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only provided we have grounds of honor, or if there is a breach, or 
an abuse, or if we are prepared to pay damages, but for what surely 
seems the most frivolous of reasons; namely, that “the feelings of 
both parties” may no longer be “in harmony” (5). Logically speak-
ing, this was a bit odd, given that he knew well enough that it only 
takes one party to a contract to create disharmony. But for freedom 
radicals like Mill this is not a frivolous motive, for to them to be 
an unwilling partner in a contract means to be a slave to the will 
of another party and hence to have lost one’s personal freedom as 
a moral agent, to be something less than fully human, perhaps to 
be ape-like, to fall into the gnostic darkness of ignorance. That is 
why such radicals attack the institution of marriage so forcefully. 
For them, a spouse bound to a marriage, once out of “harmony,” 
becomes a slave of the spouse who will not release him or her from 
marital vows and also suffers the dreaded moral opinion of society. 
Radicals of this ilk simply ignore the obverse truth: that observant 
spouses upholding their vows become instant victims of spouses 
who feel out of harmony and wish to dissolve their contracts uni-
laterally.

Freedom radicals, then, tend to see the very moment of a choice 
as a mystical instance of true freedom which loses its purity as 
soon as it is encumbered by another’s will, or by public opinion. 
The temporal choice-point, so to speak, is a character-altering, 
transforming moment in time that distinguishes a free person or 
an entire people from mere ape-like automatons. That is, freedom 
appears—and can disappear as suddenly—like a revelation, and it 
is sustained most truly and intensely if all obligations and contracts 
remain revocable by either party. In this view, it is continuous revo-
cability that makes freedom authentic and links it to the mystique 
of the spontaneous feeling Self.

The Two Democracies
It may be objected that just as Mill was a libertarian who was in 

the end predominantly a socialist, Rousseau was an individualist 
as much as a collectivist, and, from certain of his works such as the 
Second Discourse, that would seem to be the case. However, as men-
tioned, I am not trying to keep score on the libertarian/collectivist 
proportions in either thinker as judged by the overall balance of 
their writings and arguments, but rather, trying to assess the legacy 
of their work in the development of modern democracy. I have 
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mentioned here, and argued fully elsewhere,52 that Rousseau’s 
Social Contract (1762) was the central document in the ideological 
run up to the French Revolution, brandished like a Bible by Robe-
spierre and every other radical of the time, and that what Rousseau 
was promoting was a unitary or monistic form of Democracy that 
may be described as a “democracy of the One.” Although Rous-
seau wanted free and consciously choosing individuals, that was 
largely because in the light of his democratic theory he imagined 
and urged the mystical absorption of all free individuals into la 
volonté générale, the General Will. Like Mill, but for different rea-
sons, he was not interested in a democracy of the unfree. In his 
education novel Emile we find a very clear expression of this total-
izing ambition “to transport the I into the common unity, with the 
result that each individual believes himself no longer one but a 
part of the unity and no longer feels except within the whole.”53 Of 
this process, Robert Nisbet wrote, “It is in Rousseau’s absorption 
of all forms of society into the unitary mould of the state that we 
may observe the first unmistakable appearance of the totalitarian 
theory of society.”54 Jacob Talmon was among the first to describe 
this mystical unity of all as One as the key psychological impulse 
underlying this entirely new type of “totalitarian democracy” that 
irrupted during the French Revolution and the Terror,55 and histori-
cal scholarship since the 1980s increasingly supports this analysis.56 

52  See William D. Gairdner, The Trouble with Democracy (Toronto: Stoddart, 
2001). 

53  J. J. Rousseau, Emile; or On Education, trans. Allan Bloom (New York: Basic 
Books, 1979), 40.

54  Robert Nisbet, “Rousseau and Totalitarianism,” in The Journal of Politics, Vol. 
5, No.2 (1943), 94.

55  Jacob Talmon, The Origins of Totalitarian Democracy (London: Secker & War-
burg, 1952 and 1955).

56  Until the 1980s the main story told about the Revolution, mainly by French 
historians, and much simplified here, was that it resulted from class discontents and 
a desire for economic equality in reaction to the oppressions of the ancien régime, 
and that this noble adventure became derailed in the shame of the Terror, which 
was an unfortunate “break” in that ambition. But more careful and perceptive 
interpretations then began to occupy center ground among historians, beginning 
with the work of François Furet, who argued that the Revolution was not a reac-
tion to class or economic oppression as those preaching the Marxist catéchisme held, 
but rather was almost wholly the result of an ideological fever directly traceable to 
the collectivist democratic theories of Rousseau. See, in particular, François Furet, 
Interpreting the French Revolution, trans. Elborg Forster (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1981). As had Tocqueville before him, Furet argued that the Terror 
was not a break in, but a natural sequel to, the Revolution, just as Napoleon, “the 
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Those interested in the fine detail of such ideological dynamics will 
enjoy the American historian Keith Baker’s account of and insight 
into that revolution’s “freefall into Rousseauian democracy.”57

Wordsworth, like many other English poets and intellectuals of 
the time, had written of the soaring aspirations of the French Revo-
lutionary period. “Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive!” he cried. 
He saw “France standing on the top of golden hours / And human 
nature seeming born again.” And, in what could be a capsule state-
ment for Mill’s own ambition, he wrote of how so many contem-
porary radicals wanted to “Build social upon personal Liberty.” 
But the manifest failure of the theory and practice of Rousseau’s 
collectivist democracy, combined with almost twenty years of war 
with France and the ever-present fear of invasion, was a continuing 
reminder that provoked the most sensitive minds, of which Mill’s 
was certainly one, to retreat from all mystical concepts of democ-
racy in search of a more workable political alternative.

58
 Many in-

tellectuals of the time thus turned sharply away from the bloodied 
ideal of a democracy of the One, in search of an ideal “democracy 
of the Many.” What about a system in which freedom is not a qua-
si-mystical group phenomenon, such as Rousseau imagined, but 
a purely individual one, under which each of us may “pursue our 
own good in our own way” (3) as long as we do not impede oth-
ers from the same objective? In the end, I am persuaded that, more 
than any other document, it was Mill’s On Liberty that spelled out 
his theory for a democracy of the Many as a radical experiment in 
moral autonomy and individual freedom, a novel blend of poetic

people’s monarch,” was its natural conclusion.
57  See “Constitution,” a fine brief essay on this process by Baker in Gary 

Kates, ed., The French Revolution: Recent Debates and New Controversies (New York: 
Routledge, 1998), and for a more extensive examination of the ideological fervor 
generated by Rousseau’s democratic ideas and their connection to the Terror, see 
also Keith Michael Baker, Inventing the French Revolution (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1990).

58  Although Mill was one of those souls plainly shocked at the evil unleashed 
in Europe in the name of freedom, this did not stop him from musing, in what must 
qualify as flagrant understatement, that the atrocities of the French Revolution were 
“temporary aberrations,” and the heinous murder of French citizens before huge 
baying crowds the work of a “usurping few” (On Liberty, 62). Such statements were 
so much intellectual positioning required to dissociate the democratic bloodbath of 
the Revolution from his personal hopes for his own form of libertarian socialism 
and for the “progress” of civilization on which his theory depended. So much for 
how the heart leads the head.

Mill’s 
“democracy 
of the Many” 
a novel blend 
of freedom and 
socialism. 
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feeling and philosophy, of freedom and socialism, or simply, liber-
tarian socialism.

By way of speculation (which is all any of us can entertain on 
such a point) I close by suggesting that the political story of the 
Western world for at least the past two centuries has been about 
the ongoing tension between a quasi-spiritual yearning for a de-
mocracy of the One, and an equally quasi-spiritual, though nicely 
disguised as merely pragmatic, yearning for a democracy of the 
Many. The story is about a struggle to invent a final political form 
lying somewhere between the two opposing ideals of a free collec-
tive unity, and masses of free autonomous individuals; between a 
Rousseauian mystical and moral corporate body into which all in-
dividualities are dissolved, and a Millian mass of morally autono-
mous individuals based on the absence of—actually, repudiating in 
principle—a corporate body.

Libertarian socialism may be that final form. And if that is so, 
we may add, with considerable justification, that, while it was poli-
tics that brought this form into existence, it was poetry that made 
it possible.


