Mill on Liberty





the question at issue concerns civil or social liberty, “the nature and limits of power which can be legitimately exercised by society over the individual.”


origin of democracy:  to protect society from its rules.  The same power that allows rules to protect us from dangers outside of society makes those rules a potential danger to society’s members.


two ways to set limits to the ruler’s power:  (1) recognition of rights, (2) establishment of constitutional checks on the leader’s power.


although this was the origin of democracy, democracy came to be regarded as an end in itself.


however, this led to the problem of majoritarianism.  The people require protection from the people – “the tyranny of the majority.”


two ways that society exercises its “mandates”:  (1) politically/legally, (2) informally, through the “tyranny of the prevailing opinion and feeling.”


where do we place the limit between individual independence and social control?


people focus too much on which rules society should adopt, and not enough on the more fundamental question of what justifies society imposing rules.


freedom of religion is becoming an exception to this.


Mill asserts “one simple principle as entitled to govern absolutely the dealings of society with the individual in the way of compulsion and control….  That principle is, that the sole end for which mankind are warranted, individually or collectively, in interfering with the liberty of action of any of their number, is self-protection.”


society is never justified in interfering with an individual for the best interests of that individual.  An individual is in charge of her own best interests.


Mill rejects the notion of rights as fundamental.  He only accepts “rights” that maximize utility in the largest sense.


duties not to perform actions that cause evil to others, but also (to a lesser extent) to perform actions that prevent evil to others.


three classes of “rights” that maximize utility in the largest sense: (1) liberty of thought, (2) liberty of tastes and pursuits, (3) liberty of association.  Read quote on p. 431:  “No society in which these liberties are not…”


opinions, even wrong ones, must not be silenced – the “community of enquirers.”


