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Week 4: Society vs .  The Individual 
 

1. Making sweet love to farmyard animals 
 
- You had to come to the actual lecture for this bit. 
 
- The reference I mentioned was Cora Diamond’s ‘Eating Meat and Eating People’, in 
Philosophy 53:206 (1978), pp. 465-79. You might also look at Bernard Williams, ‘The 
Human Prejudice’, in Philosophy as a Humanistic Discipline, ed. A.W. Moore (Princeton, 
2006). 
 
2. Society and Interference – a poor start 
 
- Chapter 4 contains some of Mill’s best argumentation – but easy to misread and get the 
wrong end of the stick. 
 
- It does, without doubt however, get off to an unfortunate start. After asking ‘how 
much of human life should be assigned to individuality, and how much to society?’, Mill 
goes on to declare: 
 

‘Each will receive its proper share, if each has that which more particularly 
concerns it. To individuality should belong the part of life in which it is chiefly 
the individual that is interested; to society, the part which chiefly interests society’ 

 
-The problem here is three-fold. This statement is 1) vacuous, 2) question-begging, 3) 
tautological. 
 
- Vacuous: words like ‘remit’ and ‘proper’ need specification and explanation. Simply 
presenting them as free-standing and self-evident in fact tells us nothing. 
 
- Question-begging: what if these things come into conflict, or are incompatible? This is the crucial 
issue we need to know the answer to before we can say what the proper remit of 
anything is! Mill assumes the truth of that answer as a premise in his conclusion. 
 
- Tautological: Q. How much authority should society have?  
                       A. As much as society should rightly have!  
                       Q. How much authority should the individual have? 
                       A. As much as the individual should rightly have! 
[uninteresting, as well a tautological…] 
 
- Until we know what rightly means, none of this is doing any useful work: we’re just 
being told: P, therefore P! 
 
- This is an example of how not to argue. 
 
3. Society and Interference – Mill Redeems Himself 
 
- Mill moves to a more substantial claim: society may rightfully interfere with the liberty 
of individuals if it needs to do so in order to extract from them behavior which is 
necessary for the continued functioning of the very society that makes it possible for 
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anyone to have a decent life. 
 
- So Mill has no inherent problem with e.g. a police force: that’s a pre-requisite for their 
being a society with which people can engage in the ‘experiments in living’ that Chapter 3 
made central. 
 
- Similarly, as organized advanced society doesn’t come for free, those who benefit from 
it can be expected to contribute in certain ways to make it possible. (No specific 
examples given, but presumably taxation, jury duty, perhaps military service, etc.) 
Sometimes we need to have patterns of behavior extracted from us to make decent 
society possible – and Mill thinks that just obviously OK. [Those with ‘libertarian’ 
leanings will be suspicious here.] 
 
- Mill’s real interest is in cases of interference over and above the things necessary for there 
to be advanced social cooperation under a modern coercive state form. 
 
- His attention is thus focused on cases where the behavior of some individual is hurtful 
to others without going so far as to constitute the committing of a legal crime against 
them. That is, somebody’s welfare is being harmed, but the coercive apparatus of the 
state can’t be employed because a law hasn’t been broken.  
 
- In these cases, Mill says ‘the offender may then be justly punished by opinion, though 
not by law’. 
 
- Careful: Mill is not saying that in such cases, public opinion must be brought to bear on 
the individual reducing the welfare of others. He says that in such cases open debate must 
be had on whether this is the right way to proceed.  
 
- This is in line with the ‘Harm Principle’: insofar as a person’s actions affect ‘only 
themselves’, there is no room even for debate about interference. But if actions affect 
another, then things are different. 
 
- We noted last week that Mill’s arguments over the ‘one very simple principle’ at the 
outset of Chapter 3 were pretty unsatisfying. Too much seems to turn on how other people 
interpret situations of putative harm. Pleasingly, in Chapter 4 Mill shows much more 
sensitivity to these issues. 
 
4. The Argument Refined: Mill’s Real Position on Harm and Coercion? 
 
- Mill denies that he is promoting ‘selfish indifference’: that he wants people to take no 
interest in the lives and well-being of others, and to concentrate solely on their own 
narrow concerns. 
 
- He is adamant that he wants to help improve people’s lives. His claim is thus about better 
ways of achieving that.  
 
- Chapters 2 and 3 give us ample evidence that Mill thinks individuals are best at judging 
for themselves what is good for them – and so they must be protected from the 
censorious gaze of others, and especially of groups. 
 
- Mill thinks that the individual benefits of self-direction are enormous, whereas society 
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can only gain in incremental and negligible ways of regulating how other people choose 
to live. So his claim here is that the individual benefit outweighs the social one. [This 
doesn’t look like a very utilitarian thought, note! For a utilitarian, shouldn’t these things 
be two sides of the same coin?] 
 
- Furthermore, Mill is not against individuals having spontaneous emotional reactions to other 
people’s activities and lifestyle choices – even when these affect only the individuals in 
question, without having a negative impact on others. 
 
- Indeed, he thinks that if you go around exhibiting unorthodox ways of living, you 
should expect other people to have – potentially very strong – negative emotional 
reactions towards you. 
 
- Human beings basically can’t help having strong emotional reactions – and that’s a 
good thing; without them, we wouldn’t really care about anything.  
 
- So Mill doesn’t want us to become disinterested stoics, to simply cease having 
emotional reactions to others. And we don’t even necessarily have to stop expressing our 
emotional reactions – after all, sometimes really believing something and being 
committed to it will require one to express it. 
 
- Nonetheless, to Mill there is a world of difference between having emotive reactions 
and to some degree acting on them, and seeking to actively punish people through targeted moral 
condemnation designed to intimidate or cajole, when their conduct affects nobody but themselves. He is 
implacably opposed to moral censorship for activities that affect nobody besides the 
acting agent. 
 
- But what about when actions or lifestyles do impact on others? Specifically, what about 
when people cultivate lifestyles that have repercussions for the way other people live 
BUT this falls into that domain of activities that does not break any law. What about 
when people are not committing actionable legal crimes, but are committing moral 
offences? 
 
- In such cases Mill thinks that we can legitimately use social disapprobation to try and 
influence people. But he suggests that this is because we are in the realm not of law, but 
of morality and moral conflict – an area in which it is right and proper to experience 
robust disagreement and engagement. 
 
- What matters for Mill, however, is that such social disapprobation does not tip-over 
into the area of legal punishment: that the powers of the state are not used to enforce 
particular moral views over others. 
 
- And he refines the argument further – by putting center stage not the distinction 
between harm to self vs. harm to others (where we’ve seen he is pretty sloppy), but a 
distinction between the duties we have to ourselves, versus the duties we have to others.  
 
- This is the distinction Mill, in Chapter 4, seems to think we can use to make coherent 
sense of when it’s OK to use moral disapprobation, but not the law/power of the state, 
to try and influence others in how they act and live. 
 
- So here, finally, in Chapter 4, we seem to have Mill making good on his promise from 
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Chapter 1: that although we may not physically interfere with others so long as they are 
not harming others, we may use reason, remonstration, argumentation, etc, to try and 
persuade them to act differently.   
 
- Noted in previous lectures that there seems something fishy in claiming that moral 
disapprobation isn’t a form of interference with the liberty of another. The argument of 
Chapter 4 seems to be that whether it is or isn’t is besides the point. What really matters is 
that we use physical coercion (archetypally via the agencies of the state) to restrain direct 
physical infringements on the good of others, but we use moral coercion when people are 
engaging in activity that is harmful but falls short of violating the law that protects 
physical integrity (either of persons or possessions). 
 
- So in both cases justification for interference lies in prevention of harm to others. But 
moral coercion is different from physical coercion – not because it’s not really coercion 
(it is!), but because of how and when it is appropriately targeted.    
 
- Mill ultimately seems to agree that moral coercion is a form of coercion. The key 
question is: when is it justified? 
 
- Answer: only when agents violate their duties to others, but not when they violate only 
their duties to themselves. Duties to others can be legitimately socially enforced by 
external parties. Duties to oneself cannot. 
 
- I think this is Mill’s real, fundamental, distinction. Unfortunately, he tends to write 
loosely and slip into the less helpful language of harm to oneself vs. harm to another 
(and it’s difficult not to likewise slip into that when discussing him, as a result) 
 
 
5. Defending the Refinement 
 
- An obvious objection: differentiating between duties to self and others is a false 
distinction: aren’t many (all?) cases of supposed duties to oneself ultimately always 
connected to the duties we owe to others?  
 
- Archetypal Victorian Protestant-Inspired Example: cultivating one’s talents to be a 
productive member of society. Surely society is the loser if individuals don’t excel to be 
the best that they can be? Doesn’t this mean other individuals are harmed – so can moral 
coercion be legitimately brought to bear to encourage social contributions via self-
improvement? 
 
- Mill does not want to deny that failing to uphold one’s ‘duties to oneself’ can have 
negative impacts on others. Example: the drunkard who loses his job, beats his wife, and 
neglects his children. He is culpable for the harm he has caused. Indeed, he is especially 
culpable, because he has undertaken actions which he should have foreseen would have 
bad consequences. 
 
- In cases like the drunkard, failures of duties to oneself can also generate a failure of 
duties to others. But notice, we would have condemned the harms to the man’s wife and children 
even if they hadn’t been caused by his drinking.  
 
- There are thus two separate issues here: the drunkenness, and the harm to others. They 
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are only contingently connected. 
 
- A complaint against Mill’s position must try and show that failures of duty to oneself 
are necessarily connected to failures of duties to others. And hence, that moral coercion 
can legitimately be used to enforce such duties, as a way of preventing harm to others.  
 
- Yet Mill – assuming that we’ve agreed with his positions in Chapters 2 and 3 – claims 
that any such necessary connection is simply implausible: 
 
1) Although some people if left to their own devices will develop character traits like 
laziness or drunkenness, he denies that this is the case with most people.  
 
2) I the majority of cases, failing in one’s duties to oneself just doesn’t have wider social 
consequences. A person may not be the hardest-working, cleanest-living, little toilet 
scrubber there ever was. But the toilets will still get cleaned well enough, and Friday night 
drinks won’t necessarily turn into a life of raging degeneracy. Just not true that society is 
going to be crippled by people not maximally cultivating their talents. 
 
- Furthermore, if society did attempt to systematically interfere so as to force people to 
maximize their talents and thus their duties to themselves, the results would be 
disastrous: everyone would end up living cramped and overly-regulated lives. The lack of 
experiments in living would generate stagnation and decline (see Chapter 3!). Much 
better to tolerate the small inconvenience of some people failing to fulfill their duties to 
themselves, and reap the overall benefits of tolerating experiments in living and thus 
social improvement. 
 
- Note also that by the time people have reached adulthood, society has had plenty of 
time to try and mold them. If by that point individuals are choosing to reject established 
social codes, it can’t be said that society hasn’t had a fair crack at trying to try and help 
them do it ‘right’ (as we might see it). If people by adulthood want to go off on their own 
different path, it’s time to just let them do that. 
 
-[N.B. the argument gets sloppy around here; Mill seems to slide out of talk about duties 
to oneself, and into talk about different forms of life and the importance of choosing for 
oneself. Are they really the same thing?] 
 
6. A Contradiction? 
 
- Mill claims that in addition to all of the above, explicit moral coercion is also 
counterproductive anyway: it generates resentment and bitterness, not a desire to 
conform. Punishment is a very bad way of getting people to change their mind. Explicit 
coercion is more likely to entrench resistance than to foster a change of attitude. 
 
- This seems itself plausible - but is it not in contradiction with Mill’s worry that majority 
opinion ‘enslaves the soul itself’, and turns us all into industrious sheep? 
 
- Maybe not: Mill may be operating at two levels: 
 
Level 1) Large-scale, macro-perspective about the way majorities tend, over time, to 
instill conformity and crush spontaneity. This is where most of the argument of On 
Liberty takes place. 
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Level 2) Smaller-scale, micro-perspective of individuals experiencing one-to-one direct 
interference, rather than the more nebulous effects of dispersed opinion. 
 
Mill in Chapter 4 may be saying that at the personal level direct interference engenders 
resistance and resentment, whilst also holding it true that at the macro level the effect of 
majority opinion is to constrain our horizons of how to live, and to enslave the soul 
itself. 
 
- In any case, Mill’s claims about punishment are plausible. This is a very poor strategy 
for getting people to want to change their behavior (think of the parent who find anger 
and physically aggression less successful than quiet disappointment). Big questions raised 
here about what we are doing when e.g. we put people in prisons. What is the function of the 
punishment? Interested readers should consult Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish for an 
unsettling take. 
 
7. ‘The Realism Consideration’ and How it Feels to You 
 
Mill’s last line of argument for why society ought to leave individuals alone – physically 
and morally – so long as they are not harming others is based on what we might call ‘the 
realism consideration’ [my term, not Mill’s]. 
 
- Mill wants to invoke empirical, evidence-based argument. And he wants to emphasize that the 
track record of majorities towards minorities is especially bad.  
 
- Even with the best of intentions, humans are typically poor at judging what is best for 
other people – and they tend to give in to the temptation to treat dissenters in horrible 
ways. 
 
- So Mill is running a kind of public policy argument: we need to make decisions about 
when and how to interfere in people’s lives. But we cannot responsibly make such 
decisions in a vacuum. Human historical experience offers important warnings. 
 
- Eye-catching examples for a Victorian audience: Muslims and pork; Catholic priests 
and marriage. 
 
- Mill trying to show his readership just how much one’s core convictions are a matter of 
perspective (to Muslims, eating pork just is disgusting). Furthermore, something being 
part of majority opinion is no proof of its inherent truthfulness. And imagine what it 
would feel like to be a protestant Englishman in a majority Muslim or Catholic country!  
 
- Driving the point home: not just the exuberances of crazy foreign religions – Britain’s 
own home-grown radicals, the Puritans, were just as bad, and their influence lingers. 
Majority tyranny over what is ‘disgusting’ and what is ‘harmful’ to others is always and 
everywhere liable to gain the ascendency. 
 
- Mill is telling his readers: of course to you your opinions all look reasonable and correct. 
But that’s exactly how good Muslims, Catholics, and Puritans feel about their opinions. 
So how do you know you’re different, and right? Answer:  you don’t, and you should open 
yourself to the idea that you may be wrong. And that even if you’re not, it’s important to 
let other people choose for themselves, regardless. 
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- Note once again the rhetorical and emotional aspects to Mill’s case. And note that this 
isn’t inconsistent – Mill is allowed to use persuasion to try and influence others, by his 
own lights. Indeed, his principles wouldn’t really be his principles, if he didn’t passionately 
engage and express them. 
 
8. Worries about Democratization 
 
- Chapter 4 ends, however, with Mill’s most striking articulation of his fear that we 
encountered last week: that the democratization of society is a deep and serious threat to 
human flourishing. 
 
- For Mill (like his pen-pal Alexis de Tocqueville), democracy is a social condition and not 
just about certain political institutions and procedures (voting etc.). A democratic society 
is one in which people regard each other as inherently equal. For democracy to function, 
people need to have a certain set of psychological dispositions, not just institutions. 
 
- Mill worries about this, exhibiting a fear that stretched back at least as far as Plato: that 
democracy is dangerous because the poor will gang up on the rich. 
 
- Mill’s twist is actually to go beyond the idea that the poor will simply loot the rich, and 
instead to see the great undifferentiated masses as likely to be hostile to the unusual 
lifestyles that the rich are able to experiment with because of their wealth. Furthermore, 
the poor will take different lifestyles as an affront: an attempt to rise above the 
mediocrity of the herd, which the herd finds offensive accordingly. 
 
- A trap for his intellectual opponents: if the majority has the right to determine the 
affairs of other parties’ private activities, then don’t social egalitarians have right on their 
side? Won’t democracies be entitled to oppress the rich and successful in favor of the 
mediocre masses?  
 
- Mill is (I think) being cheekily playful here. I don’t think his anti-democratic sentiments 
are best read at face value: what he is really up to is showing that his opponents’ 
positions are self-undermining. 
 
- Most of his readers do not want the imposition of a socialistic, leveling, egalitarianism. 
Mill is trying to get his educated, intellectual, privileged and rich readership to see that it 
won’t hold the cards forever. So from self-interest it better move to adopt new social and 
political norms, before it’s too late and it finds itself oppressed by the herd.  
 
- Quite a neat strategy of argument – if we appreciate its intended rhetorical force, and 
who it is aimed at. 
 
8. Some closing case studies 
 
- US alcohol prohibition 
- Sabbath legislation  
- Mormons 
 
Note how Mill displays the force of his convictions in these cases. No mealy-mouthed 
liberal who can’t take his own side in an argument! Regarding Mormonism, notice 
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especially how he displays the consistency of his convictions: he hates Mormonism and 
finds it disgusting, but admits that if it genuinely does not harm others, then it should be 
allowed.  
 
Next week, however, we’ll see that Mill does not always remain consistent, especially 
when the temperature gets raised.  
 
 

 


