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Perfectionism in Mill’s On Liberty 
 
As Professor Shapiro explains in lectures 3.5.1 and 3.5.2, the fundamental difficulty with 
the framework of Mill’s On Liberty concerns the possibility of making the aggregative 
judgments regarding utility which Mill needs if the principle of liberty is to have practical 
force. To recall, Mill’s principle of liberty states that: (i) the sole end for which anyone is 
warranted, individually or collectively, to interfere with the liberty of action of anyone 
else is self-protection; (ii) the only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised 
over any member of a civilized community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others. 
From (i) and (ii), given that another person must be involved in the equation of harm, it 
follows that a person cannot rightfully be compelled to act or withdraw with regard to 
actions that are self-regarding: “The only part of the conduct of anyone for which he is 
amenable to society is 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.”1 And although Mill says that independence is, of right, 
absolute, he also emphatically states that “I forgo 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.”2 
 
In short, according to the principle of liberty, we are not allowed to take those actions 
which would harm others, where harm is understood according to some kind of 
calculation with regard to pain, or a relative indicator between pleasure and pain. At the 
same time, we have a right to not be interfered with according to this same calculation. 
However, it is also the case, given that the individual is sovereign and absolutely so, 
that even if interference with regard to oneself would be beneficial as opposed to 
harmful according to a utilitarian calculus, it would not be justified. The difficulty lies in 
that the principle of liberty disqualifies utility-promotion as a reason for restraint of 
liberty, unless such restraint also prevents harm to others. Yet at the same time, once 
the harm-to-others threshold presented by the principle of liberty is crossed and liberty-
limitation is justifiable, it becomes justified according to the balance of restraint of liberty 
and prevention of harm as assessed by a utilitarian calculation. The problems of the 
methodology behind such a calculation are well known given that it is not clear how 
pleasures and pains can be ranked or how weights are to be attached to the various 
associated characteristics of intensity or duration. Problems of incommensurability 
which undermine our ability to make judgments about greater or greatest happiness 
abound, except possibly in limited cases and certainly not with regard to something as 
wide and amorphous as “the permanent interests of man as a progressive being.” Why 
does maximizing freedom of the individual in the form of non-interference lead to the 
maximization of utility in society?  
 

                                            
1
 Mill, John Stuart, “On Liberty” in On Liberty and Other Essays, ed. John Gray, (Oxford: OUP 1991), p. 

14.   
2
 Mill, p. 15.  
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Mill begins his defense of individual liberty with a discussion of freedom of speech. He 
thinks that there is general agreement on the importance of free speech and that, once 
the grounds for free speech are understood, this agreement can be exploited to support 
a more general defense of individual liberty. As Shapiro conveys in 3.5.1, all the 
Enlightenment thinkers are both committed to the freedom of individuals and to scientific 
truth understood as the search for absolute certainty. Yet Mill makes the argument that 
all knowledge is corrigible, and that finding truth is an ongoing quest dependent upon 
the vessel of freedom of speech. Even though Mill understood himself as a utilitarian, he 
“was committed to the answer that we can never tell (until we have tried) where greater 
truth or happiness (or any other form of experience) may lie. Finality is therefore in 
principle impossible: all solutions must be tentative and provisional . . . It [Mill’s view] 
runs directly counter to traditional – that is, eighteenth-century – utilitarianism, which 
rested on the view that there exists an unalterable nature of things, and answers to 
social, as to other, problems, can, at least in principle, be scientifically discovered once 
and for all.”3  
 
Freedom of speech is integral to Mill’s understanding of knowledge and truth for four 
reasons: (i) a censored opinion might be true; (ii) even if literally false, a censored 
opinion might contain part of the truth; (iii) that which is true might not be compelling or 
might be understood as prejudice if the reasons or reasoning that support it are not 
articulated; and (iv) that which is true that is not continually challenged will lose its 
meaning and efficacy. For Mill, freedom of speech serves as a midwife to truth, and 
truth is necessary for utility. Berlin writes:  
 

His [Mill’s] argument is plausible only on the assumption . . . that human knowledge 
was in principle never complete, and always fallible; that there was no single, 
universally visible, truth; that each man, each nation, each civilization might take its 
own road towards its own goal, not necessarily harmonious with those of others; that 
men are altered, and the truths in which they believe are altered, by new 
experiences and their own actions – what he [Mill] calls “experiments in living”; that 
consequently the conviction . . . that there exists a basic knowable human nature, 
one and the same, at all times in all places, in all men – a static, unchanging 
substance underneath the altering appearances, with permanent needs, dictated by 
a single, discoverable goal, or pattern of goals, the same for all mankind – is 
mistaken; and so, too, is the notion that is bound up with it, of a single true doctrine 
carrying salvation to all men everywhere, contained in natural law, or the revelation 
of a sacred book, or the insight of a man of genius, or the natural wisdom of ordinary 
men, or the calculations made by an elite of utilitarian scientists set up to govern 
mankind.4 
 

For Mill, absurd beliefs and foolish acts, though known to be absurd and foolish, are to 
be tolerated, yet they are to be met with one’s spoken convictions that they are 

                                            
3
 Berlin, Isaiah, “John Stuart Mill and the Ends of Life” in Four Essays on Liberty, (Oxford: OUP), p. 182.  

4
 Berlin, p. 188.  
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nonetheless absurd and foolish. The truth is not to be discovered through a cold and 
detached manner. Ideas are to be confronted in the hope that an existing truth might be 
defended and therein further propagated, or a new truth might emerge out of the 
competition between arguments. Regardless, what is key is that a wide-open space 
exists where freedom of thought and expression reign. Mill celebrates a kind of romantic 
subjectivism in which everyone knows their own source of utility, there are no 
interpersonal comparisons of utility, and the full flourishing of a person’s potential can 
freely develop. However, this kind of personal flourishing is not only important for an 
individual’s utility function but also for how a particular society comes to learn or be 
exposed to truth through argument, competition, and experimentation. In this manner, at 
least in Mill’s eyes, utility as a society is maximized, where truth is integral to 
maximizing utility.  
 
But what does this mean in terms of coming to address difficulties associated with a 
utilitarian calculus? Here we can begin to see that Mill’s notion of himself as a utilitarian 
is less like utilitarianism and more like perfectionism, or the “moral progress of mankind” 
as he states it. The term perfectionism conveys the idea that the best life for humans is 
the most perfect they can live, the kind of life that is the best expression of their nature. 
However, contrary to Mill’s romantic subjectivism, a perfectionist doctrine of human 
good usually holds that what is good for its own sake for a person is fixed independently 
of her attitudes and opinions toward it.5 Unlike his utilitarian predecessors, Mill was of 
the view that whatever happiness might be, the utilitarian objective formula was too 
narrow. For Mill, common ideals, loyalties, national character, honor, dignity, love of 
beauty, order, power, and action are all central aspects or goals of a human life. Mill’s 
romantic subjectivism, his invocation of self-realization and experimentation, and his call 
for a tolerant society to match an expected variety of dispositions – all with an eye to the 
moral progress of humanity – recall the language and tenor of Aristotle’s threshold for 
eudaimonia, or well-being, for both individuals and the city-state as a whole.  
 
Consider a comparison of Mill’s thoughts on the importance of free speech with those of 
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, as interpreted by Jeremy Waldron, with regard to the 
meaning of the common good. Waldron calls his argument “the doctrine of the wisdom 
of the multitude” or DWM, which focuses on the following passage from Book III of the 
Politics: 
  
 . . . but the view that the masses rather than the few best men should be sovereign 

would seem to be held and to contain some difficulty and perhaps some truth. For 
the many, none of whom is a good man, may nevertheless be better than the few 
good men when they are together. Not that each by himself will be better but that as 
a whole they will be, as meals to which many have contributed are better than those 
provided by one outlay. For each of these many may possess some part of 
goodness and wisdom; and when they get together, as the mass may be a single 

                                            
5
 Arneson, Richard, “Perfectionism and Politics,” Ethics, Vol. 111, No.1 (University of Chicago Press, 

October 2000), p. 38.  
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man with many feet and many hands and many senses, so it may be with their 
character and thought.6  

 
Waldron relates that this line of thought is sometimes referred to as “the summation 
argument,” which suggests that nothing more is going on in the above passage than an 
aggregation of what each person brings to the table in making judgments regarding 
matters of state. Waldron considers that Aristotle has something else in mind: “His 
[Aristotle’s] view is that deliberation among the many is a way of bringing each citizen’s 
ethical views and insights – such as they are – to bear on the views and insights of each 
of the others, so that they cast light on each other, providing a basis for reciprocal 
questioning and criticism, and enabling a position to emerge which is better than any of 
the inputs and much more than aggregation or function of those inputs.”7 Aristotle does 
not endorse deliberation among many for some kind of amalgamation or watered-down 
outcome that all can accept. Although Aristotle very much values harmony of opinion, 
the quest for harmony is not a quest to merely assuage the dispositions of all those 
concerned. The point of deliberation among many is for views to be dialectically 
challenged in the hopes of arriving at better views, or views that converge in 
approaching the truth more closely.  
  
Consider also Aristotle’s supposed man who differs so much in excess of goodness that 
there is no comparison between his goodness and political ability and that of all other 
persons, and that such a man should be reckoned not a part of the city. Waldron 
contrasts this god among men with the deliberative quality integral to the wisdom of the 
masses, and draws upon Aristotle’s claim at the beginning of the Politics that the mark 
of man’s political nature is his power of speech: 
 

Anyone who by his nature and not by ill-luck has no state is either a wretch or 
superhuman; he is also like the man condemned by Homer as having “no 
brotherhood, no law, no hearth”; for he is at once such by nature and keen to go to 
war, being isolated like a piece in a game of pettoi. 
 
The reason why man is an animal fit for a state to a fuller extent than any bee or any 
herding animal is obvious. Nature, as we say, does nothing pointlessly, and man 
alone among the animals possesses speech. Now the voice is an indication of 
pleasure and pain, which is why it is possessed by the other animals also; for their 
nature does extend this far, to having the sensations of pleasure and pain, and to 
indicating them to each other. Speech, on the other hand, serves to make clear what 
is beneficial and what is harmful, and so also what is just and what is unjust. For by 
contrast with the other animals man has this peculiarity: he alone has sense of good 
and evil, just and unjust, etc.8  

                                            
6
 Aristotle, Politics, trans. Richard Robinson, (Clarendon Press: Oxford 1962), Book 3, chap 10, p. 36, 

(1281a40).  
7
 Jeremy Waldron, “The Wisdom of the Multitude: Some Reflections on Book 3, Chapter 11 of Aristotle’s 

Politics”, Political Theory, Vol. 23, No. 4 (Nov., 1995), pp. 569–570.  
8
 Politics, Book I, chap. 2, p. 3, (1253a3-17). 
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If the god among men were to rule according to desert, the office which would 
correspond to or be worthy of his virtue would be that of a monarch. Waldron makes the 
point that if politics were typically a matter of monarchy, then the power of speech would 
largely be redundant, except as a vehicle for expression of decision and command. It 
would become Mill’s dogma. Waldron writes that “speech is the mark of man’s political 
nature because speech is the medium in which politics takes place. And since politics 
takes place in the medium of speech, it necessarily takes place in a medium of plurality 
– a context in which there are many speakers, each contributing to a collective decision 
something none of the others could have got to by himself.”9 The reason for a broad 
and deep scope is that people acting as a body are capable of making better decisions 
by pooling their knowledge, experience, and insight, than any individual member of the 
body, however excellent, is capable of making on his own. It would also seem that 
Waldron’s doctrine lends itself to a dynamic polis, capable of adjusting to circumstances 
and open to possibilities, the focus being on potentiality, or what might come out of 
deliberation. Consider these passages from Book I of the Ethics:  
 

Some views are traditional and held by many, while others are held by a few 
reputable men; and it is reasonable for each group to be not entirely in error, but 
correct on one point at least, or even on most points.10  
  

and 
 
We must examine these common beliefs; but we must not take for granted our first 
principles, since we are arguing towards them, not from them. To argue towards first 
principles we must begin from common beliefs that are familiar to us.11 
 

Although common beliefs with regard to the good are necessary as a starting point, 
this heteronomy of what constitutes the good makes common beliefs inadequate in 
the search for the highest good. It takes the consideration of many – a broad scope 
– engaged in deliberation to arrive at that which does not exist beforehand as 
common beliefs to come towards first principles.  
 
Returning to Mill, John Gray writes in his Introduction to On Liberty: 
 

Again, there is much to support the view that in On Liberty Mill exaggerates the 
importance of individuality and autonomous choice as components or ingredients 
in human well-being. Since there is in Mill no systematic body of evidence to 
support the large empirical claims he makes, we are entitled to endorse the 
traditional criticism of Mill – that his moral theory is only utilitarian in its intent, but 
perfectionist in its substance. Mill was able to evade this truth about his theory, 
only in virtue of a conviction of the irreversibility of liberty, which forms part of a 

                                            
9
 Waldron, p. 576. 

10
 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. Terence Irwin, (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Company, 

Inc. 1985), p. 20, (1098b 28). 
11

 Ethics, p. 6, (1095a 30, 1095b 2).  
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Victorian faith in progress that few of us can now find credible. Given these vast 
gaps in the empirical foundations of his project, Mill’s belief that liberty and 
representative government will have the beneficent consequences he attributes 
to them looks more like a wager than any sort of scientific prediction. It is an irony 
of intellectual history that, conceived by Mill as episodes in an ongoing project of 
a science of society, these essays should instead appear to us as expressions of 
the hopes and fears of an eminent Victorian.12 
 

On the basis of empirical evidence, Gray is right in making the claim that Mill offers no 
systematic body of evidence with regard to the importance of individuality and 
autonomous choice as components or ingredients in human well-being. But as Berlin 
notes, it is because Mill’s entire view of human nature turns out to rest not on the notion 
of the repetition of an identical pattern, but on his perception of human lives as subject 
to perpetual incompleteness, self-transformation, and novelty, that his works are today 
alive and relevant to our own problems, whereas the works of James Mill and Herbert 
Spencer remain “huge half-forgotten hulks in the river of nineteenth-century thought.”13 
Mill does not demand or predict ideal conditions for the final solution to human problems 
or for obtaining universal agreement on all crucial issues. He assumes that finality is 
impossible, and argues that the desire for it hampers a society, as it is a source of 
intolerance – an astringent to human flourishing. It could hardly be said that Mill 
endorsed a Victorian faith in progress. He was acutely conscious of the circumstances 
of his age, and diagnosed what he saw as the disease of Victorian England as 
claustrophobia: 
 

It is the habit of our time to desire nothing strongly. Its ideal of character is to be 
without any marked character; to maim by compression, like a Chinese lady’s foot, 
every part of human nature which stands out prominently, and tends to make the 
person markedly dissimilar in outline to commonplace humanity . . . The greatness 
of England is now all collective; individually small, we only appear capable of 
anything great by combining; and with this our moral and religious philanthropists 
are perfectly content. But it was men of another stamp that made England what it 
has been; and men of another stamp will be needed to prevent its decline.14  

 
Summary 
 

 Mill’s harm principle runs into difficulties because: (i) it disqualifies utility 
promotion as a reason for restraint of liberty, unless such restraint also prevents 
harm to others, and (ii) at the same time, once the harm-to-others threshold 
presented by the principle of liberty is crossed and liberty limitation is justifiable, it 
becomes justified according to the balance of restraint of liberty and prevention of 
harm as assessed by a utilitarian calculation. Thus, the appeal to a utilitarian 

                                            
12

 Gray, John, “Introduction,” On Liberty and Other Essays, (Oxford: OUP, 1991), p. XXVIII–XXIX.  
13

 Berlin, p. 189.  
14

 Mill, p. 194.  
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calculus when attempting to assess the bounds of liberty seems to be arbitrarily 
applied.  

 Mill defends his principle of liberty by explaining the importance of freedom of 
speech, which is integral to Mill’s understanding of knowledge and truth for four 
reasons: (i) a censored opinion might be true; (ii) even if literally false, a 
censored opinion might contain part of the truth; (iii) that which is true might not 
be compelling or might be understood as prejudice if the reasons or reasoning 
that support it are not articulated; and (iv) that which is true and is not continually 
challenged will lose its meaning and efficacy.  

 For Mill, freedom of speech serves as a midwife to truth, and truth is necessary 
for utility. What is central here is Mill’s notion that all knowledge is corrigible, and 
that finding truth is an ongoing quest dependent upon the vessel of freedom of 
speech. Mill does not demand or predict ideal conditions for the final solution to 
human problems or for obtaining universal agreement on all crucial issues. He 
assumes that finality is impossible, and argues that the desire for it hampers a 
society, as it is a source of intolerance – an astringent to human flourishing. 

 Mill celebrates a kind of romantic subjectivism in which everyone knows their 
own source of utility, there are no interpersonal comparisons of utility, and the full 
flourishing of a person’s potential can freely develop. However, this kind of 
personal flourishing is not only important for an individual’s utility function, but 
also for how a particular society comes to learn or be exposed to truth through 
argument, competition, and experimentation. In this manner, at least in Mill’s 
eyes, utility as a society is maximized where truth is integral to maximizing utility. 
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