Wilhelm von
 Humboldt's Writings Reconsidered," passim.
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 general nature contained in these pages, would be considered
 entirely apart from the details of actual practice... for the existing
 order of things in any political community would scarcely allow
 of their unmodified application."94 Humboldt understood himself
 to be writing about the highest aspirations of human nature, but
 he believed that existing humans often failed to meet this ideal.
 The theory is "determined solely by consideration of man's proper
 nature as a human being; but in its application we have to look, in
 addition, at the individuality of man as he actually exists."95 This
 view led Humboldt to be a very cautious reformer. He
 recommends that the statesman not rush to implement his
 program without considering the state of his society. The
 policymaker must be sensitive to whether his society is ready for
 the freedom that Humboldt's view embraces. If granted this
 freedom too early, irrevocable damage might be done.96 Hence
 Humboldt is a reformer, but his reformism is tempered by a
 conservative attitude about the "capacity to intervene effectively
 in the historical process."97

 This general view of the relation of his theoretical work to his
 political context freed Humboldt to write without worrying about
 the practicality of his proposals. He could simply describe an ideal
 that no society might ever achieve. Without such constraints,
 Humboldt's views about the requirements of self-development
 perhaps are more understandable. Mill, on the other hand, could
 not afford to be aloof from practical matters. He was embroiled in
 debates about the society in which he lived, so he had to take a
 very realistic view of political questions, and propose practical
 solutions. When Mill wrote about the prospects for self-develop-
 ment, he did so from this point of view. This difference in how
 Mill and Humboldt viewed the relation between their work and

 practical matters, I suggest, is yet another factor that sets them
 apart and helps explain their divergent conclusions.

 Several such factors have been identified. No doubt there are

 others, such as Mill's and Humboldt's attitudes toward

 94. Humboldt, Limits, pp. 36, 39.
 95. Ibid., p. 138.
 96. Ibid., pp. 134-36.
 97. Sweet, "Young Wilhelm von Humboldt's Writings Reconsidered," p. 474.
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 instrumental action and utilitarianism, but I hope to have
 discussed some of the more important ones. Furthermore, while I
 have hardly presented an incontestable argument for the
 superiority of Mill's position over Humboldt's, I hope to have
 shown the difficulties into which Humboldt is led by his position.
 The fact that many of his exceptions and concessions to goods
 beyond security move him toward Mill's position suggests that
 Humboldt is mistaken in focusing on security. Mill's position,
 which recognizes a range of goods as necessary to self-
 development, and the state's role in providing them, seems less
 tension-ridden, more flexible, and more likely to achieve a society
 of well-developed individuals.
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