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I. Introduction

It might be surprising to hear John Stuart Mill’s name invoked as a leading thinker in

sustainability. After all, Mill is perhaps best known as the archetype of modern liberalism. He

often gets painted as a neoliberal whose chief contribution to political theory is his service as a

champion of laissez-faire ideology.  While recent scholarship1 has worked to push back against

such a common but misguided label, it still neglects a key piece of Mill’s thinking.  In his own

time, Mill was far more sensitive to questions of sustainability than he has received credit for.2

Indeed, a close examination of his work on a broad range of topics reveals a clear concern for

environmental limits and a cogent, persistent defense of sustainability. It is my aim in this thesis

to systematically explore the role of sustainability in Mill’s thought. In particular, I will focus on

his concerns about overpopulation and will consider how intensely the richness of Mill’s

thinking was shaped, not by a passing and sporadic acknowledgement of environmental

concerns, but rather by a deeply felt understanding of what it is to live a good life within

planetary boundaries.

Moreover, my aim here is not just to provide a more comprehensive view of Mill's

political thought as it relates to sustainability, but to suggest that his approach offers a valuable

framework for us today. We live in an age when questions of climate change and sustainability

have rightly taken on immense importance and urgency, and yet, in the political realm,

frustratingly little has been done by way of offering solutions to these issues. Mill understood the

complex political realities of environmental problems. Like those writing today about the ethics

2 To be sure, many writers have considered various aspects of Mill’s thought in an environmental light.
But none have done so in a systematic way, opting instead to zero on specific features of Mill’s thinking
which might be applied to a general environmentalism. See, for instance, Donner 174-189; Stephens
189-204.

1 See especially McCabe, John Stuart Mill: Socialist; Persky, The Political Economy of Progress: John
Stuart Mill and Modern Radicalism; Turner, “John Stuart Mill on Luck and Distributive Justice.”
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of sustainable development, Mill recognized that commitments to women’s equality and the

improvement of working conditions had to be understood and woven together with long-term

considerations about population and planetary boundaries.

II. Mill and Malthus

Any serious conversation about Mill’s views on population must begin with his

Malthusianism. Mill’s thinking on Malthus is a source of debate in recent Mill scholarship,

shaping questions about everything from  his political economy to his views on sexual morality.3

But this secondary literature has not provided a clear or unified interpretation on the subject.4 To

be sure, there are accounts which acknowledge the role that Mill’s Malthusianism played in

shaping some of his ideas. However, many fail to adequately consider the full impact that

Malthus’s worries came to have on Mill. Even more importantly, they ignore the key differences

between the two that motivate the more progressive nature of Mill’s thought.

In what follows, I explore more holistically the shape of Mill’s thinking on population. I

examine his partial defense of Malthus but also explore the ways in which Mill departs from

him—not just in their conclusions but in their mode of reasoning. Getting these views on the

table will be important for a few reasons. First, it will give us an indication of the urgency with

which Mill viewed the population problem; this urgency resonates clearly in our own time as we

think about the stakes of finding immediate solutions to the problem of climate change. Further,

4 Perhaps most remarkably, David Stack, in his 2018 article, “Beyond the Facts: How a U.S. Sociologist
Made John Stuart Mill into a ‘Neo-Malthusian,’” argues that Mill never endorses artificial birth
control—despite a general understanding that Mill was arrested for distributing birth control literature in
his teens. But the question of Mill’s commitment to birth control rests on more than this historical detail,
and the aim of this section is, in part, to show how Mill’s Malthusianism complements some of his larger
ideas.

3 See Claeys 173-210 for a discussion of how Mill’s Malthusianism shaped his thinking on family values
and informed his harm principle. For an account of birth control and Malthus in Mill’s thought, see
Hollander 439-444. For Malthus’s impact on Mill’s thinking in political economy, see Persky 109-121.
See also McCabe 157 for an interpretation of Mill’s Malthusianism which is consistent with Mill’s
commitment to socialism.
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looking first at Malthus will also allow us to see the important ways in which Mill’s originality

of thought is constituted by fitting these broad Malthusian worries within a more egalitarian and

progressive framework.

A. The Similarities Between Mill and Malthus

Thomas Malthus’s Essay on the Principles of Population, first published in 1798,

garnered widespread attention. In both the first and subsequent editions, Malthus worried that

increasing population would lead to immense poverty and held that, as a result, a sure state of

progress was not as inevitable as had been commonly hoped. It is clear that such Malthusian

worries had an oversized influence on Mill. Indeed, in his Autobiography (1873), Mill writes that

“Malthus’s population principle was quite as much a banner, and point of union among us, as any

opinion specially belonging to Bentham” (CW I.107).5 Similarly, responding to an 1849 letter

which charged him with thinking the population problem to be a merely future concern, Mill

writes, “I do not know where you find that on my shewing the evils of over-population are in

some distant future. On the contrary, I hold with Malthus that they are, & have been throughout

history, almost everywhere present, & often in great intensity” (Letter to Ward, CW XIV.26).

On the simplified Malthusian story, population increases at a rate which far surpasses the

rate at which subsistence increases. Mill endorses this key Malthusian insight. In Principles of

Political Economy (1848), he holds that, “it is a very low estimate of the capacity of increase, if

we only assume, that in a good sanitary condition of the people, each generation may be double

the number of the generation which preceded it.” He says that the evidence of such trends is “so

ample and incontestable, that they have made their way against all kinds of opposition, and may

5 Mill’s Collected Works are referenced using the format (CW Volume. Page Number)
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now be regarded as axiomatic.” Indeed, it seems that the only real resistance to such ideas, for

Mill, stems from “extreme reluctance felt to admitting them” (CW II.155).

Further taking up the Malthusian mantle, in Newman’s Political Economy (1851), Mill

explains:

Malthusians would deplore that the advancement constantly taking place in the arts of

life, and the good which may be expected from improved social conditions, and a better

distribution of the fruits of labour, should be nullified for practical purposes, by serving,

as such things have always hitherto done, to increase the numbers of the labouring class

much more than to improve their condition (CW V.449-450).

With Malthus, then, we see that Mill worried that any improvement in the condition of the

working classes would lead to an increase in population, thereby making it the case that such an

improvement would only be temporary. He says, “the use [the labouring classes] commonly

choose to make of any advantageous change in their circumstances, is to take it out in the form

which, by augmenting the population, deprives the succeeding generation of the benefit”

(Principles of Political Economy, CW II.159). He goes on to say that absent a “general

improvement in intellectual and moral culture” or an increase in “their habitual standard of

comfortable living,” “nothing permanent can be done for them; the most promising schemes end

only in having a more numerous, but not a happier people” (Principles of Political Economy,

CW II.159).

Like critics of Malthus, however, Mill does not put much stock in Malthus’s claim that

population increases geometrically while food increases arithmetically—particularly given the

latter’s inability to produce any actual data to support the claim. But for Mill, such an oversight

does little to detract from the overall strength of Malthus’s argument. Indeed, he is quick to fault
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those who point to such an error as grounds for outright dismissal of Malthus’s claims, saying

that “every candid reader knows that Mr. Malthus laid no stress on this unlucky attempt to give

numerical precision to things which do not admit of it, and every person capable of reasoning

must see that it is wholly superfluous to his argument” (Principles of Political Economy, CW

II.353).

Mill also defends Malthus against charges of the latter’s “hard-heartedness,” though, as I

will show, his own solutions to the population problem are in practice somewhat gentler than

Malthus’s prescriptions. In “The Claims of Labour” (1845), Mill argues that, given the tendency

of solutions to the Malthusian problem to “accord so well with the inclinations of man, but so ill

with the arrangements of nature,” labels of “Malthusians” or “Political Economists” are often

equated with a coldly rational or even cruel sensibility. But Mill holds that such charges are “so

far from being true, that no thinkers, of any pretensions to sobriety, cherish such hopeful views

of the future social position of labour, or have so long made the permanent increase of its

remuneration the turning-point of their political speculations, as those who most broadly

acknowledge the doctrine of Malthus” (CW IV.367-368). We can see that Mill holds one of the

key attractions of Malthus’s view to be its function as a potential impetus for progress. As I will

show, Mill is far more optimistic than Malthus in the sustainability of such progress, but it is

important to understand how the failure to properly control population is, for both thinkers, a

clear and definite barrier to progress in the first place.

On the question of population and the effect of its increase on the wages of the working

class, Mill pulls no punches:

Unhappily, sentimentality rather than common sense usually presides over the discussion

of these subjects...there is a tacit agreement to ignore totally the law of wages, or to
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dismiss it in a parenthesis, with such terms as ‘hard-hearted Malthusianism;’ as if it were

not a thousand times more hard-hearted to tell human beings that they may, than that they

may not, call into existence swarms of creatures who are sure to be miserable, and most

likely to be depraved; and forgetting that the conduct, which it is reckoned so cruel to

disapprove, is a degrading slavery to a brute instinct in one of the persons concerned, and

most commonly, in the other, helpless submission to a revolting abuse of power

(Principles of Political Economy, CW II.351-352).6

Mill has little sympathy for those arguments which rely on some form of “sentimentality” in the

face of such a clear threat as overpopulation. Moreover, Mill is quick to put the burden on those

who imply that they hold a sense of moral superiority because of their resistance to population

control. From this, we can thus see that Mill was entirely with Malthus on the severity of the

threat of increasing population, and shared with him the sense of urgency with which the threat

needed to be understood.

B. The Differences Between Mill and Malthus

Having established the main lines of agreement between Mill and Malthus, we can now

consider some key differences both in their mode of thinking and in the practical solutions they

offer. We will focus in particular on the treatment each gives to artificial forms of birth control

and to poor relief, but it first seems important to underscore that Mill looks to have been far more

optimistic about the ways in which progress might result from the need to limit population.

Where Malthus is skeptical about the feasibility of limiting population—in no small part

because, as we will see, he does not condone the use of birth control as a viable means of

checking population—Mill is open to a wide range of solutions. In turn, he is better equipped to

6 For more on the question of Mill’s view on the law of wages, see Kurer 515-536.
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envision a world where population has been effectively controlled and where, as a result, we are

able to achieve societal progress in a sustainable way. Indeed, Mill says of Malthus’s ideas:

“originally brought forward as an argument against the indefinite improvability of human affairs,

we took [them] up with great zeal in the contrary sense, as indicating the sole means of realizing

that improvability” (Autobiography, CW I.107). Malthus, for his part, thought it an immutable

law of human nature that self-interest would always get in the way of such progress. In a later

edition of An Essay on the Principles of Population (1826), he holds that even the most ideal

society “would, from the inevitable laws of nature, and not from any fault in human institutions,

degenerate in a very short period into a society constructed upon a plan not essentially different

from that which prevails in every known state at present; a society, divided into a class of

proprietors and a class of labourers, and with self-love for the main-spring of the great machine”

(Malthus 36). Malthus’s appeal to the “inevitable laws of nature” opens up a space between his

thoughts and Mill’s in part because Mill puts no stock in this kind of argument.

1) Artificial Forms of Birth Control

Perhaps this distinction can be seen most clearly in the case of birth control. In the first

edition of his Essay on the Principles of Population (1798), Malthus says of Condorcet’s

apparent support for birth control:

Having observed, that the ridiculous prejudices of superstition would by that time have

ceased to throw over morals a corrupt and degrading austerity, he alludes, either to a

promiscuous concubinage, which would prevent breeding, or to something else as

unnatural. To remove the difficulty in this way will, surely, in the opinion of most men,

be to destroy that virtue and purity of manners, which the advocates of equality, and of

the perfectibility of man, profess to be the end and object of their views (Malthus 48).
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Here, we see Malthus arguing that the use of “unnatural” methods of contraception is corruptive

of virtue.

By contrast, Mill abhorred appeals to what is “natural” or “unnatural.” Indeed, in an 1823

letter to an anti-Malthusian editor of a newspaper, Mill writes:

I have only room to say a few words against the objection that this plan is a violation of

the laws of nature. Those laws are no more violated by checking population than by any

other mode of turning to useful purposes the properties of matter. It is not in the power of

man, a being of limited faculties, to violate the laws of nature. But he can avail himself of

one law to counteract another. It is a law of nature that the sexual intercourse, if not

artificially prevented, occasions the generation of children. But it is also a law of nature,

that man shall seek happiness; and that he shall avail himself, for that purpose, of other

laws of nature (CW XXII.84).

He concludes that “To check population is not more unnatural than to make use of an umbrella”

(CW XXII. 85). For Mill, claims of what is “natural” or “unnatural” hold no sway as legitimate

grounds for moral argument.7 Mill’s willingness to rely on artificial contraception8 in ways

Malthus rejects on grounds of “unnaturalness” already shows how the former can be

significantly more optimistic about the efficacy of population control than the latter.

It is also worth taking the time to explain how crucial this argument is for Mill’s thinking

in cases that stretch far beyond birth control. Following Bentham, Mill showed lifelong disdain

for those who rested morality on assumptions about what counts as “natural.” In his essay

8 Mill is said to have been arrested as a teenager for distributing literature on forms of artificial
contraception. Although this story is disputed by some, there seems to be significant evidence for it, and,
in any case, it is important to recognize that Mill’s argument in favor of birth control goes through
independently from the veracity of the arrest incident.

7 For a more complete development of this argument, see Mill’s “Nature” essay (CW X.373-402), which
was written in the 1850s and published posthumously.
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“Nature,” published posthumously, he observes that “The word Nature has two principal

meanings: it either denotes the entire system of things, with the aggregate of all their properties,

or it denotes things as they would be, apart from human intervention.” (CW X. 401). In the case

of the former, Mill explains that the argument raised on behalf of those who think we ought to

follow nature is “unmeaning” (CW X. 402). If everything is natural, then it becomes redundant

and idle to suggest that humans have an obligation to follow the laws of nature. Indeed, under

this conception, humans have no choice but to obey those laws of nature. But Mill is clear that

this does not mean we are necessarily bound to hold these laws up as a standard of what we

ought to do. He explains,

Man necessarily obeys the laws of nature, or in other words the properties of things, but

he does not necessarily guide himself by them. Though all conduct is in conformity to

laws of nature, all conduct is not grounded on knowledge of them, and intelligently

directed to the attainment of purposes by means of them. Though we cannot emancipate

ourselves from the laws of nature as a whole, we can escape from any particular law of

nature, if we are able to withdraw ourselves from the circumstances in which it acts.

Though we can do nothing except through laws of nature, we can use one law to

counteract another (CW X. 380).

Notice how closely this language mirrors his ideas in a letter written nearly three decades prior,

to the anti-Malthusian newspaper editor. There he writes that the laws of nature:

[A]re no more violated by checking population than by any other mode of turning to

useful purposes the properties of matter. It is not in the power of man, a being of limited

faculties, to violate the laws of nature. But he can avail himself of one law to counteract

another. It is a law of nature that the sexual intercourse, if not artificially prevented,
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occasions the generation of children. But it is also a law of nature, that man shall seek

happiness; and that he shall avail himself, for that purpose, of other laws of nature (CW

XXII. 84, emphasis added).

This is a view Mill held consistently throughout his life; we should not be surprised to find it at

work in his discussion of the “naturalness” of birth control as a solution to the population

problem. Moreover, it marks a clear difference between himself and Malthus.

Returning to the two meanings of “natural” in his essay “Nature,” Mill finds the claim

that we ought to follow the spontaneous laws of nature to be both “irrational and immoral” (CW

X. 401). In the first sense, he finds it to be irrational “because all human action whatever,

consists in altering, and all useful action in improving, the spontaneous course of nature” (CW X.

401). On this account, “To dig, to plough, to build, to wear clothes, are direct infringements of

the injunction to follow nature” (CW X. 381). The course of human improvement is in part the

process of overcoming what arises spontaneously in nature. In addition to finding it irrational,

Mill also holds it to be immoral “because the course of natural phenomena being replete with

everything which when committed by human beings is most worthy of abhorrence, any one who

endeavoured in his actions to imitate the natural course of things would be universally seen and

acknowledged to be the wickedest of men” (CW X. 401). This argument will be important for

understanding the ways in which Mill’s thinking on the relationship between “nature” and

morality also affects his thinking on birth control and, in turn, puts some distance between his

ideas and those of Malthus. Recall again Malthus’s worry that the unnaturalness of artificial birth

control will lead to a destruction of virtue. Against others deploying a similar argument, Mill

writes:
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That any mode of thinking, feeling, or acting, is “according to nature” is usually accepted

as a strong argument for its goodness. If it can be said with any plausibility that “nature

enjoins” anything, the propriety of obeying the injunction is by most people considered to

be made out: and conversely, the imputation of being contrary to nature, is thought to bar

the door against any pretension on the part of the thing so designated, to be tolerated or

excused; and the word unnatural has not ceased to be one of the most vituperative

epithets in the language (CW X. 376-377).

Thus, for Mill, charges of “unnaturalness” were not serviceable reasons for eliminating solutions

to the population problem.

In place of conceptions of “natural,” Mill instead grounded morality in the principle of

utility. By way of example, let us return to Mill’s earlier thinking. In a third letter to the

anti-Malthusian newspaper editor, he elaborates on two courses of action regarding controlling

population, both of which would, in the editor’s eyes, constitute “violations of the law of nature”

(CW XXII.90). Describing the difference between murdering another person and employing

various artificial methods to stop pregnancy, Mill writes:

By the one set misery is inflicted, by the other set, no evil whatever is occasioned. Thus

by killing a fellow-creature, pain is inflicted on the murdered person and his connexions,

and other persons are alarmed for their own safety. By checking population, no pain is

inflicted, no alarm excited, no security infringed. It cannot, therefore, on any principles,

be termed immoral; and if the above arguments be correct—if it tends to elevate the

working people from poverty and ignorance to affluence and  instruction, I am compelled

to regard it as highly moral and virtuous; nor can I agree with you in treating as

“heartless,” the desire of seeing so inestimable a benefit conferred upon mankind; unless,
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indeed, the word heartless, be one of the engines of a sentimental cant, invented to

discourage all steady pursuit of the general happiness of mankind (CW XXII.90-91).

It is worth taking the time to unpack this passage.9 To begin, Mill makes it clear that his standard

of evaluating the morality of an action is whether or not “pain is inflicted”; here, Mill’s

utilitarianism offers him a solution which is simply not on the table for Malthus. Consider further

his positive case for birth control: Mill stakes his argument on the fact that it “tends to elevate the

working people from poverty and ignorance to affluence and instruction.” Contraception’s

conduciveness to utility offers a further example of Mill’s support for it. On the whole, then, we

can see how Mill’s willingness to ground his moral evaluation in terms of utility, rather than

claims about the “naturalness” of an action, broadens the kinds of solutions that he is willing to

consider in solving the population problem. Thus, the difference between Mill and Malthus is not

just in their conclusions about birth control but in the moral reasons they hold up to justify those

conclusions.

As a final point, it is also worth seeing how Mill’s utilitarian commitment makes possible

the progressive nature of his thought. Indeed, Mill considered “naturalness” claims to be not only

wrong-headed but also biased toward the status quo. In “Whewell on Moral Philosophy” (1852),

for instance, he writes:

9 Immediately prior to the passage I have quoted here, Mill says of the editor, “You also say that there is ‘a
great difference between the different laws of nature: and that you do not suspect me of asserting that you
have an equal right to hold up an umbrella, and to procure abortion, or to kill a fellow creature.’ This is
precisely what I want” (CW XXII.90). If we read that phrase “and to procure abortion” as fitting with the
phrase “to hold up an umbrella,” rather than “to kill a fellow creature,” it seems as though Mill is a
proponent of abortion. The evidence on this subject is admittedly light, and we could easily read this
passage itself in the other way, but it is worth flagging that it would not be out of the realm of possibility
to suggest Mill may have been in favor of abortion—especially when we consider the broader frame of
his concerns for women’s rights and about overpopulation.
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The contest between morality which appeals to an external standard, and that which

grounds itself on internal conviction, is the contest of progressive morality against

stationary—of reason and argument against the deification of mere opinion and habit.

The doctrine that the existing order of things is the natural order, and that, being natural,

all innovation upon it is criminal, is as vicious in morals, as it is now at last admitted to

be in physics, and in society and government (CW X. 179).

In other words, for Mill, moral arguments which rely on an intuitive sense of what is natural

prove unreasonable by holding society hostage to the dominant intuitions in place at any given

time. Instead, progress comes from the existence of an external standard of morality. In contrast

to Malthus, then, we see how a utilitarian like Mill can endorse artificial birth control to address

the problem of overpopulation.

2) Poor Relief

Let us now examine further differences in the practical policies Malthus and Mill

endorse. For Malthus’s part, checks on population growth reduced to the three categories of

“moral restraint, vice, and misery” (Malthus, 1798, p. 9). The first—“moral restraint,” which fell

under the heading of “preventative checks”—consisted in delaying marriage until the couple

might better be able to raise a family. The last two—the effects of vice and misery—which

Malthus labeled “positive checks,” included, “the seasons, extreme poverty, bad nursing of

children, great towns, excesses of all kinds, the whole train of common diseases and epidemics,

wars, plague, and famine” (Malthus, 1798, p. 9). Given these limited options, Malthus actively

endorsed “moral restraint” as the best means of preventing population growth. He also thought

that, in the long term, the removal of poor relief would make it the case that couples had no

choice but to exercise moral restraint.
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By contrast, Mill explains in an 1824 letter that he has “no belief in the efficacy of Mr.

Malthus’s moral check, so long as the great mass of the people are so uneducated as they are at

present” (CW XXII.96). Mill’s skepticism about Malthus’s solution marks a key difference

between them. But Mill’s commitment to birth control also gives him a wider range of options. It

enables him to move beyond the coercive aspect of Malthus’s “moral restraint” and towards a

more flexible means of allowing for population control. It also allows him to fulfill the

obligations he takes society to have towards its poorer members; against Malthus, Mill holds that

poor relief should not be cast aside in the name of population control.  In Principles of Political

Economy, he argues that “society can and therefore ought to insure every individual belonging to

it against the extreme of want; that the condition even of those who are unable to find their own

support, needs not be one of physical suffering, or the dread of it, but only of restricted

indulgence, and enforced rigidity of discipline” (CW II.360).

At first glance, it might seem that this passage—particularly the reference to the “rigidity

of discipline”—puts Mill firmly in the Malthus camp on the point of “moral restraint.” It should

be clear, however, that Mill’s allowance for the possibility of sexual restraint, along the lines

Malthus envisioned, is consistent with his belief in artificial forms of birth control as a viable

form of checking population. Both can be used. Moreover, for Malthus, “moral restraint” was

incentivized through the elimination of the poor relief that Mill defends. For Mill, artificial birth

control is superior to, and undermines the argument for, the elimination of poor relief as a means

of limiting population.

3) Education

It is important to underscore the emphasis Mill places on the possibility of improving our

dispositions and understanding through education, to take greater account of future generations
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or society at large. Indeed, progress is driven by the educative benefits which come from

discussion and experience in ways that motivate us to take an interest in the well-being of others.

On his view, the more we care for each other’s good, the more likely it is that we will be able to

adapt our economic and social policies in a way that moves us towards a more egalitarian

society. Such an ability explains why, for Mill, under a communist scheme, population would

decrease: we would have every motivation to suspend our own “selfish intemperance” in a

community where “any augmentation of numbers...would then cause immediate and

unmistakeable inconvenience to every individual in the association” (Principles of Political

Economy, CW II.206). Thus, such a capacity seems to bear a large responsibility in his optimism

about the progressive aspect of these checks on population.

On this reading, then, the way out of the population problem is a far more wide-ranging

path than that offered by Malthus. It is grounded in ideas of the human capacity to

improve—provided, of course, that the proper scheme of education exists first. One can imagine,

too, the ways in which that educational scheme might well include sexual education regarding

the public usefulness of contraception.

I should also note how closely Mill’s emphasis on education in this Malthusian context

mirrors the ways in which he improves upon the ideas of Jeremy Bentham more generally.

Bentham, like Malthus, tended to see individuals as unalterably self-interested, and so he focused

on institutional schemes or incentive structures to change behavior (encouraging “moral

restraint”). Indeed, Mill thought one of the main limitations of Bentham’s utilitarianism was its

failure to account for the ways in which character development itself was a crucial means of

promoting happiness.10 Thus, in response to both Bentham and Malthus, we see Mill instead

10 For Mill’s own thoughts on his intellectual debt to Bentham, but also his perceived shortcomings, see
his essay “Bentham” (CW X. 77-115). For a useful analysis of the ways in which the structure of
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emphasizing human malleability through education. In the case of Malthus, too, because of

Mill’s openness to artificial forms of birth control, Mill can put his faith, in a more immediate

sense, on the effectiveness of that education. He need not rely, as Malthus does, on coercive

measures to control population.

In short, I have tried to show that, although Mill agreed with Malthus on the existence

and urgency of the population problem, he moves beyond Malthus in significant ways. Mill’s

thinking is motivated by a wide range of commitments that Malthus simply ignores. Mill’s own

form of utilitarianism, which puts a great amount of weight on the power of education, allows

him to embrace birth control and to retain poor relief as a social and political commitment.

Because, as we have seen, Mill’s reasoning differs from Malthus, he can also embrace less

“hard-hearted” solutions to the population problem. While it is important to acknowledge

Malthus’s contribution to Mill’s thought, Mill’s ideas take on a life of their own. In what follows,

we will look to consider further the ways in which Mill’s dedication to egalitarian and

progressive aims shapes his broader thinking on the population problem.

III. Women’s Rights

It might be surprising that we have engaged in an entire discussion of Mill on population

without mentioning his lifelong commitment to women’s rights. In his time, Mill was famous for

his ardent support for women’s equality.11 Moreover, when we consider the ways in which birth

control has played a key role in allowing for women’s autonomy, it becomes clear that Mill’s

11 In 1867, he introduced an amendment to the Reform Bill which, had it passed, would have given
women the right to vote. It failed, but Mill wrote in his Autobiography that it “was by far the most
important, perhaps the only really important public service I performed in the capacity of a Member of
Parliament” (CW I. 285)

Bentham’s thought influenced Mill, even as Mill moved beyond Bentham, see Turner, “The Rise of
Liberal Utilitarianism: Bentham and Mill.”
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thinking on population and sustainability dovetails nicely with his commitment to women’s

rights.

In his 1869 The Subjection of Women, Mill reports that one of his earliest opinions was

“That the principle which regulates the existing social relations between the two sexes—the legal

subordination of one sex to the other—is wrong in itself, and now one of the chief hindrances to

human improvement: and that it ought to be replaced by a principle of perfect equality, admitting

no power or privilege on the one side, nor disability on the other” (CW XXI. 261).  The issue

pervades his work; indeed, for Mill, women’s equality is one of the key drivers of progress.

In this section, I will explore the ways Mill’s support for women’s equality intersects with

his concerns about overpopulation. To begin, Mill’s antipathy for reliance on conceptions of

“natural” feature prominently in his case for women’s equality. For instance, in The Subjection of

Women, he writes: “For the apotheosis of Reason we have substituted that of Instinct; and we call

everything instinct which we find in ourselves and for which we cannot trace any rational

foundation. This idolatry…will probably hold its ground until it gives way before a sound

psychology, laying bare the real root of much that is bowed down to as the intention of

Nature…” (CW XXI. 263). As in the case of artificial birth control, Mill argues that the source of

women’s subordination is little other than the institutionalization of the natural “law of the

strongest.” He argues:

Laws and systems of polity always begin by recognizing the relations they find already

existing between individuals. They convert what was a mere physical fact into a legal

right, give it the sanction of society, and principally aim at the substitution of public and

organized means of asserting and protecting these rights, instead of the irregular and

lawless conflict of physical strength (CW XXI. 264).
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Mill’s case for women’s rights stems, in part, from showing the ways in which the oppression of

women exists as a result of clinging to a system of arbitrary power that institutionalizes

“natural”—but not morally legitimate—differences between men and women.

Now let us turn to the relationship between birth control and women’s rights more

specifically. Mill’s commitment to artificial forms of birth control takes on additional importance

in this context. For instance, in an 1854 diary entry, Mill writes:

...I am anxious to leave on record at least in this place my deliberate opinion that any

great improvement in human life is not to be looked for so long as the animal instinct of

sex occupies the absurdly disproportionate place it does therein; and that to correct this

evil two things are required, both of them desirable for other reasons, viz., firstly, that

women should cease to be set apart for this function, and should be admitted to all other

duties and occupations on a par with men…” (CW XXVII.664).

Here, Mill expresses his concern that the childbearing role women are forced to play as a result

of “animal instinct” is, in addition to being a form of oppression, also one of the chief hindrances

to progress. Notice the way this argument mirrors the “law of the strongest” concern mentioned

previously. In both cases, the dominant view, stemming from some conception of naturalness,

works to hold women back. Mill’s solution, in short, is securing women’s autonomy over their

own lives and their own bodies. It is clear that artificial birth control would feature as a critical

key in unlocking this solution.

Mill also ties this burden placed disproportionately on women to the overpopulation

problem more generally. In his Principles of Political Economy, he laments:

It is seldom by the choice of the wife that families are too numerous; on her devolves

(along with all the physical suffering and at least a full share of the privations) the whole
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of the intolerable domestic drudgery resulting from the excess. To be relieved from it

would be hailed as a blessing by multitudes of women who now never venture to urge

such a claim, but who would urge it, if supported by the moral feelings of the community

(CW II. 372).12

Mill aims to reform the “moral feelings of the community” which perpetuate women’s

oppression and stand in the way of solving the broader question of overpopulation as well.

Women’s rights—and his support for artificial birth control—are a key feature of Mill’s

progressive thought. Consider further the following 1871 letter, written to male suffragist J.K.

Hamilton Willcox:

I duly received your writings on the Women question. I had already, with much pleasure

remarked some of them in the journals devoted to that cause. I have long been of the

opinion expressed by you ‘that the cause of over-population’ or at all events a necessary

condition of it ‘is woman’s subjugation, & that the cure is her enfranchisement.’ It is one

of the endless benefits that will flow from that greatest & most fundamental of all

improvements in human society (CW.XVII.1801).

As we saw in The Subjection of Women, Mill is quick to acknowledge the benefits that “perfect

equality” between the sexes (CW XXI.261) will have for all in society. Here, he makes this case

explicitly in terms of the overpopulation problem. This letter is important for our purposes

because it clearly demonstrates how central the role of women was to answering his

sustainability concerns. Moreover, it offers us a useful insight into seeing how Mill’s solutions to

the overpopulation problem are derived from the more progressive aspects of his thought to

begin with. Mill dedicates himself to the cause of female equality in no small part because he is

12 The argument made here offers a nice parallel to the case for individuality in the face of a tyranny of the
majority that Mill lays out most clearly in On Liberty.
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aware of the fact that greater societal progress demands women’s liberation. Thus, given Mill’s

staunch commitment to the cause of advancing women’s rights, we can once more see how his

defense of birth control is both consistent with and complementary to his moral and political

thinking more broadly.

IV. Mill and Paternalism

The solutions to the problem of overpopulation seem to include interference into the

private life of the individual. Mill, however, does not see it this way. Consider the following

passage about the provisional government of France after the revolution of 1848:

The practical result of the whole truth might possibly be, that all persons living should

guarantee to each other, through their organ the State, the ability to earn by labour an

adequate subsistence, but that they should abdicate the right of propagating the species at

their own discretion and without limit: that all classes alike, and not the poor alone,

should consent to exercise that power in such measure only, and under such regulations,

as society might prescribe with a view to the common good. But before this solution of

the problem can cease to be visionary, an almost complete renovation must take place in

some of the most rooted opinions and feelings of the present race of mankind

(“Vindication of the French Revolution of 1848,” CW XX. 349-350).

Here we see Mill proposing that “all persons living” should, through the state, “abdicate the right

of propagating the species at their own discretion and without limit.” This proposition seems at

best radical and at worst troubling for the views of a man known for his liberalism. Indeed,

Mill’s most famous essay, On Liberty (1859), is often considered the paradigmatic

anti-paternalism text. There, he writes that the “one very simple principle” of the essay is “that

the sole end for which mankind are warranted, individually or collectively, in interfering with the
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liberty of action of any of their number, is self-protection. That the only purpose for which power

can be rightfully exercised over any member of a civilized community, against his will, is to

prevent harm13 to others. His own good, either physical or moral, is not a sufficient warrant”

(CW XVIII.223). Surely, the idea that the state should have a right to interfere in cases of such

intimacy as the decision to have a child is completely antithetical to the free reign from

governmental interference that Mill articulates here. Is this a case of Mill being inconsistent?

In order to investigate what might be happening for Mill to express such seemingly

contradictory ideas, we should first explore more carefully his views on paternalism.14 As we

saw in the above “very simple principle” laid out in On Liberty, Mill believes that only in cases

of non-consensual harm to others does society have a right to interfere in individual action. He is

fundamentally anti-paternalistic when it comes to actions concerning only the individual; as he

goes on to explain in On Liberty, “In the part which merely concerns himself, his independence

is, of right, absolute. Over himself, over his own body and mind, the individual is sovereign”

(CW XVIII.224). Again, if we hold—as many might claim—that the decision to have a child is

an action which concerns only the individual, then Mill’s willingness to suggest that the

individual should “abdicate the right” (CW XX.349) to have children seems rather bizarre.

The first thing to notice, then, is that according to his harm principle, society does have a

right to interfere in order to “prevent harm to others” (CW XVIII.223). For Mill, the act of

having a child is not a purely individualistic action. The child herself is affected. Moreover,

given the way Mill thinks about increasing population in light of limited resources, any decision

14 The idea of paternalism has a wide array of definitions, and I am not here attempting to enter into the
debate on what counts as “paternalism.” For purposes, it will be enough to consider paternalism as Gerald
Dworkin does. That is, it is “the interference of a state or an individual with another person, against their
will, and defended or motivated by a claim that the person interfered with will be better off or protected
from harm” (Dworkin 2002).

13 The question of what Mill meant by harm is complicated, and I do not attempt to (nor do I need to)
enter into that debate here.
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to bring a child into the world necessarily affects others. But the question of having a child is one

Mill takes seriously. Indeed, as he says in On Liberty itself, “To undertake this responsibility—to

bestow a life which may be either a curse or a blessing—unless the being on whom it is to be

bestowed will have at least the ordinary chances of a desirable existence, is a crime against that

being” (CW XVIII.304).

For Mill, interference in the name of controlling population can be justified on

non-paternalistic grounds – at least in principle.15 It is well within society’s jurisdiction to stop

people from having children, especially where it is clear that the child would not be well cared

for. However, this jurisdictional point is a separate question from whether society should

interfere. Indeed, consider the following passage, which comes from On Liberty itself:

…The laws which, in many countries on the Continent, forbid marriage unless the parties

can show that they have the means of supporting a family, do not exceed the legitimate

powers of the State: and whether such laws be expedient or not (a question mainly

dependent on local circumstances and feelings), they are not objectionable as violations

of liberty. Such laws are interferences of the State to prohibit a mischievous act—an act

injurious to others, which ought to be a subject of reprobation, and social stigma, even

when it is not deemed expedient to superadd legal punishment. (CW.XVIII.304-305).

Notice how Mill draws a distinction between what society may rightfully do and what would be

expedient for it to do. Mill is sensitive to the cost that societal intervention might bring in the

realm of childbearing and so sets aside the question of whether or not society should actually

15 For Gregory Claeys, some of Mill’s attempts to control population constitute a “very robust form” of
paternalism (Claeys 197), but this reading comes in no small part from Claeys’ broad definition of what
counts as paternalism.
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interfere;16 again, it is important for us to remember the ways in which Mill’s utilitarianism

motivates what he prescribes as a legitimate solution in any given case. Moreover, Mill is

hesitant to offer a blanket approval for the expediency of societal intervention in part because he

takes that decision to interfere to be one which should be decided, in effect, on a case by case

basis. Indeed, when pushed on this very issue by Henry McCormac, Mill responds in a letter:

Restrictions on marriage, or on any other human action when so conducted as to be

directly injurious to others than the agents themselves, do not appear to me objectionable

on the principle of Liberty. For all our actions which affect the interests of other people I

hold that we are morally, & may without violation of principle be made legally,

responsible. I have however expressly guarded myself against being understood to mean

that legal restrictions on marriage are expedient. That is an altogether different question,

to which I conceive no universal & peremptory answer can be given, & in deciding which

for any particular case due weight ought to be given to the probability of consequences of

the kind you mention as well as of any other kinds.” (CW.XVI.1124, Letter to Dr. Henry

MacCormac, December 1865)

It is important to underscore how empirical these claims are. The question of expediency is a

matter of, as he says in On Liberty, “local circumstances and feelings” (CW XVIII. 305).

Crucially, these contingencies can change. Education plays such a large role in Mill’s thinking on

population in no small part because he considers it a means of improving the fellow-feeling we

have for each other, which might in turn render more coercive measures on controlling the

population expedient—or else not needed at all. As a practical matter, too, we might imagine that

reducing the stigma against artificial forms of birth control could also play a part in determining

16 The case of childbearing mirrors, for Mill, the case of the free market; there, too, Mill is aware of
resulting harms but also holds that interference in the realm of free trade would not be expedient.
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the expediency of more coercive measures. In any case, however, it is important to see how

institutions—like good government and education—shape the expediency of certain policies, not

least because of the effect of those institutions on people themselves. Indeed, in Utilitarianism,

Mill writes:

Not only does all strengthening of social ties and all healthy growth of society, give to

each individual a stronger personal interest in practically consulting the welfare of others;

it also leads him to identify his feelings more and more with their good, or at least with an

ever greater degree of practical consideration for it. He comes, as though instinctively, to

be conscious of himself as a being who of course pays regard to others. The good of

fothers becomes to him a thing naturally and necessarily to be attended to, like any of the

physical conditions of our existence (CW X.231-232).

Through education, through institutions which properly develop the individual, we come to care

more about each other. Our own self-interest becomes tied to the good of those around us. It is

clear that in a society like this, where my good and my neighbor’s good are aligned, societal

interference would become far more expedient than in a case where my own self-interest reigns

as my driving motivation.

We are now in a position to unfold one final wrinkle. As we saw at the outset of this

section, Mill does imagine an ideal where it would be expedient for individuals to give up, to the

state, the right to have children. We have already seen that this ideal state is not inconsistent with

Mill’s harm principle, properly understood; society would be well within its rights to interfere in

any case where it does to prevent harm to others. But one reason that the above passage from the

“Vindication of the French Revolution” is so interesting is because Mill takes the jurisdictional

argument a step further and suggests that, here, it would be expedient for the state to step in.
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What would have to happen in a society in order for Mill to get to that state?17 To justify this

conclusion, Mill envisions a long-term improvement in education generating widespread

fellow-feeling, which in turn allows us to envision radically different policies and institutions.

Recall that, of that ideal case, Mill writes, “But before this solution of the problem can cease to

be visionary, an almost complete renovation must take place in some of the most rooted opinions

and feelings of the present race of mankind” (CW XX.350). This “complete renovation” comes

about because of education, because of those institutions which direct us to become better

versions of ourselves. And it is in this kind of world, where we care for each other because our

good is bound up in each other’s good, that Mill imagines it would be expedient for the state to

take on the burden of deciding who is and is not allowed to have children.

In this discussion of paternalism, we have seen that Mill is not inconsistent in suggesting

that society has a right to interfere; rather, the complexity of his view shows us how Mill is

carefully balancing a variety of different considerations that might apply differently in different

circumstances. Moreover, Mill’s utilitarianism offers us a rich discussion of human malleability.

It enables him to be sensitive to the nuance in the relationship between what society can do and

what it ought to do. Even further than that, however, it also gives him the tools to imagine a

better world.

V. Mill and Sustainability

So far we have explored Mill’s utilitarian answer to Malthus, emphasizing the role of

education and women’s equal rights in providing a more “progressive” solution to the problem of

17 For a useful framework on how Mill thinks about progress in the short, medium, and long term, see
McCabe “Navigating by the North Star: The Role of the ‘Ideal’ in John Stuart Mill's View of ‘Utopian’
Schemes and the Possibilities of Social Transformation”
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overpopulation. And I have shown that restrictions on bearing children are not strictly ruled out

by Mill’s harm principle. In fact, Mill takes very seriously the potential need for such

restrictions. In this section, I will argue that, when we examine the ways in which Mill’s thinking

on the issues we have previously discussed—overpopulation, birth control, women’s rights, the

improvement of working conditions—intersects with his thinking on our obligations to future

generations, on environmentalism, and a broader commitment to justice, we begin to see a

clearer picture of Mill’s sustainability ethics, which resonates with discussions about ethics and

sustainable development happening in our own time.

Roughly, I see sustainability ethics as consisting in three parts. First, it emphasizes a

concern for future generations, holding that our obligations extend indefinitely into the future.

This concern includes worries about population, growth, and the depletion of natural resources.

The second facet of sustainability ethics consists, perhaps obviously, in a broad concern for the

environment. Here, we will discuss Mill’s views on conservation, on animal rights, and on the

value of spending time in nature. Finally, the field of sustainability ethics demands that justice

play a key role in any policy which might be enacted. In other words, it does not allow for the

sacrifice of commitments to equality, to education, to the alleviation of poverty in the name of

achieving either of the other two aims.

Today, we can see these broad facets of sustainability ethics contained most prominently

in the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals.18 For instance, the goals of “Good Health and

Well-Being,” “Sustainable Cities and Communities,” and “Responsible Consumption and

Production” fit under the component which concerns our obligations to future generations. The

18 For a fuller description of each of these goals, see “The 17 Goals | Sustainable Development.”
Department of Economic and Social Affairs, United Nations, https://sdgs.un.org/goals.
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goals of “Life Below Water” and “Life on Land” speak to the explicitly environmental aspect of

sustainability ethics, as I have defined it here. Goals like “No Poverty,” “Zero Hunger,” “Gender

Equality,” “Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions,” “Quality Education,” and “Reduced

Inequalities” fit within the justice aspect. Part of my aim here is to survey the ways in which

Mill’s thought, as we have begun to see, also maps clearly onto these three broad categories.

Having established this general framework of sustainability ethics, we can now briefly

survey how some of the key elements of Mill’s thought fit clearly into this characterization. That

said, I also want to stress that this section will not be more than a cursory sketch of Mill’s ideas.

More work needs to be done to put together all the relevant evidence, but it is my hope here to

provide enough context for our earlier discussion in order to facilitate a more systematic

approach to Mill’s work on political economy, through the lens of sustainability.

A. Concern for Future Generations

Mill was deeply worried about resource depletion. He writes in an 1866 letter, “There is

now almost no place left on our own planet that is mysterious to us, and we are brought within

sight of the practical questions which will have to be faced when the multiplied human race shall

have taken full possession of the earth (and exhausted its principal fuel)” (“Letter to Chapman,”

CW XVI.1137). He worried about this exhaustion of resources in no small part because of what

it would mean for the well-being of future generations. Indeed, he goes on to express the political

reality of the problem, saying:

The most certain result that I foresee from all this [resource depletion], is that English

statesmanship will have to assume a new character, and to look in a more direct way than

before to the interests of posterity. We are now, I think, standing on the very boundary
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line between this new statesmanship and the old; and the next generation will be

accustomed to a very different set of political arguments and topics from those of the

present and past (CW XVI. 1137).

Mill here seems somewhat optimistic about the ability of the next generation to become attuned

to arguments which make their case on behalf of future generations. Recall how this aligns with

exactly the kind of case we have seen Mill make before: he thought education would play a large

part in motivating individuals to look beyond their own self-interest. Indeed, in August Comte

and Positivism (1865), he writes:

[W]hen reflection, guided by history, has taught us the intimacy of the connexion of

every age of humanity with every other, making us see in the earthly destiny of mankind

the playing out of a great drama, or the action of a prolonged epic, all the generations of

mankind become indissolubly united into a single image, combining all the power over

the mind of the idea of Posterity, with our best feelings towards the living world which

surrounds us, and towards the predecessors who have made us what we are (CW X. 334).

Mill understood the kinds of changes which individuals, and, in turn, society as a whole, would

have to undergo in order to get to a state where each was willing to, in the name of sustainability,

sacrifice her immediate interest for a broader interest.

Perhaps the most famous example of Mill’s concern for future generations is his defense

of the stationary state.19 In his Principles of Political Economy, he writes, “I cannot, therefore,

regard the stationary state of capital and wealth with the unaffected aversion so generally

manifested towards it by political economists of the old school. I am inclined to believe that it

19 For a helpful examination of the ways in which the stationary state might arise—and especially for the
prominent role that limiting population would play in bringing it about—see Persky 85-86.
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would be, on the whole, a very considerable improvement on our present condition.” (CW II.

753-754).  Of course, when talking about the stationary state, we should be conscious of two

concerns. The first is the question of what Mill predicted would happen. Mill was relying in large

part on a now-debunked theory of economics in assuming the arrival of the stationary state. But

this is a separate concern from the normative claim he makes. Indeed, he writes:

If the earth must lose that great portion of its pleasantness which it owes to things that the

unlimited increase of wealth and population would extirpate from it, for the mere purpose

of enabling it to support a larger, but not a better or a happier population, I sincerely

hope, for the sake of posterity, that they will be content to be stationary, long before

necessity compels them to it (CW II. 756).

For Mill, part of what it means to be sensitive to the obligations we have towards future

generations is to keep on the table a no-growth economy as a viable solution to the problem of

overconsumption of resources. Through his ideas about the stationary state, and through his

widespread concern for posterity, we see how Mill already has a legitimate claim to the

sustainability theorist label.

B. Environmentalism

Mill is not typically thought of as an outright environmentalist. Even the most charitable

readings only cast him as a “proto-environmentalist” (McCabe 161). But Mill’s views on nature

were deeply held.20 In his writing on the stationary state, he contends that there is not “much

20 This commitment is even reflected in the way Mill writes. In Chapter III of On Liberty, titled, “Of
Individuality, as One of the Elements of Well-Being,” Mill defends originality and autonomy by
comparing human flourishing to the growth of trees. He says, “Human nature is not a machine to be built
after a model, and set to do exactly the work prescribed for it, but a tree, which requires to grow and
develope itself on all sides, according to the tendency of the inward forces which make it a living thing”
(CW XVIII.263). At another point, he bemoans a lack of individuality in similar terms, criticizing those
who consider it normal or even preferable that human beings be “cramped and dwarfed…just as many
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satisfaction in contemplating the world with nothing left to the spontaneous activity of nature”

(Principles of Political Economy, CW II.756). Mill worried about a stunting of the natural world.

In the same work, he champions the value of solitude in the presence of nature, holding that, “A

population may be too crowded, though all be amply supplied with food and raiment. It is not

good for man to be kept perforce at all times in the presence of his species. A world from which

solitude is extirpated, is a very poor ideal.” (CW II.756). Mill values the breathing space which

might be afforded by the preservation of the natural environment. He goes on, too, to address the

value of solitude in nature, writing, “Solitude, in the sense of being often alone, is essential to

any depth of meditation or of character; and solitude in the presence of natural beauty and

grandeur, is the cradle of thoughts and aspirations which are not only good for the individual, but

which society could ill do without” (CW II.756). For Mill, there exists an almost intrinsic value

in nature. Consider further an 1866 letter Mill wrote to Arthur Lankester on the Commons

Preservation Society, a cause towards which Mill was strongly dedicated for a great deal of his

life.21 He writes:

I have all my life been strongly impressed with the importance of preserving as much as

possible of such free space for healthful exercise, & for the enjoyment of natural beauty

as the growth of population and cultivation has still left to us. The desire to engross the

whole surface of the earth in the mere production of the greatest possible quantity of food

21 According to George Holyoake, Mill took these views on conservation literally to the grave. Holyoake
writes, “It was a poetical end for a Utilitarian philosopher to be killed by nightingales. Yet this was Mr.
Mill’s end. Had he allowed his clustering trees at Avignon to be cut down, the fresh breezes had mitigated
the miasma which killed him. He took the nightingales to be independent-minded birds, who would resent
interference with their privilege of their leafy home, in that unanswerable way implied in carrying
themselves off” (Holyoake 9).

have thought that trees are a much finer thing when clipped into pollards, or cut out into figures of
animals, than as nature made them” (CW XVIII. 265).



Gehrlich 32

& the materials of manufacture, I consider to be founded on a mischievously narrow

conception of the requirements of human nature (CW XVI. 1140-1141).

Another example of Mill’s environmentalism was his concern for the welfare of nonhuman

animals. Following Bentham, Mill holds that animal rights are morally relevant and suggests that

he is prepared to let the entirety of utilitarianism stand or fall on it. In Whewell on Moral

Philosophy, he holds that:

We are perfectly willing to stake the whole question [of the proper standard of morality]

on this one issue. Granted that any practice causes more pain to animals than it gives

pleasure to man; is that practice moral or immoral? And if, exactly in proportion as

human beings raise their heads out of the slough of selfishness, they do not with one

voice answer “immoral,” let the morality of the principle of utility be for ever condemned

(CW X.187).

There is more to say here, especially given the ways in which an equal concern for animal

welfare might complicate the sustainability picture we have been establishing, but this takes us

too far away from the main aims of this paper. At the very least, then, it should not go unnoticed

that Mill’s utilitarianism motivates this kind of concern for the rights of nonhuman animals.

Further, it is clear that Mill’s environmentalism is not superficial. Rather, his concern for the

environment runs deep, and motivates a large range of his thinking.

C. Justice

Finally, it is important to underscore how much sustainability ethics brings with it a

nonnegotiable commitment to justice. We have seen, in earlier sections, how Mill was committed

to these justice concerns. His work on women’s rights, on bringing about better conditions for

the working class, on alleviating poverty—all of these facets of Mill’s thought are significant.
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By way of example, consider how sustainability theorist and economist Kate Raworth22

builds in justice constraints to her picture of sustainability. She argues that any picture of a

sustainable world includes a variety of public goods, “ranging from public education and

healthcare to roads and street lighting” (Raworth 73). She also includes “maternal and paternal

leave policies that empower both parents, investment in early-years education, and care support

for seniors” and supports a wide range of regulations, “from banning toxic pollutants and insider

trading to protecting biodiversity and workers’ rights” (Raworth 73). Some of these policies go

beyond what we might think counts, strictly speaking, as sustainability. But we see with Raworth

and we saw with Mill that any viable policy must be sensitive to justice concerns. Moreover,

notice how many of Mill’s ideas prefigure Raworth’s. Recall the value Mill places on education

as a means of fostering self-development, which will in turn enable us to move beyond our own

self-interest. Recall further the kinds of social safety nets Mill endorses: in an earlier section, we

saw Mill express his belief that he lived in an age where “society can and therefore ought to

insure every individual belonging to it against the extreme of want” (Principles of Political

Economy, CW II.360). Mill, like Raworth, worried about the conditions of the working classes.

Like Raworth, he thought that women’s rights were a nonnegotiable part of any story about

progress. Mill was aware that any kind of sustainable progress must take these justice claims

seriously; in this way, he prefigures the thinking of leading sustainability theorists in our own

time.

As I have stressed, I have only here been able to offer a brief picture of how Mill’s

thinking might fit into a broader lens of the ethics of sustainable development. But it is helpful to

see just how much Mill brought to the table. His concern for future generations and his care for

22 In her own work, Raworth is often critical of Mill. But this seems to be a great misreading of his
thinking; indeed, it is clear that Mill would be a helpful ally in her fight for a more sustainable world.
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the environment, paired with his commitment towards building a more just society, gives him a

strong claim to the sustainability theorist label.

VI. Conclusion

I have tried to position John Stuart Mill as a prominent thinker in the realm of

sustainability. I have shown that his concerns about overpopulation stem from Thomas Malthus,

but that, in so many ways, Mill offers more progressive and just solutions to the problem. I have

also shown the ways in which Mill’s thinking on population features heavily in a wide range of

his ideas, from women’s rights to individual liberty to an improvement in working conditions.

Lastly, I have suggested that when we take all these strands of Mill’s moral and social thought

together, we ought to view Mill as an important early sustainability ethicist.

It is worth mentioning here one final point about Mill’s status as a leader in sustainability

thought. In our own time, a wide range of sustainable solutions have been offered. But very few

actually consider limiting population as a valid solution to our current worries about

sustainability. Writing in the 19th century, Mill did. He did so in a way which was sensitive to

individuality, which balanced concerns about freedom, which kept an eye towards progress. The

nuanced approach that Mill offers us on an issue of such complexity is one which we can take for

our own time. For this reason, and for a variety of others which we have discussed here, it is

worth giving Mill’s environmentalism a second look.
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