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The Range of Mill’s Harm Principle
—Spontaneity as the possibility of individual autonomy—
Naoki KasHiMoTo

This article focuses on Mill’s Harm Principle and considers the condition of its
application and its end. In On Liberty, he, by introducing this principle, emphasizes that it is
crucial to defend individual liberty. The end of the principle is generally thought to defend
individual autonomy or self-determination. However, this interpretation confuses the end
of the principle with the condition for applying the principle. I think, therefore, that the
interpretation is not sufficient. Although Mill thinks that individual autonomy is desirable in
and for itself, it is not the condition of the application of the Harm Principle. The condition
Mill bears in mind is spontaneity.

To make this point clear, we examine his considerations of the freedom of the will
in A System of Logic and the interpretation on the principle by Susan Mendus. Through
arguing on the freedom of the will in 4 System of Logic, Mill confirmed that human beings
is a subject who spontancously acts on his own will. Spontaneity is here his main concern.
Mendus, in Toleration and the Limits of Liberalism, describes that Mill tends to defend
liberty and diversity in On Liberty and that the defense depends upon the value that he
places on individual autonomy. She is, however, worried that, because he embraces the
belief in the possibility of moral progress and the optimism about human nature supporting
the belief, many people are categorized as the non-autonomous and are excluded from the
sphere of the application of the Harm Principle.

We notice, however, that she misses an important point that Mill, by discussing the
principle, persistently deals with liberty regarding individual sphere. Behavior in the sphere
is, by definition, not concerned with the right or wrong of it. And, if we carefully read Mill’s
exclusion clause of the principle, we realize that the people who impose their own opinions
and inclinations on others are included in the condition for applying the principle.

Through our considerations, we conclude that the condition of application of the

Harm Principle is not individual autonomy but individual spontaneity.
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