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The role of the individual within their society is a debate which has spanned over many 

years of evolving human communities. To give an answer to this question, we must first 

understand how we prioritize the individual over the greater good. The individual refers to a 

person alone, taking into account their perspective, complexities, desires, needs and well-

being. Their suffering and hardships are undergone by themselves alone. The individual is 

one person where a society comprises of many people, all with their own motivations and 

priorities. A society is structured by law, culture and common understanding, which all 

individuals must live by in order to be members of the society. To me it seems clear that the 

suffering of one individual is important and worth addressing, but the question then arises, 

how far can an individual’s suffering be prioritised when the suffering of a society is in fact 

the suffering of many individuals? In this essay, I will be arguing that the individual should 

be prioritized up to the point at which other members of the society are harmed. The 

complications and moral quandaries of this line of vision will be discussed in detail here.  

To develop this notion, I will use the example of a democratic society, as is the environment 

with which I have personal experience. Within a society, the public can be viewed as a 

systematic whole, or a mass of people wherein the opinion of the majority is the loudest 

voice. For a democratic society, this majority voice is of incredible significance, as this is 

what will determine the leadership and sometimes the laws that govern this society. As a 

result of this, members of a democratic society are often viewed by governments as one 

singular entity to appease. Within this ideology, the significance of an individual is 

overlooked by the desires and needs of the majority, or the greater society.  

This notion is deeply flawed, as there is an endless reservoir of individual suffering which 

can be overlooked by lawmakers with the power to instate change. I believe that a society 

should be perceived as not one entity, but a collection of individuals whose needs are all of 

great importance. Within a democratic society, this would require those in power to look 

beyond the desires of the majority to actively seek the opinions and needs of minorities.  

The advantages of this outlook not only include the reduction of individual suffering, as the 

opinions of individuals and minorities are heard and reacted to by leaders and lawmakers, 

but also the matter of the society moving closer to an overarching sense of equality. Within 

a society where members are viewed as a culmination of individuals as opposed to one 

singular entity, the diversity of the society is reflected in the way it is perceived. All 

ethnicities, genders, sexualities and levels of ability are accommodated for not only in 

policy, but also within the minds of its members. This promotes a reciprocation of respect 

and understanding amongst members of the society, as individuals and lawmakers alike 

understand they are part of a greater community of individuals such as themselves. Within a 

society such as this, suffering is accommodated for as a response to a number of individuals, 

who are perceived to have their own personal suffering and opinions which may or may not 

align with those of the majority.  

  



To encourage a more peaceful co-existence of members of a society, these members should 

be perceived by their government and by themselves not as part of a singular public, but as 

part of a complex entwinement of individuals. When suffering is thought of as an individual 

experience, it is responded to in accordance with this, meaning that individual voices must 

be listened to for action to be taken by leaders and lawmakers.  

When assessing socio-political situations, and perceiving the members of the society as a 

group of individuals, it becomes difficult to address the question of how much action should 

be taken to help individuals when this could cause harm to other groups of individuals. I 

believe that these situations should be assessed individually. To explore this, I will be using a 

specific example of a high school prom, where an individual with autism is extremely 

uncomfortable being in a room with loud noise, experiencing traumatic panic attacks when 

exposed to these conditions. However, it is important to the individual to attend their 

school prom. It is proposed that the prom becomes a silent dance where guests wear 

headphones that are given out, through which they can hear and control the volume of the 

music. This puts the majority of individuals through the inconvenience of wearing the 

headsets, however it allows one single individual to avoid a traumatic experience and enjoy 

their high school prom.  

This example works in accordance with the understanding that not all suffering is equal. In 

order to ascertain to whom the greatest amount of suffering belongs, and therefore who 

should be catered to as a priority, situations must be assessed individually. Within the high 

school prom example, the silent dance is an inconvenience to members of the high school, 

however I believe that this option is worth the slight disadvantage of the many even if just 

to appease one individual, because the individuals suffering would have been greater than 

that experienced by the majority.  

Additionally, when situations are assessed individually with attention being given to the 

individuals involved and their own personal sufferings, a greater amount of suffering can be 

avoided. For example, there may be controversies involved as other individuals experience 

their own disadvantage as a result of the implementation of the silent dance. An instance of 

this might be if there was another individual who was a member of the high school who 

paid a lot of money for their hair to be done by a hairstylist, which would be ruined by 

headphones, their personal suffering may not be greater than the panic attack of the 

individual with autism, however means can be taken to avoid this. The individual could be 

given wireless earphones through which they can hear the music and participate in the 

dance without ruining their hair. With this in mind, it can be understood that the silent 

dance does not in fact cause any harm to the greater number of individuals involved which 

cannot be avoided.  

Options such as these, which prioritise the individual or group of individuals who experience 

the most personal suffering, are favourable in my opinion. It seems apparent to me that 

suffering should be avoided whenever possible, and when attempting to put this into action, 

efforts should be taken to pinpoint the individuals with the greatest amount of suffering. 

This approach promotes a system of fairness where suffering individuals are prioritised up 

to the point where the suffering of a greater group of individuals becomes worse.  



At the crux of my understanding of the individual within a greater society is the assumption 

that suffering, whether it be of an individual or of a group of individuals, should always be 

sought to be eliminated. I believe that this should be the foundation of any society which 

seeks to promote a respectful and peaceful co-existence of many moving parts. It is my 

personal belief that the suffering of an individual can be greater than that of a greater group 

of individuals, regardless of the number within this group, and that this can be ascertained 

by leaders and lawmakers who implement an attention to the individuals within their 

society. Not all suffering is equal, and I believe that there are some individual sufferings 

which should be prioritized over the inconvenience of a greater group of individuals, 

however these inconveniences should not be dismissed. By assessing situations to identify 

the greatest source of suffering, it can be determined what course of action would best 

eliminate unnecessary suffering while also maintaining an awareness of the consequences 

of this action, and how further suffering and inconveniences can be avoided. With the 

notion in mind that a society is a collection of individuals all with personal desires, needs 

and sufferings, the role of the individual becomes the role of the society, which is to reduce 

the suffering of others wherever possible. I believe this can become a reality in a society  

which understands its own diversity and celebrates this, allowing for a community of 

reciprocal respect and acceptance.  


