
DR. ARCHANA  

ASSISTANT PROFESSOR  &  

HEAD DEPARTMENT OF POLITICAL SCIENCE 

PATNA COLLEGE, PATNA UNIVERSITY 

Mobile - 6206954003/9431054098 

email - mailstodrarchanapatnacollege@gmail.com 

B.A. PART - II (HONS.) 

PAPER - IV 

POLITICAL THOUGHT 

 

 

 

Mill's Ideas on Liberty 
 

Mill's ardent individualism finds its best exposition in is "Essay on Liberty". Here he touches the 

problems of individual liberty and the relationship between individual freedom and social 

obligations. Mill was influenced by the contemporary conditions of his age. The first 

Parliamentary Reform Act of 1832 had widened parliamentary and social legislation and had 

multiplied the scope of governmental concern so much so that even the affairs of daily life were 

covered by the interference of states. The campaign of reforms advocated by Bentham had also 

stimulated the concern of the government in the direction of the greatest good of the greatest 

number. As a result, the freedom of the people was at stake. 

  In this background Mill develops his concept of Liberty and fights for the cause of 

individual liberty. 

  Following are the views of Mill on Liberty- 

(1) Mill defended the right of the individual to freedom. In its negative sense, it meant that 

society had no right to coerce an unwilling individual. In its positive sense it meant the 

grant of the largest and the greatest amount of freedom for the pursuit of the individual's 

creative impulses and energies and for self-development. In case of clash between the 

individual and the community, it was the individual who was the ultimate judge, unless 

the community could convince him, without resorting to threat and coercion. 

 

(2)  Secondly, Mill laid down the grounds for justifiable interference. Any activity that 

pertained to the individual alone represented the space over which no coercive 

interference, either from government or from the people was permissible, Mill named it 

as self regarding actions. The realm which pertained to the society or the public was the 

space in which coercion could be used to make the individual conform to some standard 

of conduct. It was called other's regarding actions. 



 

"The only part of the conduct of anyone, for which is amenable to society, it that 

which concerns others. In the part which merely concerns himself, his independence is, of 

right, absolute. Over himself, over his own body and mind, the individual is sovereign."  

 

(3) Mill defended the right of individuality, the right of choice. As far as self-regarding actions 

were concerned, he explained why coercion would be determinental to self-development. 

• First, the evil of corcion for overweighed the good achieved. 

• Secondly, individuals were so diverse in their needs and capacities for happiness that 

coercion would be futile.  

• Thirdly, since diversity was in itself good, other things being equal, it should be 

encouraged. 

• Last, freedom was the most important requirement in the life of a rational person. 

Mill contended that positive, liberty, i.e. autonomy and self-mastery were 

inherently desirable and it was possible if individuals were allowed to develop their own 

talents and invent their own lifestyles, i.e. a great deal of negative liberty. Hence, he 

made a strong case for negative liberty, and the liberal state and liberal society were 

essential prerequisites. 

(4) The most important aspect of Mill's liberty is liberty of thought and discussion. No finer 

defense of liberty of thought and discussion has ever been written. Believing that it is 

man's mind that charges society and that only free discussion can nourish fruitful ideas, 

he says that all mankind minus one lacks the right to coerce the single dissentient for if it 

suppresses his opinion it injures the human race. Mill is a firm believer in the survival of 

the fittest in the world of ideas, and that he is convinced that truth is fittest to survive.     

(5) Another remarkable thing about Mill's thesis on liberty is that he attaches certain 

qualifications and receptions to his doctrine of liberty. To him the comprehensive 

meaning of liberty may be understood only by a man who has natural faculties i.e. he is 

not below a certain age-limit and that he possesses requisite character to liberty cannot 

be applicable to those who had the deficiencies of mind, body and character. 

 

Critical Analysis 

(1) Mill wrongly assumes the case of individual liberty, apart from his social existence. For a 

social animal there can be no such thing as a rigid self regarding sphere. It is due to this 



inadequacy that Green's affirmation of positive liberty became more popular when he 

defined it as a positive power of doing or enjoying something that is worth doing or 

enjoying in common with others. 

(2) Mill's rigid division of human actions into two parts is thoroughly unconvincing. There can 

be no water tight division of individual's actions. Committing sucide is a self regarding 

action in Mill's view, but it can never be accepted that the state should do nothing to stop 

it. It has been rightly been pointed out by Joad that the line between the two type of 

actions is one which it is impossible to draw, and that, since we are all members of one 

society, all our actions must necessarily affect in some degree the other members of that 

society.  

(3) Finally, Mills' conception of state activity has been contested. The state is not a necessary 

evil; it is a welfare agency and its laws don't always curtail the liberty of the individual. 

Mill wrongly supposes that the state should adopt a policy of minimum possible 

interference. Now when every democratic state enjoins upon itself the responsibility of 

rendering welfare services to its people, Mill's hypothesis definitely fails to win 

recognition.  

Barker says, yet when all these allowances are made, it still remains true that 

Mill was a prophet of an empty liberty and an abstract individual. He had no clear 

philosophy of rights, through which alone the conception of liberty attains a concrete 

meaning, he had no clear idea of that social whole in whose realisation the false anti-

thesis 'state' and 'individual' disappears.  

 

Conclusion 

Inspite of these criticisms. Mill's contribution towards the concept of liberty cannot be 

ignored. He attempted to create a realistic political philosophy which was based on his 

concept of liberty. He lays a very strong emphasis on the liberty of the individual and for 

this sake he revolts against the extension of state authority if thereby individual liberty is 

harmed. Hence it is rightly said that Mill's abiding and fundamental message to his age 

was the value of freedom. 
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