
1 

 

What justifies electoral voice? J. S. Mill on voting 

JONATHAN TURNER 

University of Southampton, UK 

j.n.turner@soton.ac.uk  

 

 

1. Introduction 

Mill’s account of voting is noted for its defence of two reforms which appear to pull in very 

different directions. First, he proposes an expansion of the suffrage. Still advocating 

exclusion from the franchise of the illiterate and innumerate, those who pay no tax, and those 

who are unable to support themselves financially,1 he focuses on the urgent need to extend 

the vote to women and the working class. But, second, he argues for the introduction of a 

system of plural voting. Everyone should have a vote, but those who, owing to their better 

education and thus better judgment, are more competent in their use of it should have more 

than one, the precise multiple depending on their level of relevant expertise. 

The justifications Mill offers for these reforms are difficult to reconcile. His advocacy 

of plural voting, and indeed the whole tenor of his approach to political rule, is 

instrumentalist. His policies are designed to serve his two guiding principles: to improve the 

moral and intellectual character of the people, and to harness the virtues and expertise of the 

best people in the service of good governance (1861a, pp. 390-391). In keeping with that end, 

each person’s opinion should be ‘counted at its worth, though not at more than its worth’ 

(1861a, p. 470). But Mill’s instrumentalism stops short of denying some the vote altogether 

on grounds of competence. Mill vehemently rejects any such exclusion as a ‘personal 

 
1 I address these exclusions in § 5. 
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injustice’ (1861a, p. 469). ‘[E]very one ought to have a voice,’ he claims, in affairs in which 

they are ‘directly interested’ (1861a, p. 473). 

Those who advance instrumental defences of democracy may say that whatever 

political equality is desirable is compatible with unequal voting systems – in theory at least.2 

But what is striking about democratic instrumentalism is its inability to offer any robust 

reason not to exclude some from the franchise altogether. If equal votes are not a requirement 

of equal respect, and if electoral voice is justified by its contribution to good governance, 

why might any person or group’s electoral voice not be sacrificed where necessary for the 

achievement of better political outcomes? 3 

In this article I explore some ways in which Mill might resolve this tension. In § 2 I 

set out the problem in more detail. I contrast Mill’s political instrumentalism with his justice-

based argument for granting each person one vote. I clarify the problem by distinguishing it 

from the question – already canvassed in the literature – whether Mill can plausibly claim to 

be an egalitarian while making inequality in the franchise a central plank in his theory of 

representative government. In § 3 I outline the two most popular justice-based arguments for 

the equal franchise, and argue that neither of them is available to Mill given his other 

 
2 On the relationship between democratic instrumentalism and political equality, see Arneson (2009), 

Wall (2007), Brennan (2016), pp. 112-139. 

3 The most prominent general discussions of Mill’s approach to voting include: Thompson (1976), pp. 

96-112; Brink (2013), pp. 238-249; Miller (2010), pp. 180-198; Urbinati (2002), pp. 93-104, and 

McCabe (2021) pp. 218-231. All these writers recognize and seek either to resolve or to explain the 

tension between Mill’s advocacy of plural voting and his professed egalitarianism, but none addresses 

specifically the tension between the instrumentalist justification of plural voting and Mill’s 

pronouncements about the injustice of any individual’s complete disenfranchisement. 
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commitments. In § 4 I consider some other arguments that might be suggested on Mill’s 

behalf to make sense of his justice-based case for giving each person one vote. I argue that 

neither the value of political participation nor the power to influence political decision-

making for the purpose of self-protection can do enough work to resolve the tension. In § 5, I 

propose the dual justification view as a solution. I argue that Mill’s account is best understood 

as holding that electoral voice is to be justified in two complementary ways: both as 

communicating a person’s interests and personal or class perspective in order that they be 

acknowledged and duly accommodated in policy deliberations, and as advancing a vision of 

the common good and of the best means of achieving it through influencing the policy 

direction of the legislature. The second purpose requires political competence, and so requires 

that electoral voice be proportionate to some proxy measure thereof. But the first requires no 

such competence, and requires only that each person have a voice. These purposes, on Mill’s 

view, can work alongside rather than against each other. 

The dual justification view, I claim, makes sense of more of Mill’s remarks than any 

other available. I support this claim by explaining, in § 6, how best to interpret some of his 

more problematic comments. In particular the dual justification view explains the 

compatibility of democratic equality with plural voting; the personal injustice done and insult 

communicated to those entirely disenfranchised; and the tension between Mill’s endorsement 

of self-protection through voting and his advocacy of voting for the common good. It also fits 

with his endorsement of Thomas Hare’s system of proportional representation. And it leaves 

Mill’s overall position recognizably instrumentalist. I do not claim that the view can make 

sense of everything that Mill says, only that it makes Mill’s position more coherent and 

plausible than the alternatives. 
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2. A personal injustice? 

Mill’s approach to politics is instrumentalist. His inquiry, he tells us, focuses on the question 

‘what are the distinctive characteristics of the form of government best fitted to promote the 

interests of any given society’ (1861a, p. 383). A form of government, after all, is ‘only a 

means’, whose eligibility ‘must depend on [its] adaptation to the end’ (1861a, p. 383). The 

‘ideally best form of government’, Mill believes, is ‘the one which, in the circumstances in 

which it is practicable and eligible, is attended with the greatest amount of beneficial 

consequences, immediate and prospective’ (1861a, p. 404). 

In relation to voting, while Mill acknowledges that ‘the principle of democracy… 

professes equality at its very root and foundation’ (1861a, p. 449), he nevertheless considers 

this equality to be compatible with a franchise in which the better educated are granted more 

votes than the politically ignorant. Mill offers three principal arguments for plural voting. The 

first is as a protection against class legislation. He is concerned that, were the suffrage 

extended, as in his view it should be, to most of the adult population, the votes of the working 

class would combine to threaten the property rights of the better off. This, he thinks, would 

be damaging to the general economic interest (1861a, pp. 445-6). ‘The representative 

system,’ he writes, 

ought to be so constituted as… not to allow any of the various sectional interests to be 

so powerful as to be capable of prevailing against truth and justice and the other 

sectional interests combined. (1861a, p. 447) 

The success of this argument is contingent on assumptions about the distribution of property 

rights in society, and about the likely voting inclinations, informed by class partisanship, of 

the new mass of people to be admitted to the franchise. But Mill says explicitly that he would 
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favour plural voting even in an ideal representative system.4 This is because, Mill’s second 

argument runs, a system that affords greater political influence to those who can demonstrate 

their intellectual competence thereby communicates to society at large the importance of the 

pursuit of intellectual excellence (1861a, p. 478).  

The plausibility of this argument depends on one further assumption Mill makes, 

which also constitutes his final and most important argument for plural voting. That is that 

the opinions of the better educated are more valuable, and therefore ought to carry greater 

weight. On Mill’s view, people should vote for what they think is right, not for their own 

interests (1861a, p. 490). The opinions of those who are either more intelligent or more 

virtuous (or both – and Mill seems to have thought that the better educated were, on the 

whole, both more intelligent and more virtuous than the less well educated) are more likely to 

get things right, and so make a more valuable contribution to good government. Opinions 

should be ‘counted at [their] worth’, so the opinions of the better informed should count for 

more. 

The first and third arguments are closely linked. It is not only the interests of a certain 

class that might lose out through simple majority voting, but also ‘truth and justice’ – and 

since Mill believes that the better educated are more likely to be on the side of truth and 

justice, the amplification of their vote will, he thinks, serve these ends as well as the interests 

of the propertied class. 

 
4 In the Autobiography Mill notes the need for universally adequate education to elicit support for 

plural voting and concedes that it might not be necessary where such education was available (1873, 

pp. 261-2). But in the period during which he does advocate it, he does so without any normative 

reservations. See Miller (2015). 
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Alongside the instrumental case for plural voting, Mill recognizes a similarly 

instrumental case for the extension of the suffrage – for allowing everyone the vote, if not an 

equal influence: 

Whoever, in an otherwise popular government, has no vote, and no prospect of 

obtaining it will either be a permanent malcontent, or will feel as one whom the 

general affairs of society do not concern; for whom they are to be managed by others; 

who ‘has no business with the laws except to obey them,’ nor with public interests 

and concerns except as a looker-on. (1861a, p. 469) 

The idea of the non-voter being a ‘permanent malcontent’ suggests that one aspect of the 

concern here is with the stability of any society that systematically excludes some of its 

citizens from meaningful participation in political life. But the overall argument focuses more 

on the improvement of the people themselves than on their socio-political environment. Mill 

believes passionately in the ability of political participation to enhance people’s moral and 

intellectual character, and extending the franchise is a necessary step to unlocking the 

potential of the British population (1861a, pp. 467-8). 

Straight after the instrumental case noted above, and in contrast to it, Mill offers a 

distinct argument based on the injustice of withholding the vote: 

it is a personal injustice to withhold from any one, unless for the prevention of greater 

evils, the ordinary privilege of having his voice reckoned in the disposal of affairs in 

which he has the same interest as other people. If he is compelled to pay, if he may be 

compelled to fight, if he is required implicitly to obey, he should be legally entitled to 

be told what for; to have his consent asked, and his opinion counted at its worth, 

though not at more than its worth. (1861a, pp. 469-70) 
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Mill says explicitly that this argument is independent of the instrumental case suggested 

immediately beforehand. This is an argument about the justice of granting voting rights, 

rather than about its beneficial consequences for the quality of governance or of individuals’ 

characters. And although we know that Mill regards questions of justice as ultimately 

reducible to questions of utility (1861, pp. 240-259), the contrast with the previous argument 

suggests that the disutility of denying some the vote is not the concern; if the utility of 

universal suffrage is to feature in this argument, it will be much further down the line, in a 

two-level utilitarian account of rights. It is a personal injustice, then, if someone fails to get 

what is owed to her as a matter of principle, and this holds even if the ultimate justification of 

such ‘justice practices’ is to be cashed out in terms of long-term beneficial consequences. 

Another of Mill’s comments suggests that he is keen to combine the instrumental 

approach that justifies plural voting with a concern for justice that precludes the possibility of 

full disenfranchisement on purely utilitarian grounds: 

In all human affairs, every person directly interested, and not under positive tutelage, 

has an admitted claim to a voice, and when his exercise of it is not inconsistent with 

the safety of the whole, cannot justly be excluded from it. (1861a, p. 473) 

Mill thinks that the claim to a voice is a claim in justice, and is compatible with the 

instrumental argument for a weighted franchise. But it is not clear just how the argument 

from justice is supposed to be compatible with Mill’s instrumental approach. If a person is 

entitled to have his opinion counted at its worth, we need to ask: worth for what or for whom? 

The obvious answer here – the answer that holds the line of Mill’s instrumentalism – would 

make reference to the contribution of competent citizens towards election results that return 

legislators who will do a good job. The dual function of representative democracy is to 

harness the expertise of the populace, and to enhance through participation the character of 
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the electorate. A person who will acquit herself competently, through the use of her vote, in 

electing worthy representatives contributes more to the goals of democracy than the person 

who votes unwisely. But if that is the case, while it will no doubt damage the pursuit of these 

goals to deny the vote to those who would use it wisely; while it might even be described as 

an injustice if the state fails to discharge a duty it owes to the people at large to enact and 

maintain the best available democratic system, it is not clear why it could be a personal 

injustice to the individual from whom the vote is withheld. It is still less clear why it would 

be an injustice to those unwise voters whose participation would, as Jason Brennan puts it, 

‘pollute the polls’ (Brennan 2009). 

Let me clarify the tension I am exploring here by looking at another recent attempt to 

make sense of Mill’s advocacy of plural voting. Helen McCabe’s overall aim is to vindicate 

Mill’s claim to place himself ‘under the general designation of Socialist’ (Mill 1873, p. 239), 

and, in the case of plural voting, to show that Mill’s endorsement of such a scheme can sit 

comfortably with what McCabe regards as Mill’s relational egalitarianism (McCabe 2021, 

pp. 218-231). She emphasizes that Mill sees the vote not as a moral right, but as a trust that a 

voter holds to work for the common good. The positive case for plural voting emerges out of 

this: if certain people can do more for the common good than others, by exercising greater 

influence, then they should do, and others should not object to this. We ought, rather, to 

acknowledge that some people’s opinions are worth more than ours and should treat them as 

such (McCabe 2021, p. 227). 

McCabe’s argument strikes me as persuasive as far as it goes, but it does not make 

clear why any person should not, on the basis of this reasoning, accept that her opinion on 

politics is worth nothing, and is thus worthy of no votes. If I emailed the manager of 

Manchester United Football Club with advice about his team selection for Saturday’s match, 

I should not be surprised to find my advice entirely disregarded, since I am no authority on 
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football. This is also how Mill thinks things stand in relation to business: at least sometimes, 

the ignorant must accept that they have no voice. And yet in ‘national affairs’ this approach is 

deemed insulting to those who would be denied any say at all. 

McCabe shows how Mill’s advocacy of plural voting and his relational egalitarianism 

can indeed be compatible, given Mill’s optimistic assumptions about people’s ability to 

acknowledge superior competence in others. But this reconciliation leaves us asking why 

Mill thought everyone entitled even to one vote. If the contribution of the wholly ignorant, or 

systematically mistaken, would have a polluting effect, then although some instrumental 

reasons for their enfranchisement may persist – if disenfranchised they may become 

‘permanent malcontents’ – no justice-based case for granting them the right to vote appears to 

survive. On the contrary, the common good would seem to require that their pernicious 

influence be removed. Finally, and relatedly, why should those who recognize their own 

incompetence (as Mill thinks they should and ultimately can) themselves still regard their 

disenfranchisement as an insult? 

 

3. Two popular arguments 

There are two natural reasons to regard withholding the vote from someone as a personal 

injustice. They are, first, that I have a right to a say in that which concerns me and, second, 

that equal voting rights are required in order to respect each person’s dignity. The 

interpretation of Mill’s position that I offer in § 5 involves elements of both of these 

arguments, but neither is straightforwardly available to Mill. My explanation of the dual 

justification view will show how Mill adjusts and supplements these considerations to yield a 

justice-based case for the right to vote that is compatible with competence-based plural 

voting. 
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3.1 A right to a say in what concerns me 

Mill himself gestures towards the first argument in the passage quoted on page 6 above 

(1861a, pp. 469-70). He characterizes withholding the vote from someone as denying him 

‘the ordinary privilege of having his voice reckoned in the disposal of affairs in which he has 

the same interest as other people.’ The principle suggested here is that each person has a 

basic right to a say in what concerns her. If I am affected by the policies that are going to be 

implemented by the legislature, then I am owed as a matter of right some influence over those 

policies; the same influence, one might think, as those others who are equally affected. 

The idea that it is my having ‘the same interest as other people’ that justifies my voice 

being reckoned leads naturally to the endorsement of some kind of proportional voting 

system, whereby those with a greater stake in the outcome are granted a correspondingly 

greater say.5 Or instead one might think that the normative significance of a stake is binary 

rather than proportional: those with some interest are entitled to a vote, without distinctions 

made on the basis of the extent of that interest; those with no interest are entitled to none. 

Both of these are different from the idea that my interest in the outcome, however small or 

large, guarantees for me an influence that is proportional to my competence. In fact, I think it 

is possible to make an argument that justifies an electoral voice proportional to competence 

on the basis of the voter’s own interest. On this view my voice ought to be fully proportional 

to my competence, because my ultimate interest in the best outcome might be best served – if 

I am particularly incompetent – by my having no vote. (My ignorance or worse might cause 

me systematically to vote against my own interests.) But it seems to be very difficult to find a 

 
5 See Brighouse & Fleurbaey (2010), Bengtson (2020). 
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way that my interest in the outcome might justify – by itself, at least6 – the position that I 

must have some say, but not more than my competence allows. The ‘right to a say’ argument, 

then, will not work for Mill on its own. 

 

3.2 Equal votes as a requirement of equal dignity 

The second natural reason to regard withholding the vote from someone as a personal 

injustice is grounded simply in each person’s worth, or dignity, as a citizen. For some people 

to have fewer votes than others, as Mill’s plural voting scheme requires, is for them to have 

subordinate status in the polity. In other words, the arrangement violates a fundamental 

principle of political equality. Mill’s discussion of this argument is curious. His intention, it 

seems, is to affirm the basic principle of political equality – indeed, in the following passage 

it is on that basis that he appears to justify each person’s having one vote – while denying that 

the entitlement of the better educated to multiple votes runs counter to it. ‘[N]ational affairs,’ 

he writes, are a ‘joint concern’, just like a business, but 

with the difference that no one needs ever be called upon for a complete sacrifice of 

his own opinion. It can always be taken into the calculation, and counted at a certain 

figure, a higher figure being assigned to the suffrages of those whose opinion is 

entitled to a greater weight. There is not in this arrangement any thing necessarily 

invidious to those to whom it assigns the lower degrees of influence. Entire exclusion 

from a voice in the common concerns is one thing: the concession to others of a more 

potential voice, on the ground of greater capacity for the management of the joint 

 
6 The view I attribute to Mill in § 5 does make essential reference to a voter’s protection of her own 

interests. 
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interests, is another. The two things are not merely different, they are 

incommensurable. Every one has a right to feel insulted by being made a nobody, and 

stamped as of no account at all. No one but a fool, and only a fool of a peculiar 

description, feels offended by the acknowledgement that there are others whose 

opinion, and even whose wish, is entitled to a greater amount of consideration than 

his. To have no voice in what are partly his own concerns is a thing which nobody 

willingly submits to; but when what is partly his concern is also partly another’s, and 

he feels the other to understand the subject better than himself, that the other’s 

opinion should be counted for more than his own accords with his expectations, and 

with the course of things which in all other affairs of life he is accustomed to 

acquiesce in. (1861a, p. 474) 

In fact, the political case is not just like ‘all other affairs of life’: as a general rule, as I 

observed earlier, people do not expect to have any say in things they know nothing about. 

Mill acknowledges this: unlike business, he notes, national affairs is an arena in which ‘no 

one needs ever be called upon for a complete sacrifice of his own opinion’. This, he thinks, 

would be an insult. But what makes national affairs different? It is not that these are 

‘common concerns’ – that the interests of the voter herself and of others are at stake – since 

that is true of business as well.7 Mill does not say, but perhaps the crucial difference is that in 

 
7 Mill’s argument regarding business is consistent with his (apparent) defence of the principle that a 

person is entitled to a say in what concerns her, despite his acknowledgement that in business, unlike 

in national affairs, a person is sometimes ‘called upon for a complete sacrifice of his own opinion’. As 

regards business, his view seems to be that, when such a complete sacrifice is required, an injustice is 

done to the person who must yield, but not such a great injustice as would be done if it were the more 

competent who must do so (1861a, pp. 473-4). Perhaps his overall analysis of the business case would 
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the national case, political equality is implicated? In the business case there is no concern 

about equality of status, whereas exclusion from the franchise is, in some sense, exclusion 

from the polity.  

But if that is right, then Mill’s explanation of why political equality is respected 

notwithstanding that some have more votes than others is unsatisfactory. He distinguishes 

‘entire exclusion from a voice in the common concerns’ from ‘the concession to others of a 

more potential voice, on the ground of greater capacity for the management of the joint 

interests’. He thinks that entire exclusion from a voice would amount to ‘being made a 

nobody, and stamped of no account at all’, grounding a reasonable feeling of being insulted, 

whereas having a lesser voice on account of one’s lesser competence is compatible with a 

respectful recognition of the lesser worth of one’s opinion. 

Here there is a dilemma for Mill. What is the voice for from which no one can rightly 

be completely excluded? If opinions are supposed to have value in the sense of being of some 

use, or standing some chance of being correct, then we must concede the possibility that 

some opinions are of no value. Or even that they have negative value: if some people are 

prone to systematic error in matters of politics, rather than being merely ignorant, then 

counting their opinions may lead us to favour bad policies. Again, the worry is that, if 

electoral voice is justified by its contribution to policy outcomes, then it is not clear on what 

basis Mill can defend each person’s having even one vote. On the other hand, one’s electoral 

voice might function as a confirmation of one’s equal standing in the political community. 

But if that is the case then, as David Brink asks, ‘why should I care so much about being 

 
be that, all things considered, it is best for all that complete sacrifice of opinion is sometimes required, 

but that whenever it is, there is a pro tanto injustice to the person whose voice is not heard. 
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branded a nobody and not at all about being branded a lesser somebody?’ (Brink 2013, p. 

248) 

 

4. Some Millian lines of response 

In this section I consider and reject two lines of response that might be made on Mill’s behalf. 

Each focuses on a prominent strand of Mill’s thinking about democracy.  

 

4.1 The value of participation 

Mill thinks that each person should play some role in the business of government for her own 

benefit (1861a, pp. 411-12).8 The instrumental value in voting lies not only in achieving good 

electoral outcomes, but also in improving the intellectual and moral character of voters 

themselves. It might be thought, therefore, that each person should have one vote for this 

purpose. If the weight of the votes of the more competent is set at an appropriate multiple, 

these ‘merely participatory’ votes will extend the benefits of political enfranchisement to the 

masses without threatening to exercise ‘preponderant influence’ (1861a, p. 446) over the 

votes of the better informed and better disposed. As patronizing as it sounds to modern ears, 

this argument would likely have appealed to Mill: his instrumental case for universal voting 

rights focused on the improvement in character engendered by political participation; and this 

 
8 To the extent that he acknowledges the specific tension addressed in this paper, Brink tends to see 

the good of participation as the key to resolving it: 2013, p. 243. J. Joseph Miller (2003, pp. 666-7) 

seems to suggest that the only reason to give the incompetent a vote is the good of participation and 

education. 
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argument also fits with Mill’s idea that multiple votes for superior voters would allow ‘truth 

and justice’ to prevail even if the influence of the masses’ votes was malign. 

But the value Mill ascribed to participation does not support the claim that being 

denied the vote is a personal injustice. Remember that Mill specifically distinguishes the 

justice-based argument from the instrumental argument from participation. What is a personal 

injustice, he claims, is to deny someone not the participatory benefits of electoral 

enfranchisement, but ‘the ordinary privilege of having his voice reckoned in the disposal of 

affairs in which he has the same interest as other people’. As well as fitting poorly with Mill’s 

presentation, then, this argument also fails to account for the importance Mill assigns to those 

people being allowed a say in what concerns them.  

 

4.2 Self-protection and competence 

A different argument cites the significance for Mill of the ability of each individual or class to 

exercise by means of their votes a measure of self-protection against negligence or 

exploitation by the state. ‘It is important,’ says Mill, 

that every one of the governed should have a voice in the government, because it can 

hardly be expected that those who have no voice will not be unjustly postponed to 

those who have. (1859a, p. 322) 

Might it be regarded as a personal injustice, then, to deny someone this avenue for self-

defence? 

There is no doubt that Mill regards the self-protective function of voting as of 

paramount importance. ‘All our recent constitutional reforms, and the whole creed of 

reformers,’ he argues, ‘are grounded on the fact that the suffrage is needed for self-
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protection’ (1871, p. 402). Voting, then, although it is a trust held for the benefit of the public 

at large, also has a self-regarding aspect. National affairs are partly the concerns of others, but 

also partly one’s own, and ‘To have no voice in what are partly his own concerns is a thing 

which nobody willingly submits to’. This defence of Mill proposes two principles working in 

tandem: the other-regarding aspect of voting requires that each person’s opinion be counted 

at its worth, and thus that some are allowed to have more influence – more votes – than 

others. But the self-regarding aspect requires that every person have the means of protecting 

her own interests, and hence that each have at least one vote. 

One worry about this interpretation is that it is not clear how voters could be assured 

of using their single vote to protect their interests if its influence could (designedly) be 

drowned out by the many votes granted to others. Mill’s response to this may depend on the 

circumstances in which he wrote. His belief seems to have been that granting each person one 

vote would not undo the beneficial effect of granting multiple votes to the better educated, 

because those with one vote would be the working class, who were the vast majority. As we 

saw, part of the case in favour of plural voting was to prevent the propertied classes being the 

victims of ‘class legislation’ on the part of the working class. 

On the face of it, then, this seems a promising argument. But the case for giving each 

person one vote based on the need for self-protection is open to challenge on the same ground 

as before: it is not clear that those who are ignorant, misguided or otherwise incompetent 

according to the ideal standard Mill would apply in order to apportion multiple votes would 

be in a good position to protect their own interests by means of their vote. Even if we accept 

Mill’s premise that each person in all cases knows her own interests better than anyone else 

(1859b p. 277), the ignorant may still be ill-equipped to judge how best to defend or advance 

those interests in the political realm. Mill rejected James Mill’s idea that some people’s 

interests (e.g., women’s) could be represented in the legislature by members elected by others 
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(e.g. their fathers or husbands), in virtue of the fact that their interests were identical to those 

of the others. But Mill’s own view allows the possibility that, as a matter of contingent fact, 

some voters’ interests will be better protected by the votes of others than by their own – not 

because their interests coincide, but because others simply know more about which policies 

are sensible ones than they do.  

So while Mill might still reject his father’s advocacy of ‘virtual representation’ on the 

empirical ground that it is not realistic, that would still not be enough to explain how it could 

be a personal injustice or an insult to the disenfranchised if they were excluded on this 

empirically spurious basis. If such an exclusion were in fact the best way to advance the 

interests of those excluded (concerns about participation aside), on an instrumental basis that 

would be the best policy. If it were not the best way, it should not be chosen, but 

implementing such a policy would represent an injustice to the excluded only to the extent 

that any failure by the state not to choose the best policy for advancing their interests would 

represent an injustice. This would not be a ‘personal’ injustice or an insult. 

 

5. A solution: Dual justification of electoral voice 

To resolve the tension between Mill’s instrumentalist justification for a system of 

representative government that includes plural voting and his non-instrumentalist, justice-

based case for allowing each person one vote, I propose the dual justification view of 

electoral voice. On this view Mill contemplates two distinct, but complementary, 

justifications for the right to vote. One justification, in terms of the policy influence of the 

vote, requires electoral voice to be proportionate to political competence. The other, in terms 

of the communication of a person’s interests and perspective, simply requires voice to be 

conferred on each person, without regard to competence.   
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The dual justification view makes prominent use of the foregoing points about self-

protection. But in order to make best sense of Mill’s remarks, we need to complicate the 

picture somewhat. Mill regards it as a principle 

of as universal truth and applicability as any general proposition which can be laid 

down respecting human affairs…. that the rights and interests of every or any person 

are only secure from being disregarded, when the person interested is himself able, 

and habitually disposed, to stand up for them. (1861a, p. 404) 

But this, it would appear, is because in the present state of things, most people (not the ‘elite 

of mankind’, for whom ‘Communism would even now be practicable’ (1861a, p. 405)) prefer 

their own interests to those of others, and (presumably) will therefore vote for their own 

interests. This is inconsistent with Mill’s position on the vote, which – as we have seen – is 

for Mill a legal right held on trust for the common good (1861a, p. 490), not a moral 

entitlement to use as one pleases. Here, then, is a new tension: Mill seems to argue that the 

ideally best form of government is a popular one partly on the ground that it enables people 

to protect their own interests, but this is true only in the case where, non-ideally, people vote 

for their own interests rather than the common good. 

Here is a solution to the new tension which will allow us to resolve our original 

problem. Mill does not think that the ability of popular government to defend people’s 

interests lies ultimately in each person’s voting selfishly, but rather in the fact that each will 

be best placed to know what is in her own interests, and therefore, even when voting with the 

welfare of society at large in mind, will vote on the basis of an understanding of her interests 

that is not universally shared. And by exercising one’s right to vote and thus securing 

representation in Parliament, one does not only bring one’s interests to the attention of those 



19 

 

engaged in parliamentary debate; one also enables them to see things from one’s own point of 

view. ‘We need not suppose,’ Mill argues, 

that when power resides in an exclusive class, that class will knowingly and 

deliberately sacrifice the other classes to themselves, it suffices that, in the absence of 

its natural defenders, the interest of the excluded is always in danger of being 

overlooked; and, when looked at, is seen with very different eyes from those of the 

persons whom it directly concerns. (1861a, p. 405) 

 Both one’s interests and one’s perspective are at stake. The imperative of listening to all 

voices is dependent on the tendency of their expression to bring an otherwise overlooked 

perspective to political deliberation. This case for electoral voice is based on the epistemic 

value of the speaker’s contribution, rather than on her political competence. Standing up for 

one’s interests is in the main a matter of drawing attention to where those interests lie, and 

securing a more lively awareness of them in the legislature. This helps us to understand 

Mill’s suggestion that the working man’s voice ought to be listened to, regardless of how 

close his view comes to the truth (1861a, p. 405). The working man may not have got things 

quite right, but the view he puts forward is informed by his own perspective, on which no one 

can stake a claim to greater expertise. And that perspective needs to be taken into account in 

formulating the best overall view on, for instance, what to do about strikes. The legislature 

must deliberate on the basis not only of adequate information but also of a proper 

understanding of what it is like to be a member of the working class. 

Here, then, is the dual justification view. Casting a vote contributes to the election of 

representatives. Representatives deliberate on and ultimately influence the direction of 

political policy. So being able to elect a representative means being able to get one’s 

perspective heard and interests taken account of in parliamentary deliberation, and being able 
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– albeit highly indirectly9 – to influence the policy output. But these are distinct functions, 

and they have different implications for the extent of the franchise. Insofar as elections are 

ways of soliciting people’s opinions on the course that government should take, we should 

want the voices of those who speak with more authority on such matters to be louder than 

those who remain ignorant. Therefore, they ought to have more votes. But insofar as they are 

a means of gathering information about what is in people’s own interests, and of forcing 

parliamentarians to pay attention to the perspectives of those who otherwise would not be 

heard, no such question of authority arises. While we can reasonably presume that the 

uneducated will have less valuable political opinions, we cannot make any similar 

presumptions about their expressions of their interests. Each person is the best authority on 

her own needs, desires, and lived experience. For this purpose, each person must have a vote. 

When Mill says that each person’s opinion should be ‘counted at its worth, though not 

at more than its worth’, he is affirming the undeniable worth of each person’s perspective on 

what most directly concerns her, while also asserting that some people’s opinions have an 

additional worth that reflects their political competence. When he adverts to the ‘ordinary 

privilege of having his voice reckoned in the disposal of affairs in which he has the same 

interest as other people’, the idea is not that my having a stake in some enterprise entitles me 

to influence its course. To have my voice reckoned is to have my interests taken into account, 

just as are everyone else’s. And the only way that we can be assured that that will happen is if 

each person’s view is represented in Parliament. Similarly, the importance of a person’s 

 
9 Not only because of the difference between voting for a representative, who will then exert her own 

influence on policy, and voting directly for a policy as in a referendum, but also because of Mill’s 

view of the proper function of Parliament as a deliberative rather than legislative (in the fullest sense) 

chamber. 
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having a ‘voice in the government’ is that that voice – embodied in her representative – will 

articulate and make lively her interests, not that it will put forward a normative argument. 

Mill rejects the twentieth-century view – as I have outlined it above – that my having an 

interest in some matter entitles me to exert a quantum of influence over it. If the politically 

ignorant seek to influence policy then they are just like me holding forth to the Manchester 

United manager. The significance of their having an interest is that that interest must be 

considered, and all interests will not be considered unless all perspectives are canvassed. 

If all this is right, why does Mill insist on the complete exclusion of the illiterate and 

innumerate, of non-taxpayers, and of those who are not self-sufficient? These exclusions, 

Mill says, are ‘not in their nature permanent’ (1861a, p. 472) and are ‘required by positive 

reasons, which do not conflict with this principle [scil., that the ‘electoral privilege is… open 

to all persons of full age who desire to obtain it], and which, though an evil in themselves, are 

only to be got rid of by the cessation of the state of things that requires them’ (1861a, p. 470). 

It is the state’s responsibility to see that all are educated to the minimal level required (and 

presumably to ensure that each person is able to provide for herself by her own labour), and 

that some form of taxation be extended to the whole adult population. 

Let us take the uneducated first. If such people are regarded as having no political 

competence, the competence-based case for their enfranchisement does not apply. But why 

do the ‘positive reasons’ against allowing the vote to the uneducated defeat the injustice of 

not hearing their voice? One part of the answer is that in Mill’s view there is a greater 

injustice involved when 

power over others, over the whole community, [is] imparted to people who have not 

acquired the commonest and most essential requisites for taking care of themselves; 
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for pursuing intelligently their own interests, and those of the persons most nearly 

allied to them. (1861a, p. 470) 

The simple interpretation of this passage is that the competence-based justification must 

trump the interest-based one: it is a ‘greater evil’ (1861a, p. 469) that a person self-evidently 

lacking any competence have power over others, than that such a person’s interests are 

considered. But the denial that the uneducated are able even to ‘pursue intelligently their own 

interests’ suggests that Mill thinks that minimal education represents a necessary condition 

not only for political competence – for understanding and advancing good policy – but also 

for the ability to defend one’s interests and communicate one’s perspective to the legislature 

by choosing suitable representatives. If that is right, then the justice-based case for electoral 

voice is itself undermined by complete lack of education. 

Secondly, those who pay no taxes. Mill claims that, since they are 

disposing by their votes of other people’s money, [they] have every motive to be 

lavish, and none to economize. As far as money matters are concerned, any power of 

voting possessed by them is a violation of the fundamental principle of free 

government; a severance of the power of control, from the interest in its beneficial 

exercise. (1861a, p. 471) 

It might be thought that Mill’s argument is that, since such people have no ‘skin in the game’, 

they have no interest in what policies are adopted; therefore, the interest-based justification 

does not apply to them. But this would be an implausible line for Mill to take. The decisions 

of the government very clearly have an impact on such people’s lives, even if not through the 

expenditure of withholding of their monetary contributions. Mill says himself that it is not 

only ‘[i]f he is compelled to pay’, but also ‘if he may be compelled to fight’ (1861a, p. 469) 
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that a person must have his opinion counted. And we would still have to explain why the 

competence-based case does not secure such people the vote. 

Here is a better interpretation. Mill’s focus is on people’s motivations at the ballot 

box. Those who pay no tax have both interests to convey and a view on the proper direction 

of policy, but they have no financial stake to exercise a constraint on their use of the vote. 

Mill believes that those who do not ‘feel that the money which [they] assist[] in voting [is] 

partly [their] own’ will not vote for its responsible use (1861a, p. 472; emphasis added). We 

must remember the pre-eminently utilitarian caveat that Mill attaches to the principle of 

justice-based enfranchisement: to withhold the vote is a personal injustice, ‘unless for the 

prevention of greater evils’ (1861a, p. 469). The insufficient motivation to economize, then, 

undermines any plausible claim to competence, and the justice-based argument does not 

supervene in this case because the stakes are (so Mill believes) too great. 

As with education, ‘it is essential… that taxation… should descend to the poorest 

class’ (1861a, p. 471), so this exclusion too applies only in non-ideal conditions for which the 

state is itself responsible for alleviating. This leaves those who are in receipt of parish relief. 

Mill’s unsympathetic treatment of this class, who neither pay tax nor – while their situation 

persists – can be brought to do so, is based on the assumption that they are responsible for 

their own circumstances. What would otherwise be owed to them in justice they have 

‘abdicate[d]’ their claim to by bringing on themselves the conditions of their dependence 

(1861a, p. 472).10 

 

 
10 This exclusion, like the others, exacts ‘such conditions only as all are able, or ought to be able, to 

fulfil if they choose.’ 
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6. Mill on voting: Egalitarian and instrumentalist 

In this final section I look at how the dual justification view can help us to resolve some of 

the difficulties raised in the course of this article. 

First, how does the dual justification view understand Mill’s claim that a personal 

injustice is done to those who are denied the vote? I have argued that this cannot be explained 

on the ground that the disenfranchised are denied the best means of protecting their interests, 

if that explanation relies on the premise that each individual is competent at protecting her 

interests by advocating the policies that best advance them. Nor, in any case, is that argument 

consonant with Mill’s view that people ought to vote for the common good. 

A popular counter-argument to epistocratic proposals today is to note that 

distinguishing between the competent and the incompetent invites ‘invidious comparisons’ 

(Estlund 2008, pp. 33-36). Mill explicitly rejects this (1859a, p. 474). Some people’s 

opinions, he thinks, are clearly more valuable than others. But the same cannot be said about 

perspectives. So while it should not be regarded as an affront to the less competent to hold 

that their political views are less valuable than those of others, it would be an insult to a 

person to suggest that her own perspective on matters that concern her should not even be 

heard. We can know people are incompetent without letting them vote, but we can’t 

understand adequately where their interests lie unless we allow them a voice with which to 

express them. In fact, the insult would be twofold. It would be insulting if we presumed to 

know a person’s interests before she (or her representative) told us, and more importantly, not 

asking a person to express her interests implies that they are not going to be taken into 
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account, and are therefore not worth soliciting.11 It is in this sense, I would suggest, that a 

person denied the vote would be ‘made a nobody, and stamped as of no account at all’. 

We are now in a position to answer David Brink’s question, ‘why should I care so 

much about being branded a nobody and not at all about being branded a lesser somebody?’ 

Mill’s response should be as follows. I shouldn’t care that I am branded a lesser somebody in 

the sense of being inferior in my political competence. On the contrary, I should accept that 

my opinions on politics will not make a positive contribution to the common good, and I 

should have commensurately less influence. Nor should I care even if I am regarded as 

having no competence in this area. But I should care if I am branded a nobody in the sense of 

having no interest worth taking into account; and that is what is implied if I – as the only 

reliable source for learning those interests – am not asked to express them via my selection of 

representative.  

The second issue to examine is the tension between Mill’s endorsement of self-

protection through voting and his advocacy of voting for the common good. On the view I am 

proposing, the means of a person’s self-protection is not by influencing policy in a direction 

that is more beneficial to her than to others, but by ensuring that the legislature, and the polity 

more generally, are better apprised of one constituent of the general good, viz., the voter’s 

own good (or the good of the working class, for instance). Voting to get one’s perspective 

heard and one’s interests reckoned is not voting for those interests as against other people’s 

interests. It is not only compatible with voting in the public interest; it is one way of voting in 

the public interest.  

 
11 Compare Thomas Christiano’s argument from public equality in The Constitution of Equality 

(Christiano 2008, pp. 88-90). 
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Mill seems to have thought that the system of proportional representation proposed by 

Thomas Hare could accomplish the task of enabling some to have greater influence on policy 

without allowing their interests to take precedence over those of others. Since on Hare’s 

system, as Mill envisaged it, each person casting a vote could expect to put someone in 

Parliament to speak with her voice, the interest and perspective of each could be accounted 

for even while the beneficial contribution of the more politically competent could still be 

realized through their additional votes.12 

This is crucial for understanding Mill’s egalitarianism. The dual justification view 

allows Mill to claim that ‘the principle of democracy… professes equality at its very root and 

foundation’ (Mill 1861a, p. 449) without undermining his case for plural voting. The equality 

in question is to be understood not as a form of political status, but as the straightforward 

utilitarian notion of equality of interests. As McCabe has pointed out, there should be no 

suggestion that this principle is disrespected by Mill’s plural voting scheme, since the 

additional votes of the educated are not designed to serve their own interests, but everyone’s 

equally – they are votes for the common good. This may seem to some to be an insufficiently 

direct role for equality in the democratic system. But I think we can go further and identify a 

distinctively democratic equality at work in Mill’s thinking, for equality of interests is 

specifically accounted for in the assignment of voting rights: the one vote that is guaranteed 

to each person as of right is intended to enable each to express that interest. ‘[T]here is not 

 
12 ‘Minorities, so long as they remain minorities, are, and ought to be outvoted; but under 

arrangements which enable any assemblage of voters, amounting to a certain number, to place in the 

legislature a representative of its own choice, minorities cannot be suppressed. Independent opinions 

will force their way into the council of the nation and make themselves heard there, a thing which 

often cannot happen in the existing forms of representative democracy’ (Mill 1873, p. 262) 
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equal suffrage,’ Mill notes, ‘where every single individual does not count for as much as any 

other single individual in the community’ (1861a, p. 449). This understanding of democratic 

equality is not threatened by plural voting, since the practice of granting multiple votes to 

some on grounds of their competence in advancing the common good is not inconsistent with 

granting at least one vote to everyone – independently of political competence – in order to 

ensure that all voices are heard.13 

Finally, part of the challenge for Mill on voting was to remain an instrumentalist 

about politics while advancing a non-instrumentalist, justice-based argument for the right to 

 
13 Thompson (1976, pp. 107-8) interprets Mill’s account of voting in the light of the tension he posits 

between the competing principles of competence and participation. There is an inconsistency, he 

thinks, between Mill’s support for plural voting and his advocacy of Hare’s plan for proportional 

representation, but it 

does not reflect a contradiction in his basic idea of equality. Rather, it is a consequence of his 

attempt to apply egalitarian and inegalitarian standards to the same act – voting. Mill could 

maintain, as he does much of the time, that all citizens should have equal votes, but that they 

should voluntarily grant more competent individuals greater or unequal influence in political 

deliberations. In this way the strict contradiction would dissolve, though the tension between 

equal voting (implied by the principle of participation) and unequal influence (implied by 

competence) would remain, to be worked out in practice with the aid of Personal 

Representation. 

On the dual justification view, there are indeed egalitarian and inegalitarian justifications for 

admittance to the franchise. But the tension is resolved because the efficacy of the Hare plan in 

securing representation for each voter satisfies the egalitarian strand – which has to do with 

accounting of interests rather than with participation – not by requiring that citizens have equal votes, 

but that each have one. 
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vote. The dual justification view leaves Mill’s overall picture recognizably instrumentalist. 

Both justifications I have proposed for electoral voice are ultimately grounded in the benefit 

to the general good. The case of plural voting is straightforward: the point of allowing the 

more competent a greater say is that they will be more likely to choose the right policies for 

all. But the justice-based argument will also cite the goal of good governance, since that is 

served by ensuring that each person’s perspective is heard and interests are counted. We are 

thus able to vindicate the intuition that each person is entitled to express her view just 

because she has an interest at stake, but without invoking either a right to exert an influence 

over the direction of policy or the abstract ideal of political status. Either of these might 

imperil the ultimate aim of good governance – the first by permitting people an influence that 

reflected their interest rather than their ability to make a valuable contribution, the second by 

failing to realize the potential contributions of the more competent in the name of preventing 

‘invidious comparisons’.14 

  

 
14 I am grateful to Adam Perry, Cécile Fabre, Catherine Penny and an anonymous reviewer for their 

comments. 



29 

 

References 

Arneson, Richard 2009, ‘The Supposed Right to a Democratic Say’, in T. Christiano & J. 

Christman (eds.), Contemporary Debates in Political Philosophy (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell) 

Bengtson, Andreas 2020, ‘Differential Voting and Relational Egalitarianism’, in Political 

Studies 68, pp. 1054-1070 

Brennan, Jason 2009, ‘Polluting the Polls: When Citizens Should Not Vote’ in Australasian 

Journal of Philosophy 87, pp. 535-549 

—— 2016, Against Democracy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press) 

Brighouse, Harry & Marc Fleurbaey 2010, ‘Democracy and Proportionality’ Journal of 

Political Philosophy 18, pp. 137-155 

Brink, David O. 2013, Mill’s Progressive Principles (Oxford: Oxford University Press) 

Christiano, Thomas 2008, The Constitution of Equality (Oxford: Oxford University Press) 

Estlund, David 2008, Democratic Authority: A Philosophical Framework (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press) 

McCabe, Helen 2021, John Stuart Mill: Socialist (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University 

Press 2021) 

Mill, John S. 1859a, Thoughts on Parliamentary Reform, rept in Robson (1977a) 

——, John S. 1859b, On Liberty, rept in Robson (1977b) 

——, John S. 1861a, Considerations on Representative Government, rept in Robson (1977a) 

——, John S. 1861b, Utilitarianism, rept in Robson (1969) 



30 

 

——, John Stuart 1871, ‘Women’s Suffrage [3]’, rept in Robson (1988) 

——, John S. 1873, Autobiography, rept in Robson (1981) 

Miller, Dale E. 2010, J. S. Mill: Moral, Political and Social Thought (Polity 2010) 

—— 2015, ‘The Place of Plural Voting in Mill’s Conception of Representative Government’, 

in Review of Politics 77, pp. 399-423 

Miller, J. Joseph 2003, ‘J. S. Mill on Plural Voting, Competence, and Participation’ in 

History of Political Thought 24, pp. 647-667 

Robson, John M. (ed.) 1969, Collected Works of John Stuart Mill, Volume X: Essays on 

Ethics, Religion and Society (Toronto: University of Toronto Press and London: Routledge 

and Kegan Paul) 

——, John M. (ed.) 1977a, Collected Works of John Stuart Mill, Volume XIX: Essays on 

Politics and Society (Toronto: University of Toronto Press and London: Routledge and 

Kegan Paul) 

——, John M. (ed.) 1977b, Collected Works of John Stuart Mill, Volume XVIII: Essays on 

Politics and Society (Toronto: University of Toronto Press and London: Routledge and 

Kegan Paul) 

——, John M. (ed.) 1981, Collected Works of John Stuart Mill, Volume I: Autobiography and 

Literary Essays (Toronto: University of Toronto Press and London: Routledge and Kegan 

Paul) 

——, John M. (ed.) 1988, Collected Works of John Stuart Mill, Volume XXIX: Public and 

Parliamentary Speeches (Toronto: University of Toronto Press and London: Routledge and 

Kegan Paul) 



31 

 

Thompson, Dennis F. 1976, John Stuart Mill and Representative Government (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press) 

Urbinati, Nadia 2002, Mill on Democracy: From the Athenian Polis to Representative 

Government (Chicago: University of Chicago Press) 

Wall, Steven 2007, ‘Democracy and Equality’, in Philosophical Quarterly 57, pp. 416-438 


