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1)  Motivation1)  Motivation

Much of this material will eventually find its way into my 
Introduction to 2007 edition, John Stuart Mill and Harriet 
Taylor:  Their (Correspondence) Correspondence) Friendship and Subsequent 
Marriage that I’m editing for University of Chicago 
Collected Works of F. A. Hayek.

That great edition of the Mill-Taylor correspondence was 
an important key to the publication of Mill’s Collected 
Works by the University of Toronto.

Knowing Hayek’s edition, one faces an immediate puzzle:

Why is it that Hayek is critical of Mill who, on the face of 
it, was his intellectual ally?



J. S. Mill is considered by many to be the great 

spokesperson for Classical Liberalism in the 19th

century.

F. A. Hayek is considered by many to be the great 

spokesperson for Classical Liberalism in the 20th

century 

James Buchanan remarked (2005 lecture): 

Hayek’s net contribution consists of his work to preserve 

Classical Liberalism at a time when much work and 

energy were required to preserve it.



Successes of Classical economists in 19th century:  

i) abolition of slavery in the Empire (Mill demolishes 

Carlyle’s position 1850); 

ii) repeal of the Corn Laws (Ricardo, Mill, Bright).

iii) extension of the franchise (Mill)

19th century failures: 

i) extension of the franchise (women; Mill); 

ii) Governor Eyre (Mill speaks for rule of law); 

iii) ? Economists such as Jevons and Marshall come to 

doubt the efficacy of “self-reliance” late in the 

century



Mill was attacked for his positions on all these 

issues.

Punch images refer to Mill’s On Liberty, Logic, and 

Political Economy. 

2 February 1867 -- double page drawing of Mill 

and John Bright opposing the aristocracy.

30 March 1867 -- reacts to Mill’s proposal to make 

men and women equal “persons” under the law.

See my blog, www.adamsmithlives.blogs.com for 

more examples.

http://www.adamsmithlives.blogs.com/






Despite Mill’s involvement in these causes of the 

classical liberals, Hayek credits Mill with causing the 

demise of that tradition.

In the interview with Jim Buchanan, Hayek says the 

20th century “delusion” that democratic politics is 

sufficient to limit government begins with the 

Utilitarians, Bentham, James Mill and John Stuart 

Mill.



File cards for the Hayek Biography (1939-40):

“My interest in J. S. Mill was from the beginning the 
suspicion, later amply justified, that it was he more than 
any other teacher who persuaded the English speaking 
people, and ultimately through them the world, of that 
constructivist-rationalist view which in a democracy 
produces socialism.  It was my discovery of his almost 
forgotten correspondence with Saint Simonians and 
August Comte which convinced me that a search for 
more of his early correspondence would reveal further 
information of the source of this tro___ [trope?]. I 
ultimately came heartily to dislike that figure whom like 
everybody else I had regarded as the great hero of 
liberalism.”



Abuse and Decline of Reason Project (1940 UC)

Contents Plan:

Book 1:  The French Phase:  The Counterrevolution of 

Science

Book 2:  The German Phase

Book III:  The English Phase:  The Retreat of 

Liberalism

Chapter 14.  England’s Lost Intellectual Leadership 

Penciled in beside this (only penciled in word on the page, except 

for the title) is the word, “Mill”.





Since Mill is widely regarded as a 19th century icon 

of classical liberalism, and is attacked for his 

support of classical liberal arguments and 

policies, these questions arise:

i) What exactly so incensed Hayek about Mill?

ii) Was Hayek right about Mill?

Short answers – to be developed here! – are:  

discussion in the context of institutional evolution 

(institution-making); and, no!



2) Rules and Traditional Behavior

Hayek claims that the nineteenth century classical 

liberals departed from Hume and Smith.  

The Smithian tradition (“true” individualism) is 

empirical; freedom emerges spontaneously 

within a context of institutions and morals.

Hayek sees Smith as a precursor to Darwin, notion 

of institutional evolution, there being a “true”

evolutionary path for institutions.  



True individualism (Smith, Hume, Burke, 

Tocqueville, Lord Acton) –

“by tracing the combined effects of individual 

actions, we discover that many of the institutions on 

which human achievements rest have arisen and are 

functioning without a designing and directing mind”. 

(Individualism and Economic Order, p. 7)



The later tradition is, Hayek claims, “false individualism”, 

attributed to JS Mill and French utopian socialists.

Hayek says false individualism consists of humans 

sanctioning and inventing institutions, freedom being 

realized in the pursuit of a collective purpose.

So, in this tradition rules and institutions are designed by 

rational human action in the context of discussion.

Hayek’s prediction is that this “always tends to develop 

into the opposite of individualism, namely, socialism or 

collectivism” (IEO, p. 4)



“the design theories necessarily lead to the 
conclusion that social processes can be made 
to serve human ends only if they are subjected 
to the control of individual human reason, and 
thus lead directly to socialism”

In the 1978 Buchanan interview of Hayek, 
Hayek remarks that democracy becomes/is
socialism.



Importance of Rules & Submission

Hayek contrasts “government by rules” with “government by 
orders” and argues that people in a free society must submit to 
general principles:

“Principles are a means to prevent clashes between conflicting aims 
and not a set of fixed ends.  Our submission to general principles 
is necessary because we cannot be guided in our practical action
by full knowledge and evaluation of the consequences. So long 
as men are not omniscient, the only way in which freedom can 
be given to the individual is by such general rules to delimit the 
sphere in which the decision is his.  There can be no freedom if
the government is not limited to particular kinds of action but 
can use its powers in any ways which serve particular ends.”
(IEO, p. 19)



“the individual in participating in the social processes, 
must be ready and willing to adjust himself to changes 
and to submit to conventions which are not the result 
of intelligent design, whose justification in the particular 
instance may not be recognizable, and which to him 
will often appear unintelligible and irrational.” (p. 22)



Moral rules and customMoral rules and custom

“Yet the fact that conduct within the private sphere is not a proper 
object for coercive action by the state does not necessarily mean 
that in a free society such conduct should also be exempt from 
the pressure of public opinion or disapproval.  A hundred years 
ago, in the stricter moral atmosphere of the Victorian era, when
at the same time coercion by the state was at a minimum, John 
Stuart Mill directed his heaviest attack against such ‘moral 
coercion’.  In this he probably overstated the case for liberty. At any rate, 
it probably makes for greater clarity not to represent as coercion 
the pressure that public approval or disapproval exerts to secure 
obedience to moral rules and conventions.” (Constitution of 
Liberty, p. 146).



3)  Mill on the role of discussion3)  Mill on the role of discussion

Hayek argues that Mill’s position on discussion 

and diversity undermines the usefully 

constraining nature of public opinion.

What did Mill have to say about the role of 

discussion and the construction of rules?  



Here’s how Mill talks about common understanding and common 
behavior, explaining that experience is the “best” teacher:

“the same thing holds true, generally speaking, of all traditional 
doctrines--those of prudence and knowledge of life, as well as of 
morals or religion. All languages and literatures are full of general 
observations on life, both as to what it is, and how to conduct 
oneself in it; observations which everybody knows, which 
everybody repeats, or hears with acquiescence, which are 
received as truisms, yet of which most people first truly learn the 
meaning, when experience, generally of a painful kind, has made 
it a reality to them. How often, when smarting under some 
unforeseen misfortune or disappointment, does a person call to 
mind some proverb or common saying familiar to him all his life,
the meaning of which, if he had ever before felt it as he does 
now, would have saved him from the calamity.” (On Liberty)



Mill then takes a step beyond even Smith in proposing that a 
discussion of these proverbs would help make them real:

“There are indeed reasons for this, other than the absence of 
discussion: there are many truths of which the full meaning 
cannot be realized, until personal experience has brought it 
home. But much more of the meaning even of these would have 
been understood, and what was understood would have been far 
more deeply impressed on the mind, if the man had been 
accustomed to hear it argued pro and con by people who did 
understand it. The fatal tendency of mankind to leave off 
thinking about a thing when it is no longer doubtful, is the cause 
of half their errors. A contemporary author has well spoken of 
‘the deep slumber of a decided opinion.’” On Liberty, chapter 2



Mill on discussion – departures from Hayek

Discussion is critical to learning and understanding

Competition in the space of ideas/arguments is 

important

Anything and everything is up for discussion

No submission

Agents are sympathetic, so there is a constraint on 

majority decision-making (blocks “taking” from 

minority by majority).  [Peart-Levy CJE 2005].



Concluding Remarks

The key to Hayek’s disagreements with both Mill (and 
Buchanan) is the role of discussion in the context of 
institutional evolution.  

For Hayek, discussion may derail the evolutionary process 
with all the nice properties that entails.  Discussion of 
law can do very little good and a great deal of harm.  

Mill allows that discussion may in fact do some good and 
not do a great deal of harm.  

His career, working to alter institutional setting (franchise 
for women, slavery, rule of law) constitute strong 
evidence of a commitment to the possibility of 
institutional change.



Mill resides squarely in a Smithian framework in which 
“justice” fills in gaps in the development of “law” or 
contracts. 

Mill (and Buchanan) allow for the possibility of systematic 
differences in experience, so that there is no single 
clear-cut and favoured evolutionary path; while Hayek 
does not.  In such instances, summarized experience 
provides a starting point for discussion and institution-
making.

Sympathetic agents first imagine, then (perhaps) 
experience different institutional arrangements in the 
context of discussion and competition, and come to 
conclusions as to their relative merits.
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