Dr. Santas’

2010 Study Questions 
for John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty

Chapter I 
1. Explain Mill’s analysis of the conflict between liberty and authority, and how this conflict eventually led to the origin of democracy.

2. Explain why Mill does not think having a democratic government guarantees liberty.  What does he mean by the “tyranny of the prevailing opinion and feeling”?

Chapter II 
3. What does Mill mean when he says that to suppress an opinion on the grounds that it's false makes an assumption of infallibility?  Given examples of this kind of censorship from your knowledge of history.
4. Why does Mill think we should allow the expression of opinions that we know are false?  What good does he think can come from a false opinion?  Explain his point, using your own example.

5. Are there any kinds of opinions that Mill would not allow?  Consider an opinion that seems truly harmful to society.  What might someone say in support of its censorship? How would Mill respond?  Explain.

Chapter III 
6. What does Mill mean by the “despotism of custom”?  Why does he see it as a hindrance to human advancement and what does he think will keep us improving?  Explain his reasoning, using examples.
7. Mill contends that in the past, “spontaneity” was the enemy of the public good, but today we have the opposite problem with custom and conformity.  Explain his reasoning, using at least two of his examples and one from our own time.
8. Given that Mill believes that we should encourage people to deviate from the norm, when is it legitimate for him to force them to conform?  Explain, using examples.
Chapter IV 
9. What are some of the ways Mill thinks we ought to show people we disapprove of their way of life without state interference or social stigma?  Explain, using examples.

10. What does Mill have to say to those who believe that society has a duty to protect individuals from harming themselves?

11. What does Mill have to say to those who say that people who harm themselves also do mischief to society (harm others), so we must not allow harmful deviant behavior?
Chapter V 
12. Mill’s theory of government intervention could be called “regulated permissiveness.”  Using current examples, explain how he would use the principle of “harm to others” to justify limited regulation of personal conduct and/or business practice.  
13. Why does Mill require compulsory education yet oppose state-run schools?  Explain his vision of an educated populace and its connection to a progressive society.
