
 

 

THE FREEDOM ON LIBERTY OF JOHN STUART MILL 

 

Introduction 

           The introductory of On Liberty includes the inspiration of the book and a glimpse of how 

the ideas were formed before it was written. John Stuart Mill was born on May 20, 1806; his 

intellectual journey began at an early age with his father – proponent of Jeremy Bentham’s 

philosophy of utilitarianism – guidance, and influence. He utilized his spare time to digest 

treatises on experimental science and study political economy, logic, and calculus.  

During his education, he internalized the utilitarian then begun to practice as a youthful 

propagandist and also had the responsibility of an editorial for Bentham’s Rationale of Judicial 

Evidence. His interest in foreign politics derived him to write his essays and books varied in 

political, philosophic, religious, metaphysical, and poetical. The On Liberty is notably connected 

with the influence of his wife, Mrs. Harriet Taylor Mill, in which evident from this excerpt of 

dedication from the book, “To the beloved and deplored memory of her who was the inspirer and 

in part, the author of all the is best in my writings” followed by the last statement, “Were I but 

capable of interpreting to the world one-half the great thoughts and noble feelings which are 

buried in her grave, I should be the medium of a greater benefit to it than is ever likely to arise 

from anything that I can write, unprompted and unassisted by her all but unrivaled wisdom.”  

The On Liberty was published in 1859 which discusses the writer’s concern about civil and 

social liberty. In this book, he argued that socially accepted ideas that were being exercised by 

society hold a greater danger than political tyranny. The outnumbered minorities were silenced 

due to the enforced rules of conduct that are both arbitrary and strongly adhered to which makes 

it the tyranny of majority (Heydt C., n.d). The list of concepts that he formed in this book were 

based on how he foresaw in the nineteenth century, the ongoing power struggle between society 

and individual freedoms in the upcoming generations (Life Club Organization, 2019). 

  

Body 

A. Significant Topics  

The significant topics or themes derived from the book are the following: 

  



1. The Tyranny of the Majority 

           There is self-government in liberty but it is not imposed as the government of an 

individual but by all the rest. John Stuart Mill argued that the group who have been exercised as 

the most active part of the people and widely accepted by society as the majority may 

consequently oppress the minority within their numerous populations. In this area, he raised his 

concern that there must be a precaution against any other abuse of power (The Victorian Web 

Organization, 2019).  

It means that tyrannizing was not limited on the hand of political functionaries; the society also 

had the capacity to execute oppression which more formidable due to fewer means of escape. For 

that reason, he emphasized the importance of protection against the tyranny of the prevailing 

opinion and feeling of the majority to instill individuality. 

  

2. Political Liberties and Rights 

           It is important to obtain recognition such as political liberties and rights, for John Stuart 

Mill. It aimed to limit the power held by the ruler and include the voice of the community for the 

enhancement of the system for the good of all people. There must be various personnel that 

should act as the delegates and are revocable at officials’ personal pleasure to ensure the security 

of the limitation of power. This is to demand the rulers to set their interests in accordance with 

the interest of the nation (The Victorian Web Organization, 2019). After all, liberty ensures 

individual freedom while considering others. 

  

3.  Freedom to Entertain Variety of Ideas 

           This is the crucial part of liberty, to have the freedom to express ideas with absence of 

fear in being punished. For John Stuart Mill, the free expression should be allowed, even the 

most unorthodox ideas; he mentioned several reasons, one is suppressing an idea is a risk of 

suppressing the truth. If we look back to our history, there are lists of ideas that are sounds 

erroneous in their time but later proved as right. 

           The society must not oppose an idea different from what is widely accepted as “truth” and 

“true idea” should not be labeled as absolute, otherwise, it loses the value of truth. As human-

being, it is our nature to never be too uniform to bare the same principle and values, but despite 

that, we should learn to meet in our common grounds that will benefit both of the parties 

(utilitarianism).  

  

B. Reasons Why the Book is a Part of the Canon 



           The following are the reasons why On Liberty by John Stuart Mill was considered as 

Canon: 

  

1. Defense to Free Speech 

           It is stated as one of the main points of John Stuart Mill was to entertain ideas even it 

oppose to your stance, therefore, free speech represents the right to hold your opinion despite on 

how society will accept it. After all, false information or belief should not be suppressed, 

otherwise, it will be considered as dead dogma (P. Meany, 2020). On the other hand, arising 

opinion should be a measurement and medium for the continuous progress of today’s living 

truth, by provoking and putting the debate to challenge existing values.  

This concept inspired libertarian minds and invoke social reform.  

  

2. Promotion of Individuality 

           He progressively emphasized the importance of individuality, that freedom was only 

achieved in the absence of tyranny of majority that allows individual to instill their personal 

belief, culture, and principles. Each living individuals who wish to lead their life in a different 

manner should be respected and accepted by the society as long as the individual is not hurting 

anyone and instilling the value that John Mill promoted – the Utilitarianism - which focused on 

the benefit and goodness to all people (Academy of Ideas, 2020). This concept is strongly 

evident and still fought until today. 

  

3. Bequeathed Ideas  

The book, On Liberty, left many questions on how the citizens should be treated by the free 

society. With the uses of arguments and insight of the author, the formed ideas became a legacy 

for the minds of libertarians which serves as an inspiration even in today’s philosophy. However, 

On Liberty should not be embraced as a political philosophy that explains how the state ought to 

act, but, in accordance to the scholars, should be seen as a love letter to influence an individual to 

pursue virtues of intellectual curiosity, tolerance and open-mindedness (P. Meany., 2020).  

Despite the year written and published, the ideas implied by the book On Liberty of John Stuart 

Mill was not outdated as it seemed which makes it a canon. Although some concepts became 

debatable throughout this time, it cannot change the fact that it triggers questions that are 

applicable even today and continuously inspire for the onward progress. 

  



Conclusion  

The Philippines is a democratic country that opposed oppressive restriction and 

authoritative dictator, learning about liberty is and should not be an act of personal endeavor but 

an obligation to be familiar in your rights and introduce it to others, since most of the agreed 

values are vulnerable and possibly disregarded by authorities. Liberty is a humbling ground to 

limit the power of the governance, as what the author tried to imply. One way to achieve this 

desired society was to obtain political rights and constitutional checks; this is to allow opinions 

and ensure the benefits of the majority. However, there are some instances that people become 

inactive to cooperate and only elect delegates to speak on behalf, which gave a threat in 

improperly executing the power limitation by pursuing the interest and will of the government 

alone. 

           One of the main points that are unorthodox in the concept of the book is the tyranny of 

majority. When you heard freedom of liberty, mostly you will cross in the idea of breaking away 

from the tyranny of the government, but John Stuart Mill believes that the protection from 

abused power was not limited in the politicians alone, in fact, he stated that the tyranny of 

majority is more formidable. Custom, a term that has been used, and shutting opposing ideas to 

what are widely accepted became a threat to achieving liberty, since, for John Stuart Mill, it 

oppresses the ideas of the minorities. Basically, he is trying to point out that we should not desire 

to create a well-uniformed society that bears the same principle. Liberty should allow an 

individual to stand to his or her own belief, no matter how uncommon it is. He stated that 

suppressing ideas is suppressing the truth and truths are not absolute, therefore, should be 

continuously entertained. 

I agree on his concept of evaluating different ideas, however, there are instances that we 

should persuade the changing of values in minorities. Not all widely accepted are right, thus, 

should be challenged, but some practices hold the position of majority for a reason, for example, 

a standard to protect public health. Hence, I disagree in the tyranny of majority is formidable 

than the tyranny of the government since outnumbering others is inevitable especially if it is 

justifiable; the only complication is how an opposing individual will find the courage to stand on 

its own belief especially if it is rebellious. On the other hand, the tyranny of the government 

holds a deeper fear, it can execute the power to enforce laws, oppress, and manipulate the people. 

In a matter of fact, it is evident how our government today tried to silence the protestors by force 

and violence, some are killed.   

Remember, suppressing ideas is suppressing the truth. 


