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Questions/comments to start the class



Mill on the need for individuality

“There is always need of persons not only to discover new truths, and point out
when what were once truths are true no longer, but also to commence new
practices, and set the example of more enlightened conduct, and better taste and
sense in human life” (On Liberty, Book II).



The harm principle, again

“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 of a civilised community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others”
(On Liberty, Book I).

“It is proper to state that I forego 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 man as a progressive being”
(On Liberty, Book I).



Apply the harm principle to a few of these cases.
What does it rule out?

1 A person shouts obscenities in the street.

2 A person shouts racial slurs in the street.

3 A person forces you to play Russian roulette with them. (3a. The barrel of
the gun holds 6 bullets. 3b. The barrel of the gun holds 100 bullets.)

4 A person watches pornography.

5 A person willingly becomes addicted to heroin.

6 One person forcibly stops another from performing a dangerous action.

7 One person willingly becomes the slave of another.

8 One person becomes the slave of another in order to provide for their family.

9 The state enforces the wearing of seatbelts by adults.

10 The state taxes its citizens for the purposes of funding homeless shelters.

11 The state forbids non-electric cars on environmental grounds.



Two arguments for representative government

1 Representative government is the best way of understanding and promoting
the interests of all the members (and groups) in society. Without
representative government, some views will be misrepresented or left out.

2 Representative government promotes the development of the moral and
intellectual faculties of those who participate in it. Those who participate
politically are more likely to be active and engaged, and to develop the skills
necessary for that activity.



Plural voting

Discuss the following:

“Thus the weighting of votes should be understood as one part of Mill’s plan to
enfranchise everyone. Given Mill’s historical situation, it is impossible to claim that
he was merely being an elitist in proposing the plural vote scheme, since he was in
fact proposing plural voting as part of a ‘package’ that would include universal
suffrage”

- Miller, “J.S. Mill on Plural Voting, Competence, and Participation” p. 653.



Limits of the appropriateness of representative government

“Despotism 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” (On Liberty, Book I).

“...nations which are still barbarous have not got beyond the period during which it
is likely to be for their benefit that they should be conquered and held in
subjection by foreigners” (‘A few words on non-intervention’).

“[Colonies] may be divided into two classes. Some are composed of people of
similar civilisation to the ruling country; capable of, and ripe for, representative
government: such as the British possessions in America and Australia. Others, like
India, are still at a great distance from that state” (‘Considerations on
representative government’, chapter XVIII).

Question: Are these comments consistent with Mill’s liberalism?



Mill on women

“Thus far, the benefits which it has appeared that the world would gain by ceasing
to make sex a disqualification for privileges [...] are social rather than individual;
consisting in an increase of the general fund of thinking and acting power, and an
improvement in the general conditions of the association of men and women. But
it would be a grievous understatement of the case to omit the most direct benefit
of all, the unspeakable gain in private happiness to the liberated half of the
species; the difference to them between a life of subjection to the will of others,
and a life of rational freedom” (On the subjection of women, Book IV).



A tension in Mill?

“It is a benefit to human beings to take off their fetters, even if they do not desire
to walk. It would already be a great improvement in the moral position of women,
to be no longer declared by law incapable of an opinion, and not entitled to a
preference, respecting the most important concerns of humanity” (CRG ch. VIII)

Question: Mill appears to believe that it is appropriate for women to gain their
liberty even if they don’t want it, but for members of so-called ‘barbarous’ nations
to be ruled despotically even if they want to be free. Can we reconcile these two
positions?


