
 
 

But many moral codes and societies have not accepted the distinction, at least in the way 
Mill suggests. Contemporary Western society seems to think that not being offended is 
something that we have a moral right to, as though being offended is a kind of harm. 
 
Social opinion and the power of the state 
The power of the state is limited by society’s adopting and accepting certain rights. How 
is the power of public opinion to be limited? First, society can enforce these limits itself; 
it simply becomes ‘accepted’ that no one tries to create an oppressive public opinion or 
to use public opinion oppressively. Second, the power of the state could be used to 
punish abuses of public opinion. If individuals have rights to live however they like, and 
believe whatever they like, as long as they don’t harm others, then those rights should be 
enforced by the state, if possible. If it could be demonstrated that some act violated 
those rights, e.g. by attempting – through publications, demonstrations, campaigns, etc. – 
to create a public atmosphere in which some group can no longer live as a normal part of 
the community, then those acts would be punishable by law. The difficult with creating 
and enforcing such a law is that it could wrongly interfere with the freedom to express 
one’s opinion.  



 
 

Everyone thinks that their way of doing things, what they like and dislike, should be the 
standard for everyone else. Think of the disapproval of other religious practices, of other 
cultures’ traditions, of homosexuality, of standards of music and taste; think how quickly 
people are to ‘take offence’ and think ‘something should be done about it’, and how such 
attitudes are communicated in the tabloid press. This disapproval, when socially 
expressed and endorsed, affects how people think and what they do; they are not free to 
think, feel and experiment with life as they please. 
 
People’s liberty is interfered with by these social expressions of disapproval, and calls for 
legal or social penalties, such as legally banning a distasteful activity or discriminating 
against people who practice it. Such ‘public’ feelings tend to reflect prejudice and the 
self-interest of particular groups. 
 
The tyranny of the majority is also the effect of ‘custom’ (64). When a particular way of 
acting is customary, we lose the sense that there could be reasonable alternatives. 
Customary ways of acting are just ‘what we do’ – we don’t feel we need to understand 
why or give reasons and fall back on preferences, prejudices, and emotions in our 
responses to others.  
 
As an example, Mill gives the relationship between men and women (65). In his day, it 
was simply ‘understood’ that women were not equal to men. Women’s place was in the 
home, looking after the children. This made it very difficult for women who didn’t want 
to live like this – if they seriously tried to live ‘as men’, they faced strong public censure. 
Much of this ‘understanding’ has now, fortunately, been left behind.  
 
Social opinion and morality 
Mill argues that social opinion and feeling can legitimately seek to impose certain ways of 
behaving on others, viz. the rules of morality:  
 

The acts of an individual may be hurtful to others or wanting in due consideration 
for their welfare, without going to the length of violating any of their constituted 
rights. The offender may then be justly punished by opinion, though not by law. 
(141)  

 
This legitimate use of the power of social opinion requires is an understanding of what 
the rules of morality are. Mill argues that morality concerns only those actions that affect 
other people adversely. Merely being offended by what someone does or what they think 
does not amount to being harmed by them. Public opinion should not be used to 
prevent people from living however they choose, however offensive their choices seem 
to the majority, as long as they don’t actually harm anyone else. 
 
But can we distinguish between disapproving of what someone does on grounds of 
distaste and on the grounds of morality? Mill responds:  
 

It makes a vast difference both in our feelings and in our conduct towards 
[someone] whether he displeases us in things in which we think we have a right to 
control him or in things in which we know that we have not. (146)  

 
If someone merely offends us, we may dislike him, but we won’t get angry or resentful or 
try to make his life uncomfortable. 
 



 
 

THE POWER OF THE STATE 
With each of development of society, the power of the state changes. At first, rulers had 
an absolute power over the ruled, because there was no politically recognized means the 
ruled could resist. The power of the state protected them against external enemies and 
against being exploited or oppressed by other people within society (59). These two 
kinds of protection, then, are the first purpose of political power. But power enables the 
rulers also to exploit or oppress the ruled. So in the first stage of development, the power 
to protect remains, but the power to exploit is restricted. 
 
In the second stage, democracy, the power of the rulers is no longer their own power, 
but is ‘lent’ to them by the people. The power of ‘the people’ is borrowed and used by 
the rulers, for as long as they are not elected out of power. Power can now have a 
different purpose, viz. to express the will of the people, to aim towards whatever social 
goals they want. 
 
The third stage, like the first stage, doesn’t change the nature of power, but seeks to 
restrict it. The majority are in the same absolute position as the rulers were before the 
first stage placed restrictions on them. So the third stage creates more restrictions on that 
power, to protect the minority from the majority. 
 
The fourth stage, however, sees both a further development in power and calls for a 
further restriction. The nature of the power of ‘popular opinion’, and how the power of 
the state should be exercised to deal with the problem, are discussed in the next section. 
 
While Mill is concerned with limiting the power of the state, he is not an anarchist, i.e. he 
does not object to the state having power per se. ‘All that makes existence valuable to 
anyone depends on the enforcement of restraints upon the actions of other people.’ (63-
4) For this reason, and because ‘everyone who receives the protection of society owes a 
return for the benefit’ (141), the state may legitimately enforce laws. 
 

TYRANNY OF THE MAJORITY 
There are two ways that the majority can exercise its power over minorities. First, it can 
do so through democratic government, unless this is restricted. For example, a 
democratic government could pass a law forbidding people to criticise a particular form 
of religious belief, or alternatively, a law forbidding them to practice it, if that is what the 
majority of people in society wanted. In Mill’s day, public declarations of atheism were 
very controversial; in our day, discussion of Islam has taken centre stage. 
 
Limitations on the power of democratic government are therefore very important. But 
Mill is particularly concerned about the second way the majority can exercise power:  
 

Society can and does execute its own mandates: and if it issues wrong mandates 
instead of right, or any mandates at all in things with which it ought not to meddle, 
it practises a social tyranny more formidable than many kinds of political 
oppression, since, though not usually upheld by such extreme penalties, it leaves 
fewer means of escape, penetrating much more deeply into the details of life, and 
enslaving the soul itself… there needs protection…against the tyranny of the 
prevailing opinion and feeling, against the tendency of society to impose…its own 
ideas and practices as rules of conduct on those who dissent from them…and 
compel all characters to fashion themselves upon the model of its own. (63)  
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Mill on the development of  democracy and its 
inherent dangers 

LIBERTY AND THE STATE 
In the first few pages of On Liberty, Mill discusses how the nature of society and 
government has changed over time, and how these changes have altered people’s 
understanding of liberty. We can pick out four stages in the development of society 
towards democracy. 
 
The first stage follows a struggle between people (the ruled) and government (the rulers). 
When the rulers do not answer to the ruled, the danger is that they will rule in a way that 
suits their own interests, and not the interests of the ruled. Liberty is therefore 
understood as ‘protection against the tyranny of the political rulers’ (59). Liberty involves 
limiting the power of the government, by recognising certain political rights or, later on, 
by having a constitution that divides political power, e.g. separating the legislature (which 
makes laws) and executive (which enforces them) or balancing power between a leader 
(emperor, monarch, president) and a group (senate, assembly, parliament). Liberty in this 
structure is not liberty of the individual, but of the ruled collectively. 
 
In the second stage, democracy emerges. The ruled elect the rulers for a fixed period of 
time, and therefore can vote them out of power. The interests of the rulers are therefore, 
theoretically, identical to the interests of the ruled. This is a further step towards making 
sure that the rulers will not abuse their power. Liberty is equivalent to self-government – 
the people rule themselves (through voting). 
 
In the third stage, first present in the United States, it is recognised that even in a 
democracy there is a division between rulers and ruled. Everyone is ruled, but the 
majority are the rulers. And the majority may well abuse the power they have over the 
minority. In a simple democracy, the government, expressing the will of the majority, can 
make whatever laws it wants, laws which may not be in the interests of a minority. ‘The 
tyranny of the majority’ (discussed below) is an inherent danger of democracy. Liberty is 
now not only self-government, but also involves limiting the power of the government, 
e.g. by rights that establish limits on what laws the government can pass. 
 
However, Mill thinks that society has entered a fourth stage of development, one in 
which even these legal restrictions cannot ensure the liberty of the individual. The power 
of the state is restricted by the political rights recognized in stage three. However, the 
power of society can also be expressed through ‘prevailing opinion and feeling’ (63) in 
such a way as to impose on everyone the majority’s views on how to live. With the 
development of mass communications, such as newspapers – and, after Mill’s time, 
radio, TV and the internet – ‘popular opinion’ has acquired a power it didn’t have 
previously. So just as we need restrictions of the power of the state, so ‘There is a limit to 
the legitimate interference of collective opinion with individual independence’ (63). 
 


