The Work

In On Liberty, John Stuart Mill provided a powerful defense of individual freedom of thought and action. Mill’s ideas have been a source of inspiration for those concerned with civil liberty and individual freedom for more than one hundred years, but his assertions in this volume were not in accord with the rest of his substantial body of work. The popularity of On Liberty was the result of a combination of Mill’s substantial reputation and the work’s contents, which, while popular with the general reader, have been frequently criticized by professional scholars and reviewers.

Biographical Background

John Stuart Mill was the son of Scottish philosopher James Mill, who, under the influence of Jeremy Bentham, reared the boy to be a prodigy. At the age of three, the young Mill was studying Greek, and throughout his youth, childish pleasures were denied him in favor of intellectual activities. At twenty, he fell into clinical depression, apparently caused by the lack of emotional support in his upbringing, but he recovered and ultimately had a successful career as a bureaucrat in the India Office and as a philosopher. Among his important works are System of Logic (1843), Principles of Political Economy (1848), and The Subjection of Women (1869). In 1830 he met Harriet Taylor. They conducted an intense though, according to themselves, chaste courtship until 1851, when, Taylor’s husband being two years dead, they married. Harriet Taylor proved to be an important influence on Mill’s thought. It was thanks to his wife that Mill came to regard “the woman question”—that is, women’s social, political, and economic equality—as one of the most important issues of the mid-nineteenth century. This attitude appears to have been decisive in the development of On Liberty (1859), Mill’s most popular work.

On Liberty 

Mill opened his consideration of the question of liberty by asserting that he was making one simple, straightforward proposition: Society had no warrant by legal sanction or moral suasion to limit the individual’s freedom of thought or action for any reason except to prevent harm to another person or property. Even should an action be clearly shown to be harmful to the individual, Mill insisted, any restriction other than fair warning was wrong.

In the realm of ideas, Mill believed that free discussion was necessary if the truth was to be determined. To deny any idea currency was to deny the possibility, however faint, that it might be true and to deny it the opportunity of challenging other ideas to test their truthfulness. To set standards of logic or taste or scholarship or of any kind was to set up a censor. Who was to set the standard and enforce it? One of Mill’s great fears was that the community might attempt to do so, thus establishing a tyranny of the majority.

While certainly extreme, Mill’s position concerning freedom of expression was far from unprecedented, though he did not take the case so far in any of his other writings. His argument that action too should be unfettered as long as it posed no threat to anyone but the actor, however, was quite unusual. In On Liberty, it is clear, though not really explicit, that Mill was concerned much more with physical and material harm than with moral or spiritual harm when he asserted that society might restrain the individual from harming others. As truth emerged from the forum of free debate, the development of truly individualistic character in a person arose from the process of choosing types of conduct. For many of Mill’s contemporaries, this was little more than advocacy of anarchy. Within the liberal tradition, freedom of action was regarded as good but not without limits. Free speech would lead to changes in those limits (laws, custom, and so forth) so that acceptable behaviors might be enlarged. Mill’s emphasis on diversity and individual, unfettered, development was one of his significant contributions to liberalism.

The absolute nature of Mill’s view of liberty left him with a number of difficult questions to confront. For example, what about indirect harm such as that caused by a drunk to his or her dependents? Does experience ever establish a moral truth so clearly that society should insist that it be observed? Mill insisted that beyond teaching rationality to children (the principle of liberty did not apply until an individual reached maturity), society had no right to require a standard of conduct. When society tried to do so, it usually simply insisted on the standard of the majority. Unfortunately, the examples provided in On Liberty tend to be issues such as religious beliefs, which had already been largely agreed upon as inappropriate for society to impose.

Another problem for Mill was the source of individual morality. He had long since rejected the possibility that mankind’s moral sense was intuitive or innate. In the end, he asserted that moral sense was “natural” in that it was a “natural outgrowth” of human nature. Although this conclusion was not very satisfactory, Mill went further with the question.

Not only did the ideas in On Liberty not coincide with those contained in Mill’s other work, but there were two issues that Mill was unwilling to leave to the workings of the principle of liberty: education and population control. He was willing to insist that parents be required to educate their children and that the growth of population be restrained. These matters were too critical for the welfare of humankind to be left to be developed, like truth, from debate; therefore, the state should intervene. This lack of consistency within his complete oeuvre and even within On Liberty itself seems to have been a result of the influence of Harriet Taylor Mill. Not only was she more inclined toward single-issue, simplistic thought than was Mill, but she also pressed Mill to pursue the issue of women’s equality ever more vigorously. On Liberty reads as if it came from an extremely repressive society, but aside from what was called the “woman question,” nineteenth century England was not such a society. Part of the purpose of On Liberty seems to have been to universalize the issue of feminine equality so that men had a stake in it and would take it seriously. This purpose apparently led Mill into a position more extreme than the one that he generally took.

Implications for Ethical Conduct

Mill’s established reputation meant that On Liberty had an immediate and large audience. Although many reviewers and scholars took issue with some of its ideas, the book was enormously popular with undergraduates and the general reading public. Not only did it broaden the liberal attitude about freedom of speech, but it also led to a much greater support for freedom of action. Its influence continues to be strong in the late twentieth century.

