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Mill on the development of  the individual 
 
‘Individuality’ is an ideal of character for Mill. It will benefit both the person and others. 
Mill quotes the German thinker and politician Wilhelm von Humboldt approvingly: each 
person’s end ‘is the highest and most harmonious development of his powers to a 
complete and consistent whole’ (121). Each person’s ‘powers’ are different, as are the 
desires and emotions which need to be developed to be ‘complete and consistent’. So 
each person’s development is individual to them, not a copy of anyone else. 
 
Will one person’s individual development will interfere with or undermine someone 
else’s? Mill thinks that individuality should be developed within the limits imposed by the 
Harm Principle, by other people’s rights and interests. Here the idea of  ‘complete and 
consistent’ is important. Individuality (as a character ideal) involves a harmony between 
one’s ability and willingness to obey social rules and not to harm others, and one’s ability 
to think and choose on the basis of one’s own character.  
 
So, on the one hand, to develop our abilities to think and choose for ourselves, we must 
have the freedom to practice doing this: ‘The mental and moral, like the muscular, 
powers are improved only by being used’ (122). On the other hand, individual 
development is helped by the social restraints placed on people’s inclinations to 
selfishness (128). It makes us kinder, more considerate, and just, and these are 
developments of our ‘higher’ powers. There is therefore no inconsistency between 
aiming at individuality and restraining people’s actions if they harm others. 
 
Is this too quick? Someone with individuality is not easily swayed by others, but has 
strong desires and emotions of their own, feelings that they identify with and seek to 
express. But people who do not have a strong will are more submissive, and will be more 
likely to obey moral rules. 
 
Mill responds that it is a mistake to think that a strong will is dangerous. The problem is 
not strong desires but a weak conscience (124). And the development of conscience is 
part of the development of individuality. Of course, people can obey rules without 
individuality, without reasoning or thinking for themselves, without exercising their 
power of choice. ‘But what will be his comparative worth as a human being?’ (123)  
 
These arguments rest on Mill’s fundamental belief that ‘Human nature is not a machine 
to be built after a model’ (123). Each person is – potentially – different in what they need 
to develop as who they are, and this individual development is central to their happiness. 
Mill doesn’t discuss his theory of happiness here, but in Utilitarianism, Ch. 2. He argues 
that the core of happiness is pleasures that involve thought, feeling and imagination, in 
other words, they depend upon people using their ‘higher’ faculties. But the pleasures of 
thought, feeling and imagination are only fully available to people who think, feel and 
imagination for themselves. People without individuality ask ‘what do other people think 
or feel about this issue? what would other people choose?’ (125). They do not ask what 
suits them, as individuals. And so this miss out on a good part of human happiness.  
 



 
 

In the development of one’s powers into a ‘complete and consistent whole’, then, the 
powers of one’s ‘higher’ faculties – thought, feeling and imagination – are most 
important. So Mill is concerned with individuals’ abilities to think for themselves, to feel 
emotions that are truly one’s own rather than a copy of other people’s, to have an 
element of originality, a good knowledge of their own character, a keen sense of morality 
combined with a healthy self-esteem, and the strength of will to act as they choose. Mill 
accepts that the greatest development of these powers occurs only in exceptional people. 
But that does not make his ideal of individuality elitist. There is no one who will not 
benefit from these abilities. 
 
Individual development is encouraged not just by certain freedoms, but also through 
education. Mill argues (176-8) that education (as it now is) should be compulsory, though 
not directed by the government (in case that limited variety). He also argues that when 
people undertake certain activities for themselves, e.g. participation in local government 
and trial by jury, it contributes to their development. This is part of the ‘training of a 
citizen’ (181). 
 
Philosophers have objected that Mill’s theory of individual development conflicts with 
the social nature of culture and tradition. Mill appears to oppose individuality and 
tradition: ‘Where not the person’s own character but the traditions or customs of other 
people are the rule of conduct, there is wanting one of the principal ingredients of 
human happiness’ (120).  
 
This suggests that people should stand back from and evaluate the culture around them. 
Yet we are naturally cultural, born and raised with customs and traditions. Being part of 
our culture and society makes us who we are. It is an inescapable part of our identity. If 
Mill thinks that a person’s culture is, in some way, ‘incidental’ to them and their 
development as an individual, he has an objectionable theory of human nature.  
 
But Mill never denies that custom and tradition can be part of someone’s identity nor 
does he say that the development of individuality must involve breaking with custom and 
tradition. His defence of thinking and choosing on the basis of one’s own character is 
compatible with character being formed by their culture. However, we should not think 
that being ‘embedded’ in a particular culture is something identical for all members of 
that culture. There are still many individual differences.  
 
Mill wants to balance two influences on thought and action. On the one hand, ‘it would 
be absurd to pretend that people ought to live as if nothing whatever had been known in 
the world before they came into it’ (122). There is a great deal that we can learn from 
other people. On the other hand, ‘to conform to custom merely as custom does not 
educate or develop [the individual]’ (122). So he wants people to reflect critically on 
customs and traditions. After such reflection, we may freely choose to live in a traditional 
and customary way, because it suits us best. Our reflections in making this choice will, of 
course, be informed by our culture; Mill never emphasises this fact – and we can criticise 
him for this – but we need not interpret him as denying it. 
 
Mill also gives us a theory of the development of thought that emphasises the originality 
of the individual genius. Yet even the most original thinkers and artists develop the ideas 
of others within an inherited tradition. We should balance Mill’s frequent remarks that 
suggest originality comes entirely from within against his explanation of why, given how 
fallible we are, humanity is nevertheless guided mainly by rational and moral ideas: ‘it is 



 
 

owing to a quality of the human mind, the source of everything respectable in man either 
as an intellectual or as a moral being, namely, that his errors are corrigible’ (79-80). 
Progress is made by people working with and improving upon the ideas of others. 


