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Dr. Ari Santas’ Notes On:

J.S. Mill’s On Liberty, Chapter III
Of Individuality
A. The Issue: Diversity in Lifestyle

· In the last chapter, Mill argued that society cannot prosper without the free exchange of ideas

· The only restriction is those circumstances when the expression will instigate a mischievous act

· In this chapter, Mill argues that not only do we need to allow all deviant opinions to be expressed, but we also need to allow all deviant behavior

· Provided it leads to no harm of others

· His argument, again, will make an appeal to social welfare (utility): abiding by the Harm Principle (HP) with respect to lifestyles will ultimately provide for the greater good

· Actions, of course, will need more restrictions than opinions since they are much more likely to induce harm

B. Role of Custom

· Custom and tradition play an important role in human behavior

· One way of restating the problem of this chapter is, to what degree should we act on custom and to what degree should we be spontaneous
· If we rely too heavily on custom, then we shall be nothing more than parrots, imitating everything we see

· If custom plays no role, then we shall be constantly reinventing the wheel

· In either case, progress, individual and social, is stunted
· What we need is a mean between the two extremes

· Mill believes the HP is the mean

C.  Yesterday’s Extreme

· It used to be (as stated in Chapter I) that there was not enough basis in custom, and people we too individualized to get along well with one another

· In the early states of society, spontaneity was the enemy of the public good.

· People did not abide by the same rules and principles and there was a great need for authority and conformity to custom

· Society needed some way of controlling the impulses of its citizens

· The individual was a power in himself that had to be curtailed for the greater good

· Things have changed

D. Today’s Extreme

· The pendulum has swung back in the other direction and the individual is no longer a powerful force to contend with

· Today, there’s too much reliance on custom

· Society and custom dominate individuals

· Not just in action

· But even in our desires

· We are now in danger of another evil:

· Death by mediocrity

· Both individually and collectively

· see p. 58 (Hackett ed.)
· To place man on the path to progress, we need to overthrow the despotism of custom, and make room for individuality

E.  Three Reasons

· Mill believes that it should be the right of every mature individual to reevaluate the customs of society and make their own choice on which life to lead

· Why this proviso?

· There are three main reasons for this:

1. The tradition could be based on insufficient or misinterpreted experience, e.g. sacrificing virgins to stop the plague, burning witches, slavery
· here the received view is false
2. Even good traditions don’t always apply to our particular lives and circumstances, e.g. give penicillin to patients w/ bacterial infections (what if it’s an allergy or a virus?)  Get married & have children (but what if you have unusual talent for medical research?)     
· here the received view is only partly true
3. Even if the good tradition applies to us, we still should not follow it for its own sake – we should follow it only after we deem it as the rational thing to do
· here the received view is true
· The rest of Chapter III is basically a defense of these 3 reasons

F. The Basic Argument

· Mill’s defense of the HP with respect to action is basically a defense of individuality – giving people the freedom to lead their own lives

· He claims (#3) that even if our customs are good ones, we must still give people the freedom to choose

· The basic argument for this claim is twofold

· Individuals can only be fulfilled as human beings if their actions stem from their rational choice (individual happiness)
· Society will suffer from stagnation and mediocrity if a plurality of lifestyles is not allowed  (social happiness)
G. Character As Individuality

· In the last chapter, Mill argued for the importance of having your own beliefs
· Here, Mill will argue for the importance of making your own choices, acting on your own desires
· Humans need to use their faculties to be fulfilled, we were not meant to be machines that operate according to some program

· To be a true individual, a person, is to have a character, and to have a character is to act in accordance with your own wishes and desires
· If we’re acting purely from custom, and fashion our desires according to what “the Jones’s” are doing, we shall not be leading our own lives, but someone else’s

· It may be that allowing people to act on their own desires makes room for more error, but it also makes room for progress
H.  The Diminishing Individual

· However great the need for individuals, we don’t seem to be recognizing it

· More and more, we look to our neighbors to know what to do with our lives

· We seem to be horribly afraid of having to choose a different path

· Eccentrics are branded as “different,” or weird, and treated as if they were outlaws
· We are all expected to do basically the same thing: work all your life at some job and then die
· Those who choose not to work, or work some different kind of job are ridiculed and hated (see p. 58 in Hackett ed.)
· We do the same things in our spare time even  

· Choose among these (predetermined) parameters

· We are expected to like the same things, have the same goals

I.  Individuality and Progress

· The progress of mankind has always been recognized as stemming from men and women of genius
· Great thinkers

· Great leaders

· Yet these geniuses have never had an easy time of it – people hate deviance

· Great thinkers are usually not recognized as such in their own time
· Often censured or even executed
· Great people have been those who dared to be different
· Great people have been true individuals, not bound by the status quo

· It’s only after their view is generally accepted that their genius is recognized

· By then, it’s no longer original!

J.  Room To Breathe
· It’s not necessary that these great thinkers and leaders have existed
· Originality is not guaranteed to take place

· Originality, or deviance from the norm, must have room to breathe

· The times of greatest progress have taken place when the yoke of authority was removed from society
· Ancient Greece (Socrates, Plato and Aristotle)
· 18th Century Germany (e.g., Kant, Goethe)
· One wonders what sorts of developments we might have today if there had been less censuring of deviant behavior

· Progress requires people of character, and people of true character can only develop when people are allowed great freedom in their choice of lifestyle

K. Contemporary Strictures

· Today, most of us believe that we are making our own choice – that we are autonomous
· We believe this because there are few or no overt restrictions on our choices

· But, there are many covert restrictions

· Peer Pressure: Keeping up with the Jones’s
· Mass Media: Homogenizing our values
· These restrictions, says Mill, are worse than overt ones because we don’t recognize them as such

· We don’t realize that we are being “programmed” into having our desires

· We experience so little of the world ourselves
· Our experiences are manipulated & interpreted for us

· Constant conjunction within a limited set of parameters

· The desire for equality: the death of diversity

