
The Right And Wrong Of Compulsion By The
State And Other Essays
In the tapestry of human governance, the question of when - if ever - the
state is justified in compelling its citizens has long been a subject of intense
debate. The exercise of state power over individual liberty raises profound
ethical and philosophical questions, compelling us to confront the delicate
balance between societal order and personal autonomy. In his seminal
work, "The Right and Wrong of Compulsion by the State", renowned
philosopher John Stuart Mill delves into the intricacies of this complex
issue, offering a nuanced and thought-provoking discourse on the limits of
state coercion.

Mill's Harm Principle: The Foundation of Justification

Central to Mill's argument is his "Harm Principle", which posits that the sole
legitimate purpose of state coercion is to prevent harm to others. In other
words, the state may only infringe upon individual liberty when it is
necessary to protect citizens from being harmed by the actions of others.
This principle is predicated on the belief that individuals should be free to
pursue their own interests and live their lives as they choose, provided that
their actions do not encroach upon the rights and well-being of their fellow
citizens.

Mill believed that the Harm Principle provided a clear and defensible
boundary for state intervention. By limiting the scope of coercion to
situations where it is necessary to prevent harm, the state respects the
inherent rights and freedoms of its citizens. It is only when an individual's



actions pose a genuine threat to others that the state is justified in using its
coercive power to restrain or punish them.
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The Limits of Paternalism: Protecting Citizens from Themselves

One of the most contentious aspects of Mill's Harm Principle is its rejection
of paternalism, the idea that the state should intervene to protect citizens
from harming themselves. Mill argued that the state has no legitimate
interest in preventing individuals from engaging in self-destructive or
harmful behavior, as long as their actions do not harm others.

This position has been the subject of much debate, with many arguing that
the state has a responsibility to protect its citizens from making unwise or
dangerous choices. However, Mill maintained that such paternalistic
interventions undermine individual autonomy and freedom. He believed
that adults should be responsible for their own actions and decisions, even
if those decisions may ultimately lead to harm.
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The Balancing Act: Societal Order vs. Individual Liberty

Mill recognized that the Harm Principle does not provide an absolute
solution to the question of state compulsion. There are instances where the
need for societal order and stability may justify certain limitations on
individual liberty. For example, the state may impose speed limits on roads
or require individuals to obtain licenses before operating certain types of
machinery.

In such cases, Mill argued that the state's interest in maintaining order and
safety outweighs the individual's right to complete freedom of action.
However, he stressed that these limitations must be carefully tailored to
achieve their intended目的 (purpose) without unduly infringing upon
individual rights.

Compulsion for the Common Good: A Perilous Path

Mill was particularly wary of the dangers of using state coercion to promote
the "common good" or "general welfare." He believed that such abstract
notions could be easily manipulated by those in power to justify oppressive
measures against individuals or minority groups.

Mill argued that the pursuit of the common good should be left to the
voluntary efforts of individuals and civil society organizations. The state, he
cautioned, should only intervene in such matters when there is a clear and
imminent threat to the well-being of the nation or its citizens.

In "The Right and Wrong of Compulsion by the State", John Stuart Mill
provides a deep and insightful exploration of the ethical limits of
государственного принуждения (state coercion). Through his Harm
Principle, he posits that the state's only legitimate use of coercive power is



to prevent harm to others. Mill's rejection of paternalism and his cautious
approach to using state power to promote the common good remain
influential in contemporary debates about the role of government in our
lives.

By grappling with the complexities of state compulsion, Mill's work invites
us to reflect on the fundamental questions of liberty, autonomy, and the
proper relationship between the state and its citizens. As we navigate the
ever-changing landscape of government and technology, Mill's insights
continue to provide a valuable framework for assessing the legitimacy and
limits of state power in a free and democratic society.
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