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Week 3: Individuality and Flourishing   
 

 
1. Believing vs. Speaking? 
 
- Last week we discussed Mill’s three sets of reasons for why people should be able to 
think whatever they want without repression of their opinions by others: 
 

1) They may be in possession of the truth 
2) Even if they are in possession of error, the other side gains by the lively 
affirmation of its truths in the face of error, exchanging ‘dead dogma’ for ‘living force’ 
3) Typically, both sides have some mix of truth and error, and because nobody is 
infallible we always need to check and keep going back-and-forth to be sure. 

 
- What didn’t get much attention (in the lecture, or in Chapter 2 of On Liberty) was any 
distinction between believing and expressing. Mill seems to run these together: if you’re free 
to believe it, you should be free to say it. 
 
-  But nobody seriously believes that people should be allowed to say whatever they want. 
Would Mill claim that it’s OK to shout ‘fire!’ in a crowded theater, even when there is no 
fire, and thus causing a deadly stampede?  
 
- In fact we know that he wouldn’t: at the start of Chapter 3 he declares that precisely 
this sort of behavior is not acceptable. And let’s be clear: everybody thinks that speech and 
actions should be limited some of the time. 
 
- Mill starts Chapter 3 with a brief detour before getting to his main line of argument 
(which we’ll come to in a moment). But this detour, regarding limits on speech, is rather 
unsatisfying.  
 
- Mill seems to take it as obvious that having established the liberty of each to their 
opinions, they should in turn be free to act upon their opinions. But he adds a qualifier: 
 

‘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.’ 

 
And he goes on: 

 
‘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 by 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’ 

 
- Mill appeals to his own ‘very simple principle’ from Chapter 1 (aka ‘The Harm 
Principle’, as it is known in the literature) to justify this. In essence: if speech is likely to 
harm third parties, then it can legitimately be restricted.  
 
- This seems initially plausible. But Mill goes on: 
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‘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’ 

 
- This may look straightforward: just don’t so things that harm others. Right? Except it’s 
not so simple, because everything turns on what we mean by ‘harm’. (Again, the ‘one 
very simple principle’ turns out not to be so simple…) 
 
 
2. Problems for the ‘Very Simple Principle’ 
 
- Case-Type 1: How Others Perceive Harm to Themselves.  
 
Someone who claims to be ‘harmed’ when I wear trainers instead of shoes to give these 
lectures. Let’s say they have a severe psychological aversion to trainers – and they 
genuinely do experience distress. Should Mill say that I ought to have my footwear 
liberties restricted? [Most plausible response: if we do believe the person is genuinely 
distressed by my shoes, we have to make a decision about what is more important: their 
distress, or my liberty. A trade-off, or sacrifice, will have to happen.] 
 
- Case-Type 1 made more plausible: The Sexuality Bigot.  
 
The last example was silly, but here’s a more real-world one: the bigot who says the mere 
sight of gay people, or even the knowledge that gay people exist, causes them harm. And 
let’s grant that it’s true: this person is so bigoted that they really do experience extreme 
distress that qualifies as harm by just knowing there are gay people around, and especially 
by seeing them being openly homosexual in public. Does the harm principle therefore 
dictate that gay people must hide their homosexuality so as to avoid harming the bigot? 
 
- I think Chapter 3 indicates that Mill would have to be against such a conclusion. But 
how to resist it? 
 
- One strategy: saying that the bigot’s harm doesn’t count because it isn’t really harm. This 
would be a ‘moralised’ account of harm: saying some reactions are ruled out of 
consideration because they fail on certain evaluative criteria, in particular regarding 
ethical standards. But this to me is unconvincing: the bigot really does experience this as 
harm – to say it isn’t ‘really’ harm because we want to morally condemn it seems to be a 
cheat. Who gets to decide what counts as harm, and what doesn’t, if not the person 
experiencing it? 
 
- More plausible: take a robust line and tell the bigot that we don’t care about that kind 
of harm, because it’s not the sort of harm that decent people ought to be in the business 
of preventing. We here have a conflict between gays and bigots. Rather than trying to 
deny or deflate the conflict, we should take a side. Outcome: tough luck to bigots. Yes, 
they get harmed – but that’s a price we are willing to pay. 
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- This second strategy seems to me much closer to what Mill actually thinks. But it’s very 
hard to reconcile with the ‘one very simple principle’. What we’re suggesting is that some 
kings of opinion or act should be enabled even when they cause harm to others – or 
indeed, perhaps precisely because they cause harm to the sorts of people we don’t want to 
protect. We need to make judgments in conflict situations – and the ‘one very simply 
principle’ struggles to get a handle on the complexity of what is at stake. 
 
 
- Case-Type 2: Hate Speech: 
 
What if we reverse the direction of argument, and consider speech that is ostensibly not 
harmful, but only hateful, and which does not threaten the bodily security of some person 
or group, but which might nonetheless thought to be objectionable and in need of 
control? 
 
- The Harm Principle appears to posit that we can say whatever we want so long as it 
does not cause immediate physical harm to others. But that does not seem to be 
straightforwardly plausible, at least in modern diverse societies. 
 
- For example, the American Constitution’s first amendment is widely interpreted as 
protecting all speech, so long as it is truthful. But New Zealand born political 
philosopher Jeremy Waldron claims that American attitudes to the 1st Amendment have 
(ironically!) become rather like one of the ‘dead dogmas’ that Mill chastises in Chapter 2 
of On Liberty: Americans have lost sight of the complexity of issues raised by speech. [See 
Jeremy Waldron, The Harm in Hate Speech (Harvard, 2012).] 
 
- Waldron contends that certain kinds of speech are harmful even when they do not lead directly 
to the physical imperilment of others.  
 
- Mill’s dichotomy is too simplistic, according to Waldron, because in societies marred by 
histories of racial and gender and sexuality injustice, speech is not neutral across 
speakers, because speakers and hearers are asymmetrically lined-up in terms of power, 
status, security, etc. 
 
- Think of how racist speech looks from the perspective of ethnic minorities in e.g. America. If 
you’re black in the deep south, the casual use of an abusive racial slur like ‘nigger’ by 
whites in your town is not simply an expression of a distasteful opinion. It comes loaded, 
targeted at you with the deliberate function of reminding you that people like you were 
once persecuted, lynched, disenfranchised, beaten, spat on, denied entry to restaurants 
and bathrooms, etc, etc, etc,. You are being reminded of your past vulnerability – and 
being threatened with the prospect of its return.  
 
- According to Waldron, it’s a deep error to think that somebody using racial slurs in that 
historical context is simply engaging in speech that does not cause harm. Hate speech 
functions to remind oppressed group of their oppressed minority status and therefore 
their vulnerability. In this sort of context, it is simply naïve to claim that speech does not 
harm. It does. 
 
- Waldron’s argument is controversial, and 1st Amendment defenders in America in 
particular have responded with hostility. But for out purposes it indicates that Mill’s ‘one 
very simple principle’ is likely to be too simplistic: if speech can indeed cause harm, then 
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speech and not just actions will need to be limited. That, however, will require judgment 
calls about what counts as harm, whose interests get privileged, and how and when 
interference is warranted, and how to implement it. These are likely to be difficult, 
contextually-variable issues. The ‘very simple principle’ alone doesn’t look like it’s going 
to be of much practical use when the rubber really hits the road. 
 
3. Human Flourishing 
 
- Let’s move on to the bulk of Chapter 3: Mill’s preoccupation with the importance of 
individuality and independence in human lives.  
 
- After rapidly passing over the considerably difficulties of his ‘one very simply principle’, 
Mill goes on to assert that what is really interested in is individual flourishing 
 
- And by this he seems to me that you have to spontaneously choose for yourself how to 
live your life, or else you are little more than an ape doing imitations.  
 
- The problem is that majorities, customs, traditions, tend to abhor spontaneity. In 
contrast, Mill thinks he has a better understanding of human nature, one he intends to 
promote:  
 

‘Human nature is not a machine to be built after a model, and set to do exactly 
the work prescribed for it, but a tree, which requires to grow and develop itself 
on all sides, according to the tendency of the inward forces which make it a living 
thing’ 

 
- The power in Mill’s case is more rhetorical than logical or evidentiary. He puts forward 
as a fact what many would say is more like a value-judgement about the true essence of 
human nature. Is he starting the argument in mid-stream, taking too much that is 
controversial for granted? 
 
- Maybe not: Mill might both be 1) staking a position which he believes to be true and 
arguing from his corresponding convictions, whilst also 2) doing it in such a way that is 
designed to have a specific sort of effect on his audience. [This is a live political 
intervention!] 
 
- Mill is not simply trying to convince his audience of a truth, he is also trying to make 
them feel in certain ways, so that they can in turn subscribe to his cause. 
 
- Accordingly, Mill weaves several emotional images and values together. For example: 
 

‘Thus the mind itself is bowed to the yoke; even in what people do for pleasure, 
conformity is the first thing thought of; they like in crowds; they exercise choice 
only among things commonly done; peculiarity of taste; eccentricity of conduct; 
are shunned equally with crimes; until by dint of not following their own nature, 
they have no nature left to follow: their human capacities are withered and 
starved: they become incapable of any strong wishes or native pleasures, and are 
generally without either opinions or feelings of home growth, or properly their 
own. Now is this, or is it not, the desirable condition of human nature?’ 

 



	 5	

- Mill here seems to put himself in a tradition of political argument that sees emotions 
and value judgement and rhetorical seductiveness as just as much a part of the business 
of thinking philosophically about politics as the need to provide true grounds for belief 
and opinion – and ultimately of justification. This is controversial! Many in the western 
tradition have been hostile to it (not least, Socrates and Plato). 
 
- Interesting issues are raised: if Mill wasn’t offering a live intervention into a social and 
political debate, but just a freestanding philosophical treatise, would there be something 
inherently disreputable about using rhetorical seduction to play on people’s emotions?  
 
- Some have thought doing so is inherently a kind of fraud (Plato). Much classical (pre-
16th Century) political philosophy worried about demagogues and orators who misled the 
people through their beautiful words. (We might update this to include incoherent 
Tweets…). Thomsd Hobbes seems to have gone back and forth on this issue – 
sometimes adopting a stark, unornamented ‘scientific’ approach to expounding his 
political theory, at others loading on the rhetoric, apparently in order to convince. 
 
- Can’t settle this issue today[!], but it’s worth thinking about. Can political philosophy 
proceed detachedly, using only the rigours of logical argument, to ascertain and spread 
truth? Or must it be irreducibly tied to the emotions, to extra-rational features of human 
psychology? Regarding both what is true, and how to convince others of it?  
 
- I tend to the latter view. You will need to decide for yourselves. 
 
4. Genius and Experiments in Living 
 
- Back to Mill: he is very clear that he is against what he calls ‘Calvinist’ visions of human 
nature. 
 
- Calvinism = subspecies of Protestant Christianity, drawing heavily upon the teachings 
of St Augustine, emphasizing man’s original sin and fallen nature. Only God’s Grace can 
help deliver us, and this is dispensed according to His wisdom and nothing you can do 
can influence whether you get it or not.  
 
- Mill despised this outlook, and brought his full rhetorical arsenal to bear on it (no 
accident; many of his readers would have been steeped in it). One thing Mill wants to do 
is give his audience grounds for rejecting the Calvinist view of human nature and human 
life. He dramatically states that ‘pagan self-assertion is one of the elements of human 
worth, as well as Christian self-denial’ – gives the example of Pericles, leader of Athens 
during the Peloponnesian war against Sparta, to try and inspire an educated audience.  
 
- This sets up what appears to be Mill’s real agenda in Chapter 3: drawing attention to the 
supremely valuable category of ‘genius’. 
 
- For Mill this is a wide-ranging category, extending beyond e.g. just exceptional 
mathematicians, scientists, people who make great advances in human knowledge, etc. 
He also wants to include artists, poets, musicians – and especially also eccentric 
characters who excel in living life itself. These people are absolutely essential:  
1) they produce dazzling results that are intrinsically valuable 
2) it is the presence of ‘geniuses’ that leads to social progress and long-run development. 
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- But geniuses will only be able to emerge and flourish if everyone is widely permitted to 
engage in ‘experiments in living’ – i.e. going around living their life however they please, 
based on their own free choices. 
 
- The reason everybody must be allowed to do this is that we cannot know in advance who 
the geniuses will be. They have to be allowed to emerge spontaneously.  
 
- Letting everyone engage in ‘experiments in living’ has a further advantage: as 
individuals experience for themselves the benefits of living a freely chosen spontaneous 
life, they will come to appreciate what this does for the improvement of human faculties 
and life quality – thus making it easier for geniuses to emerge. [Intrinsic and instrumental 
benefits of allowing experiments in living.] 
 
- Complication: Mill adds an important historical dimension.  
 
- European societies are in a process of decline, even though this hasn’t yet been widely 
noticed. In the past, geniuses emerged in inegalitarian, stratified societies – i.e. places where 
individuals could be sheltered from the oppressive ignorant gaze of the uneducated and 
small-minded masses. (Think of renaissance artists, or classical orators like Cicero.) Mill 
worries that modern life is removing the conditions which allow genius to emerge and 
flourish. 
 
- The ‘Tyranny of the Majority’ is the major threat. Mill sees the nineteenth century as 
ushering in the age of mass conformity: majority sentiment now rules the roost, but 
majorities are only the sum of their average parts. And the average person is not a genius – and 
in turn, majorities are hostile and oppressive towards geniuses.  
 
- Like Alexis de Tocqueville in France (with whom he corresponded), Mill is deeply 
worried about the rise of mediocrity: the threat that modern mass societies will turn 
individuals into ‘industrious sheep’, never developing their faculties into levels of higher 
worth. As he put it in Chapter 1, the power of the majority can ‘enslave the soul itself’. 
 
- Even worse, Mill thinks that majority opinion and power is becoming enmeshed with 
state power – finding manifestation in legislative attempts to directly repress experiments 
in living. 
 
- Here are some of Mill’s deepest concerns. Draws a rather ill-informed (basically racist) 
comparison with China, an allegedly ‘stagnant’ society that used to be a world-leading 
super power until it fostered a culture of total conformity to societal norms. The 
suppression of experiments in living due to a mishmash of Confucian ethics and political 
hierarchy meant the entirety of Chinese society ceased to progress. 
 
- China is Mill’s (rhetorically very powerful) warning to his readers: social greatness 
requires individual freedom – and if Britain and other European societies suppress 
experiments in living, they will forfeit collective greatness. No more geniuses = no more 
social progress.  
 
-Hence Mill’s rhetorical case is multilayered. Not just about individuals, but about 
possibilities and pitfalls of societal progress in its entirety.  
 
- Furthermore, it’s not just repressed individuals who will suffer if experiments in living 
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are suppressed, but also the majorities who do the repressing, because they’re going to end up like 
China. (That was not something any self-respecting member of the British Empire 
wanted to be.) 
 
5. Wider Implications 
 
- Thus run the main lines of argument in Chapter 3. There are some far-ranging wider 
implications, however. 
 
- To what extent is Chapter 3’s argument for geniuses and experiments in living 
compatible with Mill’s official commitment to utilitarianism? To me, it seems that Mill’s 
‘romanticism’ about art and culture and poetry and music are too vibrant and 
multifaceted to fit into a utilitarian framework. I think if pushed he would pick genius 
over huge quantities of pleasure/happiness if that was of a lower quality. 
 
- If one really thinks, like Mill, that humans are better thought of as like trees that need to 
grow freely, rather than clipped into preordained shapes, then utilitarianism’s totalizing 
ambitions look very suspicious. Can all that makes life valuable really be compressed 
down into a calculation for maximization? [Should we really be aiming to maximize the 
number of Mozarts just because (and only if) this promotes happiness/pleasure? Isn’t 
there something important about Mozart being Mozart that is independent of the 
happiness-inducing consequences of his music?] 
 
- This is my view, and I suspect Mill would – if push came to shove – have let his 
utilitarianism go before his commitment to experiments in living. But it’s controversial. 
You need to decide for yourselves. 
 
- Back to the Harm Principle: we gave some reasons for thinking that it’s not a very 
helpful guide to action in the real world. But perhaps that was never the point. Maybe 
Mill invoked it not as a sort of cook-book recipe for how to deal with real situation, but 
as a way of trying to shift attitudes in his readership.  
 
- If so, the function of the Harm Principle is perhaps more to get people to be tolerate of 
experiment sin living and just generally back off and leave people more alone than 
Victorian society was inclined to. It’s not designed to defeat every counter-example we 
night dream up, but to do something more nebulous but nonetheless real. 
 
 
 

 


