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only a question of a different distribution of this activity, a new distribution of labour
to other persons, while the communist revolution is directed against the preceding
mode of activity, does away with labour, and abolishes the rule of all classes with the
classes themselves, because it is carried through by the class which no longer counts as
a class in society, is not recognized as a class, and is in itself the expression of the
dissolution of all classes, nationalities, etc. within present society; and (4) Both for the
production on a mass scale of this communist consciousness, and for the success of
the cause itself, the alteration of men on a mass scale is necessary, an alteration which
can only take place in a practical movement, a revolution; this revolution is necessary,
therefore, not only because the ruling class cannot be overthrown in any other way,
but also because the class overthrowing it can only in a revolution succeed in ridding

itself of all the muck of ages and become fitted to found society anew.

9 The Limits of Majority Rule:
John Stuart Mill, On Liberty*

A problematic feature of Rousseau’s political
theory (extract 6, above) is, as we have seen,
the relationship between the ‘general will’ and
the will of the majority. In the following extract,
from a highly influential essay published in 1859,
1. S. Mill pointedly observes that ‘the will of the
people practically means the will of the most
numerous or most active part of the people” -
the majority, or those who manage to get
accepted as such. The fyranny of the majority is
just as much a threat to individual liberty as the
dictates of individual tyrants. Mill proceeds to
lay down a principle which has assumed enor-
mous importance in political philosophy, since it
aims to provide a clear basis for restricting the
power of the majority to interfere with the free-
dom of any member of society. The ‘sole end’
which justifies society interfering with anyone’s
liberty of action is the prevention of harm to
others. What this means is that if, for example,
A is attacking B, we may normally intervene (and
society may pass laws prohibiting such conduct);
but if A is merely harming herself, or if A is
merely doing something which the majority

lisapprove of, or find morally outrageous, then —

no one else is being harmed — society
| ‘ vene.

n modern society is pater-
nalistic — aimed at preventing harm to self (for
example laws requiring seat belts to be worn, or
gerous drugs);
many other laws are moralistic — enforcing the
prevailing moral ethos (e.g. laws against prosti-
tution). Mill's principle says firmly that both
such types of law are outside the proper scope
of the legislator. A great deal of subsequent dis-
cussion has centred around Mill's central con-
cept of harm, and whether it may be clearly
defined. We may want to prohibit more than
physical harm (so as to curb such acts as nuis-
ance phone calls); but widening the definition of
harm to include all behaviour that people find
‘offensive’ could seriously erode freedom. Other
critics of Mill have questioned the tenability of
his implied distinction between self-regarding
and other-regarding conduct: by harming myself
might I not cause harm to other people? Yet Mill
himself allows (at the end of our passage) that

preventing individuals taking dan

* 1. 8. Mill, On Liberty [1859], extracts from chs I, II, 1IT and IV. Many editions available, including the
standard edition, Collected Works of /. S. Mill, ed. J. M. Robson, vol. XVIII (London: Routledge, 1977).
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harm 1 do myself may adversely affect others; of the greater good of human freedom’ Mill’s
but he argues that provided I do not thereby acute and careful discussion remains a classic
incapacitate myself from discharging specific  text for all who are interested in investigating
duties I have undertaken, ‘the inconvenience is the proper limits of majority rule in a free
one which society can afford to bear, for the sake society.

The subject of this essay is...the nature and limits of the power which can be

==l |egitimately exercised by society over the individual...The struggle between liberty
and authority is the most conspicuous feature in the portions of history with which
we are earliest familiar, particularly in that of Greece, Rome and England. But in old
times this contest was between subjects, or some classes of subjects, and the govern-
ment, By liberty, was meant protection against the tyranny of the political rulers... To
prevent the weaker members of the community from being preyed upon by innu-
merable vultures, it was needful that there should be an animal of prey stronger than
the rest, commissioned to keep them down. But as the king of the vultures would be
no less bent upon preying on the flock than any of the minor harpies, it was
indispensable to be in a perpetual attitude of defence against his beak and claws.
The aim, therefore, of patriots was to set limits to the power which the ruler should be
suffered to exercise over the community; and this limitation was what they meant by
liberty. ..

A time, however, came, in the progress of human affairs, when men ceased to think
it a necessity of nature that their governors should be an independent power, opposed
in interest to themselves. It appeared to them much better that the various magistrates
of the state should be their tenants or delegates, revocable at their pleasure. In that
way alone, it seemed, could they have complete security that the powers of govern-
ment would never be abused to their disadvantage. ..

But, in political and philosophical theories, as well as in persons, success discloses
faults and infirmities which failure might have concealed from observation. .. It was
now perceived that such phrases as ‘self-government’, and ‘the power of the people
over themselves, do not express the true state of the case. The “peaple’ who exercise
the power are not always the same people [as] those over whom it is exercised; and the
‘self-government’ spoken of is not the government of each by himself, but of each by
all the rest. The will of the people, moreover, practically means the will of the most
numerous or the most active part of the people; the majority, or those who succeed in
making themselves accepted as the majority; the people, consequently may desire to
oppress a part of their number; and precautions are as much needed against this as
against any other abuse of power. The limitation, therefore, of the power of govern-
ment over individuals loses none of its importance when the holders of power are
regularly accountable to the community, that is, to the strongest party therein. This
view of things...has had no difficulty in establishing itself; and in political specula-
tions ‘the tyranny of the majority’ is now generally included among the evils against
which society requires to be on its guard.

Like other tyrannies, the tyranny of the majority was at first, and is still vulgarly,
held in dread, chiefly as operating through the acts of the public authorities. But
reflecting persons perceived that when society is itself the tyrant — society collectively
over the separate individuals who compose it — its means of tyrannizing are not
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restricted to the acts which it may do by the hands of its political functionaries. ..
Protection, therefore, against the tyranny of the magistrate is not enough: there needs
protection also against the tyranny of the 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; to fetter the develop-
ment, and, if possible, prevent the formation, of any individuality not in harmony
with its ways, and compel all characters to fashion themselves upon the model of its
own. There is a limit to the legitimate interference of collective opinion with indi-
vidual independence: and to find that limit, and maintain it against encroachment, is
as indispensable to a good condition of human affairs, as protection against political
despotism. ..

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, in 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 ot a civilized community, against his will, is
to prevent harm to others. His own good, either physical or moral, is not a sufficient
warrant. He cannot rightfully be corm{:c to do or forbear because it will be better for
him to do so, because it will make him happier. because, in the opinions of others, to do
so would be wise, or even right. These are good reasons for remonstrating with him, or
reasoning with him, or persuading him, or entreating him, but not for gompeﬂmg 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 someone 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.

It is, perhaps, hardly necessary to say that this doctrine is meant to apply only to
human beings in the maturity of their faculties. We are not speaking of children, or of
young persons below the age which the law may fix as that of manhood or woman-
hood. Those who are still in a state to require being taken care of by others must be
protected against their own actions as well as against external injury. For the same
reason, we may leave out of consideration those backwaxd states of society in which
the race itself may be considered as in its nonage. " The early difficulties in the way of
spontancous progress are so great that there is seldom any choice of means for
overcoming them; and a ruler full of the spirit of improvement is warranted in the
use of any expedients that will attain an end, perhaps otherwise unattainable. Des-
potism is a legitimate mode of government in dealing with barbarians, provided the
end be their improvement, and the means justified by actually effecting that end.
Liberty, as a principle, has no application to any state of things anterior to the time
when mankind have become capable of being improved by free and equal discussion.
Until then, there is nothing for them but implicit obedience to an Akbar or a
Charlemagne, if they are so fortunate as to find one. But as soon as mankind have
attained the capacity of being guided to their own improvement by conviction or

' Nonage: immaturity.

667



668

AUTHORITY AND THE STATE

persuasion (a period long since reached in all nations with whom we need here
concern ourselves), compulsion, either in the direct form or in that of pains and
penalties for non-compliance, is no longer admissible as a means to their own good,
and justifiable only for the security of others.

It is proper to state that I forgo any advantage which could be derived to my
argument from the idea of abstract right, as a thing independent of utility. I regard
utility as the ultimate appeal on all ethical questions; but it must be utility in the
largest sense, grounded on the permanent interests of a man as a progressive being.
Those interests, I contend, authorize the subjection of individual spontaneity to
external control, only in respect to those actions of each which concern the interest
of other people. If anyone does an act hurtful to others, there is a prima facie case for
punishing him, by law, or, where legal penalties are not safely applicable, by general
disapprobation There are also many positive acts for the benefit of others, which he
may rightfully be compelled to perform; such as to give evidence in a court of justice;
to bear his fair share in the common defence, or in any other joint work necessary to
the interest of the society of which he enjoys the protection; and to perform certain
acts of individual beneficence, such as saving a tellow creature’s life, or interposing to
protect the defenceless against ill-usage, things which whenever it is obviously a man’s
duty to do, he may rightfully be made responsible to society for not doing. A person
may cause evil to others not only by his actions but by his inaction, and in either case
he is justly accountable to them for the injury. The latter case, it is true, requires a
much more cautious exercise of compulsion than the former. To make any one
answerable for doing evil to others is the rule; to make him answerable for not
preventing evil is, comparatively speaking, the exception. Yet there are many cases
clear enough and grave enough to justify that exception. ..

But there is a sphere of action in which society, as distinguished from the individ-
ual, has, if any, only an indirect interest; comprehending all that portion of a person’s
life and 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 appro-
priate region of human liberty. It comprises, first, the inward domain of conscious-
ness; demanding liberty of conscience 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. The liberty of expressing
and publishing opinions may seem to fall under a different principle, since it belongs
to that part of the conduct of an individual which concerns other people; but, being
almost of as much importance as the liberty of thought itself, and resting in great part
on the same reasons, is practically inseparable from it. Secondly, the principle requires
liberty of tastes and pursuits; of framing the plan of our life to suit our own character;
of doing as we like, subject to such consequences as may follow; without impediment
from our fellow creatures, so long as what we do does not harm them, even though
they should think our conduct foolish, perverse or wrong. Thirdly, from this liberty of
each individual, follows the liberty, within the same limits, of combination among
individuals; freedom to unite, for any purpose not involving harm to others: the
persons combining being supposed to be of full age, and not forced or deceived.

No society in which these liberties are not, on the whole, respected, is free, whatever
may be its form of government; and none is completely free in which they do not exist
absolute and unqualified. The only freedom which deserves the name, is that of
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pursuing our own good in our own way, so long as we do not attempt to deprive
others of theirs, or impede their efforts to obtain it. Each is the proper guardian of his
own health, whether bodily, or mental and spiritual. Mankind are greater gainers by
suffering each other to live as seems good to themselves, than by compelling each to
live as seems good to the rest. ..

... Speaking generally, it is not, in constitutional countries, to be apprehended that the
government . . . will often attempt to control the expression of opinion, except when in
doing so it makes itself the organ of the general intolerance of the public. 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 ta
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 govern-
ment has no more title to it than the worst. It is as noxious, or more noxious, when
exerted in accordance with pubic 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. Were an opinion of personal posses-
sion of no value except to the owner; if to be obstructed in the enjoyment of it were
simply a private injury, it would make some difference whether the injury was inflicted
only on a few persons or on many. But 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. ..

No one pretends that actions should be as free as opinions. On the contrary, even
opinions lose their immunity when the circumstances in which they are expressed are
such as to constitute their expression a positive instigation to some mischievous act.
An opinion that corn-dealers are starvers of the poor, or that private property is
robbery, ought to be unmolested when simply circulated through the press, but may
justly incur punishment when delivered orally to an excited mob assembled before the
house of a corn-dealer, or when handed about among the same mob in the form of a
placard. Acts, of whatever kind, which, without justifiable cause, do harm to others,
may be, and in the more important cases absolutely require to be, controlled by the
unfavourable sentiments, and, when needful, by the active interference of mankind.
The liberty of the individual must be thus far limited; he must not make himself a
nuisance to other people. But if he refrains from molesting others in what concerns
them, and merely acts according to his own inclination and judgement in things
which concern himself, the same reasons which show that opinion should be free,
prove also that he should be allowed, without molestation, to carry his opinions into
practice at his own cost...As it is useful that while mankind are imperfect there
should be different opinions, so it is that there should be different experiments of
living; that free scope should be given to varieties of character, short of injury to
others; and that the worth of different modes of life should be proved practically,
when any one thinks fit to try them. It is desirable, in short, that in things which do
not primarily concern others, individuality should assert itself. ..
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The distinction here pointed out between the part of a person’s life which concerns
only himself, and that which concerns others, many persons will refuse to admit. How
it may be asked) can any part of the conduct of a member of society be a matter of
indifference to the other members? No person is an entirely isolated being; it is
impossible for a person to do anything seriously or permanently hurtful to himself,
without mischief reaching at least to his near connections, and often far beyond them.
If he injures his property, he does harm to those who directly or indirectly derived
support from it, and usually diminishes, by a greater or less amount, the general
resources of the community. If he deteriorates his bodily or mental faculties, he not
only brings evil upon all who depended on him for any portion of their happiness, but
disqualifies himself for rendering the services which he owes to his fellow creatures
generally; perhaps becomes a burden on their affection or benevolence; and if such
conduct were very frequent, hardly any offence that is committed would detract more
from the general sum of good. Finally, if by his vices or follies a person does no direct
harm to others, he is nevertheless (it may be said) injurious by his example; and ought
to be compelled to control himself, for the sake of those whom the sight or knowledge
of his conduct might corrupt or mislead.

And even (it will be added) if the consequences of misconduct could be confined to
the vicious or thoughtless individual, ought society to abandon to their own guidance
those who are manifestly unfit for it? If protection against themselves is confessedly
due to children and persons under age, is not society equally bound to afford it to
persons of mature years who are equally incapable of self-government? If gambling, or
drunkenness, or incontinence, or idleness, or uncleanliness, are as injurious to
happiness, and as great a hindrance to improvement, as many or most of the acts
prohibited by law, why (it may be asked) should not law, so far as is consistent with
practicability and social convenience, endeavour to repress these also?. ..

I fully admit that the mischief which a person does to himself may seriously affect,
both through their sympathies and their interests, those nearly connected with him
and, in a minor degree, society at large. When, by conduct of this sort, a person is led to
violate a distinct and assignable obligation to any other person or persons, the case is
taken out of the self-regarding class, and becomes amenable to moral disapprobation in
the proper sense of the term. If, for example, a man, through intemperance or
extravagance, becomes unable to pay his debts, or, having undertaken the moral
responsibility of a family, becomes from the same cause incapable of supporting or
educating them, he is deservedly reprobated, and might be justly punished; but it is for
the breach of duty to his family or creditors, not for the extravagance .. . In like manner,
when a person disables himself, by conduct purely self-regarding, from the perform-
ance of some definite duty incumbent on him to the public, he is guilty of a social
offence. No person ought to be punished simply for being drunk; but a soldier or a
policeman should be punished for being drunk on duty. Whenever, in short, there is a
definite damage, or a definite risk of damage, either to an individual or to the public,
the case is taken out of the province of liberty, and placed in that of morality or law.

But with regard to the merely contingent, or, as it may be called, constructive injury
which a person causes to society, by conduct which neither violates any specific duty
to the public, nor occasions perceptible hurt to any assignable individual except
himself; the inconvenience is one which society can afford to bear, for the sake of
the greater good of human freedom... ‘




