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The Voice of Liberalism: John Stuart Mill on Liberty

JOHN STuART MILL wAS ONE OF BRITAIN'S most famous
philosophers of liberalism. Mill's essay On Liberty is viewed
as a classic statement of the liberal belief in the unfettered
freedom of the individual. In this excerpt, Mill defends
freedom of opinion from both government and the coercion
of the majority.

Joha Stuart Mill, Oa Liberly

The object of this Essay is to assert one very simple principle,
as entitled to govern absolutely the dealings of society with
the individual in the way of compulsion and control, whether
the means used be physical force in the form of legal
penalties, or the moral coercion of public opinion. That
principle is, that the sole end for which mankind are
warranted, individually or collectively, interfering with the
liberty of action of any of their number, is self-protection.
That the only purpose for which power can be rightfully
exercised over any member of a civilized community, against
his will, is to prevent harm to others. His own good, either
physical or moral, is not a sufficient warrant. . .. These are
good reasons for remonstrating with him, or reasoning with
him, or persuading him, or entreating him, but not for
compelling him, or visiting him with any evil in case he

do otherwise. To justify that, the conduct from which it is
desired to deter him, must be calculated to produce evil to
some one else. The only part of the conduct of any one, for
which he is amenable to society, is that which concerns
others. In the part which merely concerns himself, his
independence is, of right, absolute. Over himself, over his-
own body and mind, the individual is sovereign. . ..

Society can and does execute its own mandates: and if it
issues wrong mandates instead of right, or any mandates at all
in things with which it ought not to meddle, it practices a
social tyranny more formidable than many kinds of political
oppression, since, though not usually upheld by such extreme
penalties, it leaves fewer means of escape, penetrating more
deeply into the details of life, and enslaving the soul itself.
Protection, therefore, against the tyranny of the magistrate is

not enough: there needs protection also against the tyranny of

prevailing opinion and feeling, against the tendency of society

to impose, by other means than civil penalties, its own ideas
and practices as rules of conduct on those who dissent from
them...,

But there is a sphere of action in which sodety, as
distinguished from the individual has, if any, only an indirect
interest; comprehending all that portion of a person’s life ang
conduct which affects only himself, or if it also affects others,
only with their free, voluntary and undeceived consent and
participation. ... This then is the appropriate region of human
liberty. It comprises, first, the inward domain of consciousness;
demanding liberty of consdence in the most comprehensive
sense; liberty of thought and feeling; absolute freedom of opinion
and sentiment on all subjects, practical or speculative, scientific,
moral, or theological. . ..

Let us suppose, therefore, that the government is entirely
at one with the people, and never thinks of exerting any
power of coercion unless in agreement with what it conceives
to be their voice. But I deny the right of the people to
exercise such coercion, either by themselves or by their
government. The power itself is illegitimate. The best
government has no more title to it than the worst. It is as
noxious, or more noxious, when exerted in accordance with
public opinion, than when in opposition to it. If all mankind
minus one were of one opinion, and only one person were of
the contrary opinion, mankind would be no more justified in
silencing that one person, than he, if he had the power,
would be justified in silencing mankind. . . . The peculiar evil
of silencing the expression of an opinion is, that it is robbing
the human race; posterity as well as the existing generation;
those who dissent from the opinion, still more than those
who hold it. If the opinion is right, they are deprived of the
opportunity of exchanging error for truth: if wrong, they lose,
what is almost as great a benefit, the clearer perception and
livelier impression of truth, produced by its collision with
error.

@ Based on the principles outlined here, how would

you define liberalism? How do Mill’s ideas fit into the
concept of democracy? Which is more important in
his thought: the individual or society?

Source: From Utilitarianism, On Liberty, and Representative Government by John Stuart Mill. Published by Viking Press, 1914,

OWEN The British cotton manufacturer Robert Owen (1771
1858) also believed that humans would reveal their true natu-
ral goodness if they lived in a cooperative environment. At
New Lanark in Scotland, he was successful in transforming a
squalid factory town into a flourishing, healthy community.
But when he attempted to create a self-contained cooperative
community at New Harmony, Indiana, in the United States in
the 1820s, bickering within the community eventually
destroyed his dream. One of Owen’s disciples, a wealthy
woman named Frances Wright, bought slaves in order to set

up a model community at Nashoba, Tennessee. The commu-
nity failed, but Wright continued to work for women'’s rights.

BLANC The Frenchman Louis Blanc (LWEE BLAHNH)
(1813-1882) offered yet another early socialist approach to 2
better society. In The Organization of Work, he maintained that
social problems could be solved by government assistance-
Denouncing competition as the ain cause of the economic
evils of his day, he called for the establishment of workshops
that would manufacture goods for public sale. ‘The state
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