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8 ON LIBERTY 

in general terms, the practical question where to place the 
limit-how to make the fitting adjustment between individ
ual independence and social control-is a subject on which 
nearly everything remains to be done. All that makes exist
ence valuable to anyone depends on the enforcement of 
restraints upon the actions of other people. Some rules of 
conduct, therefore, must be imposed-b law in the first 
place, and by opinion on many things which are not fit 
subjects for the operation of law. What these rules should 
be is the principal question in human affairs; but if we 
except a few of the most obvious cases, it is one of those 
which least progress has been made in resolving. No two 
ages, and scarcely any two countries, have decided it alike; 
and the decision of one age or country is a wonder to an• 
other. Yet the people of any given age and country no 
more suspect any difficulty in it than if it were a subject on 
which mankind had always been agreed. Tbe rules whirh 
obtain among themselves appear to them self-evident and 
self-justifying. This all but universal illusion is one of the 
examples of the magical inftuence of custom, which is not 
only, as the proverb says, a second nature but is continually 
mistaken for the first. The effect of custom, in preventing 
any misgiving respecting the rules of conduct which man
kind impose on one another, is all the more complete 
because the subject is one on which it is not generally con
sidered necessary that reasons should be given, either by 
one person to others or by each to himself. People are 
accustomed to believe, and have been encouraged in the 
belief by some who aspire to the character of philosophers, 
that their feelings on subjects of this nature are better than 
reasons and render reasons unnecessary. The practical prin
ciple which guides them to their opinions on the regulation 
of human conduct is the feeling in each person's mind that 
everybody should be required to act as he, and those with 
whom he sympathizes, would like them to act. No one, 
indeed, acknowledges to himself that his standard of judg
ment is his own liking; but an opinion on a point of con-

INTRODUCTORY 9 

duct, not supported by ~n~ can only count as one per
son's preference; and if the reasons, when given, are a mere 
appeal to a similar preference felt by other people, it is still 
only many people's liking instead of one. To an ordinary 
man, however, his own preference, thus supported, is not 
only a perfectly satisfactory reason but the only one he 
generally has for any of his notions of morality, taste, or 
propriety, which are not expressly written in his religious 
creed, and his chief guide in the interpretation even of that. 
Men's opinions, accordingly, on what is laudable or blam
able are affected by all the multifarious causes which in
fluence their wishes in regard to the conduct of others, and 
which are as numerous as those which determine their 
wishes on any other subject. Sometimes their reason; at 
other times their prejudices or superstitions; often their 
social affections, not seldom their antisocial ones, their envy 
or jealousy, their arrogance or contemptuousness; but most 
commonly their desires or fears for themselves-their legiti
mate or illegitimate self-interest. Wherever there is an 
ascendant class, a large portion of the morality of the coun
try emanates from its class interests and its feelings of class 
superiority. The morality between Spartans and Helots, be
tween planters and Negroes, between princes and subjects, 
between nobles and roturie~ 2 between men and women 
has been for the most part the creation of these class inter
ests and feelings; and the sentiments thus generated react 
in turn upon the moral feelings of the members of the 
ascendant class, in their relations among themselves. Where, 
on the other hand, a class, formerly ascendant, has lost 
its ascendancy, or where its ascendancy is unpopular, the 
prevailing moral sentiments frequently bear the impress 
of an impatient dislike of superiority. Another grand deter
mining principle of the rules of conduct, both in act and 
forbearance, which have been enforced by law or opinion, 
has been the servility of mankind toward the supposed 

2 [Freemen holding land through payment of rent.] 
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permit difference of religious opinion as that church itself. 
But when the heat of the conftict was over, without giving 
a complete victory to any party, and each church or sect 
was reduced to limit its hopes to retaining possession of the 
ground it already occupied, minorities, seeing that they had 
no chance of becoming majorities, were under the ne~ity 
of pleading to those whom they could not convert for per
mission to differ. It is accordingly on this battlefield, almost 
solely, that the rights of the individual against society have 
been asserted on broad grounds of principle, and the claim 
of society to exercise authority over dissentients openly con
troverted. The great writers to whom the world owes what 
reli • ous liberty it possesses have mostly asserted freedom 
of conscience as an indefeasible right, and denied absolutely 
that a human being is accountable to others for his religious 
belief. Yet so natural to mankind is intolerance in whatever 
they really care about that religious freedom has hardly 
anywhere been practically realized, except where religious 
indifference, which dislikes to have its peace disturbed by 
theological quarrels, has added its weight to the scale. In 
the minds of almost all religious persons, even in the most 
tolerant countries, the duty of toleration is admitted with 
tacit reserves. One person will bear with dissent in matters 
of church government, but not of dogma; another can 
tolerate everybody, short of a Papist or a Unitarian; an
other, everyone who believes in revealed religion; a few ex
tend their charity a little further, but stop at the belief in 
a God and in a future state. Wherever the sentiment of the 
majority is still genuine and intense, it is found to have 
abated little of its claim to be obeyed. 

In England, from the peculiar circumstances of our po
litical history, though !hs.~ .o£ opinion is perhaps heav
ier, that of law is lighter than in most other countries of 
Europe; and there is considerable jealousy of direct inter
ference by the legislative or the executive power with pri
vate conduct, not so much from any just regard for the 
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independence of the individual as from the still subsisting 
habit of looking on the government as representing an 
opposite iRterest to the public. The majority have not yet 
learned to feel the power of the government their power, 
or its opinions their opinions. When they do so, individual 
~ty will probably be as much exposed to invasion from 
the government as it already is from public opinion. But, as 
yet, there is a considerable amount of feeling reaay to be 
called forth against any attempt of the law to control indi
viduals in things in which they have not hitherto been 
accustomed to be controlled by it; and this with very little 
discrimination as to whether the matter is, or is not, within 
the legitimate sphere of legal control; insomuch that the 
feeling, highly salutary on the whole, is perhaps quite as 
often misplaced as well grounded in the particular instances 
of its application. There is, in fact, no recognized principle 
by which the propriety or impropriety of government in
terference is customarily tested. People decide according to 
their personal preferences. Some, whenever they see any 
good to be done, or evil to be remedied, would willingly 
instigate the government to undertake the business, while 
others prefer to bear almost any amount of social evil rather 
than add one to the departments of human interests ame
nable to governmental control. And men range themselves 
on one or the other side in any particular case, according 
to this general direction of their sentiments, or according 
to the degree of interest which they feel in the particular 
thing which it is proposed that the government should do, 
or according to the belief they entertain that the govern
ment would, or would not, do it in the manner they prefer; 
but very rarely on account of any opinion to which they 
consistently adhere, as to what things are fit to be done by 
a government. And it seems to me that in consequence of 
this absence of rule or principle, one side is at present as 
often wrong as the other; the interference of government is, 
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with about equal frequency, improperly invoked and im
properly condemned. 

The object of this essay is to assert one very simple prin
ciple, as entitled to govern absolutely the dealings of society 
with the individual in the way of compulsion and control, 
whether the means used be physical force in the form of 
legal penalties or the moral coercion of public opinion. 
That _E!"indple..ia that the sole end for which mankind are 
warranted, individually or collectively, in interfering with 
the liberty of action of any of their number is self-protection. 
That the only purpose for which power can be rightfully 
exercised over any member of a civilized community, against 
his will, is to prevent harm to others. His own good, either 
physical or moral, is not a sufficient warrant. He cannot 
rightfully be compelled to do or forbear because it will be 
better for him to do so, because it will make him happier, 
because, in the opinions of others, to do so would be wise 
or even right. These are good reasons for remonstrating 
with him, or reasoning with him, or persuading him, or 
entreating him, but not for compelling him or visiting him 
with any evil in case he do otherwise. To justify that, the 
conduct from which it is desired to deter him must be cal
culated to produce evil to someone else. The only part of 
the conduct of anyone for which he is amenable to society 
is that which concerns others. 1n the p.art which merel)t 
concerns bimself, his inde_pendence is, of right, absolute. 
Over himself, over his own body and mind, the individual 
is sovereig!l, 

It is, perhaps, hardly necessary to say that this doctrine is 
meant to apply only to human beings in the maturity of 
their faculties. We are not speaking of children or of young 
persons below the age which the law may fix as that of 
manhood or womanhood. Those who are still in a state to 
require being taken care of by others must be protected 
against their own actions as well as against external injury. 
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For the same reason we may leave out of consideration those 
backward states of society in which the race itself may be 
considered as in its nonage. The early difficulties in the 
way of spontaneous progress are so great that there is sel
dom any choice of means for overcoming them; and a ruler 
full of the spirit of improvement is warranted in the use 
of any expedients that will attain an end perhaps otherwise 
unattainable. Des tism is a legitimate mode of ~~ment 
in dealin_g with arbarians, provided the end be their im
provement and the means justified by actually effecting 
that end. Liberty, as a principle, has no application to any 
state of things anterior to the time when mankind have 
become capable of being improved by free and e ual dis
cussion. Until then, there is nothing £or them but implicit 
obedience to an Akbar or a Charlemagne, if they are so 
fortunate as to find one. But as soon as mankind have at• 
tained the capacity of being guided to their own improve
ment by conviction or penuasion (a period long since 
reached in all nations with whom we need here concern 
ounelves), compulsion, either in the direct form or in that 
of pains and penalties for noncompliance, is no longer ad
missible as a means to their own good, and justifiable only 
for the security of others. 

It is proper to state that I forego any advantage which 
could be derived to my argument from the idea of abstract 
right as a thing independent of utility. I regard uti • as 
the ultimate i_p~al on all ethical q__uestions; but it must be 
utility in the larges ~e. grounded on the permanent 
interests of man as a proK!"essive being. Those interests, 
I contend, authorize the subjectfon of individual sponta• 
neity to external control only in respect to those actions of 
each which concern the interest of other people. If anyone 
does an act hurtful to othen, there is a prima facie case for 
punishing him by law or, where legal penalties arc not 
safely applicable, by general disapprobation. There are also 
many positive acts for the benefit of othen which he may 
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interest: comprehending all that portion of a penon's life 
and conduct which affects only himself or, if it also affects 
others, only with their free, voluntary, and undeceived con
sent and participation. When I say only himself, I mean 
directly and in the first instance; for whatever affects him
self may affect others through himself; and the objection 
which may be grounded on this contingency will receive 
consideration in the sequel. This, then, is the appropri~te 
region of human li~rty. It comprises, first, the inward do
main of consciousness, demanding liberty of conscience in 
the most comprehensive sense, liberty of thought and feel
ing, absolute freedom of opinion and sentiment on all sub
jects, practical or speculative, scientific, moral, or theolog
ical. The liberty of expressing and publishing opinions may 
seem to fall under a different principle, since it belon~ to 
that part of the conduct of an individual which concerns 
other people, but, being almost of as much importance as 
the liberty of thought itself and resting in great part on 
the same reasons, is practically inseparable from it. Sec
ondly, the principle requires liber of tastes and pursuits, 
of framing the plan of our life to suit our own character, 
of doing as we like, subject to such consequences as may 
follow, without impediment from our fellow creatures, so 
long as what we do does not harm them, even though they 
should think our conduct foolish, perverse, or wrong. 
Thirdly, from this liberty of each individual follows the 
liberty, within the same limits, of combination among indi
viduals; freedom to unite for any purpose not involving 
harm to others: the persons combining being supposed to be 
of full age and not forced or deceived. 

No society in which these liberties are not, on the whole, 
respected is free, whatever may be its form of government; 
and none is completely free in which they do not exist abso
lute and unqualified. The o 1 freedom which desel"lf!S...the 
name is that of punuing our o.wn .good in oULown :way, so 
long as we do not attempt to deprive others of theirs or 
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impede their efforts to obtain it. Each is the proper guard
ian of his own health, whether bodily or mental and spir
itual. Mankind are greater gainers by suffering each other 
to live as seems good to themselves than by compelling 
each to live as seems good to the rest. 

Though this doctrine is anything but new and, to some 
persons, may have the air of a truism, there is no doctrine 
which stands more directly opposed to the general tendency 
of existing opinion and practice. Society has ex nded full1 
as much effort in the attempt (acco ng to its lights) to 
compel people to conform to its notions of personal as of 
social excellence. The ancient commonwealths thought 
themselves entitled to practice, and the ancient philosophers 
countenanced, the regulation of every part of private con
duct by public authority, on the ground that the State had 
a deep interest in the whole bodily and mental discipline 
of every one of its citizens-a mode of thinking which may 
have been admissible in small republics surrounded by 
powerful enemies, in constant peril of being subverted by 
foreign attack or internal commotion, and to which even 
a short interval of relaxed energy and self-command might 
so easily be fatal that they could not afford to wait for the 
salutary permanent effects of freedom. In the modem world, 
the greater size of political communities and, above all, the 
separation between spiritual and temporal authority (which 
placed the direction of men's consciences in other hands 
than those which controlled their worldly affairs) prevented 
so great an interference by law in the details of private life; 
but the engines of moral repression have been wielded 
more strenuously against divergence from the reigning opin
ion in self-regarding than even in social matters; religion, 
the most powerful of the elements which have entered into 
the formation of moral feeling, having almost always been 
governed either by the ambition of a hierarchy seeking 
control over every department of human conduct, or by 
the spirit of Puritanism. And some of those modem re-



18 ON LIBERTY 

formers who have placed themselves in strongest opposition 
to the religions of the past have been noway behind either 
churches or sects in their assertion of the right of spiritual 
domination: M~omt~ in particular, whose social system, 
as unfolded in his Systeme de Politique Positive, aims ates
tablishing (though by moral more than by legal appliances) 
a despntiSID of cie y over the individual surpassing any
thing contemplated in the political ideal of the most rigid 
disciplinarian among the ancient philosophers. 

Apart from the peculiar tenets of individual thinkers, 
there is also in the world at large an increasing inclination 
to stretch unduly the powers of society over the individual 
both by the force of opinion and even by that of legislation; 
and as the tendency of all the changes taking place in the 
world is to strengthen society and diminish the J>C?Wer of 
the individual, this encroachment is not one of the evils 
which tend spontaneously to disappear, but, on the con
trary, to grow more and more formidable. The disposition 
of mankind, whether as rulers or as fellow citizens, to im
pose their own opinions and inclinations as a rule of con
duct on others is so energetically supported by some of the 
best and by some of the worst feelings incident to human 
nature that it is hardly ever kept under restraint by any
thing but want of power; and as the power is not declining, 
but growing, unless a strong barrier of moral conviction 
can be raised against the mischief, we must expect, in the 
present circumstances of the world, to see it increase. 

It will be convenient for the argument if, instead of at 
once entering upon the general thesis, we confine ourselves 
in the first instance to a single branch of it on which the 
principle here stated is, if not fully, yet to a certain point, 
recognized by the current opinions. This one branch is 
the Liberty of Thought, from which it is impossible to 
separate the cognate liberty of speaking and of writing. Al
though these liberties, to some considerable amount, form 
part of the political morality of all countries which profess 
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religious toleration and free institutions, the grounds, both 
philosophical and practical, on which they rest are perhaps 
not so familiar to the general mind, nor so thoroughly ap
preciated by many, even of the leaders of opinion, as might 
have been expected. Those grounds, when rightly under
stood, are of much wider application than to only one 
division of the subject, and a thorough consideration of 
this part of the question will be found the best introduc
tion to the remainder. Those to whom nothing which I am 
about to say will be new may therefore, I hope, excuse 
me if on a subject which for now three centuries has been 
so often discussed I venture on one discussion more. 

CHAPTER II 

OF THE LIBERTY OF THOUGHT 
AND DISCUSSION 

THE time, it is to be hoped, is gone by when any defense 
would be necessary of the "liberty of the press" as one of 
the securities against corrupt or tyrannical govemmenL No 
argument, we may suppose, can now be needed against per
mitting a legislature or an executive, not identified in in
terest with the people, to prescribe opinions to them and 
determine what doctrines or what arguments they shall be 
allowed to hear. This aspect of the question, besides, has 
been so often and so triumphantly enforced by preceding 
writers that it needs not be specially insisted on in this 
place. Though the law of England, on the subject of the 
press, is as servile to this day as it was in the time of the 
Tudors, there is little danger of its being actually put in 
force against political discussion except during some tem
porary panic when fear· of insurrection drives ministers and 
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But I deny the right of the people to exercise such coercion, 
either by themselves or by their government. The power 
itself is illegitimate. The best government has no more title 
to it than the worst. It is as noxious, or more noxious, 
when exerted in accordance with public opinion than when 
in opposition to it. If all mankind minus one were of one 
opinion, mankind would be no more justified in silencing 
that one person than he, if he had the power, would be 
justified in silencfn_g mankind. Were an opinion a personal 
possession of no value except to the owner, if to be ob
structed in the enjoyment of it were simply a private injury, 
it would make some difference whether the injury was in
flicted only on a few persons or on many. But the peculiar 
evil of .illsJu:ing the expression of an opinion is that it is 
!,Qbbing the human race, posterity as well as the existing 
generation-those who dissent from the opinion, still more 
than those who hold it. If the opinion is right, they are de
prived of the opportunity of exchanging error for truth; if 
wrong, they lose, what is almost as great a benefit, the clearer 
perception and livelier impression of truth produced by 
its collision with error. 

It is necessary to consider separately these two hypotheses, 
each of which has a distinct branch of the argument corre
sponding to it. We can never be sure that the opinion we 
are endeavoring to stifle is a false opinion; and if we were 
sure, stifling it would be an evil still. 

First, the opinion which it is attempted to suppress by 
authority may possibly be true. Those who desire to suppress 
it, of course, deny its truth; but they are not infallible. 
They have no authority to decide the question for all man
kind and exclude every other person from the means of 
judging. To refuse a hearing to an opinion because they 
are sure that it is false is to assume that their certainty is 
the same thing as absolute certainty. All silencing of discus-
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in Peking. Yet it is as evident in itself, as any amount of 
argument can make it, that ages are no more infallible than 
individuals-every age having held many opinions which 
subsequent ages have deemed not only false but absurd; 
and it is as certain that many opinions, now general, will be 
rejected by future ages, as it is that many, once general, 
are rejected by the present. 

The objection likely to be made to this argument would 
probably take some such form as the following. There is 
no greater assumption of infallibility in forbidding the 
propagation of error than in any other thing which is done 
by public authority on its own judgment and responsibility. 
Judgment is given to men that they may use it. Because it 
may be used erroneowly, are men to be told that they 
ought not to use it at all? To prohibit what they think 
pernicious is not claiming exemption from error, but fulfill
ing the duty incumbent on them, although fallible, of act
ing on their conscientious conviction. If we were never to 
act on our opinions, because those opinions may be wrong, 
we should leave all our interests uncared for, and all our 
duties unperformed. An objection which applies to all con
duct can be no valid objection to any conduct in particular. 
It is the duty of governments, and of individuals, to form 
the truest opinions they can; to form them carefully, and 
never impose them upon others unless they are quite sure 
of being right. But when they are sure (such reasoners may 
say), it is not conscientiousness but cowardice to shrink 
from acting on their opinions and allow doctrines which 
they honestly think dangerous to the welfare of mankind, 
either in this life or in another, to be scattered abroad with
out restraint, because other people, in less enlightened times, 
have persecuted opinions now believed to be true. Let us 
take care, it may be said, not to make the same mistake; 
but governments and nations have made mistakes in other 
things which are not denied to be fit subjects for the exer
cise of authority: they have laid on bad taxes, made unjwt 
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wars. Ought we therefore to lay on no taxes and, under 
whatever provocation, make no wars? Men and govern
ments must act to the best of their ability. There is no such 
thing as absolute certainty, but there is assurance sufficient 
for the purposes of human life. We may, and must, assume 
our opinion to be true for the guidance of our own con
duct: and it is assuming no more when we forbid bad men 
to pervert society by the propagation of opinions which we 
regard as false and pernicious. 

I answer, that it is assuming very much more. There is 
the greatest difference between presuming an opinion to be 
true because, with every opportunity for contesting it, it 
has not been refuted, and assuming its truth for the pur
pose of not permitting its refutation. Complete liberty of 
contradicting and disproving our opinion is the very. con
dition which justifies us in assuming its truth for purposes 
of action; and on no other terms can a being with human 
faculties have any rational assurance of being right. 

When we consider either the history of opinion or the 
ordinary conduct of human life, to what is it to be ascribed 
that the one and the other are no worse than they are? Not 
certainly to the inherent force of the human understanding, 
for on any matter not self-evident there are ninety-nine per
sons totally incapable of judging of it for one who is capable; 
and the capacity of the hundredth person is only com
parative, for the majority of the eminent men of every past 
generation held many opinions now known to be erroneous, 
and did or approved numerous things which no one will 
now justify. Why is it, then, that there is on the whole a 
preponderance among mankind of rational opinions and 
rational conduct? If there really is this preponderance
which there must be unless human affairs are, and have 
always been, in an almost desperate state-it is owing to a 
quality of the human mind, the source of everything respect
able in man either as an intellectual or as a moral being, 
namely, that his errors are corrigible. He is capable of 
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rectifying his mistakes by discussion and experience. Not 
by experience alone. There must be discussion to show 
how experience is to be interpreted. Wrong opinions and 
practices gradually yield to fact and argument; but facts and 
arguments, to produce any effect on the mind, must be 
brought before iL Very few facts are able to tell their own 
story, without comments to bring out their meaning. The 
whole strength and value, then, of human judgment de
pending on the one property, that it can be set right when 
it is wrong, reliance can be placed on it only when the 
means of setting it right are kept constantly at hand. In 
the case of any person whose judgment is really deserving 
of confidence, how has it become so? Because he has kept 
his mind open to criticism of his opinions and conduct. 
Because it has been his practice to listen to all that could be 
said against him; to pro.fit by as much of it as was just, and 
to expound to himself, and upon occasion to others, the 
fallacy of what was fallacious. Because he has felt that the 
only way in which a human being can make some approach 
to knowing the whole of a subject is by hearing what can 
be said about it by persons of every variety of opinion, and 
studying all modes in which it can be looked at by every 
character of mind. No wise man ever acquired his wisdom 
in any mode but this; nor is it in the nature of human 
intellect to become wise in any other manner. The steady 
habit of correcting and completing his own opinion by 
collating it with those of others, so far from causing doubt 
and hesitation in carrying it into practice, is the only stable 
foundation for a just reliance on it; for, being cognizant 
of all that can, at least obviously, be said against him, and 
having taken up his position against all gainsayers-know
ing that he has sought for objections and difficulties instead 
of avoiding them, and has shut out no light which can be 
thrown upon the subject from any quarter-he has a right 
to think his judgment better than that of any person, or 
any multitude, who have not gone through a similar process. 
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It is not too much to require that what the wisest of 
mankind, those who are best entitled to trust their own 
judgment, find necessary to warrant their relying on it, 
should be submitted to by that miscellaneous collection of 
a few wise and many foolish individuals called the public. 
The most intolerant of churches, the Roman Catholic 
Church, even at the canonization of a saint admits, and 
listens patiently to, a "devil's advocate." The holiest of 
men, it appears, cannot be admitted to posthumous honors 
until all that the devil could say against him is known 
and weighed. If even the Newtonian philosophy were not 
permitted to be questioned, mankind could not feel as com
plete assurance of its truth as they now do. The beliefs 
which we have most warrant for have no safeguard to rest 
on but a standing invitation to the whole world to prove 
them unfounded. If the challenge is not accepted, or is ac
cepted and the attempt fails, we are far enough from cer
tainty still, but we have done the best that the existing 
state of human reason admits of: we have neglected nothing 
that could give the truth a chance of reaching us; if the 
lists are kept open, we may hope that, if there be a better 
truth, it will be found when the human mind is capable of 
receiving it; and in the meantime we may rely on having 
attained such approach to truth as is possible in our own 
day. This is the amount of certainty attainable by a fallible 
being, and this the sole way of attaining it. 

Strange it is that men should admit the validity of the 
arguments for free discussion, but object to their being 
"pushed to an extreme," not seeing that unless the reasons 
are good for an extreme case, they are not good for any 
case. Strange that they should imagine that they are not 
assuming infallibility when they acknowledge that there 
should be free discussion on all subjects which can possibly 
be doubtful, but think that some particular principle or 
doctrine should be forbidden to be questioned because it 
is so ce,-tain, that is, because they are certain that it is cer• 
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tain. To call any proposition certain, while there is anyone 
who would deny its certainty if permitted, but who is not 
permitted, is to assume that we ourselves, and those who 
agree with us, are the judges of certainty, and judges with
out hearing the other side. 

In the present age-which has been described as "destitute 
of faith, but terrified at skepticism"-in which people feel 
sure, not so much that their opinions are true as that they 
should not know what to do without them-the claims of 
an opinion to be protected from public attack are rested 
not so much on its truth as on its im_portance to society. 
There are, it is alleged, certain beliefs so useful, not to say 
indispensable, to well-being that it is as much the duty of 
governments to uphold those beliefs as to protect any other 
of the interests of society. In a case of such necessity, and so 
directly in the line of their duty, something less than infalli
bility may, it is maintained, warrant, and even bind, govern
ments to act on their own opinion confirmed by the general 
opinion of mankind. It is also often argued, and still oftener 
thought, that none but bad men would desire to weaken 
these salutary beliefs; and there can be nothing wrong, it is 
thought, in restraining bad men and prohibiting what only 
such men would wish to practice. This mode of thinking 
makes the justification of restraints on discussion not a 
question of the truth of doctrines but of their usefulness, 
and Batters itself by that means to escape the responsibility 
of claiming to be an infallible judge of opinions. But those 
who thus satisfy themselves do not perceive that the assump
tion of infallibility is merely shifted from one point to an
other. The usefulness of an opinion is itself matter of opin
ion-as disputable, as open to discussion, and requiring 
discussion as much as the opinion itself. There is the same 
need of an infallible judge of opinions to decide an opinion 
to be noxious as to decide it to be false, unless the opinion 
condemned has full opportunity of defending itself. And it 
will not do to say that the heretic may be allowed to main-
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capable of appreciating it. Unless anyone who approves of 
punishment for the promulgation of opinions flatters him
self that he is a wiser and better man than Marcus Aurelius 
-more deeply versed in the wisdom of his time. more ele
vated in his intellect above it. more earnest in his search 
for truth, or more single-minded in his devotion to it when 
found-let him abstain from that assumption of the joint 
infallibility of himself and the multitude which the great 
Antoninus [Aurelius] made with so unfortunate a result. 

Aware of the impossibility of defending the use of pun
ishment for restraining irreligious opinions by any argu· 
ment which will not justify Marcus Antoninus. the enemies 
of religious freedom. when hard pressed. occasionally accept 
this consequence and say. with Dr. Johnson, that the perse
cutors of Christianity were in the right, that persecution is 
an ordeal through which truth ought to pass, and always 
passes successfully. legal penalties being. in the end, power
less against truth, though sometimes beneficially effective 
against mischievous errors. This is a form of the argument 
for religious intolerance sufficiently remarkable not to be 
passed without notice. 

A theory which maintains that truth may justifiably be 
persecuted because persecution cannot possibly do it any 
harm cannot be charged with being intentionally hostile to 
the reception of new truths; but we cannot commend the 
generosity of its dealing with the persons to whom man
kind are indebted for them. To discover to the world some
thing which deeply concerns it. and of which it was pre
viously ignorant. to prove to it that it had been mistaken 
on some vital point of temporal or spiritual interest, is as 
important a service as a human being can render to his 
fellow creatures, and in certain cases, as in those of the 
early Christians and of the Reformers, those who think 
with Dr. Jolmson believe it to have been the most precious 
gift which could be bestowed on mankind. That the authors 
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denied justice against a thief. This refusal of redress took 
place in virtue of the legal doctrine that no person can be 
allowed to give evidence in a court of justice who does not 
profess belief in a God (any god is sufficient) and in a 
future state, which is equivalent to declaring such persons 
to be outlaws, excluded from the protection of the tri
bunals; who may not only be robbed or assaulted with 
impunity, if no one but themselves, or persons of similar 
opinions, be present, but anyone else may be robbed or 
assaulted with impunity if the proof of the fact depends on 
their evidence. The assumption on which this is grounded 
is that ~ oath is. worthless of a ~rson who does not be
lieve in a future state-a proposition which &tokens much 
igmSrance of history in those who assent to it (since it is 
historically true that a large proponion of infidels in all 
ages have been persons of distinguished integrity and 
honor), and would be maintained by no one who had the 
smallest conception how many of the persons in greatest 
repute with the world, both for virtues and attainments, are 
well known, at least to their intimates, to be unbelievers. 
The rule, besides, is suicidal and cuts away its own founda
tion. Under pretense that atheists must be liars, it admits 
the testimony of all atheists who are willing to lie, and 
rejects only those who brave the obloquy of publicly con
fessing a detested creed rather than affirm a falsehood: A 
rule thus self-convicted of absurdity so far as regards its 
professed purpose can be kept in force only as a badge of 
hatred, a relic of persecution-a persecution, too, having the 
peculiarity that the qualification for undergoing it is the 
being clearly proved not to deserve iL The rule and the 
theory it implies are hardly less insulting to believers than 
to infidels. For if he who does not believe in a future state 
necessarily lies, it follows that they who do believe are 
only prevented from lying, if prevented they are, by the 
fear of hell. We will not do the authors and abettors of the 
rule the injury of supposing that the conception which 
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grew up a stately and spreading tree, overtopping the older 
and less vigorous growths, and stifling them by its shade. 
Our merely social intolerance kills no one, roots out no 
opinions, but induces men to disguise them or to abstain 
from any active effort for their diffusion. With us, heretical 
opinions do not perceptibly gain, or even lose, ground in 
each decade or generation; they never blaze out far and 
wide, but continue to smolder in the narrow circles of think
ing and studious persons among whom they originate, with
out ever lighting up the general affairs of mankind with 
either a true or a deceptive light. And thus is kept up a 
state of things very satisfactory to some minds, because, 
without the unpleasant process of fining or imprisoning 
anybody, it maintains all prevailing opinions outwardly 
undisturbed, while it does not absolutely interdict the exer
cise of reason by dissentients afflicted with the malady of 
thought. A convenient plan for having peace in the intel
lectual world, and keeping all things going on therein very 
much as they do already. But the price paid for this sort 
of intellectual pacification is the sacrifice of the entire. moral 
courage of the human mind. A state of things in which a 
large portion of the most active and inquiring intellects 
find it advisable to keep the general principles and grounds 
of their convictions within their own breasts, and attempt, 
in what they address to the public, to fit as much as they 
can of their own conclusions to premises which they have in
ternally renounced, cannot send forth the open, fearless char
acters and logical, consistent intellects who once adorned 
the thinking world. The sort of men who can be looked for 
under it are either mere conformers to commonplace, or 
timeservers for truth, whose arguments on all great subjects 
are meant for their hearers, and are not those which have 
convinced themselves. Those who avoid this alternative 
do so by narrowing their thoughts and interest to things 
which can be spoken of without venturing within the re
gion of principles, that is, to small practical matters which 
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would come right of themselves, if but the minds of man
kind were strengthened and enlarged, and which will never 
be made effectually right until then, while that which 
would strengthen and enlarge men's minds-free and daring 
~n on the highest subjects-is abandoned. 

Those in whose eyes this reticence on the part of heretics 
is no evil should consider, in the first place, that in conse
quence of it there is never any fair and thorough discussion 
of heretical opinions; and that such of them as could not 
stand such a discUMion, though they may be prevented from 
spreading, do not disappear. But it is not the minds of 
heretics that are deteriorated most by the ban placed on 
all inquiry which does not end in the orthodox conclusions. 
The greatest harm done is to those who are not heretics, 
and whose whole mental development is cramped and 
their reason cowed by the fear of heresy. Who can compute 
what the world loses in the multitude of promising intel
lects combined with timid characters, who dare not follow 
out any bold, vigorous, independent train of thought, lest 
it should land them in something which would admit of 
being considered irreligious or immoral? Among them we 
may occasionally see some man of deep conscientiousness 
and subtle and refined understanding, who spends a life 
in sophisticating with an intellect which he cannot silence, 
and exhausts the resources of ingenuity in attempting to 
reconcile the promptings of his conscience and reason with 
orthodoxy, which yet he does not, perhaps, to the end 
succeed in doing. No one can be a great thinker who does 
not recognize that as a think.er it is his first duty to follow 
his intellect to whatever conclusions it may lead. Truth 
gains more even by the errors of one who, with due study 
and preparation, thinks for himself than by the true opin
ions of those who only hold them because they do not 
suffer themselves to think. Not that it is solely, or chiefly, 
to form great tl1inkers that freedom oI thinking is required. 
On the contrary, it is as much and even more indispensable 
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to enable average human beings to attain the mental stature 
which they are capable of. There have been, and may again 
be, great individual thinkers in a general atmosphere of 
mental slavery. But there never has been, nor ever will be, 
in that atmosphere an intellectually active people. Where 
any people has made a temporary approach to such a char
acter, it has been because the dread of heterodox specula
tion was for a time suspended. Where there is a tacit con
vention that principles are not to be disputed, where the 
discussion of the greatest questions which can occupy hu
manity is considered to be closed, we cannot hope to find 
that generally high scale of mental activity which has made 
some periods of history so remarkable. Never when contro
versy avoided the subjects which are large and impartant 
enough to kindle enthusiasm was the mind qf a people 
stirred up from its foundations, and the impulse given 
which raised even persons of the most ordinary intellect to 
something of the dignity of thinking being,. Of such we 
have had an example in the condition of Europe during 
the times immediately following the Reformation; another, 
though limited to the Continent and to a more cultivated 
class, in the speculative movement of the latter half of the 
eighteenth century; and a third, of still briefer duration, 
in the intellectual fermentation of Germany during the 
Goethian and Fichtean period. These periods differed 
widely in the particular opinions which they developed, 
but were alike in this, that during all three the yoke of 
authority was broken. In each, an old mental despatism 
had been thrown off, and no new one had yet taken its 
place. The impulse given at these three periods has made 
Europe what it now is. Every single improvement which 
has taken place either in the human mind or in institu. 
tions may be traced distinctly to one or other of them. 
Appearances have for some time indicated that all three 
impulses are well-nigh spent; and we can expect no fresh 
start until we again assert our mental freedom. 
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Let us now pass to the second division of the argum_ent, 
and dismissing the suppasition that any of the received 
opinions may be false, let us assume the~ to ~ true and 
examine into the worth of the manner m which they are 
likely to be held when their truth is not freely and openly 
canvassed. However unwillingly a person who has a strong 
opinion may admit the passibility that ~is o~inion may be 
false, he ought to be moved by the cons1derauon that, how
ever true it may be, if it is not fully, frequently, and _f~ar
lessly discussed, it will be held as a dead dogma, not a hvmg 
truth. 

There is a class of persons (happily not quite so numer-
ous as formerly) who think it enough if a person assents 
undoubtingly to what they think true, though he has no 
knowledge whatever of the grounds of the opinion and 
could not make a tenable defense of it against the most 
superficial objections. Such persons, if they can once get 
their creed taught from authority, naturally think that no 
good, and some harm, comes of its ~ing allowed to _be ques
tioned. Where their influence prev3.1ls, they make 1t n~ly 
impassible for the received opinion to be rejected Wisely 
and considerately, though it may still be rejected rashly and 
ignorantly; for to shut out dis~ion ~ntirely is seldom 
possible, and when it once gets m, beliefs not gro~nded 
on conviction are apt to give way before the ~hght~t 
semblance of an argument. Waiving, however, this ~
bility-assuming that the true opinion abides in the mmd, 
but abides as a prejudice, a belief independent of, and 
proof against, argument-this is not the way in which ~th 
ought to be held by a rational being. This is not _k_nowmg 
the truth. Truth, thus held, is but one supersuuon the 
more, accidentally dinging to the words which enunciate 

a truth. 
If the intellect and judgment of mankind ought to be 

cultivated, a thing which Protestants at least d~ not deny, 
on what can these faculties be more appropriately exer-
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cised by anyone than on the things which concern him so 
much that it is considered necessary for him to hold opin
ions on them? If the cultivation of the understanding con
sists in one thing more than in another, it is surely in 
learning the grounds of one's own opinions. Whatever peo
ple believe, on subjects on which it is of the first importance 
to believe rightly, they ought to be able to defend against 
at least the common objections. But, someone may say, 
"Let them be taught the grounds of their opinions. It does 
not follow that opinions must be merely parroted because 
they are never heard controverted. Persons who learn geom
etry do not simply commit the theorems to memory, but 
understand and learn likewise the demonstrations; and it 
would be absurd to say that they remain ignorant of the 
grounds of geometrical truths because they never hear any
one deny and attempt to disprove them." Undoubtedly; and 
such teaching suffices on a subject like mathematics, where 
there is nothing at all to be said on the wrong side of the 
question. The peculiarity of the evidence of mathematical 
truths is that all the argument is on one side. There are 
no objections, and no answers to objections. But on every 
subject on which difference of opinion is possible, the truth 
depends on a balance to be struck. between two sets of con
flicting reasons. Even in natural philosophy, there is always 
some other explanation possible of the same facts; some 
geocentric theory instead of heliocentric, some phlogiston 
instead of oxygen; and it has to be shown why that other 
theory cannot be the true one; and until this is shown, 
and until we know how it is shown, we do not understand 
the grounds of our opinion. But when we tum to subjects 
io.finitely more complicated, to morals, religion, politics, 
social relations, and the business of life, three-fourths of 
the arguments for every disputed opinion consist in dispel
ling the appearances which favor some opinion different 
from it. The greatest orator, save one, of antiquity, has left 
it on record that he always studied his adversary's case with 
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as great, if not still greater, intensity than even his own. 
What Cicero practiced as the means of forensic success re
quires to be imitated by all who study any subject in order 
to arrive at the truth. He who knows only his own side of 
the case knows little of that. His reasons may be good, and 
no one may have been able to refute them. But if he is 
equally unable to refute the reasons on the opposite side, 
if he does not so much as know what they are, he has no 
ground for preferring either opinion. The rational position 
for him would be suspension of judgment, and unless he 
contents himself with that, he is either led by authority 
or adopts, like the generality of the world, the side to 
which he feels most inclination. Nor is it enough that he 
should hear the arguments of adversaries from his own 
teachers, presented as they state them, and accompanied 
by what they offer as refutations. That is not the way to 
do justice to the arguments or bring them into real contact 
with his own mind. He must be able to hear them from 
persons who actually believe them, who defend them in 
earnest and do their very utmost for them. He must know 
them in their most plausible and persuasive form; he must 
feel the whole force of the difficulty which the true view 
of the subject has to encounter and dispose of, else he will 
never really possess himself of the portion of truth which 
meets and removes that difficulty. Ninety-nine in a hun
dred of what are called educated men are in this condition, 
even of those who can argue fluently for their opinions. 
Their conclusion may be true, but it might be false for any
thing they know; they have never thrown themselves into 
the mental position of those who think. differently from 
them, and considered what such persons may have to say; 
and, consequently, they do not, in any proper sense of the 
word, know the doctrine which they themselves profess. 
They do not know those parts of it which explain and 
justify the remainder-the considerations which show that a 
fact which seemingly conflicts with another is reconcilable 
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with it, or that, of two apparently strong reasons, one and 
not the other ought to be preferred. All that part of the 
truth which turns the scale and decides the judgment of 
a completely informed mind, they are strangers to; nor is it 
ever really known but to those who have attended equally 
and impartially to both sides and endeavored to see the 
reasons of both in the strongest light. So essential is this 
discipline to a real understanding of moral and human 
subjects that, if opponents of all-important truths do not 
exist, it is indispensable to imagine them and supply them 
with the strongest arguments which the most skillful devil's 
advocate can conjure up. 

To abate the force of these considerations, an enemy of 
free discussion may be supposed to say that there is no neces
sity for mankind in general to know and understand all 
that can be said against or for their opinions by philos
ophers and theologians. That it is not needful for common 
men to be able to expase all the misstatements or fallacies 
of an ingenious opponent. That it is enough if there is 
always somebody capable of answering them, so that noth
ing likely to mislead uninstructed persons remains unre
futed. That simple minds, having been taught the obvious 
grounds of the truths inculcated in them, may trust to 
authority for the rest and, being aware that they have 
neither knowledge nor talent to resolve every difficulty 
which can be raised, may repose in the assurance that all 
those which have been raised have been or can be an
swered by those who are specially trained to the task. 

Conceding to this view of the subject the utmost that 
can be claimed for it by those most easily satisfied with the 
amount of understanding of truth which ought to accom
pany the belief of it, even so, the argument for free dis
cussion is noway weakened. For even this doctrine acknowl
edges that mankind ought to have a rational assurance 
that all objections have been satisfactorily answered; and 
how are they to be answered if that which requires to be 
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1£, however, the mischievous operation of the absence of 
free discussion, when the received opinions are true, were 
confined to leaving men ignorant of the grounds of those 
opinions, it might be thought that this, if an inteHectual, 
is no moral evil and does not affect the worth of the opin
ions, regarded in their influence on the character. The fact, 
however, is that not only the grounds of the opinion are 
forgotten in the absence of discussion, but too often the 
meaning of the opinion itself. The words which convey it 
cease to suggest ideas, or suggest only a small portion of 
those they were originally employed to communicate. In
stead of a vivid conception and a living belief, there remain 
only a few phrases retained by rote; or, if any part, the 
shell and husk. only of the meaning is retained, the finer 
essence being lost. The great chapter in human history 
which this fact occupies and fills cannot be too earnestly 
studied and meditated on. 

It is illustrated in the experience of almost all ethical 
doctrines and religious creeds. They are all full of meaning 
and vitality to those who originate them, and to the direct 
disciples of the originators. Their meaning continues to be 
felt in undiminished strength, and is perhaps brought out 
into even fuller con.."Ciousness, so long as the struggle lasts 
to give the doctrine or creed an ascendancy over other creeds. 
At last it either prevails and becomes the general opinion, or 
its progress stops; it keeps possession of the ground it has 
gained, but ceases to spread further. When either of these 
results has become apparent, controversy on the subject 
flags, and gradually dies away. The doctrine has taken its 
place, if not as a received opinion, as one of the admitted 
sects or divisions of opinion; those who hold it have gener
ally inherited, not adopted it; and conversion from one of 
these doctrines to another, being now an exceptional fact, 
occupies little place in the thoughts of their professors. 
Instead of being, as at first, constantly on the alert either 



50 ON LIBERTY 

fresh and living conviction to get in, but itself doing noth
ing for the mind or heart except standing sentinel over 
them to keep them vacant. 

To what an extent doctrines intrinsically fitted to make 
the deepest impression upon the mind may remain in it 
as dead beliefs, without being ever realized in the imagina
tion, the feelings, or the understanding, is exemplified by 
the manner in which the majority of believers hold the 
doctrines of Christianity. By Christianity, I here mean what 
is accounted such by all churches and sects-the maxims and 
precepts contained in the New Testament. These are con
sidered sacred, and accepted as laws, by all professing Chris
tians. Yet it is scarcely too much to say that not one 
Christian in a thousand guides or tests his individual con
duct by reference to those laws. The standard to which he 
does refer it is the custom of his nation, his class, or his 
religious profession. He has thus, on the one hand, a col
lection of ethical maxims which he believes to have been 
vouchsafed to him by infallible wisdom as rules for his 
government; and, on the other, a set of everyday judgments 
and practices which go a certain length with some of those 
maxims, not so great a length with others, stand in direct 
opposition to some, and are, on the whole, a compromise 
between the Christian creed and the interests and sugges
tions of worldly life. To the first of these standards he gives 
his homage; to the other his real allegiance. All Christians 
believe that the blessed are the poor and humble, and those 
who are ill-used by the world; that it is easier for a camel 
to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to 
enter the kingdom of heaven; that they should judge not, 
lest they be judged; that they should swear not at all; that 
they should love their neighbor as themselves; that if one 
take their cloak, they should give him their coat also; that 
they should take no thought for the morrow; that if they 
would be perfect they should sell all that they have and 
give it to the poor. They are not insincere when they say 
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no longer doubtful is the cause of half their errors. A con
temporary author has well spoken of "the deep slumber 
of a decided opinion." 

But what! (it may be asked), Is the absence of unanimity 
an indispensable condition of true knowledge? Is it neces
sary that some part of mankind should persist in error to 
enable any to realize the truth? Does a belief cease to be 
real and vital as soon as it is generally received-and is a 
proposition never thoroughly understood and felt unless 
some doubt of it remains? As soon as mankind have unan• 
imously accepted a truth, does the truth perish within 
them? The highest aim and best result of improved intelli
gence, it has hitherto been thought, is to unite mankind 
more and more in the acknowledgment of all-important 
truths; and does the intelligence only last as long as it has 
not achieved its object? Do the fruits of conquest perish 
by the very completeness of the victory? 

I affirm no such thing. As mankind improve, the number 
of doctrines which are no longer disputed or doubted will 
be constantly on the increase; and the well-being of man
kind may almost be measured by the number and gravity 
of the truths which have reached the point of being uncon
tested. The cessation, on one question after another, of 
serious controversy is one of the necessary incidents of the 
consolidation of opinion-a consolidation as salutary in the 
case of true opinions as it is dangerous and noxious when 
the opinions are erroneous. But though this gradual nar
rowing of the bounds of diversity of opinion is necessary 
in both senses of the term, being at once inevitable and 
indispensable, we are not therefore obliged to conclude 
that all its consequences must be beneficial. The loss of so 
important an aid to the intelligent and living apprehen
sion of a truth as is afforded by the necessity of explaining 
it to, or defending it against, opponents, though not suffi
cient to outweigh, is no trifling drawback from the benefit 
of its universal recognition. Where this advantage can no 
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And while, in the morality of the best pagan nations, duty 
to the State holds even a disproportionate place, infring
ing on the just liberty of the individual, in purely Chris
tian ethics that grand department of duty is scarcely no
ticed or acknowledged. It is in the Koran, not the New 
Testament, that we read the maxim: "A ruler who appoints 
any man to an office, when there is in his dominions an
other man better qualified for it, sins against God and 
against the State." What little recognition the idea of obli
gation to the public obtains in modem morality is derived 
from Greek. and Roman sources, not from Cfuistiart; as, 
even in the morality of private life, whatever exists of mag
nanimity, high-mindedne , ~rsonal dignity, even the sense 
of nonor, is derived from the purefy liuman, not the reli
giom part of our eduQ\UOP, and never could have grown 
out of a standard of ethics in which the only worth, pro
fessedly recognized, is that of obedience. 

I am as far as anyone from pretending that these defects 
are necessarily inherent in the Christian ethics in every 
manner in which it can be conceived, or that the many 
requisites of a complete moral doctrine which it does not 
contain do not admit of being reconciled with it. Far less 
would I insinuate this out of the doctrines and precepts of 
Christ himself. I believe that the sayings of Christ are all 
that I can see any evidence of their having been intended 
to be; that they are irreconcilable with nothing which a 
comprehensive morality requires; that everything which is 
excellent in ethics may be brought within them, with no 
greater violence to their language than has been done to it 
by all who have attempted to deduce from them any prac
tical system of conduct whatever. But it is quite consistent 
with this to believe that they contain, and were meant to 
contain, only a part of the truth; that many essential ele
ments of the highest morality are among the things which 
are not provided for, nor intended to be provided for, in 
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the recorded deliverances of the Founder of Christianity, 
and which have been entirely thrown aside in the system 
of ethics erected on the basis of those deliverances by the 
Christian Church. And this being so, I think it a great error 
to persist in attempting to find in the Christian doctrine 
that complete rule for our guidance which its Author in
tended it to sanction and enforce, but only partially to pro
vide. I believe, too, that this narrow theory is becoming a 
grave practical evil, detracting greatly from the moral 
training and instruction which so many well-meaning per
sons are now at length exerting themselves to promote. 
I much fear that by attempting to form the mind and feel
ings on an exclusively religious type, and discarding those 
secular standards (as for want of a better name they may 
be called) which heretofore coexisted with and supple
mented the Christian ethics, receiving some of its spirit, 
and infusing into it some of theirs, there will result, and 
is even now resulting, a low, abject, servile type of char
acter which, submit itself as it may to what it deems the 
Supreme Will, is incapable of rising to or sympathizing in 
the conception of Supreme Goodness. I believe that other 
ethics than any which can be evolved from exclusively 
Christian sources must exist side by side with Christian 
ethics to produce the moral regeneration of mankind; and 
that the Christian system is no exception to the rule that 
in an imperfect state of the human mind the interests of 
truth require a diversity of opinions. It is not necessary 
that in ceasing to ignore the moral truths not contained 
in Christianity men should ignore any of those which it 
does contain. Such prejudice or oversight, when it occurs, 
is altogether an evil, but it is one from which we cannot 
hope to be always exempt, and must be regarded as the 
price paid for an inestimable good. The exclusive preten
sion made by a part of the truth to be the whole must and 
ought to be protested against; and if a reactionary impulse 
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keeping nothing back which tells, or can be supposed to 
tell, in their £avor. This is the real morality of public dis
cussion; and if often violated, I am happy to think that 
there are many controversialists who to a great extent ob
serve it, and a still greater number who conscientiously 
strive toward it. 

CHAPTER Ill 

OF I DIVIDU LITY, AS ONE OF THE 
ELEME TS OF WELL-BEING 

SuCH being the reasons which make it imperative that 
human beings should be free to form opinions and to 
express their opinions without reserve; and such the bane
ful consequences to the intellectual, and through that to 
the moral nature of man, unless this liberty is either con
ceded or asserted in spite of prohibition; let us next exam
ine whether the same reasons do not require that men 
should be free to act upon their opinions-to carry these 
out in their lives without hindrance, either physical or 
moral, from their fellow men, so long as it is at their own 
risk and peril. This last proviso is of course indispensable. 
No one pretends that actions should be as free as o.p.inions. 
On the contrary, even opinions lose their immunity when 
the circumstances in which they are expressed are such as 
to constitute their expression a positive instigation to some 
mischievous act. An opinion that corn dealers are starvers 
of the poor, or that private property is robbery, ought to 
be unmolested when simply circulated through the press, 
but may justly incur punishment when delivered orally to 
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an excited mob assembled before the house of a corn deale1, 
or when handed about among the same mob in the form 
of a placard. Acts, of whatever kind, which without justifi
able cause do harm to others may be, and in the more im
portant cases absolutely require to be, controlled by the 
unfavorable sentiments, and, when needful, by the active 
interference of mankind. The liberty of the individual 
must be thus far limited; he must not make himself a 
nuisance to other people. But if he refrains from molesting 
others in what concerns them, and merely acts according 
to his own inclination and judgment in things which con
cern himself, the same reasons which show that opinion 
should be free prove also that he should be allowed, with
out molestation, to cairy his opinions into practice at his 
own cost. That mankind are not infallible; that their 
truths, for the most part, are only half-truths; that unii:y of 
opinion, unless resulting from the fullest and freest com
parison of opposite opinions, is not desirable, and diversity 
not an evil, but a good, until mankind are much more 
capable than at present of recognizing all sides of the truth, 
are principles applicable to men's modes of action not less 
than to their opinions. As it is useful that while mankind 
are imperfect there should be different o~nions, so it is 
that there should be different experiments of living; that 
free scope should be given to varieties of character, short 
of in jury to others; and that the worth of different modes 
of life should be proved practically, when anyone thinks 
fit to try them. It is desirable, in short, that in things which 
do not primarily concern others individuality should assert 
itself. Where not the person's own character but the tradi
tions or customs of other people are the rule of conduct, 
there is wanting one of the principal ingredients of human 
happiness, and quite the chief ingredient of individual 
and social progress. 

In maintaining this principle, the greatest difficulty to be 

r 
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encountered does not lie in the appreciation of means 
toward an acknowledged end, but in the indifference of 
persons in general to the end itself. If it were felt that the 
free develo ment of individuality is one of the leading 
essentials of well-being; that it is not only a co-ordinate 
element with all that is designated by the terms civilization, 
instruction, education, culture, but is itself a necessary part 
and condition of all those things, there would be no danger 
that liberty should be undervalued, and the adjustment 
of the boundaries between it and social control would 
present no extraordinary difficulty. But the evil is that indi
vidual spontaneity is hardly recognized by the common 
modes of thinking as having any intrinsic worth, or deserv
ing any regard on its own account. The majority, being 
satisfied with the ways of mankind as they now are (for it 
is they who make them what they are), cannot comprehend 
why those ways should not be good enough for everybody; 
and what is more, !P<>ntaneity forms no part of the ideal 
of the majority of moral and social reformers, but is rather 
looked on wTIJCjeaTousy, as a troublesome and perhaps 
rebellious obstruction to the general acceptance of what 
these reformers, in their own judgment, think would be 
best for mankind. Few persons, out of Germany, even com
prehend the meaning of the doctrine which Wilhelm von 
Humboldt, so eminent both as a savant and as a politician. 
made the text of a treatise-that "the end of man, or that 
which is prescribed by the eternal or immutable dictates 
of reason, and not suggested by vague and transient desires, 
is the highest and most harmonious development of his 
powers to a complete and consistent whole"; that, there
fore, the object "toward which every human being must 
ceaselessly direct his efforts, and on which especially those 
who design to influence their fellow men must ever keep 
their eyes, is the individuality of power and development"; 
that for this there are two requisites, "freedom, and variety 
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of situations"; and that from the union of these arise "indi
vidual vigor and manifold diversity," which combine them
selves in "originality." 1 

Little, however, as people are accustomed to a doctrine 
like that of von Humboldt, and surprising as it may be to 
them to find so high a value attached to individuality, the 
question, one must nevertheless think, can only be one of 
degree. No one's idea of excellence in conduct is that peo
ple should do absolutely nothing but copy one another. 
No one would assert that people ought not to put into 
their mode of life, and into the conduct of their concerns, 
any impress whatever of their own judgment or of their 
own individual character. On the other hand, it would be 
absurd to pretend that people ought to live as if nothing 
whatever had been known in the world before µiey came 
into it; as if experience had as yet done nothing toward 
showing that one mode of existence, or of conduct, is pref
erable to another. Nobody denies that people should be so 
taught and trained in youth as to know and benefit by the 
ascertained results of human experience. But it is the privi
lege and proper condition of a human being, arrived at 
the maturity of his faculties, to use and interpret experi
ence in his own way. It is for him to find out what part 
of recorded experience is properly applicable to his own 
circumstances and character. The traditions and customs of 
other people are, to a certain extent, evidence of what 
their experience has taught them-presumptive evidence, 
and as such, have a claim to his deference: but, in the first 

I The Sphere and Duties of Government, from the German of Baron 
Wilhelm von Humboldt, pp. 11-U. [Mill refen to an early work of 
Wilhelm von 1-Iumboldt's (1767-1855), which he wrote in 1792 under 
the impact of the French Revolution, after a visit to Paris in 1789, 
and in obvious opposition to Fichte's and Hegel's theories of the State. 
The work was published after Humboldt's death (1851) under the title, 
ldeen zu einem Yersuch, die Grenzen der Wirlisamlr.eit des Staates zu 
bestimmen. The English translation cited by Mill (1854) is by J. C.oul• 
thard, Jr.] 
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viduality was in excess, and the social principle had a hard 
struggle with it. The difficulty then was to induce men of 
strong bodies or minds to pay obedience to any rules which 
required them to control their impulses. To overcome this 
difficulty, law and discipline, like the Popes struggling 
against the Emperors, asserted a power over the whole man, 
claiming to control all his life in order to control his char
acter-which society had not found any other sufficient 
means of binding. But t_ociety has now fairly got the better 
of individuality; and the danger which threatens human 
nature is not the excess, but the deficiency, of personal im
pulses and preferences. Things are vastly changed since the 
passions of those who were strong by station or by personal 
endowment were in a state of habitual rebellion against 
laws and ordinances, and required to be rigorou~ly chained 
up to enable the persons within their reach to enjoy any 
particle of security. In our times, from the highest class of 

\ 
society down to the lowest, everyone lives as under the eye 
of a hostile and dreaded censorship. Not only in what con
cerns others, but in what concerns only themselves, the 
individual or the family do not ask themselves, what do 
I prefer? or, what would suit my character and disposition? 
or, what would allow the best and highest in me to have 
fair play and enable it to grow and thrive? They ask them
selves, what is suitable to my position? what is usually done 
by persons of my station and pecuniary circumstances? or 
(worse still) what is usually done by persons of a station 
and circumstances superior to mine? I do not mean that 
they choose what is customary in preference to what suits 
their own inclination. It does not occur to them to have 
any mclination except for what is customary. Thu'I the 
mind itself is bowed to the yoke: even in what people do 
for pleasure, conformity is the first thing thought of; they 
like in crowds; they exercise choice only among things 
commonly done; peculiarity of taste, eccentricity of con
duct are shunned equally with crimes, until by dint of not 
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following their own nature they have no nature to follow: 
their human capacities are withered and starved; they be
come incapable of any strong wishes or native pleasures, 
and are generally without either opinions or feelings of 
home growth, or properly their own. Now is this, or is it 
not, the desirable condition of human nature? 

It is so, on the Calvinistic theoIJ.. According to that, the 
one great offense of man Is self.will. All the good of which 
humanity is capable is comprised in obedience. You have 
no choice; thus you must do, and no otherwise: "Whatever 
is not a duty is a sin." Human nature being radically 
corrupt, there is no redemption for anyone until human 
nature is killed within him. To one holding this theory of 
life, crushing out any of the human faculties, capacities, 
and susceptibilities is no evil: man needs no capacity_ but 
that of surrendering himself to the will of God; and 1f he 
uses any of his faculties for any other purpose but to do 
that supposed will more effectually, he is better without 
them. This is the theory of Calvinism; and it is held, in a 
mitigated form, by many who do not consider themselv~s 
Calvinists; the mitigation consisting in giving a less ascetic 
interpretation to the alleged will of God, assertin~ ~t t~ be 
his will that mankind should gratify some of their mchna
tions, of course not in the manner they themselves prefer, 
but in the way of obedience, that is, in a way prescribed t? 
them by authority, and, therefore, by the necessary condi
tion of the case, the same for all. 

In some such insidious form there is at present a strong 
tendency to this narrow theory of life, and to the pinched 
and hidebound type of human character which it patronizes. 
Many persons, no doubt, sincerely think that human beings 
thus cramped and dwarfed are as their Maker designed 
them to be, just as many have thought that trees are a 
much finer thing when clipped into pollards, or cut out 
into figures of animals, than as nature made them. But if 
it be any part of religion to believe that man was made by 
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a good Being, it is more consistent with that faith to be
lieve that this Being gave all human faculties that they 
might be cultivated and unfolded, not rooted out and 
consumed, and that he takes delight in every nearer ap
proach made by his creatures to the ideal conception em
bodied in them, every increase in any of their capabilities 
of comprehension, of action, or of enjoyment. There is a 
different type of human excellence from the Calvinistic: 
a conception of humanity as having its nature bestowed 
on it for other purposes than merely to be abnegated. 
"Pagan self-assertion" is one of the elements of human 
worth, as well as "Christian self-denial." 2 There is a Greek 
ideal of self-development, which the Platonic and Chris
tian ideal of self-government blends with, but does not 
supersede. It may be better to be a John Knox. than an 

lcibiades, but it is better to be a Pericles than either; nor 
would a Pericles, if we had one in these days, be without 
anything good which belonged to John Knox. 

It is not by wearing down into uniformity all that is 
individual in themselves, but by cultivating it and calling 
it forth, within the limits imposed by the rights and inter
ests of others, that human beings become a noble and beau
tiful object of contemplation; and as the works partake 
the character of those who do them, by the same process 
human life also becomes rich, diversified, and animating, 
furnishing more abundant aliment to high thoughts and 
elevating feelings, and strengthening the tie which binds 
every individual to the race, by making the race infinitely 
better worth belonging to. In proportion to the develop
ment of his individuality, each person becomes more valua
ble to himself, and is, therefore, capable of being more 
valuable to others. There is a greater fullness of life about 
his own existence, and when there is more life in the units 
there is more in the mass which is composed of them. As 

2 Sterling's Essays. Uoho Sterling (1806-18«), Essays and Tales 
(1848).J 
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much compression as is necessary to prevent the stronger 
specimens of human nature from encroaching on the rights 
of others cannot be dispensed with; but for this there is 
ample compensation even in the point of view of human 
development. The means of development which the indi
vidual loses by being prevented from gratifying his inclina
tions to the injury of others are chieffy obtained at the 
expense of the development of other people. And even to 
himself there is a full equivalent in the better development 
of the social part of his nature, rendered possible by the 
restraint put upon the selfish part. To be held to rigid rules 
of justice for the sake of others develops the feelings and 
capacities which have the good of others for their object. 
But to be restrained in things not affecting their good, by 
their mere displeasure, develops nothing valuable except 
such force of character as may unfold itself in resisting the 
restraint. If acquiesced in, it dulls and blunts the whole 
nature. To give any fair play to the nature of each, it is 
essential that different persons should be allowed to lead 
different lives. In proportion as this latitude has been exer
cised in any age has that age been noteworthy to posterity. 
Even despotism does not produce its wont effects so long 
as individuality exists under it; and 1Vhate .er aushes indi
viduality is des,eotism, by whatever name it may be called 
and whether it professes to be enforcing the will of God 
or the injunctions of men. 

Having said that the individuality is the same thing_ with 
evelopment, and that it is only the cultivation of indi

viduality which produces, or can produce, well-developed 
human beings, I might here close the argument; for what 
more or better can be said of any condition of human affairs 
than that it brings human beings themselves nearer to 
the best thing they can be? Or what worse can be said of 
any obstruction to good than that it pre ents this? Doubt
less, however, these considerations will not suffice to con
vince those who most need convincing; and it is necessary 
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further to show that these developed human beings are of 
some use to the undeveloped-to point out to those who 
do not desire liberty, and would not avail themselves of it, 
that they may be in some intelligible manner rewarded 
for allowing other people to make use of it without hin
drance. 

In the first place, then, I would suggest that they might 
possibly learn something from them. It will not be denied 
by anybody that originality is a valuable element in human 
affairs. There is always need of persons not only to discover 
new truths and point out when what were once truths are 
true no longer, but also to commence new practices and 
set the example of more enlightened conduct and better 
taste and sense in human life. This cannot well be gainsaid 
by anybody who does not believe that the world bas already 
attained perfection in all its ways and practices. It is true 
that this benefit is not capable of being rendered by every
body alike; there are but few persons, in comparison with 
the whole of mankind, whose experiments, if adopted by 
others, would be likely to be any improvement on estab
lished practice. But these few are the salt of the earthi 
without them, human life would become a stagnant pool. 
Not only is it they who introduce good things which did 
not before exist; it is they who keep the life in those which 
already exist. If there were nothing new to be done, would 
human intellect cease to be necessary? Would it be a rea
son why those who do the old things should forget why 
they are done, and do them like cattle, not like human 
beings? There is only too great a tendency in the best 
beliefs and practices to degenerate into the mechanical; 
and unless there were a succession of persons whose ever
recurring originality prevents the grounds of those beliefs 
and practices from becoming merely traditional, such dead 
matter would not resist the smallest shock from anything 
really alive, and there would be no reason why civilization 
should not die out, as in the Byzantine Empire. Persons of 
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~niw, it is true, are, and are always likely to be, a small 
minority; but in order to have them, it is necessary to pre
serve~ soil in which they grow. Genius can only breathe 
freely in an atmospnere of rreedom. Penons of genius are, 
ex vi termini, more individual than any other people-less 
capable, consequently, of fitting themselves, without hurt
ful compression, into any of the small number of molds 
which society provides in order to save its members the 
trouble of forming their own character. If from timidity 
they consent to be forced into one of these molds, and 
to let all that part of themselves which cannot expand 
under the pressure remain unexpanded, society will be 
little the better for their genius. If they are of a strong 
character and break their fetters, they become a mark for 
the society which has not succeeded in reducing them to 
commonplace, to point out with solemn warning as "wild," 
"erratic," and the like-much as if one should complain 
of the Niagara river for not flowing smoothly between its 
banks like a Dutch canal. 

I insist thus emphatically on the imponance of geuiUJ
and the necessity of allowing it to unfold itself freely both 
in thought and in practice, being well aware that no one 
will deny the position in theory, but knowing also that 
almost everyone, in reality, is totally indifferent to it. Peo
ple think geniw a fine thing if it enables a man to write 
an exciting poem or paint a picture. But in its true sense, 
that of originality in thought and attion, though no one 
says that it is not a thing to be admired, nearly all, at heart, 
think that they can do very well without it. Unhappily 
this is too natural to be wondered at. Originality is the 
one thing which unoriginal minds cannot feel the use of. 
They cannot see what it is to do for them: how should 
they? If they could see what it would do for them, it would 
not be originality. The first service which originality has 
to render them is that of opening their eyes: which being 
once fully done, they would have a chance of being them-
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selves original. Meanwhile, recollecting that nothing was 
ever done which someone was not the fint to do, and that 
all good things which exist are the fruits of originality, let 
them be modest enough to believe that there is something 
still left for it to accomplish, and assure themselves that 
they are more in need of originality, the less they are 
conscious of the want. 

In sober truth, whatever homage may be professed, or 
even paid, to real or supposed mental superiority, J.he &en• 
eral tendency of things throughout the world is to render 
m.ed!Q.gity the ascendant pow~r among mankind. In an
cient history, in the Middle Ages, and in a diminishing 
degree through the long transition from feudality to the 
present time, the individual was a power in himself; and if 
he had either great talents or a high social position, he wu 
a considerable power.~ present individual~ are lost in_!hc. 

owd. In politics it is almost a triviality to say that public 
02inion now rules the world. The only power deserving 
the name is that of masses, and of governments while they 
make themselves the organ of the tendencies and instincts 
of masses. This is as true in the moral and social relations. 
of private life as in public transactions. Those whose opin
ions go by the name of public opinion are not always the 
same sort of public: in America, they are the whole white 
population; in England, chiefly the middle class. But they 
are always a mass, that is to say, collective mediocrity. And 
what is a still greater novelty, the mass do not now take 
their opinions from dignitaries in Church or State, from 
ostensible leaders, or from books. Their thinking_ is done 
for them by men much like. emselves, addressmg them or 
speaking in their name, on the spur of the moment, 
through the newspapen. I am not complaining of all this. 
I do not assert that anything better is compatible, as a gen
eral rule, with the present low state of the human mind. 
But that does not hinder the government of mediocrity 
from being mediocre government. No government by a 
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democracy or a numerous aristocracy, either in its political 
acts or in the opinions, qualities, and tone of mind which 
it fosten, ever did or could rise above mediocrity except 
in so far as the sovereign Many have let themselves be 
guided (which in their best times they always have done) 
by the counsels and influence of a more highly gifted and 
instructed one or few. The initiation of all wise or noble 
things comes and must come from individuals; generally 
at first from some one individual. The honor and glory of 
the average man is that he is capable of following that 
initiative; that he can respond internally to wise and noble 
things, and be led to them with his eyes open. I am not 
countenancing the sort of "hero-worship" which applauds 
the strong man of genius for forcibly seizing on the govern
ment of the world and making it do his bidding in spite of 
itself. All he can claim is freedom to point out the way. 
The power of compelling othen into it is not only incon
sistent with the freedom and development of all the rest, 
but corrupting to the strong man himself. It does seem, 
however, that when the opinions of masses of merely aver
age men are everywhere become or becoming the dominant 
power, the counterpoise and corrective to that tendency 
would be the more and more pronounced individuality of 
those who stand on the higher eminences of thought. It is 
in these circumstances most especially that exceptional 
individuals, instead of being deterred, should be encouraged 
in acting differently from the mass. In other times there 
was no advantage in their doing so, unless they acted not 
only differently but better. In this age, the mere example 
of. nonconformity, the mere refusal to bend the knee to 
custom, is itself a service. Precisely because the tyranny of 
~einion is such as to make t"<".g;pt[ici,cy a reproach, it is 
desirable, in order to break througli that tyranny, that peo
ple should be eccentric. Eccentricity has always abounded 
when and where strength of character has abounded; and 
the amount of eccentricity in a society has generally been 
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Such are the differences among human beings in their 
sources of pleasure, their susceptibilities of pain, and the 
operation on them of different physical and moral agencies 
that, unless there is a corresponding diversity in their 
modes of life, they neither obtain their fair share of happi
ness, nor grow up to the mental, moral, and aesthetic stature 
of which their nature is capable. Why then should toler
ance, as far as the public sentiment is concerned, extend 
only to tastes and modes of life which extort acquiescence 
by the multitude of their adherents? owhere (except in 
some monastic institutions) is diversity of taste entirely un
recognized; a person may, without blame, either like or 
dislike rowing, or smoking, or music, or athletic exercises, 
or chess, or cards, or study, because both those who like 
each of these things and those who dislike them are too 
numerous to be put down. But the man, and still more the 
woman, who can be accused either of doing "what nobQdy 
does," or of not doing "what everybod.1 does," is the sub
ject of as much depreciatory remark as if he or she had 
committed some grave moral delinquency. Persons require 
to possess a title, or some other badge of rank, or of the 
consideration of people of rank, to be able to indulge some
what in the luxury of doing as they like without detriment 
to their estimation. To indulge somewhat, I repeat: for 
whoever allow themselves much of that indulgence incur 
the risk of something worse than disparaging speeches
they are in peril of a commission de lunatico and of having 
their property taken from them and given to their rela
tions. 8 

a There is something both contemptible and frightful in the sort of 
evidence on which, of late ycan, any pcnon can be judicially de
clared unfit for the management of his albin; and after his death, 
his disposal of his property can be set aside if there is enough of it 
to pay the expenses of litigation-which are chargm on the property 
itself. All the minute details of his daily life are pried into, and what
ever is found which, seen through the medium of the pen:civing and 
describing faculties of the lowest of the low, bean an appearance un-
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everyone conform to the approved standard. And that 
~d, express or tacit, is to desire nothin_g_ stron__g!y. Its 
ideal of character is to be without any marked character
to maim by compression, like a Chinese lady's foot, every 
part of human nature which stands out prominently and 
tends to make the person markedly dissimilar in outline 
to commonplace humanity. 

As is usually the case with ideals which exclude one-half 
of what is desirable, the present standard of approbation 
produces only an inferior imitation of the other half. In
stead of great energies guided by vigorous reason and 
strong feelings strongly controlled by a conscientious will, 
its result is weak feelings and weak energies, which there
fore can be kept in outward conformity to rule without 
any strength either of will or of reason. Already energetic 
characters on any large scale are becoming merely tradi
tional. There is now scarcely any outlet for energy in this 
country except business. The energy expended in this may 
still be regarded as considerable. What little is left from 
that employment is expended on some hobby, which may 
be a useful, even a philanthropic, hobby, but is always 
some one thing, and generally a thing of small dimensions. 
The greatness of England is now all collective; individually 
small, we only appear capable of anything great by our 
habit of combining; and with this our moral and religious 
philanthropists are perfectly contented. But it was men of 
another stamp than this that made England what it has 
been; and men of another stamp will be needed to prevent 
its decline. 

The despotism of custom is everywhere the standing 
hindrance to human advancement, being in unceasing an
tagonism to that disposition to aim at something better than 
customary, which is called, according to circumstances, the 
spirit of liberty, or that of progress or improvement. The 
spirit of improvement is not always a spirit of liberty, for 
it may aim at forcing improvements on an unwilling peo-
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pie; and the spirit of liberty, in so far as it resists such at
tempts, may ally itself locally and temporarily with the 
opponents of improvement; but the only unfailing and 
permanent source of improvement is liberty, since by it 
there are as many possible independent centers of improve
ment as there are individuals. The pr~essive princiele, 
however, in either shape, whether as the love o( libeny or 
of improvement, is anta~nistic to the sway of custom, 
involving at least emancipation from that yoke; and tbe 
contest between the two constitutes the chief interest of 
the history of mankind. The greater part of the world has, 
properly speaking, no hi,tory, because the de potism of 
Custom is complete. This is the case over the whole East. 
Custom is there, in all things, the final appeal; justice and 
right mean conformity to custom; the argumept of custom 
no one, unless some tyrant intoxicated with power, thinks 
of resisting. And we see the result. Those nations must once 
have had originality; they did not start out of the ground 
populous, lettered, and versed in many of the arts of life; 
they made themselves all this, and were then the greatest 
and most powerful nations of the world. What are they 
now? The subjects or dependents of tribes whose forefathers 
wandered in the forests when theirs had magnificent palaces 
and gorgeous temples, but over whom custom exercised 
only a divided rule with liberty and progress. A people, it 
appears, may be progressive for a certain length of time, 
and then stop: when does it stop? When it ceases to pos· 
sess individuality. If a similar change should befall the 
nations of Europe, it will not be in exactly the same shape: 
the despotism of custom with which these nations are 
threatened is not precisely stationarine55. It proscribes sin-

) gularity, but it does not preclude change, provided all 
I change together. We have discarded the fixed costumes of 

our forefathers; everyone must still dress like other peo
ple, but the fashion may change once or twice a year. We 
thus take care that when there is a change, it shall be for 



CHAPTER IV 

OF THE LIMITS TO THE AUTHORITY OF 
SOCIETY OVER THE INDIVIDUAL 

WHAT, then, is the rightful limit to the sovereignty of the 
individual over himself? Where does the authority of so
ciety begin? How much of human life should be assigned 
to individuality, and how much to society? 

Each will receive its proper share if each has that which 
more particularly concerns it. To individuality should be
long the part of life in which it is chiefty the individual 
that is interested; to society, the part which chiefty interests 
society. 

Though society is not founded on a contract, and though 
no good purpose is answered by inventing a contract in 
order to deduce social obligations from it, everyone who re
ceives the protection of society owes a return for the bene
fit, and the fact of living in society renders it indis
pensable that each should be bound to observe a certain 
line of conduct toward the rest. This conduct consists, 
first, in not fojuring the interests of one another, or rather 
certain interests which, either by express legal provision 
or by tacit understanding, ought to be considered as rights; 
and secondly, in each person's bearing his share (to be 
fixed on some equitable principle) of the labors and sacri
fices incurred for defending the society or its members from 
injury and molestation. These conditions society is jwti
fied in enforcing at all costs to those who endeavor to 
withhold fulfillment. Nor is this all that society may do. 
The acts of an individual may be hurtful to others or want
ing in due consideration for their welfare, without going 
to the length of violating any of their constituted rights. 

91 
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The offender may then be ·ustl JlYnished by o inion 
though. not bJ law. As soon as any part of a person's con
duct affects prejudicially the interests of others, societ has 
~risdiction over it, and the question whether the general 
welfare will or will not be promoted by interfering with 
it becomes open to discussion. But there is no room for 
entertaining any such question ~ a _eerson's conduct 
affects the interests of no persons besides himself, or needs 
not affect them unless they like (all the persons concerned 
being of full age and the ordinary amount of understand
ing). In all such cases, there should be perfect freedom, 
legal and social, to do the action and stand the conse
quences. 

It would be a great misunderstanding of this doc
trine to suppose that it is one of selfish indifferen~ which 
pretends that human beings have no business with each 
other's conduct in life, and that they should not concern 
themselves about the well-doing or well-being of one an
other, unless their own interest is involved. Instead of any 
diminution, there is need of a great increase of disinter
ested exertion to promote the good of others. But disin
terested benevolence can find other instruments to persuade 
people to their good than whips and scourges, either of 
the literal or the metaphorical sort. I am the last person to 
undervalue the self-regarding virtues; they are only second 
in importance, if even second, to the social. It is equally 
the business of education to cultivate both. But even edu
cation works by conviction and persuasion as well as by 
compulsion, and it is by the former only that, when the 
period of education is passed, the self-regarding virtues 
should be inculcated. Human beings owe to each other 
help to distinguish the better from the worse, and encour
agement to choose the former and avoid the latter. They 
should be forever stimulating each other to increased exer
cise of their higher faculties and increased direction of 
their feelings and aims toward wise instead of foolish, ele-
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himself may seriously affect, both through their sympathies 
and their interests, those nearly connected with him and. 
in a minor degree, society at large. When, by conduct of 
this sort, a person is led to violate a distinct and assignable 
obligation to any other person or persons, the case is taken 
out of the self-regarding class and becomes amenable to 
moral disapprobation in the proper sense of the term. If. 
for example. a man, through intemperance or extravagance, 
becomes unable to pay his debu. or. having undertaken the 
moral responsibility of a family, becomes from the same 
cause incapable of supporting or educating them. he is de
servedly reprobated and might be justly punished; but it is 
for the breach of duty to his family or creditors. not for 
me e!._trav~nce. If the resources ·which ougnt to rui:ve been 
devoted to them had been diverted from them for the most 
prudent investment, the moral culpability would have been 
the same. George Barnwell murdered his uncle to get 
money for his mistress, but if he had done it to set himself 
up in business, he would equally have been hanged. Again, 
in the frequent case of a man who causes grief to his family 
by addiction to bad habits, he deserves reproach for his 
unkindness or ingratitude; but so he may for cultivating 
habits not in themselves vicious, if they are painful to those 
with whom he passes his life, or who from personal ties 
are dependent on him for their comfort. Whoever fails in 
the consideration generally due to the interests and feel
ings of othen, not being compelled by some more impera
tive duty, or justified by allowable self-preference, is a sub
ject of moral disapprobation for that failure, but not for 
the cause of it, nor for the erron, merely personal to him
self, which may have remotely led to it. In like manner, 
when a person disables himself, by conduct purely self
regarding, from the performance of some definite duty in
cumbent on him to the public, he is guilty of a social 
offense. No person ought to be punished simply for being 
drunk; but a soldier or a policeman should be punished 
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for being drunk. on duty.,~enever~ in short, there is a 
definite damage, or a definite risk. of damage, either to an 
individual or to the public, the case is taken out of the 
province of liberty and placed in that of morality or law. 

But with regard to the merely contingent or, as it may 
be called, constructive injury which a person causes to 
society by conduct which neither violates any specific duty 
to the public, nor occasions perceptible hurt to any assign
able individual except himself, the inconvenience is one 
which society can afford to bear, for the sake of the greater 
good of human freedom. If grown persons are to be pun
ished for not taking proper care of themselves, I would 
rather it were for their own sake than under pretense of 
preventing them from impairing their capacity or render
ing to society benefits which society does not pretend it 
has a right to exact. But I cannot consent "to argue the 
point as if society had no means of bringing its weak.er 
members up to its ordinary standard of rational conduct, 
except waiting till they do something irrational, and then 
punishing them, legally or morally, for it. Society has had 
absolute power over them during all the early portion of 
their existence; it has had the whole period of childhood 
and nonage in which to try whether it could make them 
capable of rational conduct in life. The existing generation 
is master both of the training and the entire circumstances 
of the generation to come; it cannot indeed make them 
perfectly wise and good, because it is itself so lamentably de
ficient in goodness and wisdom; and its best efforts are 
not always, in individual cases, its most successful ones; but 
it is perfectly well able to make the rising generation, as a 
whole, as good as, and a little better than, itself. If socie 
lets any considerable number of its members grow up mere 
children, incapable of being acted on by rational considera
tion of distant motives, society has itself to blame for the 
consequences. Armed not only with all the powers of edu
cation, but with the ascendancy which the authority of a 
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received opinion always exercises over the minds who are 
least fitted to judge for themselves, and aided by the natural 
penalties which cannot be prevented from falling on those 
who incur the distaste or the contempt of those who know 
them-let not society pretend that it needs, besides all this, 
the power to issue commands and enforce obedience in the 
personal concerns of individuals in which, on all principles 
of justice and policy, the decision ought to rest with those 
who are to abide the 'roiisequences. Nor is there anything 
which tends more to discredit and frustrate the better 
means of influencing conduct than a resort to the worse. 
If there be among those whom it is attempted to coerce 
into prudence or temperance any of the material of which 
vigorous and independent characters are made, they will 
infallibly rebel against the yoke. No such person will ever 
feel that others have a right to control him in his concerns, 
such as they have to prevent him from injuring them in 
theirs; and it easily comes to be considered a mark of spirit 
and courage to fty in the face of such usurped authority 
and do with ostentation the exact opposite of what it en
joins, as in the fashion of grossness which succeeded, in 
the time of Charles II, to the fanatical moral intolerance 
of the Puritans. With respect to what is said of the necessity 
of protecting society from the bad example set to others 
by the vicious or the self-indulgent, it is true that bad 
example may have a pernicious effect, especially the exam
ple of doing wrong to others with impunity to the wrong
doer. But we are now speaking of conduct which, while 
it does no wrong to others, is supposed to do great harm 
to the agent himself; and I do not see how those who 
believe this can think. otherwise than that the example, 
on the whole, must be more salutary than hurtful, since, if 
it displays the misconduct, it displays also the painful or 
degrading consequences which, if the conduct is justly cen
sured, must be supposed to be in all or most cases attendant 
on it. 
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~e strongest of all the arguments against the inter
ference of the pulillc with purely personal conduct is that, 
when it does inter£ere, the cxlds aruhat it interferes wrongly 
and in the wrong Elace. On questions of social morality, of 
duty to others, the opinion of the public, that is, of an over
ruling majority, though often wrong, is likely to be still 
oftener right, because on such questions they are only re
quired to judge of their own interests, of the manner in 
which some mode of conduct, if allowed to be practiced, 
would affect themselves. But the opinion of a similar ma
jority, imposed as a law on the minority, on questions of 
self-regarding conduct is quite as likely to be wrong as 
right, for in these cases public opinion means, at the best, 
some people's opinion of what is good or bad for other 
people, while very often it does not even mean that-the 
public, with the most perfect indifference, passing over the 
pleasure or convenience of those whose conduct they cen
sure and considering only their own preference. There are 
many who consider as an injury to themselves any conduct 
which they have a distaste for, and resent it as an outrage 
to their feelings; as a religious bigot, when charged with 
disregarding the religious feelings of others, has been 
known to retort that they disregard his feelings by persisting 
in their abominable worship or creed. But there is no parity 
between the feeling of a penon for his own opinion and 
the feeling of another who is offended at his holding it, no 
more than between the desire of a thief to tale a purse 
and the desire of the right owner to keep it. And a person's 
taste is as much his own peculiar concern as his opinion or 
his purse. It is easy for anyone to imagine an ideal public 
which leaves the freedom and choice of individuals in all 
uncertain matters undisturbed and only requires them to 
abstain from modes of conduct which universal experience 
has condemned. But where has there been seen a public 
which set any such limit to its censonhip? Or when does 
the public trouble itself about universal experience? In its 
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different from either of these, viz., acts and habits which 
are not social, but individual; although it is to this class, 
surely, that the act of drinking fermented liquors belongs. 
Selling fermented liquors, however, is trading, and trading 
is a social act. But the infringement complained of is not 
on the liberty of the seller, but on that of the buyer and 
consumer; since the State might just as well forbid him to 
drink wine as purposely make it impossible for him to 
obtain it. The secretary, however, says, "I claim, as a citi
zen, a right to legislate whenever my social rights are in
vaded by the social act of another." And now for the defi
nition of these "social rights": "If anything invades my 
social rights, certainly the traffic in strong drink does. It 
destroys my primary right of security by constantly creating 
and stimulating social disorder. It invades my right of equal
ity by deriving a profit from the creation of a misery I am 
taxed to support. It impedes my right to free moral and 
intellectual development by surrounding my path with 
dangers and by weakening and demoralizing society, from 
which I have a right to claim mutual aid and intercourse." 
A theory of "social • ts" the like of which probably never 
before founcfits way into distinct language: being nothing 
short of this-that it is the absolute social right of every in
dividual that every other individual shall act in every 
respect exactly as he ought; that whosoever fails thereof in 
the smallest particular violates roy social right and entitles 
me to demand from the legmatw:e the removal of the 
grievance. So monstrous a princi_we is far more dangerous 
than any single interference with liberty; there is no viola
tion of liberty which it would not justify; it acknowledges 
no right to any freedom whatever, except perhaps to that 
of holding opinions in secret, without ever disclosing them; 
for the moment an opinion which I consider noxious passes 
anyone's lips, it invades all the "social rights" attributed 
to me by the Alliance. The doctrine ascribes to all mankind 
a vested interest in each other's moral, intellectual, and 
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