Basic Western Studies, Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies (IHCS)
Biannual Journal, Vol. 14, No. 2, Autumn and Winter 2023-2024, 191-218
https://www.doi.org/10.30465/0s.2024.48453.1963

A Communitarian Reading of Liberal Feminism
in the Thought of John Stuart Mill

Fariba Niksiar', Seyed Khodayar Mortazavi Asl

Faramarz Mirzazade Ahmad Beigl ™~

Abstract

Communitarianism is considered as one of the pivotal political philosophies in the
current Western culture and a reaction to liberalism. Although, in their theories,
communitarians try to speak in a gender neutral language, but it can be concluded that
their critiques of liberalism include liberal feminism. The purpose of this article is to
find a link between these two thoughts to alleviate the challenges arising from the
liberal approach. With the use of Skinner’s method and through the reading of the
selected communitarians (Alasdir MacIntyre, Charles Taylor, Michael Walzer and
Martha Nussbaum), this study examines the approach of John Stuart Mill, a liberal-
utilitarian philosopher and a progressive feminist towards gender justice.

Mill as a moderate liberal had also been influenced by other thinkers. Therefore, the
question is; in his understanding of gender justice, Mill is close to which intellectual
component of the selected communitarians and which aspect of his thought differs from
them? The answer is; most of the communitarians in response to liberalism take a

different path from Mill's attitude regarding categories such as individualism, neglecting
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the traditions, neutrality of the state and universalism. But, Mill makes exceptions for

some cases because of his moral pluralism.

Keywords: Communitarianism, John Stuart Mill, Gender justice, Liberty, The right to
difference.

Introduction and Statement of the Problem

Communitarianism is based on the critique of modernity and liberalism, and the liberal
feminism is no exception in this regard. Therefore, by selecting four communitarians
and through their readings, this study examines gender justice in the thought of John
Stuart Mill, especially his views in the book “The Subjection of Women”. The purpose
of this research is to find a link between communitarianism and liberalism to alleviate
the challenges in traditional societies posed by liberalism.

Therefore, the question is; in his understanding of gender justice, Mill is close to
which intellectual component of the selected communitarians and which aspect of his
thought differs from them? The answer is; most of the communitarians in response to
liberalism take a different path from Mill's attitude regarding categories such as
individualism, neutrality of the state, ignoring culture and traditions of a specific society
and universalism. But, because of his moral pluralism, Mill makes some exceptions.
Furthermore, Mill and the selected communitarians have a consensus about the
uniqueness of each person's personality, which leads to “the right to difference”

Method

The qualitative nature of the current research has led to use interpretative and
hermeneutical methods. Therefore, the Quentin Skinner's pattern and his
recommendations are used. Skinner ignores text-based approaches and is more
interested in contextual approach, but he does not consider it enough and refers to the
author’s intention.

Findings and disscusion

The focus of this study has been on the criticism of communitarians against liberalism
including; to enshrine right over good, neutrality of the state, neglecting the traditions
and universality. The right of the individual plays a central role in Mill’s theory of
justice and the women’s rights which has been resulted from his idea of “equality in
right” include equality of all people of all races, ethnicities, religions and genders. But

most of the communitarians except Nussbaum give priority to individualism. Nussbaum
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has a different reading of Aristotle’s teachings. So, she thinks liberal individualism is
better for women.

Communitarians unlike liberals allow government intervention in morality in order
to guide people towards happiness and prosperity. Of course, Mill prefers the non-
intervention of the government in social life, but he makes exceptions to this policy. In
fact, Mill believes in governmental activities but not those activities that restrict
freedom of the people.

While communitarians emphasize on the role of traditions in specific societies and
the need for the individual to follow the cultural specifications formed throughout
history, liberals like Mill see it as an obstacle in the way of personal development and
prosperity of women. Nussbaum agrees with Mill and states; looking at the women’s
lives helps us see the incompetence of traditional approaches.

Historically, universalism gave a powerful argument to liberals and early femininst
thinkers to extend the principles of the Enlightenment period to women. John Stuart
Mill, like other liberals prefers universality, but sometimes he criticizes the universality
of human nature and emphasizes on the uniqueness of each person’s personality.
Consequently, he believes in “the right to difference”. In this case, he agees with the
communitarians but each one defines it in a different way. Mill's view on the right to be
different is influenced by the romanticism of Rousseau and Herder, and communitarians
consider Aristotelian practical wisdom and virtue ethics.

Therefore, by adhering to the principles of liberalism, Mill considers gender justice
in individual freedom and equal rights for men and women in the government limited to
law and non-traditional societies and so his attitude is not in line with the attitudes of
the communitarians. But about the specificity of each person’s personality which leads
to “the right to difference” is close to the views of the communitarians.

Conclusion

In general, John Stuart Mill's meaning of individuality is freedom and independence,
not selfish individualism and generally his attitudes are not in line with the attitudes of
the communitarians except Nussbaum. But, the views of Mill and the selected
communitarians about the unique personality of each person which leads to “the right to
difference” are compatible.

Another point is that, considering that feminism is an inductive theory and a way of
seeing and making sense of things, it is expected that by becoming widespread all over
the world, it will turn into a form that can not be easily dealt with by the Western
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experiences. This issue evokes particularism and situationalism of communitarianism.
With this way of thinking, feminism which began with liberalism, must adhere to the
meaning and concept of justice and rights that are specific and multiple at the level of

societies.
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