PUBLIC HEALTH ETHICS VOLUME 19 - ISSUE 2 - 2026 - PHAGO008 1

Axes of Paternalism

Richard H. Dees’, Department of Philosophy, University of Rochester, Rochester,
NY, USA

"Corresponding author. Richard H. Dees, Department of Philosophy, University of Rochester, P.O. Box 270078, Rochester, NY 14527-0078, USA. Tel.: 585 275
4105; Email: richard.dees@rochester.edu

Paternalistic actions interfere with the autonomy of an agent, so they can only be justified by strong moral
considerations. Yet how seriously an action infringes on autonomy depends on how it affects autonomy.
Autonomous actions require at least three independent elements: agents must act with an understanding of
the risks of their actions, without the coercive influence of others and in accord with their most important
values. Each of these elements exists along a spectrum, and by mapping measures in the resulting three-
dimensional space, we get a better understanding of what is at stake in any debate about them, and we can
understand when paternalistic measures might be justified and when they are not.

John Stuart Mill famously argues that paternalism is
always wrong, that

calls “experiments in living” (Mill, 1859: 3.1), as long as
they do no harm to others. To interfere with those
choices, he thinks, treats adults as if they were children
(Mill, 1859: 5.10). For that reason, Seana Shiffrin and
others (Shiffrin, 2000; Cholbi, 2017) have argued that
the problem with paternalism is not simply that it re-
stricts freedom, but that it substitutes the will of one
person for that of another, even when the former is bet-
ter positioned to make a good judgment. The problem
with paternalism, then, is that it restricts a person’s
rational will.

Yet both the freedom and the rational will accounts
of paternalism allow the possibility that paternalism
might be justified. While Mill, famously, seems to con-
clude that paternalism is never warranted, even he
hedges." Most obviously, the prohibition of paternalism
applies only to competent adults (Mill, 1859: 1.10).
After all, it is only “paternalism” if we are acting on be-
half of people as if they were children; compelling chil-
dren to do what is good for them against their will is
(usually) just good parenting. And in other respects,
Mill is not quite as liberal as we might think: he includes
among those adults who are not competent those who
live in “backward states of society in which the race it-
self may be considered in its nonage” (Mill, 1859: 1.10).
Yet leaving aside these obvious cases, Mill still hedges
on a complete prohibition against paternalism. We
can, for example, stop the person who aims to cross a
rickety bridge, by force if necessary, at least until we

the sole end for which mankind are warranted in-
dividually or collectively, in interfering with the
liberty of action of any of their number is self-
protection. That only purpose...is to prevent
harm to others. His own good, either physical or
moral, is not a sufficient warrant (Mill, 1859: 1.9).

Despite this apparently straightforward statement,
what exactly Mill means and what exactly he finds ob-
jectionable are not so clear. In his trenchant analysis,
Gerald Dworkin focuses on the ways paternalism inter-
feres with people’s freedom:

X acts paternalistically towards Y by doing
(or omitting) Z:

1. Z (or its omission) interferes with the liberty or
autonomy of Y.

2. X does so without the consent of Y.

3. X does so because X believes Z will improve the
welfare of Y...or in some way promotes the inter-
ests, values, or good of Y (Dworkin, 2020).

The problem with paternalism, then, is that it restricts
freedom. Some, however, point to other aspects of
Mill’s view as the deeper problem with paternalism.

On this view, autonomy is the key value, and we should
always seek to allow people as much room as possible to
express their own individuality, to engage in what Mill
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can explain to him the danger of the bridge, “for liberty
consists in doing what one desires and he does not de-
sire to fall into the river” (Mill, 1859: 5.5). In addition,
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we can forbid someone from selling himself into slav-
ery: “It is not freedom to be allowed to alienate his free-
dom” (Mill, 1859: 5.11).

The key questions, then, are about the circumstances
in which paternalism might be justified. The presump-
tion is that since paternalism usually curtails our freedom
or our rational wills, it could only be justified by very
strong moral considerations. My project in this paper is
to bring clarity to this discussion by reframing the issues.
By thinking about three aspects of autonomy, we can un-
derstand better when autonomy is seriously infringed
and when it is not and thereby understand better the cir-
cumstances in which paternalism might be justified.

Setting the Stage

Much of the discussion about when paternalism can be
justified focuses on the difference between “soft” and
“hard” paternalism, in which “soft” paternalism is fre-
quently justifiable, and “hard” determinism never is.
Unfortunately, the term “soft paternalism” is used in
at least two different ways (Hanna, 2018), and even
those different ways do not reflect the complexity of
the moral landscape. Sarah Conly, for example, uses
the term to refer to measures that do not use much
force: “Soft paternalists try to influence individuals
not to make that self-destructive choice, but leave
them the freedom to do the self-destructive thing if
they nonetheless want to do that” (Conly, 2013b:
241), citing education, warning labels and laws that lim-
it soda portions in restaurants as examples (Conly,
2013b; see more generally, Conly, 2013a). More often,
“soft paternalism” refers to measures that prevent peo-
ple from making decisions that are not voluntary. As
Joel Feinberg puts it, “Soft paternalism holds that the
state has the right to prevent self-regarding harmful
conduct...when but only when that conduct is substan-
tially nonvoluntary, or when temporary intervention is
necessary to establish whether it is voluntary or not”
(Feinberg, 1986, 12). We have reason to doubt that a
person is acting on their own volition if their “choice
stems from ignorance, coercion, derangement, drugs,
or other voluntariness-vitiating factors” (Feinberg,
1986, 12). Most often, such measures are efforts to en-
sure that people do not make decisions without under-
standing the risks they are undertaking. So, we typically
do not allow people to skydive, to ride go-carts or to un-
dergo surgery unless they demonstrate at least a mini-
mal understanding of the risks that might be
involved. We also disallow contracts that are made

under grave threats or under the influence of alcohol.
Invoking soft paternalism allows us to explain why we
are permitted to intervene in Mill’s bridge case: the
man does not understand that the bridge is unsafe,
and so can stop him—by force, if necessary—until we
can be sure that he knows what he is doing.

In addition, some people think that paternalism might
be justified as long as it does not violate what Thomas
Nys calls “broad autonomy,” which “means that one is al-
lowed to make important life choices, that one exercises
control over one’s life, that one is the author of one’s
own story” (Nys, 2008: 67). Unless a measure affects sig-
nificant portions of our life, he suggests, it need not con-
cern us. In many respects, Mill is most interested in broad
autonomy. His emphasis on “experiments in living” and
on giving “free scope...to varieties of characters” (Mill,
1859: 3.1) speaks to the importance of having broad con-
trol over one’s life. But he realizes that broad autonomy
requires an ability to make lots of little decisions every
day, most of which are not essential to living a particular
kind of life, but all of which are key components to cre-
ating a life a person can call their own. So, we will want
to preserve as much of all these forms of autonomy as
possible. Yet, as Stephen Holland (2009: 286) points
out, only the most intrusive and comprehensive measures
would actually interfere with our ability to direct our own
lives, so if we are only interested in preserving broad au-
tonomy, very few measures would be ruled out.
Nevertheless, Nys has a point: Other things equal, pater-
nalistic measures that affect only small and unimportant
aspects of our lives are less of an intrusion and more jus-
tifiable for that reason.

A related and perhaps more powerful argument for
when paternalism might be justified is when measures
protect what Andrew Sneddon calls “deep autonomy”
(Sneddon, 2001: 108; see Sneddon, 2006: 392 and Nys,
2008: 67). We have “shallow autonomy” when we do
what we want to do (Sneddon, 2001: 108) in a robust
sense: when we act on our desires that are supported
by our second-order desires about what we should de-
sire. Deep autonomy goes further: It

consists in reflection on one’s desires and the
structure of one’s life. It concerns, minimally, de-
ciding whether it is worth doing what one current-
ly wants to want to do. More extensively, deep
autonomy is exercised in attending what it would
be to lead a life worth living (Sneddon, 2001: 108).

Deep autonomy is about having the ability to reflect on
one’s whole life, “the ability,” Nys notes, “not only to
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decide and act upon deep-rooted values, but also the
capacity to reflect upon those founding values them-
selves” (Nys, 2008: 67). The prohibition on selling one-
self into slavery, Sneddon argues, prevents a person
from alienating his ability to act on his own values
and thereby violate his deep autonomy.”

The general kinds of reasons that have been offered
to justify paternalism do so in an effort to protect
some important aspect of autonomy. Soft paternalism
allows us to ensure that we make decisions voluntarily
and measures to protect both broad and deep autono-
my safeguard autonomy itself. In general, then, the
case against paternalism is that it interferes with auton-
omy, and we allow exceptions when autonomy is better
served by some interference. How seriously a paternal-
istic measure interferes with autonomy depends on ex-
actly how it affects autonomy.

What, then, does autonomy require? For my purpos-
es, we do not need to wade through the extensive liter-
ature on the true value of autonomy or even on its uses
in bioethics. Instead, I want to focus on three important
elements: (i) autonomous decisions are made with an
understanding of the decision and its likely benefits
and costs, (ii) they are made freely, in the sense that
no one is coercing the person to make a decision, one
way or the other and (iii) they are made in ways that re-
flect the values of the person. We often treat each of
these elements simply as a necessary condition for au-
tonomous actions that are either met or not. But a little
reflection shows that each can be met more or less, and
so the autonomy displayed is a matter of degrees. A lit-
tle more reflection suggests that each of these three el-
ements is independent of the other two. Each of these
elements constitutes a separate axis of paternalistic
considerations.

Axis 1: Information

Consider, first, information. Stopping the pedestrian,
even forcibly, who does not realize that the bridge
ahead is out is, as I have already noted, Mill’s paradigm
case of justified paternalism; stopping the pedestrian
protects his liberty by allowing him to understand
what risks he is facing. Notice that we are sometimes
justified in using considerable force to ensure that he
understands: To the man at the bridge, Mill says,
we “may seize him and turn him back” (Mill, 1859:
5.5, emphasis added). Notice also that we are making
assumptions about what values are important to
him—though the assumption in this case is only that
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he does not want to fall into a river. But the latter is
provisional. Once warned, “no one but the person
himself can judge of the sufficiency of the motive
which may prompt him to incur the risk” (Mill,
1859: 5.5). Such measures are deemed a form of “soft
paternalism,” because they do not ultimately prevent
any actions; people must simply demonstrate that
they understand what they face.

How much information we need to have is, of course,
a matter of degrees: A decision will be more autono-
mous, the better the person understands their situation.
But, generally, we think interference is only justified if a
person can harm themselves significantly; only then
does the information matter enough to enforce the in-
formation requirement. Indeed, the greater the risk, the
more we think some intervention is necessary. The dan-
gers of sugar and fat are real, but not immediate, so we
can require labels on foods so people can easily access
the information if they want it. The dangers of canoeing
on a lake are real and immediate, but the risks are gen-
erally pretty small, so we require people to sign a form
on which they acknowledge the risk (even if they rarely
actually read it). However, the dangers of surgery under
anesthetics are real and immediate, and the risks are
significant, so we require people to be counseled on
the risks and then to sign a more extensive form. If
the surgery carries particularly significant risks and
the patient has time to contemplate it, we may even re-
quire them to take home materials, so they have the
chance to think about their decision before we allow
them to sign the form. We might even require them
to pass some sort of test to demonstrate that they fully
understand their situation.

In principle, then, requiring information is not a
breach of autonomy. However, governments can try
to make the knowledge requirements sufficiently oner-
ous that they are meant to deter the action. For exam-
ple, some states require a woman seeking an abortion
to undergo an ultrasound, ostensibly to ensure that
the woman understands that she is killing a fetus and
that she may regret her decision. But since women al-
most always understand what they are doing when
they seek an abortion, the purpose is both to discourage
the procedure and to impose a hurdle to having it done.
So, in truth, these measures are a moderate form of
coercion.

However, we think about it, since it is temporary, the
information requirement is not a deep form of pater-
nalism. While it may cause considerable inconvenience,
it is not ultimately a barrier to the person doing what
they want.
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Axis 2: Coercion

Autonomous decisions are made freely, without coer-
cion, understanding—with Mill—that coercion can
come in many forms, some more subtle than others,
as we have just seen in the ultrasound case. In laying
out his argument against paternalism, Mill is concerned
with any attempt “in interfering with the liberty of ac-
tion” of an individual, which he then equates with
“compelling him or visiting him with any evil in case
he do otherwise,” which he contrasts with “remonstrat-
ing with him, or reasoning with him, or persuading
him, or entreating him” (Mill, 1859: 1.9). For Mill,
any attempt to use any means that do not appeal to
the person’s reason and interests broadly construed is
illegitimate.’

As Mill shows, interference comes in many forms,
and we can think of them on a spectrum. On one end
of the scale, we can simply prohibit an action by making
it impossible. Even if someone tries to sell themselves
into slavery, we do not allow them to do so. Someone
could sign such a contract, but since the contract is il-
legal, they can get out of it anytime they choose. But a
slave who can leave their slavery anytime they choose
is not a slave at all. Slightly less coercive are laws that
place severe penalties on an activity. Using heroin is il-
legal in the United States. People can and do still use it,
but they face serious time in prison if they are caught.
The government thus applies considerable coercive
force against the choice—however well-informed—to
use heroin.

On the other end of the spectrum are measures that
employ what Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein call
“libertarian paternalism” (Thaler and Sunstein, 2003).
As they use the term, libertarian paternalism involves
no coercion at all. Choices are structured one way or
another, but the way they are structured will influence
the decisions people make. Food in a cafeteria has to
be organized one way or another; if healthy foods are
prominently displayed, people are more likely to choose
them. By placing the healthy foods in plain sight, we can
make it more likely they will eat better without remov-
ing any choices from them. Or, employees will either be
automatically enrolled in a retirement plan or they will
have to opt into it; if they are automatically enrolled,
they are more likely to contribute to their retirement
plan earlier, even if they can easily opt out. If we force
them to opt in, they are more likely to forget or to ne-
glect the paperwork, even if they wanted to do so. By
structuring choices in ways that are likely to benefit
people, we influence their behavior for their own

good, and if the other choices are readily available,
then the “better” option is not being imposed on
them in any significant way. Conceptually, the question
here is whether constructing such choice architectures
counts as paternalism at all since they fail to meet the
first of Dworkin’s three conditions. But I take it as a
limiting case: We are trying to influence people’s behav-
ior for their own good by relying on their psychological
flaws rather than on rational persuasion.

In between making a practice illegal and encouraging
it through noncoercive means, there are a range of op-
tions, from those that simply try to encourage one be-
havior over others to those that make it difficult
without banning it. The range can be seen in tax poli-
cies. Mill declares that taxing a product is morally
equivalent to banning it:

To tax stimulants for the sole purpose of making
them more difficult to obtain is a measure differ-
ing only in degree from their entire prohibition,
and would be justifiable only if that were justifi-
able. Every increase in cost is a prohibition to
those whose means do not come up to the aug-
mented price; and to those who do, it is a penalty
laid on them for gratifying a particular taste (Mill,
1859: 5.9).

While few taxes are so burdensome that they literally
keep some people from choosing them, Mill has a point.
Cigarette taxes in the USA are onerous, and young peo-
ple, in particular, are often discouraged from smoking
by the costs of cigarettes. Yet people (even poor people)
can and do choose to keep smoking (often because they
are addicted), but it does significantly affect the other
choices that they can make. In other words, the taxes
can significantly impede their general freedom of ac-
tion. They can thus be quite coercive. They direct a cer-
tain kind of choice without actually requiring it.

Other taxes are less burdensome: A one-peso-per-liter
soda tax in Mexico is a modest tax that discourages soda
consumption without making its purchase impossible or
particularly burdensome. And, it does seem to have a
modest effect on soda consumption (Fernandez and
Raine, 2019). Since such taxes encourage people to
make choices that would not otherwise make, they are
still coercive, if only mildly so. We are attempting to
channel people into certain behaviors, and we are using
some form of compulsion to do so.

The use of coercion is harder to justify than the re-
quirement that people have sufficient information to
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make the decision. But even Mill thinks some coercion
may be justified, as the slavery case shows. But many
think coercion is justified in other cases as well. Seat
belt laws, for example, impose significant fines on peo-
ple for not wearing their seat belts. Such laws are not de-
signed to protect other people: Relatively few injuries in
car accidents are caused by unseat-belted passengers
being flung into others. But many injuries are caused
by unbelted passengers being thrown into steering col-
umns, against dashboards, and through windshields.
Seat belt laws, then, force a choice on people for their
own protection. They also save almost 15,000 lives
each year in the US (NHTSA 2025). But another factor
makes a difference here: Very little is at stake in forcing
people to wear a seat belt. No one’s life plan is upset by
wearing a seat belt, and the inconvenience is trivial.

Contrast this claim with motorcycle helmet laws.
Those laws too are designed to protect the rider, not
others. About 500 lives a year would be saved in the
US if all motorcyclists were required to wear helmets
(CDC 2026). Some argue that we can justify the laws
by claiming that bad accidents create health care costs
that the rest of us must bear, but we could—less coer-
cively—simply require riders to have enough insurance
to cover the costs of their accidents. The real reason we
require helmets is that we want to protect riders from
their own recklessness. But strapping on a helmet is
much more inconvenient than wearing a seat belt.
And for many riders, part of the appeal of the motorcy-
cle is being close to the road and close to nature, feeling
the elements as they ride. A helmet interferes with those
feelings. For that reason, such laws are harder to justify
than seat belt laws—even if we think they are still justi-
fied by the number of deaths and serious brain injuries
they prevent.

Axis 3: Values

The contrast between seat belt laws and motorcycle hel-
met laws brings us to the third axis of paternalism: val-
ues. Autonomy is served when we act on values that are
important and that we self-consciously endorse. Being
in control of the central decisions in our life is supreme-
ly important. Protecting broad autonomy is, then, es-
sential. So paternalistic actions are harder to justify
the more the values compromised are closer to the
core values that someone has. Different measures will,
of course, impact the values of different people in dif-
ferent ways. With public health measures, we need to
be cognizant of the areas in which a restriction is likely
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to impinge upon important values. We will have to
weigh the good that the measures might achieve
against how likely it is to impinge on important values
for a lot of people. Since, for example, religion is a key
to many people’s self-identity and to the values that
are often entangled in that identity, measures that im-
pinge on religion are particularly fraught. For that rea-
son, we may want to allow religious exemptions from
particular paternalistic public health measures. So, if
we were contemplating a mandate for, say, the covid
vaccine now—when it does little to prevent the spread
of the virus from one person to another and therefore
does little to prevent harm to others—then we may
want to allow an exemption for those with religious
objections. When we can, out of respect for important
values, allow exceptions to a general rule without un-
dermining the general good the rule is supposed to
achieve, we should do so.

On the other hand, sometimes we can protect broad
autonomy best if we are prevented from taking actions
that undermine our important goals. If I want to limit
my intake of empty calories from drinking sodas, a
measure that makes me buy a 12 oz. soda rather than
a 20 oz. one helps me achieve my goals. Of course,
even if I am on a health kick, this goal is relatively triv-
ial. Yet knowing my own cognitive biases, measures
that help me combat those flaws will help me live by
my own values. Indeed, as Conly argues, occasionally

What we need is to make decisions in optimal sit-
uations that we will later be forced to abide by,
even when we are so tempted that we do not
want to. Typically, the only way to truly bind our-
selves is to allow legislation that prevents us from
taking the tempting, but self-destructive, step. The
control needs to go, not to superior people, but to
all of us when we are doing our superior thinking
(Conly, 2013b: 242).

Promoting my own broad autonomy may require some
external help.

Beyond promoting broad autonomy, preserving
deep autonomy may justify interventions.

Maintaining my ability to make choices for myself in
the future is almost certainly an important value. A pro-
hibition on selling myself into slavery would, then, help
me promote my own autonomy. Nys thinks that deep
autonomy is not only important, but inalienable, so
he thinks promoting deep autonomy is always required.
He wants to tie health to deep autonomy as a

920z Aepy Lz uo Jasn 1a1sayo0y Jo Ausianiun Aq 02z26.298/800684d/z/6 1 /o10mie/ayd/woo dnosolwapese)/:sdny wodl papeojumoq



6 <« DEES

justification for many public health measures. By pre-
venting serious health problems that will undermine a
person’s ability to continue making choices for herself,
he thinks, public health protects deep autonomy.
However, he overstates the connection: While health
is necessary for most life plans, it has a subordinate
role in others. Playing football, skydiving and free
solo climbing all pose risks to health, but each might
be an important part of a person’s life plan. As
Holland notes (2009: 286-88; see Wilkinson, 2025: ch.
3), Nys assumes (i) that health is always essential to
deep autonomy and (ii) that deep autonomy is always
more important than the simple ability to choose as
one likes. Holland points to the romantic idea that
some people want to live fast and die young, but we
also might point to lives of scientific dedication and
self-experimentation that carry significant risks, or
those of ballet dancers who ruin their bodies through
their art. Nevertheless, even if Nys’s view is too strong,
deep autonomy should not be violated except in the
most extreme circumstances.

The deeper point here is that paternalistic measures
can affect the realization of our values. We thus have
another spectrum between actions that promote impor-
tant values and those that impede them, with a large
swath of actions in the middle where the values in-
volved are not particularly important, one way or the
other. They either do little to promote or impede key
values or they promote or impede values that are rela-
tively unimportant. Wearing a seat belt is at worst a
trivial annoyance; autonomy is not greatly impacted
by the requirement. Since it saves a great number of
lives, it can be justified on those grounds. The same
cannot easily be said of motorcycle helmet laws.
While I do not personally share the thrill of riding a
Harley without a helmet, I can certainly understand
it. It is probably not, however, central to anyone’s iden-
tity, even if riding a motorcycle is. Still, given the im-
portance of that experience to some people, it will
impinge on their autonomy, and we must weigh the im-
portance of that interference against public health gains
of mandating helmets.

Spectra

We now have three spectra of considerations when we
think about autonomy. Since they are independent,
they create a three-dimensional space that we can use
to frame discussions about paternalism. Since the infor-
mation spectrum is mostly temporary, I will focus on

the two-dimensional space of the coercion spectrum
and the values spectrum. Consider Figure 1. Acts at
the bottom left involve decisions that promote values
and use little force, so they do not infringe much
upon autonomy, while those in the upper right do.
The diagonal line represents a spectrum that reflects
the degree to which a measure encroaches on autono-
my. If life were simple, everything in the upper right
would be prohibited, everything in the lower left would
be permitted, and the only debates would be about the
balance between coercion and values that fall in the oth-
er two quadrants.

Alas, life is not so simple, for two reasons. First, pa-
ternalism in a public health context only makes sense
when there is a health benefit to the person. So, for
our purposes, the health benefit functions as a separate
axis. How much health benefit people will receive
makes a difference to how much we should be permit-
ted to interfere with a person’s autonomy. In general,
then, a paternalistic action that would be placed in
the lower left corner of the figure need only produce
modest health benefits to be justified, while no health
benefit could ever justify those that fall in the upper
right. For example, a seat belt law produces significant
benefits, and it neither impedes nor promotes impor-
tant values, so it is justified even though it is quite coer-
cive. The placement of food in a cafeteria involves food,
so it is not completely trivial, but virtually no coercion
is involved. So, it is justified. Modest soda taxes are
mildly coercive, and they do not involve a practice
that is deeply valued, so they are justified—but only if
they work. The evidence suggests that they reduce
soda consumption somewhat, but there is no convinc-
ing evidence that such measures actually reduce obesi-
ty. A ban on smoking, on the other hand, is extremely
coercive, and it concerns a practice that is—for better
or worse—a part of some people’s identity and so
they value their connection to it. For that reason,
then, it is probably unjustified. However, the fact that
smoking accounts for roughly 480,000 deaths per year
in the USA (CDC 2024) is a strong reason to think
that such a ban should not be considered out of the
question. Heavy taxes are significantly less coercive,
so given those deaths, they are, I think, justified.

Public Health and Pluralism

The second reason the picture is complicated is that, for
the purposes of illustration, I have made assumptions
about the importance of various values, and I have
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Figure 1. Spectrum of coercion mapped against spectrum of value.

placed various actions on the grid in Figure 1 based on
those assumptions. But those assessments are simply
my judgments about where most people would place
those actions. I fully realize, however, that different
people will place different importance on different
values—including the values of health and autonomy
themselves—so different people will judge how serious
an infringement on autonomy any particular action is
in different ways. We can imagine someone who thinks
that riding in a car without a seatbelt is not only plea-
surable, but an important joy in their life (though I
think in fact we should have some worries about such
a person). But many motorcyclists value helmet-free
rides and value them a lot. If everyone had the same val-
ues as I do, then no one’s autonomy would be seriously
compromised by a law requiring helmets, so such a law
might be justified. But since they do not, it is not.
Indeed, we might argue, because people have different
values, every public health intervention will impose
some value scheme on people and thereby restrict
someone’s autonomy significantly. If so, then no mea-
sure can be placed definitively on the values spectrum,
and we can never measure the trade-off between auton-
omy and health that would be necessary to justify a law.

Even in this scenario, thinking of autonomy in a com-
plex three-dimensional space is useful because it helps
us situate what is at stake in each decision. But it will
do little to frame decisions about public health laws.
This skeptical argument, however, rests on the as-
sumption that pluralism about values implies that no
justified claims can be made about what is good for peo-
ple in any general way. T.M. Wilkinson, for example,
bases his broadly skeptical arguments about public
health paternalism by assuming that “ultimate prefer-
ences measure well-being” (Wilkinson, 2025: 43). For
that reason, “the case for public health interventions
must give reasons to think that, in making people
healthier, they also make people better off as judged
by their own preferences” (Wilkinson, 2025: 53). Such
a subjectivist view of well-being is itself controversial,
and Wilkinson only accepts it as a kind of default posi-
tion, the least controversial alternative, compatible with
many more objectivist views (Wilkinson, 2025: 42-49).
But the same problem would arise if different people
simply valued in different ways things that are objec-
tively valuable. But even Wilkinson rejects an extreme
form of the problem. Sometimes, he thinks, ultimate
preferences can be mistaken: the anorexic who is willing
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to die rather than eat, he concedes, has made a mistake
about what is really valuable for her (Wilkinson, 2025:
52-53). For my purposes, this concession is significant.
If we accept that people can be mistaken about the value
of their ultimate preferences, then those preferences do
not decide all questions about what is valuable for
them and what will therefore best promote their auton-
omy. In so, there will be some cases in which we can
place an intervention at a definite place on the values
spectrum, and we can then ask whether the health gains
are worth whatever intrusions on autonomy it entails.
We will then have debates about particular cases and
whether the values involved are ones that should be re-
spected just because some people choose them. But in
that case, thinking about the spectra of autonomy is
useful.

Yet we can make a further claim. The placement of a
measure on the values axis as measured by people’s
preferences and values is not usually scattered random-
ly. Even if values impacted by an intervention cannot be
narrowed to single point, they usually exist along a rel-
atively small range. If so, then the interference with au-
tonomy will exist in a more or less broad area of the
coercion-value plane, and if the health benefits are great
enough, then the measure would still be justified. So,
measures that help many people achieve their goals or
which do not interfere with those goals as measured
by their own preferences may justify a paternalistic
law—especially if the coercion involved is not serious.
As Wilkinson notes, even many smokers endorse heavy
taxes on cigarettes as a means of discouraging smoking
(Wilkinson, 2025: 87-89). In this case, even though the
taxes are fairly coercive, the non-health values are not
so important that the health benefits of the taxes are
outweighed. This kind of logic then may permit broad-
er measures that promote the health goals of many peo-
ple, perhaps even the kinds of laws in which we bind
ourselves collectively, as Conly has suggested. Even if,
like Wilkinson (2025: 129), we think such cases are
rare, placing these interventions on the plane of auton-
omy helps us to see better what is at stake.

Conclusion

My purpose here is not to determine exactly when pub-
lic health laws might be justified. Instead, I hope to re-
frame debates about when paternalism in public health
is appropriate. We should reject the simplistic view that
paternalism is never justified and think seriously about
when exactly intrusions on liberty and autonomy are

small enough and the benefits great enough to justify
an intervention. By looking at the nuances of the values
that are at stake, we can enrich the debate. By trying to
see where in the three-dimensional space a particular
action lies helps us to see which elements of autonomy
might be compromised—and how much they will be. In
doing so, we can make better judgments about the pro-
priety of public health measures.

Notes

1 Notably, Joel Feinberg (1986) and Richard Arneson
(1980) defend the view that paternalism is never jus-
tified, mostly by explaining away the cases that I cite
here.

2 Nys offers two other grounds to justify paternalism:
(i) that we can effectively consent through democrat-
ic processes to actions that limit our freedoms (Nys,
2008, 68-69) and (ii) that actions that benefit us may
be justified on grounds of justice or solidarity (Nys,
2008, 69-70). However, democratic majorities can
be just as paternalistic as authoritarian powers, and
actions done for the sake of others are not paternal-
istic, even if some people chafe against the loss of
liberty.

3 Such a view is much broader than that considered by
the philosophical literature on coercion that arose
from Nozick, 1969. For an overview, see Anderson,
2023.

4 Health, of course, is itself a value, and one of the is-
sues at stake here is how important a value it is.
We separate it out here because we are interested
in thinking about a set of measures that are intended
to promote health. Presumably, we could perform a
similar exercise for other values, like truth or beauty.
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