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John Stuart Mill 
Selections from On Liberty  

 
John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) was an English philosopher, economist, and essayist. He was raised 
in strict accord with utilitarian principles by his economist father James Mill, the founder of 
utilitarian philosophy. John Stuart recorded his early training and subsequent near breakdown in 
in his Autobiography, published after his death by his step-daughter, Helen Taylor, in 1873. His 
strictly intellectual training led to an early crisis which, as he records in “A Crisis in My Mental 
History. One Stage Onward,” was only relieved by reading the poetry of William Wordsworth. 
During his life, Mill published a number of works on economic and political issues, including the 
Principles of Political Economy (1848), Utilitarianism (1863), and The Subjection of Women 
(1869). After his death, his step-daughter published Three Essays on Religion in 1874. 

On Liberty (1859) is one of the clearest defenses of personal liberty ever written, that is, of an 
individual’s right to do whatever he or she desires so long as it does not interfere with another 
person’s right to do the same. This idea, of course, is implied in the phrase “the pursuit of 
happiness” enshrined in the Declaration of Independence. For example, Mill says that a man 
should be allowed to get drunk every evening in his own house if that is what he chooses. There 
are two problems with Mill’s thesis, however. First, he says this freedom should apply only to 
those “in the maturity of their faculties,” and he does not discuss the social costs of activities that 
appear to be wholly personal but that have wider implications (such as one’s getting drunk every 
evening and its possible effect on the health care system).    
 
Information readily available on the internet has not been glossed. Additions are in brackets [like 
this]. 
 

Chapter I 
Introductory 

 
The subject of this Essay is not the so-called Liberty of the Will, so unfortunately opposed to 

the misnamed doctrine of Philosophical Necessity; but Civil, or Social Liberty: the nature and 
limits of the power which can be legitimately exercised by society over the individual. A question 
seldom stated, and hardly ever discussed, in general terms, but which profoundly influences the 
practical controversies of the age by its latent presence, and is likely soon to make itself recognized 
as the vital question of the future. It is so far from being new, that in a certain sense, it has divided 
mankind, almost from the remotest ages; but in the stage of progress into which the more civilized 
portions of the species have now entered, it presents itself under new conditions, and requires a 
different and more fundamental treatment. 

The struggle between Liberty and Authority is the most conspicuous feature in the portions of 
history with which we are earliest familiar, particularly in that of Greece, Rome, and England. But 
in old times this contest was between subjects, or some classes of subjects, and the government. 
By liberty, was meant protection against the tyranny of the political rulers. The rulers were 
conceived (except in some of the popular governments of Greece) as in a necessarily antagonistic 
position to the people whom they ruled. They consisted of a governing One, or a governing tribe 
or caste, who derived their authority from inheritance or conquest, who, at all events, did not hold 
it at the pleasure of the governed, and whose supremacy men did not venture, perhaps did not 
desire, to contest, whatever precautions might be taken against its oppressive exercise. Their power 
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was regarded as necessary, but also as highly dangerous; as a weapon which they would attempt 
to use against their subjects, no less than against external enemies. To prevent the weaker members 
of the community from being preyed upon by innumerable vultures, it was needful that there 
should be an animal of prey stronger than the rest, commissioned to keep them down. But as the 
king of the vultures would be no less bent upon preying on the flock than any of the minor harpies, 
it was indispensable to be in a perpetual attitude of defense against his beak and claws. The aim, 
therefore, of patriots, was to set limits to the power which the ruler should be suffered to exercise 
over the community; and this limitation was what they meant by liberty. It was attempted in two 
ways. First, by obtaining a recognition of certain immunities, called political liberties or rights, 
which it was to be regarded as a breach of duty in the ruler to infringe, and which if he did infringe, 
specific resistance, or general rebellion, was held to be justifiable. A second, and generally a later 
expedient, was the establishment of constitutional checks; by which the consent of the community, 
or of a body of some sort, supposed to represent its interests, was made a necessary condition to 
some of the more important acts of the governing power. To the first of these modes of limitation, 
the ruling power, in most European countries, was compelled, more or less, to submit. It was not 
so with the second; and to attain this, or when already in some degree possessed, to attain it more 
completely, became everywhere the principal object of the lovers of liberty. And so long as 
mankind were content to combat one enemy by another, and to be ruled by a master, on condition 
of being guaranteed more or less efficaciously against his tyranny, they did not carry their 
aspirations beyond this point. 

A time, however, came, in the progress of human affairs, when men ceased to think it a 
necessity of nature that their governors should be an independent power, opposed in interest to 
themselves. It appeared to them much better that the various magistrates of the State should be 
their tenants or delegates, revocable at their pleasure. In that way alone, it seemed, could they have 
complete security that the powers of government would never be abused to their disadvantage. By 
degrees, this new demand for elective and temporary rulers became the prominent object of the 
exertions of the popular party, wherever any such party existed; and superseded, to a considerable 
extent, the previous efforts to limit the power of rulers. As the struggle proceeded for making the 
ruling power emanate from the periodical choice of the ruled, some persons began to think that too 
much importance had been attached to the limitation of the power itself. That (it might seem) was 
a resource against rulers whose interests were habitually opposed to those of the people. What was 
now wanted was, that the rulers should be identified with the people; that their interest and will 
should be the interest and will of the nation. The nation did not need to be protected against its 
own will. There was no fear of its tyrannizing over itself. Let the rulers be effectually responsible 
to it, promptly removable by it, and it could afford to trust them with power of which it could itself 
dictate the use to be made. Their power was but the nation's own power, concentrated, and in a 
form convenient for exercise. This mode of thought, or rather perhaps of feeling, was common 
among the last generation of European liberalism, in the Continental section of which it still 
apparently predominates. Those who admit any limit to what a government may do, except in the 
case of such governments as they think ought not to exist, stand out as brilliant exceptions among 
the political thinkers of the Continent. A similar tone of sentiment might by this time have been 
prevalent in our own country, if the circumstances which for a time encouraged it, had continued 
unaltered. 

But, in political and philosophical theories, as well as in persons, success discloses faults and 
infirmities which failure might have concealed from observation. The notion, that the people have 
no need to limit their power over themselves, might seem axiomatic, when popular government 
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was a thing only dreamed about, or read of as having existed at some distant period of the past. 
Neither was that notion necessarily disturbed by such temporary aberrations as those of the French 
Revolution, the worst of which were the work of a usurping few, and which, in any case, belonged, 
not to the permanent working of popular institutions, but to a sudden and convulsive outbreak 
against monarchical and aristocratic despotism. In time, however, a democratic republic came to 
occupy a large portion of the earth's surface, and made itself felt as one of the most powerful 
members of the community of nations; and elective and responsible government became subject 
to the observations and criticisms which wait upon a great existing fact. It was now perceived that 
such phrases as “self-government,” and “the power of the people over themselves,” do not express 
the true state of the case. The “people” who exercise the power are not always the same people 
with those over whom it is exercised; and the “self-government” spoken of is not the government 
of each by himself, but of each by all the rest. The will of the people, moreover, practically means, 
the will of the most numerous or the most active part of the people; the majority, or those who 
succeed in making themselves accepted as the majority: the people, consequently, may desire to 
oppress a part of their number; and precautions are as much needed against this, as against any 
other abuse of power. The limitation, therefore, of the power of government over individuals, loses 
none of its importance when the holders of power are regularly accountable to the community, that 
is, to the strongest party therein. This view of things, recommending itself equally to the 
intelligence of thinkers and to the inclination of those important classes in European society to 
whose real or supposed interests democracy is adverse, has had no difficulty in establishing itself; 
and in political speculations “the tyranny of the majority” is now generally included among the 
evils against which society requires to be on its guard. 

Like other tyrannies, the tyranny of the majority was at first, and is still vulgarly, held in dread, 
chiefly as operating through the acts of the public authorities. But reflecting persons perceived that 
when society is itself the tyrant—society collectively, over the separate individuals who compose 
it—its means of tyrannizing are not restricted to the acts which it may do by the hands of its 
political functionaries. Society can and does execute its own mandates: and if it issues wrong 
mandates instead of right, or any mandates at all in things with which it ought not to meddle, it 
practices a social tyranny more formidable than many kinds of political oppression, since, though 
not usually upheld by such extreme penalties, it leaves fewer means of escape, penetrating much 
more deeply into the details of life, and enslaving the soul itself. Protection, therefore, against the 
tyranny of the magistrate is not enough: there needs protection also against the tyranny of the 
prevailing opinion and feeling; against the tendency of society to impose, by other means than 
civil penalties, its own ideas and practices as rules of conduct on those who dissent from them; to 
fetter the development, and, if possible, prevent the formation, of any individuality not in harmony 
with its ways, and compel all characters to fashion themselves upon the model of its own. There 
is a limit to the legitimate interference of collective opinion with individual independence: and to 
find that limit, and maintain it against encroachment, is as indispensable to a good condition of 
human affairs, as protection against political despotism. 

 
*** 

The object of this Essay is to assert one very simple principle, 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 
principle is, 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 
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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 
calculated to produce evil to someone else. The only part of the conduct of any one, for which he 
is amenable to society, is that which concerns others. In the part which merely concerns himself, 
his independence is, of right, absolute. Over himself, over his own body and mind, the individual 
is sovereign.  

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. 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 seldom 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. Despotism is a legitimate mode of government 
in dealing with barbarians, provided the end be their improvement, 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 equal discussion. 
Until then, there is nothing for 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 attained the capacity of being guided 
to their own improvement by conviction or persuasion (a period long since reached in all nations 
with whom we need here concern ourselves), compulsion, either in the direct form or in that of 
pains and penalties for non-compliance, is no longer admissible as a means to their own good, and 
justifiable only for the security of others. 

 
*** 

But there is a sphere of action in which society, as distinguished from the individual, has, if 
any, only an indirect interest; comprehending all that portion of a person's life and conduct which 
affects only himself, or if it also affects others, only with their free, voluntary, and undeceived 
consent and participation. When I say only himself, I mean directly, and in the first instance: for 
whatever affects himself, 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 
appropriate region of human liberty. It comprises, first, the inward domain of consciousness; 
demanding liberty of conscience, in the most comprehensive sense; liberty of thought and feeling; 
absolute freedom of opinion and sentiment on all subjects, practical or speculative, scientific, 
moral, or theological. The liberty of expressing and publishing opinions may seem to fall under a 
different principle, since it belongs 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. Secondly, the principle requires 
liberty 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-
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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 individuals; 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 absolute and 
unqualified. The only freedom which deserves the name, is that of pursuing our own good in our 
own way, so long as we do not attempt to deprive others of theirs, or impede their efforts to obtain 
it. Each is the proper guardian of his own health, whether bodily, or mental and spiritual. 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. 
 

Chapter II 
Of the Liberty of Thought and Discussion 

 
Let us suppose, therefore, that the government is entirely at one with the people, and never 

thinks of exerting any power of coercion unless in agreement with what it conceives to be their 
voice. 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 or opposition to it. If all mankind minus one, were of one opinion, and only one person 
were of the contrary opinion, mankind would be no more justified in silencing that one person, 
than he, if he had the power, would be justified in silencing mankind. Were an opinion a personal 
possession of no value except to the owner; if to be obstructed in the enjoyment of it were simply 
a private injury, it would make some difference whether the injury was inflicted only on a few 
persons or on many. But the peculiar evil of silencing the expression of an opinion is, that it is 
robbing 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 deprived 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 corresponding 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 mankind, 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 discussion is an assumption of 
infallibility. Its condemnation may be allowed to rest on this common argument, not the worse for 
being common. 

Unfortunately for the good sense of mankind, the fact of their fallibility is far from carrying 
the weight in their practical judgment, which is always allowed to it in theory; for while everyone 
well knows himself to be fallible, few think it necessary to take any precautions against their own 
fallibility, or admit the supposition that any opinion, of which they feel very certain, may be one 
of the examples of the error to which they acknowledge themselves to be liable. Absolute princes, 
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or others who are accustomed to unlimited deference, usually feel this complete confidence in their 
own opinions on nearly all subjects. People more happily situated, who sometimes hear their 
opinions disputed, and are not wholly unused to be set right when they are wrong, place the same 
unbounded reliance only on such of their opinions as are shared by all who surround them, or to 
whom they habitually defer: for in proportion to a man's want of confidence in his own solitary 
judgment, does he usually repose, with implicit trust, on the infallibility of “the world” in general. 
And the world, to each individual, means the part of it with which he comes in contact; his party, 
his sect, his church, his class of society: the man may be called, by comparison, almost liberal and 
large-minded to whom it means anything so comprehensive as his own country or his own age. 
Nor is his faith in this collective authority at all shaken by his being aware that other ages, 
countries, sects, churches, classes, and parties have thought, and even now think, the exact reverse. 
He devolves upon his own world the responsibility of being in the right against the dissentient 
worlds of other people; and it never troubles him that mere accident has decided which of these 
numerous worlds is the object of his reliance, and that the same causes which make him a 
Churchman in London, would have made him a Buddhist or a Confucian in Pekin. 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 erroneously, 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 fulfilling the duty incumbent on them, although fallible, of acting 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 conduct, 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 without 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 exercise of authority: they 
have laid on bad taxes, made unjust wars. Ought we therefore to lay on no taxes, and, under 
whatever provocation, make no wars? Men, and governments, 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 conduct: 
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 purpose of not permitting its refutation. Complete liberty of 
contradicting and disproving our opinion, is the very condition which justifies us in assuming its 
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truth for purposes of action; and on no other terms can a being with human faculties have any 
rational assurance of being right. 

 
*** 

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 importance 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 infallibility may, it is maintained, 
warrant, and even bind, governments, 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 flatters 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 
assumption of infallibility is merely shifted from one point to another. The usefulness of an opinion 
is itself matter of opinion: 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 maintain the utility or 
harmlessness of his opinion, though forbidden to maintain its truth. The truth of an opinion is part 
of its utility. If we would know whether or not it is desirable that a proposition should be believed, 
is it possible to exclude the consideration of whether or not it is true? In the opinion, not of bad 
men, but of the best men, no belief which is contrary to truth can be really useful: and can you 
prevent such men from urging that plea, when they are charged with culpability for denying some 
doctrine which they are told is useful, but which they believe to be false? Those who are on the 
side of received opinions, never fail to take all possible advantage of this plea; you do not find 
them handling the question of utility as if it could be completely abstracted from that of truth: on 
the contrary, it is, above all, because their doctrine is “the truth,” that the knowledge or the belief 
of it is held to be so indispensable. There can be no fair discussion of the question of usefulness, 
when an argument so vital may be employed on one side, but not on the other. And in point of fact, 
when law or public feeling do not permit the truth of an opinion to be disputed, they are just as 
little tolerant of a denial of its usefulness. The utmost they allow is an extenuation of its absolute 
necessity, or of the positive guilt of rejecting it. 

In order more fully to illustrate the mischief of denying a hearing to opinions because we, in 
our own judgment, have condemned them, it will be desirable to fix down the discussion to a 
concrete case; and I choose, by preference, the cases which are least favorable to me—in which 
the argument against freedom of opinion, both on the score of truth and on that of utility, is 
considered the strongest. Let the opinions impugned be the belief in a God and in a future state, or 
any of the commonly received doctrines of morality. To fight the battle on such ground, gives a 
great advantage to an unfair antagonist; since he will be sure to say (and many who have no desire 
to be unfair will say it internally), Are these the doctrines which you do not deem sufficiently 
certain to be taken under the protection of law? Is the belief in a God one of the opinions, to feel 
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sure of which, you hold to be assuming infallibility? But I must be permitted to observe, that it is 
not the feeling sure of a doctrine (be it what it may) which I call an assumption of infallibility. It 
is the undertaking to decide that question for others, without allowing them to hear what can be 
said on the contrary side. And I denounce and reprobate this pretension not the less, if put forth on 
the side of my most solemn convictions. However positive any one's persuasion may be, not only 
of the falsity, but of the pernicious consequences—not only of the pernicious consequences, but 
(to adopt expressions which I altogether condemn) the immorality and impiety of an opinion; yet 
if, in pursuance of that private judgment, though backed by the public judgment of his country or 
his contemporaries, he prevents the opinion from being heard in its defense, he assumes 
infallibility. And so far from the assumption being less objectionable or less dangerous because 
the opinion is called immoral or impious, this is the case of all others in which it is most fatal. 
These are exactly the occasions on which the men of one generation commit those dreadful 
mistakes, which excite the astonishment and horror of posterity. It is among such that we find the 
instances memorable in history, when the arm of the law has been employed to root out the best 
men and the noblest doctrines; with deplorable success as to the men, though some of the doctrines 
have survived to be (as if in mockery) invoked, in defense of similar conduct towards those who 
dissent from them, or from their received interpretation. 
 

*** 
But, indeed, the dictum that truth always triumphs over persecution, is one of those pleasant 

falsehoods which men repeat after one another till they pass into commonplaces, but which all 
experience refutes. History teems with instances of truth put down by persecution. If not 
suppressed forever, it may be thrown back for centuries. To speak only of religious opinions: the 
Reformation broke out at least twenty times before Luther, and was put down. Arnold of Brescia 
was put down. Fra Dolcino was put down. Savonarola was put down. The Albigeois were put 
down. The Vaudois were put down. The Lollards were put down. The Hussites were put down. 
Even after the era of Luther, wherever persecution was persisted in, it was successful. In Spain, 
Italy, Flanders, the Austrian empire, Protestantism was rooted out; and, most likely, would have 
been so in England, had Queen Mary lived, or Queen Elizabeth died. Persecution has always 
succeeded, save where the heretics were too strong a party to be effectually persecuted. No 
reasonable person can doubt that Christianity might have been extirpated in the Roman Empire. It 
spread, and became predominant, because the persecutions were only occasional, lasting but a 
short time, and separated by long intervals of almost undisturbed propagandism. It is a piece of 
idle sentimentality that truth, merely as truth, has any inherent power denied to error, of prevailing 
against the dungeon and the stake. Men are not more zealous for truth than they often are for error, 
and a sufficient application of legal or even of social penalties will generally succeed in stopping 
the propagation of either. The real advantage which truth has, consists in this, that when an opinion 
is true, it may be extinguished once, twice, or many times, but in the course of ages there will 
generally be found persons to rediscover it, until some one of its reappearances falls on a time 
when from favorable circumstances it escapes persecution until it has made such head as to 
withstand all subsequent attempts to suppress it. 
 

*** 
No one can be a great thinker who does not recognize, that as a thinker it is his first duty to 

follow his intellect to whatever conclusions it may lead. Truth gains more even by the errors of 
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one who, with due study and preparation, thinks for himself, than by the true opinions of those 
who only hold them because they do not suffer themselves to think. 
 

*** 
Let us now pass to the second division of the argument, and dismissing the supposition that 

any of the received opinions may be false, let us assume them to be true, and examine into the 
worth of the manner in 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 possibility that 
his opinion may be false, he ought to be moved by the consideration that however true it may be, 
if it is not fully, frequently, and fearlessly discussed, it will be held as a dead dogma, not a living 
truth. 

There is a class of persons (happily not quite so numerous 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 being allowed to be questioned. Where their influence 
prevails, they make it nearly impossible for the received opinion to be rejected wisely and 
considerately, though it may still be rejected rashly and ignorantly; for to shut out discussion 
entirely is seldom possible, and when it once gets in, beliefs not grounded on conviction are apt to 
give way before the slightest semblance of an argument. Waiving, however, this possibility—
assuming that the true opinion abides in the mind, but abides as a prejudice, a belief independent 
of, and proof against, argument—this is not the way in which truth ought to be held by a rational 
being. This is not knowing the truth. Truth, thus held, is but one superstition the more, accidentally 
clinging to the words which enunciate a truth. 

If the intellect and judgment of mankind ought to be cultivated, a thing which Protestants at 
least do not deny, on what can these faculties be more appropriately exercised by any one, than on 
the things which concern him so much that it is considered necessary for him to hold opinions on 
them? If the cultivation of the understanding consists in one thing more than in another, it is surely 
in learning the grounds of one's own opinions. Whatever people 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 geometry 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 conflicting 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 turn to subjects infinitely more complicated, 
to morals, religion, politics, social relations, and the business of life, three-fourths of the arguments 
for every disputed opinion consist in dispelling the appearances which favor some opinion 
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different from it. The greatest orator, save one, of antiquity, has left it on record that he always 
studied his adversary's case with as great, if not with still greater, intensity than even his own. 
What Cicero practiced as the means of forensic success, requires 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 hundred 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 anything 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 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. 

*** 

It still remains to speak of one of the principal causes which make diversity of opinion 
advantageous, and will continue to do so until mankind shall have entered a stage of intellectual 
advancement which at present seems at an incalculable distance. We have hitherto considered only 
two possibilities: that the received opinion may be false, and some other opinion, consequently, 
true; or that, the received opinion being true, a conflict with the opposite error is essential to a clear 
apprehension and deep feeling of its truth. But there is a commoner case than either of these; when 
the conflicting doctrines, instead of being one true and the other false, share the truth between 
them; and the nonconforming opinion is needed to supply the remainder of the truth, of which the 
received doctrine embodies only a part. Popular opinions, on subjects not palpable to sense, are 
often true, but seldom or never the whole truth. They are a part of the truth; sometimes a greater, 
sometimes a smaller part, but exaggerated, distorted, and disjoined from the truths by which they 
ought to be accompanied and limited. 

*** 
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In politics, again, it is almost a commonplace, that a party of order or stability, and a party of 
progress or reform, are both necessary elements of a healthy state of political life; until the one or 
the other shall have so enlarged its mental grasp as to be a party equally of order and of progress, 
knowing and distinguishing what is fit to be preserved from what ought to be swept away. Each 
of these modes of thinking derives its utility from the deficiencies of the other; but it is in a great 
measure the opposition of the other that keeps each within the limits of reason and sanity. Unless 
opinions favorable to democracy and to aristocracy, to property and to equality, to co-operation 
and to competition, to luxury and to abstinence, to sociality and individuality, to liberty and 
discipline, and all the other standing antagonisms of practical life, are expressed with equal 
freedom, and enforced and defended with equal talent and energy, there is no chance of both 
elements obtaining their due; one scale is sure to go up and the other down. Truth, in the great 
practical concerns of life, is so much a question of the reconciling and combining of opposites, 
that very few have minds sufficiently capacious and impartial to make the adjustment with an 
approach to correctness, and it has to be made by the rough process of a struggle between 
combatants fighting under hostile banners. On any of the great open questions just enumerated, if 
either of the two opinions has a better claim than the other, not merely to be tolerated, but to be 
encouraged and countenanced, it is the one which happens at the particular time and place to be in 
a minority. That is the opinion which, for the time being, represents the neglected interests, the 
side of human well-being which is in danger of obtaining less than its share. I am aware that there 
is not, in this country, any intolerance of differences of opinion on most of these topics. They are 
adduced to show, by admitted and multiplied examples, the universality of the fact, that only 
through diversity of opinion is there, in the existing state of human intellect, a chance of fair-play 
to all sides of the truth. When there are persons to be found, who form an exception to the apparent 
unanimity of the world on any subject, even if the world is in the right, it is always probable that 
dissentients have something worth hearing to say for themselves, and that truth would lose 
something by their silence. 

*** 

We have now recognized the necessity to the mental well-being of mankind (on which all 
their other well-being depends) of freedom of opinion, and freedom of the expression of opinion, 
on four distinct grounds; which we will now briefly recapitulate. 

First, if any opinion is compelled to silence, that opinion may, for aught we can certainly 
know, be true. To deny this is to assume our own infallibility. 

Secondly, though the silenced opinion be an error, it may, and very commonly does, contain 
a portion of truth; and since the general or prevailing opinion on any subject is rarely or never the 
whole truth, it is only by the collision of adverse opinions, that the remainder of the truth has any 
chance of being supplied. 

Thirdly, even if the received opinion be not only true, but the whole truth; unless it is suffered 
to be, and actually is, vigorously and earnestly contested, it will, by most of those who receive it, 
be held in the manner of a prejudice, with little comprehension or feeling of its rational grounds. 
And not only this, but, fourthly, the meaning of the doctrine itself will be in danger of being lost, 
or enfeebled, and deprived of its vital effect on the character and conduct: the dogma becoming a 
mere formal profession, inefficacious for good, but cumbering the ground, and preventing the 
growth of any real and heartfelt conviction, from reason or personal experience. 

Before quitting the subject of freedom of opinion, it is fit to take some notice of those who 
say, that the free expression of all opinions should be permitted, on condition that the manner be 
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temperate, and do not pass the bounds of fair discussion. Much might be said on the impossibility of 
fixing where these supposed bounds are to be placed; for if the test be offence to those whose 
opinion is attacked, I think experience testifies that this offence is given whenever the attack is 
telling and powerful, and that every opponent who pushes them hard, and whom they find it 
difficult to answer, appears to them, if he shows any strong feeling on the subject, an intemperate 
opponent. But this, though an important consideration in a practical point of view, merges in a 
more fundamental objection. Undoubtedly the manner of asserting an opinion, even though it be a 
true one, may be very objectionable, and may justly incur severe censure. But the principal 
offences of the kind are such as it is mostly impossible, unless by accidental self-betrayal, to bring 
home to conviction. The gravest of them is, to argue sophistically, to suppress facts or arguments, 
to misstate the elements of the case, or misrepresent the opposite opinion. But all this, even to the 
most aggravated degree, is so continually done in perfect good faith, by persons who are not 
considered, and in many other respects may not deserve to be considered, ignorant or incompetent, 
that it is rarely possible on adequate grounds conscientiously to stamp the misrepresentation as 
morally culpable; and still less could law presume to interfere with this kind of controversial 
misconduct. With regard to what is commonly meant by intemperate discussion, namely invective, 
sarcasm, personality, and the like, the denunciation of these weapons would deserve more 
sympathy if it were ever proposed to interdict them equally to both sides; but it is only desired to 
restrain the employment of them against the prevailing opinion: against the un-prevailing they may 
not only be used without general disapproval, but will be likely to obtain for him who uses them 
the praise of honest zeal and righteous indignation. Yet whatever mischief arises from their use, is 
greatest when they are employed against the comparatively defenseless; and whatever unfair 
advantage can be derived by any opinion from this mode of asserting it, accrues almost exclusively 
to received opinions. The worst offence of this kind which can be committed by a polemic, is to 
stigmatize those who hold the contrary opinion as bad and immoral men. To calumny of this sort, 
those who hold any unpopular opinion are peculiarly exposed, because they are in general few and 
uninfluential, and nobody but themselves feel much interest in seeing justice done them; but this 
weapon is, from the nature of the case, denied to those who attack a prevailing opinion: they can 
neither use it with safety to themselves, nor, if they could, would it do anything but recoil on their 
own cause. In general, opinions contrary to those commonly received can only obtain a hearing by 
studied moderation of language, and the most cautious avoidance of unnecessary offence, from 
which they hardly ever deviate even in a slight degree without losing ground: while unmeasured 
vituperation employed on the side of the prevailing opinion, really does deter people from 
professing contrary opinions, and from listening to those who profess them. For the interest, 
therefore, of truth and justice, it is far more important to restrain this employment of vituperative 
language than the other; and, for example, if it were necessary to choose, there would be much 
more need to discourage offensive attacks on infidelity, than on religion. It is, however, obvious 
that law and authority have no business with restraining either, while opinion ought, in every 
instance, to determine its verdict by the circumstances of the individual case; condemning every 
one, on whichever side of the argument he places himself, in whose mode of advocacy either want 
of candor, or malignity, bigotry, or intolerance of feeling manifest themselves; but not inferring 
these vices from the side which a person takes, though it be the contrary side of the question to our 
own: and giving merited honor to everyone, whatever opinion he may hold, who has calmness to 
see and honesty to state what his opponents and their opinions really are, exaggerating nothing to 
their discredit, keeping nothing back which tells, or can be supposed to tell, in their favor. This is 
the real morality of public discussion; and if often violated, I am happy to think that there are many 
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controversialists who to a great extent observe it, and a still greater number who conscientiously 
strive towards it. 
 

Chapter III 
On Individuality, As One of the Elements 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 baneful consequences to the 
intellectual, and through that to the moral nature of man, unless this liberty is either conceded, or 
asserted in spite of prohibition; let us next examine 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 opinions. 
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 an excited mob assembled before the house of a corn-dealer, or when handed 
about among the same mob in the form of a placard. Acts, of whatever kind, which, without 
justifiable cause, do harm to others, may be, and in the more important 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 concern himself, the 
same reasons which show that opinion should be free, prove also that he should be allowed, without 
molestation, to carry 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 unity of opinion, unless resulting from 
the fullest and freest comparison 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 opinions, so is it that there should 
be different experiments of living; that free scope should be given to varieties of character, short 
of injury 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 traditions 
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 encountered does not lie in the 
appreciation of means towards an acknowledged end, but in the indifference of persons in general 
to the end itself. If it were felt that the free development 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 under-valued, and the adjustment of 
the boundaries between it and social control would present no extraordinary difficulty. But the evil 
is, that individual spontaneity is hardly recognized by the common modes of thinking, as having 
any intrinsic worth, or deserving any regard on its own account. The majority, being satisfied with 
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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, 
spontaneity forms no part of the ideal of the majority of moral and social reformers, but is rather 
looked on with jealousy, 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 comprehend 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, therefore, the object “towards 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 a variety of situations;” and that 
from the union of these arise “individual vigor and manifold diversity,” which combine themselves 
in “originality.” 

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 
people 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 they 
came into it; as if experience had as yet done nothing towards showing that one mode of existence, 
or of conduct, is preferable 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 
privilege and proper condition of a human being, arrived at the maturity of his faculties, to use and 
interpret experience 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 place, their experience may 
be too narrow; or they may not have interpreted it rightly. Secondly, their interpretation of 
experience may be correct, but unsuitable to him. Customs are made for customary circumstances, 
and customary characters: and his circumstances or his character may be uncustomary. Thirdly, 
though the customs be both good as customs, and suitable to him, yet to conform to custom, merely 
as custom, does not educate or develop in him any of the qualities which are the distinctive 
endowment of a human being. The human faculties of perception, judgment, discriminative 
feeling, mental activity, and even moral preference, are exercised only in making a choice. He who 
does anything because it is the custom, makes no choice. He gains no practice either in discerning 
or in desiring what is best. The mental and moral, like the muscular powers, are improved only by 
being used. The faculties are called into no exercise by doing a thing merely because others do it, 
no more than by believing a thing only because others believe it. If the grounds of an opinion are 
not conclusive to the person's own reason, his reason cannot be strengthened, but is likely to be 
weakened by his adopting it: and if the inducements to an act are not such as are consentaneous to 
his own feelings and character (where affection, or the rights of others, are not concerned), it is so 
much done towards rendering his feelings and character inert and torpid, instead of active and 
energetic. 
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He who lets the world, or his own portion of it, choose his plan of life for him, has no need of 
any other faculty than the ape-like one of imitation. He who chooses his plan for himself, employs 
all his faculties. He must use observation to see, reasoning and judgment to foresee, activity to 
gather materials for decision, discrimination to decide, and when he has decided, firmness and 
self-control to hold to his deliberate decision. And these qualities he requires and exercises exactly 
in proportion as the part of his conduct which he determines according to his own judgment and 
feelings is a large one. It is possible that he might be guided in some good path, and kept out of 
harm's way, without any of these things. But what will be his comparative worth as a human being? 
It really is of importance, not only what men do, but also what manner of men they are that do it. 
Among the works of man, which human life is rightly employed in perfecting and beautifying, the 
first in importance surely is man himself. Supposing it were possible to get houses built, corn 
grown, battles fought, causes tried, and even churches erected and prayers said, by machinery—
by automatons in human form—it would be a considerable loss to exchange for these automatons 
even the men and women who at present inhabit the more civilized parts of the world, and who 
assuredly are but starved specimens of what nature can and will produce. Human nature is not a 
machine to be built after a model, and set to do exactly the work prescribed for it, but a tree, which 
requires to grow and develop itself on all sides, according to the tendency of the inward forces 
which make it a living thing. 
 

*** 
In our times, from the highest class of society down to the lowest, every one lives as under 

the eye of a hostile and dreaded censorship. Not only in what concerns 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 themselves, 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 inclination, except for what is customary. Thus 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 conduct, are shunned equally with  crimes: until by dint of not following their own nature, they 
have no nature to follow: their human capacities are withered and starved: they become 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? 
 

*** 
The despotism of custom is everywhere the standing hindrance to human advancement, being 

in unceasing antagonism 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 people; and the spirit of liberty, in so far as it resists such attempts, 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 
improvement as there are individuals. The progressive principle, however, in either shape, whether 
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as the love of liberty or of improvement, is antagonistic to the sway of Custom, involving at least 
emancipation from that yoke; and the contest between the two constitutes the chief interest of the 
history of mankind. The greater part of the world has, properly speaking, no history, because the 
despotism 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 argument 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 in 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 possess 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 stationariness. It proscribes singularity, but it does not preclude change, provided 
all change together. We have discarded the fixed costumes of our forefathers; everyone must still 
dress like other people, but the fashion may change once or twice a year. We thus take care that 
when there is change, it shall be for change's sake, and not from any idea of beauty or convenience; 
for the same idea of beauty or convenience would not strike all the world at the same moment, and 
be simultaneously thrown aside by all at another moment. But we are progressive as well as 
changeable: we continually make new inventions in mechanical things, and keep them until they 
are again superseded by better; we are eager for improvement in politics, in education, even in 
morals, though in this last our idea of improvement chiefly consists in persuading or forcing other 
people to be as good as ourselves. It is not progress that we object to; on the contrary, we flatter 
ourselves that we are the most progressive people who ever lived. It is individuality that we war 
against: we should think we had done wonders if we had made ourselves all alike; forgetting that 
the unlikeness of one person to another is generally the first thing which draws the attention of 
either to the imperfection of his own type, and the superiority of another, or the possibility, by 
combining the advantages of both, of producing something better than either. We have a warning 
example in China—a nation of much talent, and, in some respects, even wisdom, owing to the rare 
good fortune of having been provided at an early period with a particularly good set of customs, 
the work, in some measure, of men to whom even the most enlightened European must accord, 
under certain limitations, the title of sages and philosophers. They are remarkable, too, in the 
excellence of their apparatus for impressing, as far as possible, the best wisdom they possess upon 
every mind in the community, and securing that those who have appropriated most of it shall 
occupy the posts of honor and power. Surely the people who did this have discovered the secret of 
human progressiveness, and must have kept themselves steadily at the head of the movement of 
the world. On the contrary, they have become stationary—have remained so for thousands of 
years; and if they are ever to be farther improved, it must be by foreigners. They have succeeded 
beyond all hope in what English philanthropists are so industriously working at—in making a 
people all alike, all governing their thoughts and conduct by the same maxims and rules; and these 
are the fruits. The modern régime of public opinion is, in an unorganized form, what the Chinese 
educational and political systems are in an organized; and unless individuality shall be able 
successfully to assert itself against this yoke, Europe, notwithstanding its noble antecedents and 
its professed Christianity, will tend to become another China. 
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What is it that has hitherto preserved Europe from this lot? What has made the European 
family of nations an improving, instead of a stationary portion of mankind? Not any superior 
excellence in them, which, when it exists, exists as the effect, not as the cause; but their remarkable 
diversity of character and culture. Individuals, classes, nations, have been extremely unlike one 
another: they have struck out a great variety of paths, each leading to something valuable; and 
although at every period those who travelled in different paths have been intolerant of one another, 
and each would have thought it an excellent thing if all the rest could have been compelled to travel 
his road, their attempts to thwart each other's development have rarely had any permanent success, 
and each has in time endured to receive the good which the others have offered. Europe is, in my 
judgment, wholly indebted to this plurality of paths for its progressive and many-sided 
development. But it already begins to possess this benefit in a considerably less degree. It is 
decidedly advancing towards the Chinese ideal of making all people alike. M. de Tocqueville, in 
his last important work, remarks how much more the Frenchmen of the present day resemble one 
another, than did those even of the last generation. The same remark might be made of Englishmen 
in a far greater degree. In a passage already quoted from Wilhelm von Humboldt, he points out 
two things as necessary conditions of human development, because necessary to render people 
unlike one another; namely, freedom, and variety of situations. The second of these two conditions 
is in this country every day diminishing. The circumstances which surround different classes and 
individuals, and shape their characters, are daily becoming more assimilated. Formerly, different 
ranks, different neighborhoods, different trades and professions, lived in what might be called 
different worlds; at present, to a great degree in the same. Comparatively speaking, they now read 
the same things, listen to the same things, see the same things, go to the same places, have their 
hopes and fears directed to the same objects, have the same rights and liberties, and the same means 
of asserting them. Great as are the differences of position which remain, they are nothing to those 
which have ceased. And the assimilation is still proceeding. All the political changes of the age 
promote it, since they all tend to raise the low and to lower the high. Every extension of education 
promotes it, because education brings people under common influences, and gives them access to 
the general stock of facts and sentiments. Improvements in the means of communication promote 
it, by bringing the inhabitants of distant places into personal contact, and keeping up a rapid flow 
of changes of residence between one place and another. The increase of commerce and 
manufactures promotes it, by diffusing more widely the advantages of easy circumstances, and 
opening all objects of ambition, even the highest, to general competition, whereby the desire of 
rising becomes no longer the character of a particular class, but of all classes. A more powerful 
agency than even all these, in bringing about a general similarity among mankind, is the complete 
establishment, in this and other free countries, of the ascendency of public opinion in the State. As 
the various social eminences which enabled persons entrenched on them to disregard the opinion 
of the multitude, gradually become levelled; as the very idea of resisting the will of the public, 
when it is positively known that they have a will, disappears more and more from the minds of 
practical politicians; there ceases to be any social support for non-conformity—any [Pg 
139]substantive power in society, which, itself opposed to the ascendency of numbers, is interested 
in taking under its protection opinions and tendencies at variance with those of the public.  

The combination of all these causes forms so great a mass of influences hostile to 
Individuality, that it is not easy to see how it can stand its ground. It will do so with increasing 
difficulty, unless the intelligent part of the public can be made to feel its value—to see that it is 
good there should be differences, even though not for the better, even though, as it may appear to 
them, some should be for the worse. If the claims of Individuality are ever to be asserted, the time 
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is now, while much is still wanting to complete the enforced assimilation. It is only in the earlier 
stages that any stand can be successfully made against the encroachment. The demand that all 
other people shall resemble ourselves, grows by what it feeds on. If resistance waits till life is 
reduced nearly to one uniform type, all deviations from that type will come to be considered 
impious, immoral, even monstrous and contrary to nature. Mankind speedily become unable to 
conceive diversity, when they have been for some time unaccustomed to see it. 
 

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 society 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 belong the part of life in which it is chiefly the individual that is interested; to 
society, the part which chiefly 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 receives the 
protection of society owes a return for the benefit, and the fact of living in society renders it 
indispensable that each should be bound to observe a certain line of conduct towards the rest. This 
conduct consists, first, in not injuring 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 sacrifices incurred for defending the society or its members from injury and molestation. These 
conditions society is justified in enforcing, at all costs to those who endeavor to withhold 
fulfilment. Nor is this all that society may do. The acts of an individual may be hurtful to others, 
or wanting in due consideration for their welfare, without going the length of violating any of their 
constituted rights. The offender may then be justly punished by opinion though not by law. As 
soon as any part of a person's conduct affects prejudicially the interests of others, society has 
jurisdiction 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 when a person'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 understanding). In all such cases there should be perfect freedom, legal and social, to do the 
action and stand the consequences. 

 
*** 

I fully admit that the mischief which a person does to 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 debts, or, having undertaken the 
moral responsibility of a family, becomes from the same cause incapable of supporting or 
educating them, he is deservedly reprobated, and might be justly punished; but it is for the breach 
of duty to his family or creditors, not for the extravagance. If the resources which ought to have 
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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 feelings of others, not being compelled by some more imperative duty, or justified 
by allowable self-preference, is a subject of moral disapprobation for that failure, but not for the 
cause of it, nor for the errors, merely personal to himself, 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 incumbent on him to the public, he is guilty of a social offence. 
No person ought to be punished simply for being drunk; but a soldier or a policeman should be 
punished for being drunk on duty. Whenever, 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. 
 

Chapter V 
Applications 

 
The principles asserted in these pages must be more generally admitted as the basis for 

discussion of details, before a consistent application of them to all the various departments of 
government and morals can be attempted with any prospect of advantage. The few observations I 
propose to make on questions of detail, are designed to illustrate the principles, rather than to 
follow them out to their consequences. I offer, not so much applications, as specimens of 
application; which may serve to bring into greater clearness the meaning and limits of the two 
maxims which together form the entire doctrine of this Essay, and to assist the judgment in holding 
the balance between them, in the cases where it appears doubtful which of them is applicable to 
the case.  

The maxims are, first, that the individual is not accountable to society for his actions, in so far 
as these concern the interests of no person but himself. Advice, instruction, persuasion, and 
avoidance by other people if thought necessary by them for their own good, are the only measures 
by which society can justifiably express its dislike or disapprobation of his conduct. Secondly, that 
for such actions as are prejudicial to the interests of others, the individual is accountable and may 
be subjected either to social or to legal punishments, if society is of opinion that the one or the 
other is requisite for its protection. 

 
*** 

The right inherent in society, to ward off crimes against itself by antecedent precautions, 
suggests the obvious limitations to the maxim, that purely self-regarding misconduct cannot 
properly be meddled with in the way of prevention or punishment. Drunkenness, for example, in 
ordinary cases, is not a fit subject for legislative interference; but I should deem it perfectly 
legitimate that a person, who had once been convicted of any act of violence to others under the 
influence of drink, should be placed under a special legal restriction, personal to himself; that if he 
were afterwards found drunk, he should be liable to a penalty, and that if when in that state he 
committed another offence, the punishment to which he would be liable for that other offence 
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should be increased in severity. The making himself drunk, in a person whom drunkenness excites 
to do harm to others, is a crime against others. So, again, idleness, except in a person receiving 
support from the public, or except when it constitutes a breach of contract, cannot without tyranny 
be made a subject of legal punishment; but if either from idleness or from any other avoidable 
cause, a man fails to perform his legal duties to others, as for instance to support his children, it is 
no tyranny to force him to fulfil that obligation, by compulsory labor, if no other means are 
available.  

Again, there are many acts which, being directly injurious only to the agents themselves, ought 
not to be legally interdicted, but which, if done publicly, are a violation of good manners and 
coming thus within the category of offences against others may rightfully be prohibited. Of this 
kind are offences against decency; on which it is unnecessary to dwell, the rather as they are only 
connected indirectly with our subject, the objection to publicity being equally strong in the case of 
many actions not in themselves condemnable, nor supposed to be so.  

There is another question to which an answer must be found, consistent with the principles 
which have been laid down. In cases of personal conduct supposed to be blamable, but which 
respect for liberty precludes society from preventing or punishing, because the evil directly 
resulting falls wholly on the agent; what the agent is free to do, ought other persons to be equally 
free to counsel or instigate? This question is not free from difficulty. The case of a person who 
solicits another to do an act, is not strictly a case of self-regarding conduct. To give advice or offer 
inducements to any one, is a social act, and may therefore, like actions in general which affect 
others, be supposed amenable to social control. But a little reflection corrects the first impression, 
by showing that if the case is not strictly within the definition of individual liberty, yet the reasons 
on which the principle of individual liberty is grounded, are applicable to it. If people must be 
allowed, in whatever concerns only themselves, to act as seems best to themselves at their own 
peril, they must equally be free to consult with one another about what is fit to be so done; to 
exchange opinions, and give and receive suggestions. Whatever it is permitted to do, it must be 
permitted to advise to do. The question is doubtful, only when the instigator derives a personal 
benefit from his advice; when he makes it his occupation, for subsistence or pecuniary gain, to 
promote what society and the state consider to be an evil. Then, indeed, a new element of 
complication is introduced; namely, the existence of classes of persons with an interest opposed to 
what is considered as the public weal, and whose mode of living is grounded on the counteraction 
of it. Ought this to be interfered with, or not? Fornication, for example, must be tolerated, and so 
must gambling; but should a person be free to be a pimp, or to keep a gambling-house? The case 
is one of those which lie on the exact boundary line between two principles, and it is not at once 
apparent to which of the two it properly belongs. There are arguments on both sides. On the side 
of toleration it may be said, that the fact of following anything as an occupation, and living or 
profiting by the practice of it, cannot make that criminal which would otherwise be admissible; 
that the act should either be consistently permitted or consistently prohibited; that if the principles 
which we have hitherto defended are true, society has no business, as society, to decide anything 
to be wrong which concerns only the individual; that it cannot go beyond dissuasion, and that one 
person should be as free to persuade, as another to dissuade. In opposition to this it may be 
contended, that although the public, or the State, are not warranted in authoritatively deciding, for 
purposes of repression or punishment, that such or such conduct affecting only the interests of the 
individual is good or bad, they are fully justified in assuming, if they regard it as bad, that its being 
so or not is at least a disputable question: That, this being supposed, they cannot be acting wrongly 
in endeavoring to exclude the influence of solicitations which are not disinterested, of instigators 
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who cannot possibly be impartial—who have a direct personal interest on one side, and that side 
the one which the State believes to be wrong, and who confessedly promote it for personal objects 
only. There can surely, it may be urged, be nothing lost, no sacrifice of good, by so ordering matters 
that persons shall make their election, either wisely or foolishly, on their own prompting, as free 
as possible from the arts of persons who stimulate their inclinations for interested purposes of their 
own. Thus (it may be said) though the statutes respecting unlawful games are utterly 
indefensible—though all persons should be free to gamble in their own or each other's houses, or 
in any place of meeting established by their own subscriptions, and open only to the members and 
their visitors—yet public gambling-houses should not be permitted. It is true that the prohibition 
is never effectual, and that whatever amount of tyrannical power is given to the police, gambling-
houses can always be maintained under other pretenses; but they may be compelled to conduct 
their operations with a certain degree of secrecy and mystery, so that nobody knows anything about 
them but those who seek them; and more than this, society ought not to aim at. There is 
considerable force in these arguments; I will not venture to decide whether they are sufficient to 
justify the moral anomaly of punishing the accessary, when the principal is (and must be) allowed 
to go free; or fining or imprisoning the procurer, but not the fornicator, the gambling-house keeper, 
but not the gambler. Still less ought the common operations of buying and selling to be interfered 
with on analogous grounds. Almost every article which is bought and sold may be used in excess, 
and the sellers have a pecuniary interest in encouraging that excess; but no argument can be 
founded on this, in favor, for instance, of the Maine Law; because the class of dealers in strong 
drinks, though interested in their abuse, are indispensably required for the sake of their legitimate 
use. The interest, however, of these dealers in promoting intemperance is a real evil, and justifies 
the State in imposing restrictions and requiring guarantees, which but for that justification would 
be infringements of legitimate liberty.  

A further question is, whether the State, while it permits, should nevertheless indirectly 
discourage conduct which it deems contrary to the best interests of the agent; whether, for example, 
it should take measures to render the means of drunkenness more costly, or add to the difficulty of 
procuring them, by limiting the number of the places of sale. On this as on most other practical 
questions, many distinctions require to be made. To tax stimulants for the sole purpose of making 
them more difficult to be obtained, is a measure differing only in degree from their entire 
prohibition; and would be justifiable only if that were justifiable. Every increase of cost is a 
prohibition, to those whose means do not come up to the augmented price; and to those who do, it 
is a penalty laid on them for gratifying a particular taste. Their choice of pleasures, and their mode 
of expending their income, after satisfying their legal and moral obligations to the State and to 
individuals, are their own concern, and must rest with their own judgment. These considerations 
may seem at first sight to condemn the selection of stimulants as special subjects of taxation for 
purposes of revenue. But it must be remembered that taxation for fiscal purposes is absolutely 
inevitable; that in most countries it is necessary that a considerable part of that taxation should be 
indirect; that the State, therefore, cannot help imposing penalties, which to some persons may be 
prohibitory, on the use of some articles of consumption. It is hence the duty of the State to consider, 
in the imposition of taxes, what commodities the consumers can best spare; and à fortiori, to select 
in preference those of which it deems the use, beyond a very moderate quantity, to be positively 
injurious. Taxation, therefore, of stimulants, up to the point which produces the largest amount of 
revenue (supposing that the State needs all the revenue which it yields) is not only admissible, but 
to be approved of. 
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*** 
It was pointed out in an early part of this Essay, that the liberty of the individual, in things 

wherein the individual is alone concerned, implies a corresponding liberty in any number of 
individuals to regulate by mutual agreement such things as regard them jointly, and regard no 
persons but themselves. This question presents no difficulty, so long as the will of all the persons 
implicated remains unaltered; but since that will may change, it is often necessary, even in things 
in which they alone are concerned, that they should enter into engagements with one another; and 
when they do, it is fit, as a general rule, that those engagements should be kept. Yet in the laws, 
probably, of every country, this general rule has some exceptions. Not only persons are not held 
to engagements which violate the rights of third parties, but it is sometimes considered a sufficient 
reason for releasing them from an engagement, that it is injurious to themselves. In this and most 
other civilized countries, for example, an engagement by which a person should sell himself, or 
allow himself to be sold, as a slave, would be null and void; neither enforced by law nor by opinion. 
The ground for thus limiting his power of voluntarily disposing of his own lot in life, is apparent, 
and is very clearly seen in this extreme case. The reason for not interfering, unless for the sake of 
others, with a person's voluntary acts, is consideration for his liberty. His voluntary choice is 
evidence that what he so chooses is desirable, or at the least endurable, to him, and his good is on 
the whole best provided for by allowing him to take his own means of pursuing it. But by selling 
himself for a slave, he abdicates his liberty; he foregoes any future use of it, beyond that single act. 
He therefore defeats, in his own case, the very purpose which is the justification of allowing him 
to dispose of himself. He is no longer free; but is thenceforth in a position which has no longer the 
presumption in its favor, that would be afforded by his voluntarily remaining in it. The principle 
of freedom cannot require that he should be free not to be free. It is not freedom, to be allowed to 
alienate his freedom. These reasons, the force of which is so conspicuous in this peculiar case, are 
evidently of far wider application; yet a limit is everywhere set to them by the necessities of life, 
which continually require, not indeed that we should resign our freedom, but that we should 
consent to this and the other limitation of it. The principle, however, which demands uncontrolled 
freedom of action in all that concerns only the agents themselves, requires that those who have 
become bound to one another, in things which concern no third party, should be able to release 
one another from the engagement: and even without such voluntary release, there are perhaps no 
contracts or engagements, except those that relate to money or money's worth, of which one can 
venture to say that there ought to be no liberty whatever of retractation. Baron Wilhelm von 
Humboldt, in the excellent essay from which I have already quoted, states it as his conviction, that 
engagements which involve personal relations or services, should never be legally binding beyond 
a limited duration of time; and that the most important of these engagements, marriage, having the 
peculiarity that its objects are frustrated unless the feelings of both the parties are in harmony with 
it, should require nothing more than the declared will of either party to dissolve it. This subject is 
too important, and too complicated, to be discussed in a parenthesis, and I touch on it only so far 
as is necessary for purposes of illustration. If the conciseness and generality of Baron Humboldt's 
dissertation had not obliged him in this instance to content himself with enunciating his conclusion 
without discussing the premises, he would doubtless have recognized that the question cannot be 
decided on grounds so simple as those to which he confines himself. When a person, either by 
express promise or by conduct, has encouraged another to rely upon his continuing to act in a 
certain way—to build expectations and calculations, and stake any part of his plan of life upon that 
supposition, a new series of moral obligations arises on his part towards that person, which may 
possibly be overruled, but cannot be ignored. And again, if the relation between two contracting 
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parties has been followed by consequences to others; if it has placed third parties in any peculiar 
position, or, as in the case of marriage, has even called third parties into existence, obligations 
arise on the part of both the contracting parties towards those third persons, the fulfilment of which, 
or at all events the mode of fulfilment, must be greatly affected by the continuance or disruption 
of the relation between the original parties to the contract. It does not follow, nor can I admit, that 
these obligations extend to requiring the fulfilment of the contract at all costs to the happiness of 
the reluctant party; but they are a necessary element in the question; and even if, as Von Humboldt 
maintains, they ought to make no difference in the legal freedom of the parties to release 
themselves from the engagement (and I also hold that they ought not to make much difference), 
they necessarily make a great difference in the moral freedom. A person is bound to take all these 
circumstances into account, before resolving on a step which may affect such important interests 
of others; and if he does not allow proper weight to those interests, he is morally responsible for 
the wrong. I have made these obvious remarks for the better illustration of the general principle of 
liberty, and not because they are at all needed on the particular question, which, on the contrary, 
is usually discussed as if the interest of children was everything, and that of grown persons nothing.  

I have already observed that, owing to the absence of any recognized general principles, 
liberty is often granted where it should be withheld, as well as withheld where it should be granted; 
and one of the cases in which, in the modern European world, the sentiment of liberty is the 
strongest, is a case where, in my view, it is altogether misplaced. A person should be free to do as 
he likes in his own concerns; but he ought not to be free to do as he likes in acting for another, 
under the pretext that the affairs of another are his own affairs. The State, while it respects the 
liberty of each in what specially regards himself, is bound to maintain a vigilant control over his 
exercise of any power which it allows him to possess over others. This obligation is almost entirely 
disregarded in the case of the family relations, a case, in its direct influence on human happiness, 
more important than all others taken together. The almost despotic power of husbands over wives 
need not be enlarged upon here because nothing more is needed for the complete removal of the 
evil, than that wives should have the same rights, and should receive the protection of law in the 
same manner, as all other persons; and because, on this subject, the defenders of established 
injustice do not avail themselves of the plea of liberty, but stand forth openly as the champions of 
power. It is in the case of children, that misapplied notions of liberty are a real obstacle to the 
fulfilment by the State of its duties. One would almost think that a man's children were supposed 
to be literally, and not metaphorically, a part of himself, so jealous is opinion of the smallest 
interference of law with his absolute and exclusive control over them; more jealous than of almost 
any interference with his own freedom of action: so much less do the generality of mankind value 
liberty than power. Consider, for example, the case of education. Is it not almost a self-evident 
axiom, that the State should require and compel the education, up to a certain standard, of every 
human being who is born its citizen? Yet who is there that is not afraid to recognize and assert this 
truth? Hardly anyone indeed will deny that it is one of the most sacred duties of the parents (or, as 
law and usage now stand, the father), after summoning a human being into the world, to give to 
that being an education fitting him to perform his part well in life towards others and towards 
himself. But while this is unanimously declared to be the father's duty, scarcely anybody, in this 
country, will bear to hear of obliging him to perform it. Instead of his being required to make any 
exertion or sacrifice for securing education to the child, it is left to his choice to accept it or not 
when it is provided gratis! It still remains unrecognized, that to bring a child into existence without 
a fair prospect of being able, not only to provide food for its body, but instruction and training for 
its mind, is a moral crime, both against the unfortunate offspring and against society; and that if 
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the parent does not fulfil this obligation, the State ought to see it fulfilled, at the charge, as far as 
possible, of the parent. 
 

*** 
I have reserved for the last place a large class of questions respecting the limits of government 

interference, which, though closely connected with the subject of this Essay, do not, in strictness, 
belong to it. These are cases in which the reasons against interference do not turn upon the principle 
of liberty: the question is not about restraining the actions of individuals, but about helping them: 
it is asked whether the government should do, or cause to be done, something for their benefit, 
instead of leaving it to be done by themselves, individually, or in voluntary combination. 

The objections to government interference, when it is not such as to involve infringement of 
liberty, may be of three kinds. 

The first is, when the thing to be done is likely to be better done by individuals than by the 
government. Speaking generally, there is no one so fit to conduct any business, or to determine 
how or by whom it shall be conducted, as those who are personally interested in it. This principle 
condemns the interferences, once so common, of the legislature, or the officers of government, 
with the ordinary processes of industry. But this part of the subject has been sufficiently enlarged 
upon by political economists, and is not particularly related to the principles of this Essay.  

The second objection is more nearly allied to our subject. In many cases, though individuals 
may not do the particular thing so well, on the average, as the officers of government, it is 
nevertheless desirable that it should be done by them, rather than by the government, as a means 
to their own mental education—a mode of strengthening their active faculties, exercising their 
judgment, and giving them a familiar knowledge of the subjects with which they are thus left to 
deal. This is a principal, though not the sole, recommendation of jury trial (in cases not political); 
of free and popular local and municipal institutions; of the conduct of industrial and philanthropic 
enterprises by voluntary associations. These are not questions of liberty, and are connected with 
that subject only by remote tendencies; but they are questions of development. It belongs to a 
different occasion from the present to dwell on these things as parts of national education; as being, 
in truth, the peculiar training of a citizen, the practical part of the political education of a free 
people, taking them out of the narrow circle of personal and family selfishness, and accustoming 
them to the comprehension of joint interests, the management of joint concerns—habituating them 
to act from public or semi-public motives, and guide their conduct by aims which unite instead of 
isolating them from one another. Without these habits and powers, a free constitution can neither 
be worked nor preserved, as is exemplified by the too-often transitory nature of political freedom 
in countries where it does not rest upon a sufficient basis of local liberties. The management of 
purely local business by the localities, and of the great enterprises of industry by the union of those 
who voluntarily supply the pecuniary means, is further recommended by all the advantages which 
have been set forth in this Essay as belonging to individuality of development, and diversity of 
modes of action. Government operations tend to be everywhere alike. With individuals and 
voluntary associations, on the contrary, there are varied experiments, and endless diversity of 
experience. What the State can usefully do, is to make itself a central depository, and active 
circulator and diffuser, of the experience resulting from many trials. Its business is to enable each 
experimentalist to benefit by the experiments of others, instead of tolerating no experiments but 
its own. 

The third, and most cogent reason for restricting the interference of government, is the great 
evil of adding unnecessarily to its power. Every function superadded to those already exercised by 
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the government, causes its influence over hopes and fears to be more widely diffused, and converts, 
more and more, the active and ambitious part of the public into hangers-on of the government, or 
of some party which aims at becoming the government. If the roads, the railways, the banks, the 
insurance offices, the great joint-stock companies, the universities, and the public charities, were 
all of them branches of the government; if, in addition, the municipal corporations and local boards, 
with all that now devolves on them, became departments of the central administration; if the 
employees of all these different enterprises were appointed and paid by the government, and 
looked to the government for every rise in life; not all the freedom of the press and popular 
constitution of the legislature would make this or any other country free otherwise than in name. 
And the evil would be greater, the more efficiently and scientifically the administrative machinery 
was constructed—the more skillful the arrangements for obtaining the best qualified hands and 
heads with which to work it. In England it has of late been proposed that all the members of the 
civil service of government should be selected by competitive examination, to obtain for those 
employments the most intelligent and instructed persons procurable; and much has been said and 
written for and against this proposal. One of the arguments most insisted on by its opponents, is 
that the occupation of a permanent official servant of the State does not hold out sufficient 
prospects of emolument and importance to attract the highest talents, which will always be able to 
find a more inviting career in the professions, or in the service of companies and other public 
bodies. One would not have been surprised if this argument had been used by the friends of the 
proposition, as an answer to its principal difficulty. Coming from the opponents it is strange 
enough. What is urged as an objection is the safety-valve of the proposed system. If indeed all the 
high talent of the country could be drawn into the service of the government, a proposal tending 
to bring about that result might well inspire uneasiness. If every part of the business of society 
which required organized concert, or large and comprehensive views, were in the hands of the 
government, and if government offices were universally filled by the ablest men, all the enlarged 
culture and practiced intelligence in the country, except the purely speculative, would be 
concentrated in a numerous bureaucracy, to whom alone the rest of the community would look for 
all things: the multitude for direction and dictation in all they had to do; the able and aspiring for 
personal advancement. To be admitted into the ranks of this bureaucracy, and when admitted, to 
rise therein, would be the sole objects of ambition. Under this régime, not only is the outside public 
ill-qualified, for want of practical experience, to criticize or check the mode of operation of the 
bureaucracy, but even if the accidents of despotic or the natural working of popular institutions 
occasionally raise to the summit a ruler or rulers of reforming inclinations, no reform can be 
effected which is contrary to the interest of the bureaucracy. Such is the melancholy condition of 
the Russian empire, as is shown in the accounts of those who have had sufficient opportunity of 
observation. The Czar himself is powerless against the bureaucratic body; he can send any one of 
them to Siberia, but he cannot govern without them, or against their will. On every decree of his 
they have a tacit veto, by merely refraining from carrying it into effect. In countries of more 
advanced civilization and of a more insurrectionary spirit, the public, accustomed to expect 
everything to be done for them by the State, or at least to do nothing for themselves without asking 
from the State not only leave to do it, but even how it is to be done, naturally hold the State 
responsible for all evil which befalls them, and when the evil exceeds their amount of patience, 
they rise against the government and make what is called a revolution; whereupon somebody else, 
with or without legitimate authority from the nation, vaults into the seat, issues his orders to the 
bureaucracy, and everything goes on much as it did before; the bureaucracy being unchanged, and 
nobody else being capable of taking their place. . . .  
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Topics for Writing and Discussion 
 
1. Mill briefly discusses the spread of democratic ideas up to his time, which led to more people 
in society having a say in in their own political governance and the decline of autocratic 
government. However, he believed that social tyranny had become as big a problem as political 
tyranny. He says: “Society can and does execute its own mandates: and if it issues wrong mandates 
instead of right, or any mandates at all in things with which it ought not to meddle, it practices a 
social tyranny more formidable than many kinds of political oppression, since, though not usually 
upheld by such extreme penalties, it leaves fewer means of escape, penetrating much more deeply 
into the details of life, and enslaving the soul itself. Protection, therefore, against the tyranny of 
the magistrate is not enough: there needs protection also against the tyranny of the prevailing 
opinion and feeling; against the tendency of society to impose, by other means than civil penalties, 
its own ideas and practices as rules of conduct on those who dissent from them; to fetter the 
development, and, if possible, prevent the formation, of any individuality not in harmony with its 
ways, and compel all characters to fashion themselves upon the model of its own.” Do you think 
such a “social tyranny” exists today? Do you feel pressure to conform to particular social norms 
and beliefs? If so, in what ways? What constitute social norms? Discuss with your group and write 
a paper on specific ways you feel compelled to adapt to the prevailing social norms in your family 
or peer group. 
 
2.  Near the beginning of Chapter II, Mill says: “If all mankind minus one, were of one opinion, 
and only one person were of the contrary opinion, mankind would be no more justified in silencing 
that one person, than he, if he had the power, would be justified in silencing mankind.” In the US 
we treasure our first amendment right to free speech, but at the same time we realize there are 
certain limits to free speech: you cannot yell fire in a crowded theater for example. And recently 
there has been controversy on college campuses surrounding the regulation of what is called “hate 
speech.” Some colleges have refused to allow certain speakers on campus (white-supremacists, for 
example) because they fear such speakers might provoke violent reactions. Discuss the limits to 
“free speech” with your group and the class.  
 
3. Toward the end of the essay, Mill makes a point that many in today’s society in the US 
champion. He says: “The third, and most cogent reason for restricting the interference of 
government, is the great evil of adding unnecessarily to its power. Every function superadded to 
those already exercised by the government, causes its influence over hopes and fears to be more 
widely diffused, and converts, more and more, the active and ambitious part of the public into 
hangers-on of the government, or of some party which aims at becoming the government.” This 
could almost be the banner of the Libertarian party. In fact, under “What is the Libertarian Party,” 
their website says: “Essentially, we believe all Americans should be free to live their lives and 
pursue their interests as they see fit as long as they do no harm to another.” They would restrict 
government to providing only the essential services, such as police and fire on the local level, and 
defense on the national level. What do you think the role of government should be? If it should 
supply only essential services, what should those services be? Should an individual who has no 
children be taxed to support public education, for example? Discuss with your group and write a 
paper on what you think the role of either the local or national government should be.  
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4. Mill argues that we must allow a diversity of opinion because the prevailing or most popular 
belief may be wrong, and we would never learn that if other opinions were silenced; it may be 
right, but we can know that only if we allow it to be challenged by antagonistic opinions; or it may 
be partially right and partially wrong, and again the only way to discover that is to allow it to be 
challenged. Do you think that every belief should be challenged? If not, why not? Discuss with 
your group. 
 
5. Mill does argue that there are limits to the freedom of individuals to act as they like. He says: 
“When . . .  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.” In other words, when a person’s actions affect not 
only himself, but others to whom he owes obligations, then those actions may be regulated by 
society. He continues: “No person ought to be punished simply for being drunk; but a soldier or a 
policeman should be punished for being drunk on duty. Whenever, 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 this is the real crux of the 
problem; the line between personal freedom and personal responsibility is many times difficult to 
determine or define. Many of the social controversies that divide our society today are caused by 
where we draw this line. Does a woman’s right to control her own body extend to the unborn fetus?  
Does a person have a right to end his own life when he is dying from an incurable disease? Discuss 
this problem with your group and the class. Take one social issue that involves the conflicting 
rights of the individual and society and write a researched paper on it.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 


