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Chapter 1: (pagination based on Hackett edition, 1988) 

p. 1, paragraph 1: Mill lays out his thesis and explains the purpose of the book: Not merely to explain the 
thesis, but to explain the *grounds* for the thesis.  

(Questions: What is Mill’s thesis? What is the purpose of the essay? Why does he mean by 
‘grounds’?) 
 

p. 1-4: Setup of the overall argument; what standards of proof Mill intends his argument to meet 
(Questions: Why does Mill think his thesis will be so hard to prove? What are the usual rules of 
argument, and why won’t they apply here? What is the relationship between reason and 
emotion? What are the limits of argument? How is this related to the 19th century reaction to the 
Enlightenment?)  
 

p. 4-6: When survival of a practice over time is evidence of its goodness, and why that doesn’t apply to 
the subordination of women  

(Questions: When does the general commonality of a practice give a presumption in favor of its 
usefulness/goodness? Why doesn’t that apply to the subordination of women?)  

 
p. 6-12: The history of the rule of force; how injustices grounded in it are slow to change; why the 
subordination of women is likely to be slowest to change 

(Questions: What is the ‘law of force’ and how is it overcome by morality? What specific 
historical examples does Mill use, and what point are those examples meant to show? How does 
Mill apply these examples to show that the persistence of the subordination of women doesn’t 
count in favor of its goodness/usefulness?) 

 
p. 12-14: Objection to the prior argument, and reply  

(What does the objection say, and how does Mill respond? What are the analogies with Aristotle, 
the American South, Monarchy, Feudalism, and the Greeks meant to show?)    

 
p. 14-17: Objection and reply  

(What does the next objection say, and how does Mill respond? What do women actually say? 
Why don’t more women speak out, even when they are unhappy? What are the three features 
that make it especially hard to regard women’s submission as voluntary?) 

 
p. 17: Mill concludes the previous line of argument (which ran from p. 4-17), and then begins a new one. 

(What does Mill say his argument so far shows? What further argument does he intend to 
make?) 

 
p. 17-21: New argument: history creates a presumption against the subjection of women 

(What is Mill’s argument? What general principles does he appeal to? Why is the historical 
argument in favor of liberty superior to the historical argument in favor of the subjection of 
women? What is Mill’s conclusion at the end of this argument? What, according to Mill, does 
experience teach us about the subordination of women and about liberty?) 
 

p. 22-30: Objection and reply 
(Question: What is the objection, and what is Mill’s reply?) 
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Chapter 2: 
  
p. 31-35: Brief history of marriage, followed by a description of existing marriage law in England 

(How is the ‘law of force’ connected to marriage? What are some specific features of existing 
marriage laws that Mill identifies? In what ways does Mill think marriage is like slavery? In what 
ways does he think it is worse than slavery? Is he right?)  

 
p. 35-41: Discussion of the actual treatment of wives, and why that doesn’t provide an adequate answer 
to the previously raised concerns about their legal status.  

(What is the difference between wives’ legal status and their actual treatment? How does Mill 
explain this difference, and why doesn’t he think it’s an adequate answer to his complaints about 
the laws of marriage? How does he use the analogy between marriage and political authority to 
support his view? What does he mean by “the unfitness of men in general for power,” and how 
does that figure into his argument? Why does he think that, under existing conditions, women’s 
influence on their husbands might be morally bad?) 

 
p. 41-43: Objection and reply 

(What is the objection, and how does Mill reply? How does Mill use the analogy with a business 
partnership in his argument? Why does he think men will (and should) often have more authority 
than their wives even under legal equality? Is he right?) 

 
p. 43-44: Further objection and reply (starting at “Some may say…”) 

(What is the objection, and how does Mill reply?) 
 
p. 44-45: Objection and reply 

(What is the objection, and how does Mill reply?) 
 
p. 45-48: ***Key passage*** An argument for the importance of the family as a “school of moral 
cultivation,” together with a discussion of social change and the progress of moral ideas.  

(What reasons does Mill give for thinking of the family as a ‘school of moral cultivation’? Is he 
right? What is the “morality of justice,” and how does it differ from earlier views of morality? 
What is the difference between modern social equality and that of the “free republics of 
antiquity?” According to Mill, why are people’s feelings and education always better adapted to 
the past than to the future? Is he right, and if so, can we find examples of that in our own 
present society? What ways, if any, can education be structured to try to overcome this 
limitation?) 

 
p. 48-9: Objection and reply, on religious arguments for the submission of wives to their husbands. 
(Starting at “We shall be told…”)  

(What Biblical passages does Mill cite, and how does he interpret them? How does he, again, use 
an analogy with political government to answer the objection? What does Mill think 
distinguishes Christianity from Islam and Brahminism (Hinduism)? Is this a fair comparison? ) 

 
p. 49-52: Final argument for a woman’s right to own property and work outside the home.  

(Why does Mill think the argument about women’s property is easier than the forgoing 
arguments about obedience? Why does Mill think most wives won’t work outside the home 
anyway? Were his predictions accurate? Why or why not?)   
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Chapter 3: 
p. 53-55: Mill turns from marriage law to the question of women’s equal eligibility for all professions; 
shows what his opponent would have to prove, then offers general arguments in favor of his position 

(Why does Mill think that, even if women were inferior at certain jobs, a legal prohibition would 
be unnecessary? What would his opponents have to prove? What’s the difference between Mill’s 
argument from social usefulness and his appeal to justice?) 

 
p. 55-57: Argument for suffrage; initial argument for women’s eligibility for public office  

(Why does Mill limit his argument to public functions? What is Mill’s argument for women’s 
suffrage? How does Mill initially argue that women should be allowed to run for office?) 

  
p. 57-61: Historical argument for women’s ability to rule 

(What does Mill mean when he says “negative evidence is worth little,” but “positive evidence is 
conclusive”? How does that help his argument? How does Mill use specific historical examples to 
prove his point? What is the “bad joke” that he responds to, and how does he argue against it?) 

 
p. 61-69: Here Mill argues that even if that the popular prejudices about women’s nature were true, that 
wouldn’t disqualify women for office. Along the way, he also reinforces the earlier point that we 
shouldn’t confuse what women are like under oppression with their ultimate capabilities.  

(Why does Mill spend so long on these prejudices, even though he thinks they don’t really 
represent women’s nature? What does the example of “women brought up to work for their 
livelihood” show? What are the examples of the French, Italians, Greeks, and Irish meant to 
show? What problematic views of the nature of ‘race’ does that argument presuppose? ) 

 
p. 69-71: Objection and reply, from brain science 

(What is the objection and reply? What does the intervening 150 years of psychology and 
neuroscience tell us about these arguments?) 

 
p. 71-72: Further argument about our inability to know women’s nature based on social observation 

(Why does Mill think his fellow Englishmen are in an especially bad place to do this? How does 
this fit with what you know about Victorian social standards?) 

 
p. 72-82: Here Mill offers an extended reply to the claim that women’s inferior abilities are shown by the 
lack of truly great women in the history of art, philosophy, literature, etc. ***(Pay special attention to 
the arguments on p. 79-81)*** 

(What is Mill’s basic argument? From your own experience and education, what are some 
examples of women who have risen to the top of their field and produced great works of art, 
literature, or philosophy? How do the social and familial demands on women’s time make it 
difficult to excel? Do any of these same challenges or barriers apply to women today?)  

 
p. 82-83: Argument for women’s ability in moral judgment 

(What is Mill’s point about “the corrupting influence of power,” and how does it connect with his 
other comparisons to political government, and to slavery? What passages from Douglass’s 
Narrative does this remind you of?)  
 

p. 83-84: What it takes to achieve social change  
(What analogies does Mill make to history, and to other societies? What are these meant to 
show? Why does he think men must be part of the emancipation of women?) 
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Chapter 4: 
p. 85-86: Final question of the essay: who will benefit from these radical social changes? 

(Why does Mill think he needs to answer this question? Do you think a matter of “abstract right” 
is sufficient justification for a social revolution?) 

 
p. 86-89: First benefit of extending women’s rights 

(What is the first benefit, and what arguments does Mill offer for it? What earlier parts of the 
essay does this argument connect to?) 

 
p. 89-90: Second benefit of extending women’s rights 

(What is the second benefit, and what arguments does Mill offer for it? What value is said to 
come from “the consciousness” of being “a human being like any other?”) 

 
p. 90-96: Benefit of extending women’s rights on overall social morality  

(According to Mill, how would extending women’s rights improve their influence on the morality 
of society? In what ways do women influence society? How does he think this would improve if 
women were given equal rights? What does Mill think about religious proselytizing?) 

 
p. 96-98: Benefit of extending women’s rights on the morality of their families  

(How does restricting women’s rights lead them to have a negative effect on the morality of their 
husbands and sons?) 

 
p. 98-103: How restricting women’s rights damages the institution of marriage 

(What is Mill’s ideal of marriage? Do you agree with this ideal? How would the equal education 
and legal equality of women make it easier for people to realize this ideal?) 

 
p. 103-108: Benefit of liberation to women themselves 

(What reason does Mill give for thinking that “freedom is the first and strongest want of human 
nature?” What additional evidence for this claim could you find in the lives of Ben Franklin and 
Frederick Douglass? What importance do you think freedom has to (a) living a satisfying life and 
(b) what it means to be a human being?) 

  
p. 108-109: Final paragraph, conclusion  

(According to Mill, what is the one most important lesson for human beings? How does this 
lesson, when combined with all of Mill’s forgoing arguments, support the thesis which Mill laid 
out on p. 1?) 


