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The Two Harriets: Two Women Defying (Pre-)Victorian 
Conventions
a Comparative analysis of the life, Thought and Influence 
of Harriet lewin Grote (1792–1878) and Harriet Taylor mill 
(1807–1858)

Despite the title, nineteenth-century Britain saw at least three Harriets who were 
leading advocates of feminist ideas. Harriet One was Harriet Martineau who, de-
spite her serious handicaps from early on, was a major figure integrating liberal-
ism and individualist feminism. Being almost completely deaf, she compiled an 
individualism-based radical criticism of the position of women. Although she was 
paving the way, the present story is not about her, but her contemporaries, the two 
other Harriets. Harriet Grote was a leading political figure of the 1830s, who with 
her social influence played a major part in transmitting feminist ideas and in the 
fifties and sixties became part of the organised feminist movement herself. And 
the youngest of all was Harriet Taylor Mill, who, unlike Grote, has received ample 
attention from scholars, even if not so much in her own right, but owing to her 
relationship with and inspiration for John Stuart Mill.

Educated exclusively at home according to strict utilitarian standards by his 
godfather, Jeremy Bentham, and his father, James Mill, the young John met and 
conversed with the first thinking woman in his life in the person of Harriet Grote. 
But only a few years later, it turned out to be the other Harriet, Harriet Taylor, who 
would be the first and only woman he could truly befriend and love till his death.

The present essay aims at contrasting these two remarkable women’s lives, 
thoughts, and influence on John Stuart Mill among others, together with the rem-
edies they offered for women’s grievances. It aims to prove that John Stuart Mill’s 
ideas in his fight for above all the equality of women eventually coincided with 
those of Harriet Grote. Harriet Taylor, on the other hand, by endorsing the even 
more radical concept of female independence, defied not only all traditional Victo-
rian vocations, but also her husband’s stern belief that an anticipated woman’s goal 
would continue to be to ‘adorn and beautify life’ by sharing her husband’s occupa-
tions and interests.1

Harriet Grote, née Lewin, was born in 1792 in Ridgeway, near Southampton, 
into a well-to-do family of twelve, the daughter of a retired employee of the East In-

1 Rossi, Alice S. (ed.): John Stuart Mill & Harriet Taylor, Essays on Sex Equality, Chicago, University of 
Chicago Press, 1970, 23.
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dia Company, and Mary Hale, a ‘totally undeveloped and uninteresting character.’2 
Similarly, although fifteen years later, Harriet Taylor Mill, née Hardy, came into a 
lower aristocratic home of a London surgeon as the middle child out of seven. Shar-
ing the fate of most upper-class women at that time, she was largely self-educated 
to become – according to Carlyle – ‘a living romance heroine,’3 who was quick to 
attract attention, but also strong-minded with an unwillingness to submit.

By contrast, the education of Harriet Lewin (the future Mrs. Grote) was left 
to a succession of much disliked governesses and, fortunately, also to her father, 
who was devoted to music and French literature; Harriet would become an accom-
plished pianist and mastered the cello. Equally unconventional in ambition, her 
personality was also dominant, so much so that within the family she was referred 
to as The Empress.

Although both women were striking in appearance, tall and slight, uniquely 
beautiful and high-spirited, they fought hard to marry their hearts’ desire. After 
moving to Beckenham, Harriet Lewin encountered, attracted and magnetised the 
neighbouring resident, the antique scholar and political radical, George Grote.  
A man of strong character and self-control with Benthamite utilitarianism fully en-
dorsed, Grote expected his future wife, who had also been preparing herself by 
serious studies, to share his interests. ‘Her appetite for knowledge’4 was one of the 
chief attractions she possessed in George Grote’s eyes, who guided her through 
utilitarian ethics, radical politics, Malthusianism and atheism, and the direction of 
her thinking was largely to be set for the remainder of her life. On a March morn-
ing in 1820, having been acquainted for five years and engaged for another two in 
order to obtain his future father-in-law’s consent in vain, at the age of twenty-eight, 
Harriet Lewin and her beloved George eloped and married ‘early enough for her to 
sit at her usual place at the breakfast table.’5

The path of the other Harriet, Harriet Hardy, to a relationship of loving equals 
took even longer. At eighteen she was already united with John Taylor, a phar-
maceutical wholesaler, eleven years her senior, ‘a most upright, brave, honour-
able man, but without the intellectual or artistic tastes which would have made 
him a companion’ for his wife.6 Thomas Carlyle’s characterisation of him as a ‘dull 
element,’7 though less fair, may also contain some truth. He devoted a great amount 

2 Lady Eastlake (Rigby, Elizabeth): Mrs. Grote, A Sketch, London, John Murray & Albermarle str., 
1880, 27.

3 Hayek, Friedrich A.: John Stuart Mill and Harriet Taylor, Their Correspondence and Subsequent Marriage, 
Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1951, 82–83.

4 Grote, Harriet: The Personal Life of George Grote, John Murray & Albermarle str., London, 1878, 39.
5 Eastlake: 40–42.
6 Mill, John Stuart: Autobiography, USA, Seven Treasures Publications, 2009, 72–73.
7 Carlyle, T. to Carlyle, J.W. (17 January 1848). 
 carlyleletters.dukejournals.org/cgi/content/full/22/1/lt-18480117-TC-JWC-01?maxtoshow=&hits=

10&RESULTFORMAT=&fulltext=17+january+1848+to+jane+carlyle&searchid=1&FIRSTINDEX
=0&resourcetype=HWCIT (11/01/2016)
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of time to the management of finances of the Unitarian congregation led by the 
strong-willed minister William Johnson Fox. It was the reverend who introduced 
John Stuart Mill to Harriet Taylor, already a mother of two sons, at a dinner party 
at the home of the Taylors in 1830.8

By that time Mill had been over his great identity crisis which helped him 
crystallise the view that his strict utilitarian education, albeit having the mission 
of improving human affairs, ‘overlooked human beings.’9 From such a realisation 
it naturally followed that he had to distance himself from his own father’s and 
Bentham’s views to a certain extent, and open his horizon towards Coleridge, 
Carlyle or Macaulay. This change seemed to be the precondition for his being 
able to befriend Harriet and eventually fall in love.10 Mill alleged that ‘it was years 
after my introduction to Mrs. Taylor before my acquaintance with her became at 
all intimate and confidential.’11 The connection, nevertheless, seems to have been 
deeper, as from early on Mill visited the Taylors’ home almost every night, which 
was facilitated by the remarkably tolerant John Taylor’s going to his club. In 1833, 
however, the married couple separated enabling Harriet to see Mill at her con-
venience. This double game continued well until John Taylor’s death in 1849. In 
1851, after twenty-one long years of ‘courtship,’ Harriet and John were officially 
united.

Although both Harriets married scholars of the highest rank, they quickly over-
stepped the traditional Victorian feminine roles of ink fillers or hostesses by greatly 
enhancing their husbands’ personalities. Harriet Grote’s clever insights into char-
acter together with her remarkable conversational powers resulted in the fact that 
she was much more sociable than her utilitarian husband.12 No wonder, as George 
Grote, James Mill’s intimate friend and admirer, had upheld the unshakeable con-
viction that emotion and passion ‘corrupt the intelligence.’13

Between 1832, when George Grote was elected to Parliament, and 1839, it was 
Harriet Grote who held together social bonds in the party of radical reformers, 
earning the title the ‘queen of the Radicals.’14 The philosophical radicals viewed 
the Whig government as a major obstacle to their legislative reforms, especially a 
greatly extended suffrage, frequent parliaments, and a secret ballot. Although the 
tactics advocated by Harriet and later adopted by the party to bring down the gov-
ernment failed, her old associate Francis Place claimed that ‘she was the philosophic 

8 Hayek: 36.
9 Robson, John M. & Stillinger, Jack (eds.): The Early Draft of John Stuart Mill’s Autobiography, Urbana, 

University of Illinois Press, 1961, 103.
10 He already held feminist views: ‘the strength with which I held them was, I believe, more than any-

thing else the originating cause of interest she felt in me.’ mill 2009: 120.
11 Mill: 72.
12 Eastlake: 43.
13 Preyer, Robert O.: ‘John Stuart Mill on the Utility of Classical Greece.’ In: Browning Institute Stud-

ies, Vol. X, 1982/spring, 41–70, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 65.
14 Rossi: 15.
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radicals.’ Similar, though rather sexist praise came from Cobden: ‘Had she been 
a man, she would have been the leader of a party.’15 Harriet Grote, therefore, was 
much more than a skilful hostess in a men’s club. Surprisingly, she stated otherwise 
in a letter to Madame de Tocqueville: ‘Both of us have poured our all into the more 
precious vessel and have been content, nay proud, to efface ourselves for the sake of 
seeing another being shine more brightly. It is thus that the higher description of 
womankind invest their gifts, to draw back their rich reward.’16

Having terminated her active involvement in men’s politics after Grote’s refusal 
to seek re-election in 1841, she renewed her interest in the arts as a practising musi-
cian herself, and became a most liberal patron of artists (supporting, for instance, 
the composers Mendelssohn and Liszt).17 She also indulged her love of travel, pri-
marily to France, where she not only befriended Alexis de Tocqueville, but spent 
weeks proofreading and discussing his upcoming book, L’Ancien Régime et la Revo-
lution. The French philosopher also paid attention to Harriet Grote’s writings, her 
pamphlet on poverty18 among others, which received the following praise: ‘I en-
counter in your work the good sense of the English economists, only sharpened 
and coloured by the intelligence and imagination of a woman, of which it is often 
of very great need.’19

Besides, Harriet Grote turned to be a most skilful manager of the landed prop-
erty in an era during which no property rights existed for women. ‘Two streams 
of human purpose in which I myself take the greatest interest – art and political 
action,’20 sounded her conviction which she lived up to.

Similarly to Mrs. Grote, Mrs. Mill’s rich emotional life, practical wisdom and 
her sophisticated artistic taste largely contributed to the creation of a partnership 
of two equally open minds (yet with very different educational backgrounds). All 
the more so, since Mill’s utilitarian education neglected both social and emotional 
skills, as his father considered any kind of passionate emotion a sort of madness.21

Regarding the social consequences, however, whereas the union of the Grotes 
opened up new horizons of political and social cooperation for both husband and 
wife within the philosophical radical circle, Harriet Taylor and John Stuart Mill’s 
marriage bore very different fruit. Although both lovers claimed they had not been 
intimately related before marriage, their behaviour scandalised their friends. Ow-
ing to the gossip, they had already largely withdrawn from society before the wed-

15 Buckley, Jessey: Joseph Parkes of Birmingham and the Part which he Played in Radical Reform Movements 
from 1825 to 1845, London, Methuen, 1926, 151.

16 Eastlake: 119
17 Ibid. 82.
18 Harriet Grote’s The Case of the Poor among the rich fairly stated by a Mutual Friend was published in 1850 

stressing the need for the alleviation of poverty as well as the inviolability of property rights.
19 Tocqueville to Mrs Grote, 24 July, 1850. In: Boesche, Roger (ed.), Alexis de Tocqueville: Selected Letters 

on Politics and Society, University of California Press, 1985, 250.
20 Eastlake: 98.
21 Coss, John Jacob: Preface to the Autobiography of John Stuart Mill, New York, 1924, 34.
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ding, which was only intensified by real or perceived personal remarks toward Har-
riet by Mill’s mother and some of his siblings, resulting in further estrangement.22 
Moreover, as we have seen, John had already been moving away from the Philo-
sophical Radicals after his nervous breakdown. Not having been aware of this, it 
seemed logical for the circle to put the entire blame on Harriet for weakening her 
husband’s attachment and loyalty towards the utilitarian cause. Several members, 
like Harriet Grote, though once a friend, could not reconcile herself to Mill’s ‘am-
biguous relations with the radical wife of a dry-salter’ (John Taylor), let alone their 
marriage, which led to the termination of all relations.23

Although John Stuart Mill retained his affection for George Grote,24 Harriet 
Taylor did not refrain from sharp criticism: ‘Grote always paints his fine acquaint-
ances couleur de rose [...] the gentility class weak in moral[s], narrow in intellect, 
timid, infinitely conceited and gossiping. There are very few men in this country 
who can seem other than more or less respectable puppets to us.’25

The estrangement was fuelled by two factors: first, that the radical Harriet Taylor,26 
rather disgusted with existing institutions, was flirting with socialist philosophy; 
and second, that from early on she had been supporting an overlapping, yet differ-
ent society, that of the more unconventional and more artistic Unitarian Radicals. 
Unlike the Philosophical Radicals, the Unitarians were sceptical about the legislative 
reform and advocated a personal and a more radical social change instead.27

While differing about the means of reform, it is a fact, nevertheless, that both 
the philosophical radical Westminster Review and the Unitarian journal, the Monthly 
Repository were championing the cause of women. It was exactly these two forums 
where Harriet Taylor Mill could expound her views on the situation of women and 
their position in marriage.

22 Jacobs, Jo Ellen: The Voice of Harriet Taylor Mill, Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 2002, 117.
23 Wilson, Mona: ‘Eccentric Englishwomen: H. Mrs. Grote.’ Spectator, 23 April, 1937. archive.spectator.

co.uk/article/23rd-april-1937/9/eccentric-englishwomen-h-mrs-grote
 Thomas Carlyle also turned negative, often ironic about the couple: writing about Mill’s ‘having 

fallen desperately in love with some young ill-married philosophic Beauty (yet with the innocence of 
two suckling doves), and being lost to all his friends...’ (Carlyle, T. to Carlyle, J. W., 21 May 1834) 
carlyleletters.dukeupress.edu (11/01/2016). Harriet Taylor quickly became the ‘dangerously looking 
woman [...], engrossed with dangerous passion.’ (Carlyle, T. to Carlyle, John, 12 January 1835) car-
lyleletters.dukeupress.edu  (11/01/2016)

24 Preyer: 66.
25 Hamburger, Joseph: John Stuart Mill on Liberty and Control, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 

2001, 25.
26 In an undated, yet most probably early memorandum titled ‘Popular fallacies’ she pointed out the 

following ‘false beliefs”: ‘That the great object of women’s life is love. That the chief objects and enjoy-
ments in life of mankind are and should be the legalized propagation of the species and the education 
of their young. [...] That the exercise of sexual functions is in any degree a necessity. (It is a matter of 
education.) That the Bible is Holy.’ Hamburger: 26.

27 Jacobs, Jo Ellen, ‘The Lot of Gifted Ladies Is Hard.’ Hypatia, Vol. IX., No. 3, 1994/summer. 149.
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As early as 1832 Harriet compiled a finally unpublished draft on the issue for 
her lover, John Stuart Mill. With heightened tone and very persuasive writing she 
stated emphatically that regarding the two sexes ‘there is equality in nothing now – 
all the pleasures such as they are being men’s & all the disagreeables & pains being 
women’s.’ Marrying, she argued, constituted the sole aim not only of female edu-
cation, but of women’s entire life. Therefore most marriages lacked ‘any real sym-
pathy,’ ‘enjoyment,’ or ‘companionship.’ The quickest remedy to avoid this dismal 
reality of marriage, she believed, was the promotion of education, ‘the means of all 
good.’ However, for those already ill-married, she suggested the idea of the most 
radical divorce, without any reason assigned. On the whole, she asked the equally radi-
cal question that ‘what evil could be caused by, first placing women on the most 
entire equality with men, as to all rights and privileges, civil and political, and then 
doing away with all laws whatever relating to marriage?’28 This sketch not only re-
flects a radical independence of thought, but also a utopian belief in the education 
and moral development of women.

‘The motif of my life is progress. To do what I can for “progress of the species”,’ 
sounded Harriet Taylor Mill’s credo, which she intended to follow with iron deter-
mination. In the third chapter of John Stuart Mill’s revised Political Economy, which 
is attributed to her collaboration, Harriet Taylor Mill’s confidence in moral devel-
opment was extended to refer to the whole working-class. It argued that the poor 
‘cannot any longer be governed or treated like children,’ and even that sufficient 
intellectual and moral progress will make people unselfish. Namely, the departure 
from the state of ignorance would and must result in a ‘growth of good sense’ to-
gether with ‘provident habit of conduct.’29 However, her unshakeable utopianism 
was too much for Mill. ‘I cannot persuade myself,’ he wrote to Harriet, ‘that you 
do not greatly overrate the ease of making people unselfish. Granting that in “ten 
years” the children of a community might by teaching be made “perfect” it seems to 
me that to do so there must be perfect people to teach them [...] all our plans would 
fail from the impossibility of finding fit instruments [...].’30

Harriet Taylor Mill’s most significant written contribution to the cause of wom-
en was undoubtedly her Enfranchisement of Women, published in the Westminster Re-
view in 1851. Compared to her earlier, already discussed contributions, the Enfran-
chisement was clearly radical, arguing that ‘we are firmly convinced that the division 
of mankind into two castes, one born to rule over the other is [...] an unqualified 
mischief ’. The writing also contained universalistic-utopian statements regarding 
the subordination of women, which, according to the author, forms a ‘bar, almost 
insuperable, while it lasts, to any really vital improvement, either in the character 

28 Hayek: 76–78. The entire text is quoted verbatim.
29 Deutscher, Penelope: ‘When Feminism is “High” and Ignorance is “Low”: Harriet Taylor Mill on 

the Progress of the Species.’ Hypatia, Vol. XXI, No. 3, Summer 2006. 141.
30 Mill to Harriet Taylor Mill: 21 March, 1849. oll.libertyfund.org/titles/mill-the-collected-works-of-

john-stuart-mill-volume-xiv-the-later-letters-1849-1873-part-i (11/01/2016)
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or in the social condition of the human race.’ Further on, Harriet Taylor Mill dis-
missed the argument that the position of women in mid-nineteenth century-Britain 
corresponded more to their capabilities than to social prejudices and ‘idolatry.’ She 
also believed freedom of occupation and women’s contribution to the family budg-
et to be far superior to the concept of sole male earners or their possible wage loss, 
and maintained the view that ‘guarding women from the hardening influences of 
the world’ was equivalent to their seclusion, which was unacceptable. The core of 
all evils according to the author lay in the fact that ‘power makes itself the centre 
of moral obligation’; therefore, once bereft of exclusive power over women, men 
will also grow, as with equal educational rights wives will encourage their hus-
bands’ moral and intellectual development. Finally, being the prophetess of female 
independence, Harriet Taylor Mill attacked the views of moderate reformers of the 
women’s cause, including those of her own husband, insisting on married women’s 
intellectual and financial independence by working outside the home rather than 
being educated companions of their husbands. ‘Habits of submission make men as 
well as women servile-minded’ was the author’s verdict, so female emancipation, 
she insisted, would necessarily follow. 31

And it did follow, albeit slowly. Unlike Harriet Taylor Mill, who focused on 
words, Harriet Grote turned to be equally a woman of action: she not only sympa-
thised with, but also participated in the organised feminist movement as it emerged 
in Britain during the 1850s and 1860s. Owing to her assertiveness, she supported 
the reform of the married woman’s property law with words and deeds alike. Al-
though she stated in an essay titled ‘The Law of Marriage’ (1855) that ‘women’s rights 
is nothing, but a phrase,’32 she insisted that the best and quickest remedy should be 
‘that the woman should possess absolute control over her own property, married 
or single.’33 Her optimism concerning a brighter future for women was fuelled by 
two assumptions: firstly the growing female impatience and self-consciousness, 
and secondly her perception of an increasing public awareness of the ‘wrongs of 
women.’ In her essay, however, Harriet Grote avoided radical tones, as, in line with 
other moderate reformers, she interpreted women’s rights within the frame of the 
male-female relationship, stressing – unlike Harriet Taylor – the necessity of the 
equality of the two sexes, rather than female independence. 34

In the following years Harriet Grote set out to found the Society of Female 
Artists (1857), and regretted not being thirty years younger and the leader of the 
women’s movement. In 1866 she signed the Women’s Suffrage Petition and was 

31 Taylor, Harriet, ‘The Enfranchisement of Women, 1851.’ Westminster and Foreign Quarterly Re-
view, 1851/07, Woman’s Rights Tracts, No. 4, Syracuse, 1852. http://www.public.coe.edu/~theller/
soj/u-rel/htmill.html#Editor (11/01/2016)

32 Grote, Harriet: Collected papers (Original and Reprinted) in Prose and Verse, 1842–1862, London, J. Mur-
ray, 1862. 287.

33 Ibid. 285.
34 Ibid. 290–292.
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instrumental in bringing about the first public meeting organised by the London 
National Society for Women’s Suffrage as member and speaker in 1869.35

The same year, 1869, saw the publication of John Stuart Mill’s bitter attack on 
male hegemony: The Subjection of Women. Although his beloved wife, Harriet Taylor 
Mill could not be involved in writing, having passed away eleven years before, her 
influence is crystal clear in the book’s thesis showing not only the mental capacities 
of a woman, but the benefits of a marriage of two equals.36

Though Harriet Grote’s health had suffered from an almost fatal fever following 
the premature delivery in 1821 of an only child (who died after a week), over time 
she acquired a rather strong constitution and out-lived not only Harriet Taylor Mill, 
but John Stuart Mill as well. Despite not having been on speaking terms with the 
latter, she lamented his death with ‘poignant sorrow’ as ‘an old friend,’ having him 
join in the illustrious – and for her consoling – company of Mendelssohn and Alexis 
de Tocqueville.37

Harriet Grote died at the age of eighty-six in 1878, having been able to witness a 
partial victory of women in Britain while voting at the local elections.

Abstract

The two Harriets may be regarded as true manifestations of what women were capable of 
doing in a marriage of equals despite the lack of proper education. Harriet Taylor, especially 
in light of her relationship with and inspiration for John Stuart Mill, has received ample at-
tention from scholars in sharp contrast to her contemporary, nearly as radical, yet no friend, 
Harriet Grote. Having been a largely self-educated follower of Benthamite Utilitarianism 
herself, Grote not only earned the title ‘The Queen of the Radicals’ from early 1820’s until the 
disillusionment of the group in 1839, but she was one of the first thinking women, if not the very 
first the young Mill could meet and discourse with. By contrasting the two radical thinkers’ 
lives, experiences and thoughts on the situation of women and the offered remedies, the present 
essay aims to prove that John Stuart Mill’s ideas in his fight for above all the equality of women 
eventually coincided with those of Grote. Harriet Taylor, on the other hand, by endorsing the 
even more radical concept of female independence, defied not only all traditional Victorian 
vocations, but also her husband’s stern belief that an anticipated woman’s goal would continue 
to be sharing ‘ fully and intelligently’ her husband’s occupations and interests.

35 Crawford, Elizabeth: The Women’s Suffrage Movement: A Reference Guide 1866–1928, London, Univer-
sity College London, 1999, 10.

36 Jacobs (1994): 145.
37 Eastlake: 146.
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Rezümé

A „két Harriet” élete és munkássága annak a példája, mire voltak képesek egyes (pre)-
viktoriánus nők annak ellenére, hogy nem részesülhettek magas szintű intézményes oktatás-
ban: Harriet Taylor már csak John Stuart Millhez fűződő kapcsolata miatt sem kerülhette el a 
kutatók figyelmét, ami nem mondható el kortársáról, a hasonlóan művelt Harriet Grote-ról.  
A méltatlanul mellőzött Grote mint a korai utilitarizmus egyik első női képviselője számotte-
vő, aki nemcsak a „Radikálisok Királynője” címet érdemelte ki, hanem komoly inspirációt is 
jelentett többek között a fiatal Mill számára.

Jelen tanulmány célja a két Harriet életének és elsősorban a női kérdésről kifejtett gon-
dolatainak kontrasztív elemzése, és annak igazolása, hogy a kiváló filozófus és aktivista John 
Stuart Mill női egyenjogúságról vallott elképzelései valójában Harriet Grote nézeteihez álltak 
közelebb. Szeretett felesége, egyben múzsája, Harriet Taylor Mill eközben kettejükön túllépve, 
a korában ultraradikálisnak számító női függetlenség szószólójává vált.

Kulcsszavak
Harriet Taylor Mill, Harriet Grote, John Stuart Mill, Thomas Carlyle, utilitarizmus, 
női egyenjogúság, nők függetlensége, utópista nőjogi aktivizmus.


