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To the beloved and deplored memory of her who was the �nsp�rer,
and �n part the author, of all that �s best �n my wr�t�ngs—the fr�end
and w�fe whose exalted sense of truth and r�ght was my strongest
�nc�tement, and whose approbat�on was my ch�ef reward—I ded�cate
th�s volume. L�ke all that I have wr�tten for many years, �t belongs as
much to her as to me; but the work as �t stands has had, �n a very
�nsuff�c�ent degree, the �nest�mable advantage of her rev�s�on; some
of the most �mportant port�ons hav�ng been reserved for a more
careful re-exam�nat�on, wh�ch they are now never dest�ned to
rece�ve. Were I but capable of �nterpret�ng to the world one-half the
great thoughts and noble feel�ngs wh�ch are bur�ed �n her grave, I
should be the med�um of a greater benef�t to �t than �s ever l�kely to
ar�se from anyth�ng that I can wr�te, unprompted and unass�sted by
her all but unr�valled w�sdom.



INTRODUCTION.
I.

John Stuart M�ll was born on 20th May 1806. He was a del�cate
ch�ld, and the extraord�nary educat�on des�gned by h�s father was not
calculated to develop and �mprove h�s phys�cal powers. "I never was
a boy," he says; "never played cr�cket." H�s exerc�se was taken �n the
form of walks w�th h�s father, dur�ng wh�ch the elder M�ll lectured h�s
son and exam�ned h�m on h�s work. It �s �dle to speculate on the
poss�ble results of a d�fferent treatment. M�ll rema�ned del�cate
throughout h�s l�fe, but was endowed w�th that �ntense mental energy
wh�ch �s so often comb�ned w�th phys�cal weakness. H�s youth was
sacr�f�ced to an �dea; he was des�gned by h�s father to carry on h�s
work; the �nd�v�dual�ty of the boy was un�mportant. A v�s�t to the south
of France at the age of fourteen, �n company w�th the fam�ly of
General S�r Samuel Bentham, was not w�thout �ts �nfluence. It was a
gl�mpse of another atmosphere, though the stud�ous hab�ts of h�s
home l�fe were ma�nta�ned. Moreover, he der�ved from �t h�s �nterest
�n fore�gn pol�t�cs, wh�ch rema�ned one of h�s character�st�cs to the
end of h�s l�fe. In 1823 he was appo�nted jun�or clerk �n the
Exam�ners' Off�ce at the Ind�a House.

M�ll's f�rst essays were wr�tten �n the Traveller about a year before he
entered the Ind�a House. From that t�me forward h�s l�terary work
was un�nterrupted save by attacks of �llness. H�s �ndustry was
stupendous. He wrote art�cles on an �nf�n�te var�ety of subjects,
pol�t�cal, metaphys�cal, ph�losoph�c, rel�g�ous, poet�cal. He d�scovered
Tennyson for h�s generat�on, he �nfluenced the wr�t�ng of Carlyle's
French Revolut�on as well as �ts success. And all the wh�le he was
engaged �n study�ng and prepar�ng for h�s more amb�t�ous works,
wh�le he rose step by step at the Ind�a Off�ce. H�s Essays on
Unsettled Quest�ons �n Pol�t�cal Economy were wr�tten �n 1831,
although they d�d not appear unt�l th�rteen years later. H�s System of
Log�c, the des�gn of wh�ch was even then fash�on�ng �tself �n h�s



bra�n, took th�rteen years to complete, and was actually publ�shed
before the Pol�t�cal Economy. In 1844 appeared the art�cle on
M�chelet, wh�ch �ts author ant�c�pated would cause some d�scuss�on,
but wh�ch d�d not create the sensat�on he expected. Next year there
were the "Cla�ms of Labour" and "Gu�zot," and �n 1847 h�s art�cles on
Ir�sh affa�rs �n the Morn�ng Chron�cle. These years were very much
�nfluenced by h�s fr�endsh�p and correspondence w�th Comte, a
cur�ous comradesh�p between men of such d�fferent temperament. In
1848 M�ll publ�shed h�s Pol�t�cal Economy, to wh�ch he had g�ven h�s
ser�ous study s�nce the complet�on of h�s Log�c. H�s art�cles and
rev�ews, though they �nvolved a good deal of work—as, for �nstance,
the re-perusal of the Il�ad and the Odyssey �n the or�g�nal before
rev�ew�ng Grote's Greece—were recreat�on to the student. The year
1856 saw h�m head of the Exam�ners' Off�ce �n the Ind�a House, and
another two years brought the end of h�s off�c�al work, ow�ng to the
transfer of Ind�a to the Crown. In the same year h�s w�fe d�ed. L�berty
was publ�shed shortly after, as well as the Thoughts on
Parl�amentary Reform, and no year passed w�thout M�ll mak�ng
�mportant contr�but�ons on the pol�t�cal, ph�losoph�cal, and eth�cal
quest�ons of the day.

Seven years after the death of h�s w�fe, M�ll was �nv�ted to contest
Westm�nster. H�s feel�ng on the conduct of elect�ons made h�m
refuse to take any personal act�on �n the matter, and he gave the
frankest express�on to h�s pol�t�cal v�ews, but nevertheless he was
elected by a large major�ty. He was not a convent�onal success �n the
House; as a speaker he lacked magnet�sm. But h�s �nfluence was
w�dely felt. "For the sake of the House of Commons at large," sa�d
Mr. Gladstone, "I rejo�ced �n h�s advent and deplored h�s
d�sappearance. He d�d us all good." After only three years �n
Parl�ament, he was defeated at the next General Elect�on by Mr. W.
H. Sm�th. He ret�red to Av�gnon, to the pleasant l�ttle house where
the happ�est years of h�s l�fe had been spent �n the compan�onsh�p of
h�s w�fe, and cont�nued h�s d�s�nterested labours. He completed h�s
ed�t�on of h�s father's Analys�s of the M�nd, and also produced, �n
add�t�on to less �mportant work, The Subject�on of Women, �n wh�ch
he had the act�ve co-operat�on of h�s step-daughter. A book on



Soc�al�sm was under cons�derat�on, but, l�ke an earl�er study of
Soc�ology, �t never was wr�tten. He d�ed �n 1873, h�s last years be�ng
spent peacefully �n the pleasant soc�ety of h�s step-daughter, from
whose tender care and earnest �ntellectual sympathy he caught
maybe a far-off reflect�on of the l�ght wh�ch had �rrad�ated h�s sp�r�tual
l�fe.



II.

The c�rcumstances under wh�ch John Stuart M�ll wrote h�s L�berty are
largely connected w�th the �nfluence wh�ch Mrs. Taylor w�elded over
h�s career. The ded�cat�on �s well known. It conta�ns the most
extraord�nary panegyr�c on a woman that any ph�losopher has ever
penned. "Were I but capable of �nterpret�ng to the world one-half the
great thoughts and noble feel�ngs wh�ch are bur�ed �n her grave, I
should be the med�um of a greater benef�t to �t than �s ever l�kely to
ar�se from anyth�ng that I can wr�te, unprompted and unass�sted by
her all but unr�valled w�sdom." It �s easy for the ord�nary worldly
cyn�c�sm to curl a scept�cal l�p over sentences l�ke these. There may
be exaggerat�on of sent�ment, the necessary and �nev�table react�on
of a man who was tra�ned accord�ng to the "dry l�ght" of so
un�mpress�onable a man as James M�ll, the father; but the passage
quoted �s not the only one �n wh�ch John Stuart M�ll procla�ms h�s
unhes�tat�ng bel�ef �n the �ntellectual �nfluence of h�s w�fe. The
treat�se on L�berty was wr�tten espec�ally under her author�ty and
encouragement, but there are many earl�er references to the power
wh�ch she exerc�sed over h�s m�nd. M�ll was �ntroduced to her as
early as 1831, at a d�nner-party at Mr. Taylor's house, where were
present, amongst others, Roebuck, W. J. Fox, and M�ss Harr�et
Mart�neau. The acqua�ntance rap�dly r�pened �nto �nt�macy and the
�nt�macy �nto fr�endsh�p, and M�ll was never weary of expat�at�ng on
all the advantages of so s�ngular a relat�onsh�p. In some of the
presentat�on cop�es of h�s work on Pol�t�cal Economy, he wrote the
follow�ng ded�cat�on:—"To Mrs. John Taylor, who, of all persons
known to the author, �s the most h�ghly qual�f�ed e�ther to or�g�nate or
to apprec�ate speculat�on on soc�al advancement, th�s work �s w�th
the h�ghest respect and esteem ded�cated." An art�cle on the
enfranch�sement of women was made the occas�on for another
encom�um. We shall hardly be wrong �n attr�but�ng a much later
book, The Subject�on of Women, publ�shed �n 1869, to the �nfluence



w�elded by Mrs. Taylor. F�nally, the pages of the Autob�ography r�ng
w�th the d�thyramb�c pra�se of h�s "almost �nfall�ble counsellor."

The facts of th�s remarkable �nt�macy can eas�ly be stated. The
deduct�ons are more d�ff�cult. There �s no quest�on that M�ll's
�nfatuat�on was the cause of cons�derable trouble to h�s
acqua�ntances and fr�ends. H�s father openly taxed h�m w�th be�ng �n
love w�th another man's w�fe. Roebuck, Mrs. Grote, Mrs. Aust�n, M�ss
Harr�et Mart�neau were amongst those who suffered because they
made some allus�on to a forb�dden subject. Mrs. Taylor l�ved w�th her
daughter �n a lodg�ng �n the country; but �n 1851 her husband d�ed,
and then M�ll made her h�s w�fe. Op�n�ons were w�dely d�vergent as
to her mer�ts; but every one agreed that up to the t�me of her death,
�n 1858, M�ll was wholly lost to h�s fr�ends. George M�ll, one of M�ll's
younger brothers, gave �t as h�s op�n�on that she was a clever and
remarkable woman, but "noth�ng l�ke what John took her to be."
Carlyle, �n h�s rem�n�scences, descr�bed her w�th amb�guous
ep�thets. She was "v�v�d," "�r�descent," "pale and pass�onate and sad-
look�ng, a l�v�ng-romance hero�ne of the royal�st vol�t�on and
quest�onable dest�ny." It �s not poss�ble to make much of a judgment
l�ke th�s, but we get on more certa�n ground when we d�scover that
Mrs. Carlyle sa�d on one occas�on that "she �s thought to be
dangerous," and that Carlyle added that she was worse than
dangerous, she was patron�s�ng. The occas�on when M�ll and h�s
w�fe were brought �nto close contact w�th the Carlyles �s well known.
The manuscr�pt of the f�rst volume of the French Revolut�on had
been lent to M�ll, and was acc�dentally burnt by Mrs. M�ll's servant.
M�ll and h�s w�fe drove up to Carlyle's door, the w�fe speechless, the
husband so full of conversat�on that he deta�ned Carlyle w�th
desperate attempts at loquac�ty for two hours. But Dr. Garnett tells
us, �n h�s L�fe of Carlyle, that M�ll made a substant�al reparat�on for
the calam�ty for wh�ch he was respons�ble by �nduc�ng the aggr�eved
author to accept half of the £200 wh�ch he offered. Mrs. M�ll, as I
have sa�d, d�ed �n 1858, after seven years of happy compan�onsh�p
w�th her husband, and was bur�ed at Av�gnon. The �nscr�pt�on wh�ch
M�ll wrote for her grave �s too character�st�c to be om�tted:—"Her
great and lov�ng heart, her noble soul, her clear, powerful, or�g�nal,



and comprehens�ve �ntellect, made her the gu�de and support, the
�nstructor �n w�sdom and the example �n goodness, as she was the
sole earthly del�ght of those who had the happ�ness to belong to her.
As earnest for all publ�c good as she was generous and devoted to
all who surrounded her, her �nfluence has been felt �n many of the
greatest �mprovements of the age, and w�ll be �n those st�ll to come.
Were there even a few hearts and �ntellects l�ke hers, th�s earth
would already become the hoped-for Heaven." These l�nes prove the
�ntens�ty of M�ll's feel�ng, wh�ch �s not afra�d of abundant verb�age;
but they also prove that he could not �mag�ne what the effect would
be on others, and, as Grote sa�d, only M�ll's reputat�on could surv�ve
these and s�m�lar d�splays.

Every one w�ll judge for h�mself of th�s romant�c ep�sode �n M�ll's
career, accord�ng to such exper�ence as he may possess of the
ph�losoph�c m�nd and of the value of these cur�ous but not �nfrequent
relat�onsh�ps. It may have been a p�ece of �nfatuat�on, or, �f we prefer
to say so, �t may have been the most grac�ous and the most human
page �n M�ll's career. Mrs. M�ll may have flattered her husband's
van�ty by echo�ng h�s op�n�ons, or she may have �ndeed been an
Eger�a, full of �nsp�rat�on and �ntellectual helpfulness. What usually
happens �n these cases,—although the ph�losopher h�mself, through
h�s bel�ef �n the equal�ty of the sexes, was debarred from th�nk�ng so,
—�s the extremely valuable act�on and react�on of two d�fferent
classes and orders of m�nd. To any one whose thoughts have been
occup�ed w�th the sphere of abstract speculat�on, the l�vely and v�v�d
presentment of concrete fact comes as a del�ghtful and agreeable
shock. The �nst�nct of the woman often enables her not only to
apprehend but to �llustrate a truth for wh�ch she would be totally
unable to g�ve the adequate ph�losoph�c reason�ng. On the other
hand, the man, w�th the more careful log�cal methods and the slow
processes of formal reason�ng, �s apt to suppose that the happy
�ntu�t�on wh�ch leaps to the conclus�on �s really based on the
�ntellectual processes of wh�ch he �s consc�ous �n h�s own case. Thus
both part�es to the happy contract are equally pleased. The abstract
truth gets the concrete �llustrat�on; the concrete �llustrat�on f�nds �ts
proper foundat�on �n a ser�es of abstract �nqu�r�es. Perhaps Carlyle's



ep�thets of "�r�descent" and "v�v�d" refer �nc�dentally to Mrs. M�ll's
qu�ck percept�veness, and thus throw a useful l�ght on the mutual
advantages of the common work of husband and w�fe. But �t savours
almost of �mpert�nence even to attempt to l�ft the ve�l on a mystery
l�ke th�s. It �s enough to say, perhaps, that however much we may
deplore the exaggerat�on of M�ll's references to h�s w�fe, we
recogn�se that, for whatever reason, the pa�r l�ved an �deally happy
l�fe.

It st�ll, however, rema�ns to est�mate the extent to wh�ch Mrs. Taylor,
both before and after her marr�age w�th M�ll, made actual
contr�but�ons to h�s thoughts and h�s publ�c work. Here I may be
perhaps perm�tted to ava�l myself of what I have already wr�tten �n a
prev�ous work.[1] M�ll g�ves us abundant help �n th�s matter �n the
Autob�ography. When f�rst he knew her, h�s thoughts were turn�ng to
the subject of Log�c. But h�s publ�shed work on the subject owed
noth�ng to her, he tells us, �n �ts doctr�nes. It was M�ll's custom to
wr�te the whole of a book so as to get h�s general scheme complete,
and then labor�ously to re-wr�te �t �n order to perfect the phrases and
the compos�t�on. Doubtless Mrs. Taylor was of cons�derable help to
h�m as a cr�t�c of style. But to be a cr�t�c of doctr�ne she was hardly
qual�f�ed. M�ll has made some clear adm�ss�ons on th�s po�nt. "The
only actual revolut�on wh�ch has ever taken place �n my modes of
th�nk�ng was already complete,"[2] he says, before her �nfluence
became paramount. There �s a cur�ously humble est�mate of h�s own
powers (to wh�ch Dr. Ba�n has called attent�on), wh�ch reads at f�rst
s�ght as �f �t contrad�cted th�s. "Dur�ng the greater part of my l�terary
l�fe I have performed the off�ce �n relat�on to her, wh�ch, from a rather
early per�od, I had cons�dered as the most useful part that I was
qual�f�ed to take �n the doma�n of thought, that of an �nterpreter of
or�g�nal th�nkers, and med�ator between them and the publ�c." So far
�t would seem that M�ll had sat at the feet of h�s oracle; but observe
the h�ghly remarkable except�on wh�ch �s made �n the follow�ng
sentence:—"For I had always a humble op�n�on of my own powers
as an or�g�nal th�nker, except �n abstract sc�ence (log�c, metaphys�cs,
and the theoret�c pr�nc�ples of pol�t�cal economy and pol�t�cs.)"[3] If
M�ll then was an or�g�nal th�nker �n log�c, metaphys�cs, and the



sc�ence of economy and pol�t�cs, �t �s clear that he had not learnt
these from her l�ps. And to most men log�c and metaphys�cs may be
safely taken as form�ng a doma�n �n wh�ch or�g�nal�ty of thought, �f �t
can be honestly professed, �s a suff�c�ent t�tle of d�st�nct�on.

Mrs. Taylor's ass�stance �n the Pol�t�cal Economy �s conf�ned to
certa�n def�n�te po�nts. The purely sc�ent�f�c part was, we are
assured, not learnt from her. "But �t was ch�efly her �nfluence wh�ch
gave to the book that general tone by wh�ch �t �s d�st�ngu�shed from
all prev�ous expos�t�ons of pol�t�cal economy that had any
pretens�ons to be sc�ent�f�c, and wh�ch has made �t so useful �n
conc�l�at�ng m�nds wh�ch those prev�ous expos�t�ons had repelled.
Th�s tone cons�sted ch�efly �n mak�ng the proper d�st�nct�on between
the laws of the product�on of wealth, wh�ch are real laws of Nature,
dependent on the propert�es of objects, and the modes of �ts
d�str�but�on, wh�ch, subject to certa�n cond�t�ons, depend on human
w�ll.... I had �ndeed part�ally learnt th�s v�ew of th�ngs from the
thoughts awakened �n me by the speculat�ons of St. S�mon�ans; but �t
was made a l�v�ng pr�nc�ple, pervad�ng and an�mat�ng the book, by
my w�fe's prompt�ngs."[4] The part wh�ch �s �tal�c�sed �s not�ceable.
Here, as elsewhere, M�ll th�nks out the matter by h�mself; the
concrete form of the thoughts �s suggested or prompted by the w�fe.
Apart from th�s "general tone," M�ll tells us that there was a spec�f�c
contr�but�on. "The chapter wh�ch has had a greater �nfluence on
op�n�on than all the rest, that on the Probable Future of the
Labour�ng Classes, �s ent�rely due to her. In the f�rst draft of the book
that chapter d�d not ex�st. She po�nted out the need of such a
chapter, and the extreme �mperfect�on of the book w�thout �t; she was
the cause of my wr�t�ng �t." From th�s �t would appear that she gave
M�ll that tendency to Soc�al�sm wh�ch, wh�le �t lends a progress�ve
sp�r�t to h�s speculat�ons on pol�t�cs, at the same t�me does not
man�festly accord w�th h�s earl�er advocacy of peasant
propr�etorsh�ps. Nor, aga�n, �s �t, on the face of �t, cons�stent w�th
those doctr�nes of �nd�v�dual l�berty wh�ch, a�ded by the �ntellectual
compan�onsh�p of h�s w�fe, he propounded �n a later work. The �deal
of �nd�v�dual freedom �s not the �deal of Soc�al�sm, just as that
�nvocat�on of governmental a�d to wh�ch the Soc�al�st resorts �s not



cons�stent w�th the theory of la�sser-fa�re. Yet L�berty was planned by
M�ll and h�s w�fe �n concert. Perhaps a sl�ght v�s�onar�ness of
speculat�on was no less the attr�bute of Mrs. M�ll than an absence of
r�g�d log�cal pr�nc�ples. Be th�s as �t may, she undoubtedly checked
the half-recogn�sed lean�ngs of her husband �n the d�rect�on of
Coler�dge and Carlyle. Whether th�s was an �nstance of her
steady�ng �nfluence,[5] or whether �t added one more unass�m�lated
element to M�ll's d�verse �ntellectual sustenance, may be w�sely left
an open quest�on. We cannot, however, be wrong �n attr�but�ng to her
the parentage of one book of M�ll, The Subject�on of Women. It �s
true that M�ll had before learnt that men and women ought to be
equal �n legal, pol�t�cal, soc�al, and domest�c relat�ons. Th�s was a
po�nt on wh�ch he had already fallen foul of h�s father's essay on
Government. But Mrs. Taylor had actually wr�tten on th�s very po�nt,
and the warmth and fervour of M�ll's denunc�at�ons of women's
serv�tude were unm�stakably caught from h�s w�fe's v�ew of the
pract�cal d�sab�l�t�es enta�led by the fem�n�ne pos�t�on.



III.

L�berty was publ�shed �n 1859, when the n�neteenth century was half
over, but �n �ts general sp�r�t and �n some of �ts spec�al tendenc�es the
l�ttle tract belongs rather to the standpo�nt of the e�ghteenth century
than to that wh�ch saw �ts b�rth. In many of h�s speculat�ons John
Stuart M�ll forms a sort of connect�ng l�nk between the doctr�nes of
the earl�er Engl�sh emp�r�cal school and those wh�ch we assoc�ate
w�th the name of Mr. Herbert Spencer. In h�s Log�c, for �nstance, he
represents an advance on the theor�es of Hume, and yet does not
see how profoundly the v�ctor�es of Sc�ence mod�fy the conclus�ons
of the earl�er th�nker. S�m�larly, �n h�s Pol�t�cal Economy, he des�res to
�mprove and to enlarge upon R�cardo, and yet does not advance so
far as the mod�f�cat�ons of pol�t�cal economy by Soc�ology, �nd�cated
by some later—and espec�ally German—speculat�ons on the
subject. In the tract on L�berty, M�ll �s advocat�ng the r�ghts of the
�nd�v�dual as aga�nst Soc�ety at the very open�ng of an era that was
rap�dly com�ng to the conclus�on that the �nd�v�dual had no absolute
r�ghts aga�nst Soc�ety. The e�ghteenth century v�ew �s that �nd�v�duals
ex�sted f�rst, each w�th the�r own spec�al cla�ms and respons�b�l�t�es;
that they del�berately formed a Soc�al State, e�ther by a contract or
otherw�se; and that then f�nally they l�m�ted the�r own act�on out of
regard for the �nterests of the soc�al organ�sm thus arb�trar�ly
produced. Th�s �s hardly the v�ew of the n�neteenth century. It �s
poss�ble that log�cally the �nd�v�dual �s pr�or to the State; h�stor�cally
and �n the order of Nature, the State �s pr�or to the �nd�v�dual. In other
words, such r�ghts as every s�ngle personal�ty possesses �n a
modern world do not belong to h�m by an or�g�nal ord�nance of
Nature, but are slowly acqu�red �n the growth and development of the
soc�al state. It �s not the truth that �nd�v�dual l�bert�es were forfe�ted by
some del�berate act when men made themselves �nto a
Commonwealth. It �s more true to say, as Ar�stotle sa�d long ago, that
man �s naturally a pol�t�cal an�mal, that he l�ved under str�ct soc�al
laws as a mere �tem, almost a nonent�ty, as compared w�th the



Order, Soc�ety, or Commun�ty to wh�ch he belonged, and that such
pr�v�leges as he subsequently acqu�red have been obta�ned �n v�rtue
of h�s grow�ng �mportance as a member of a grow�ng organ�sat�on.
But �f th�s �s even approx�mately true, �t ser�ously restr�cts that l�berty
of the �nd�v�dual for wh�ch M�ll pleads. The �nd�v�dual has no chance,
because he has no r�ghts, aga�nst the soc�al organ�sm. Soc�ety can
pun�sh h�m for acts or even op�n�ons wh�ch are ant�-soc�al �n
character. H�s v�rtue l�es �n recogn�s�ng the �nt�mate commun�on w�th
h�s fellows. H�s sphere of act�v�ty �s bounded by the common �nterest.
Just as �t �s an absurd and exploded theory that all men are or�g�nally
equal, so �t �s an anc�ent and false doctr�ne to protest that a man has
an �nd�v�dual l�berty to l�ve and th�nk as he chooses �n any sp�r�t of
antagon�sm to that larger body of wh�ch he forms an �ns�gn�f�cant
part.

Nowadays th�s v�ew of Soc�ety and of �ts development, wh�ch we
largely owe to the Ph�losoph�e Pos�t�ve of M. Auguste Comte, �s so
fam�l�ar and poss�bly so damag�ng to the �nd�v�dual �n�t�at�ve, that �t
becomes necessary to advance and procla�m the truth wh�ch res�des
�n an oppos�te theory. All progress, as we are aware, depends on the
jo�nt process of �ntegrat�on and d�fferent�at�on; synthes�s, analys�s,
and then a larger synthes�s seem to form the law of development. If
�t ever comes to pass that Soc�ety �s tyrann�cal �n �ts restr�ct�ons of
the �nd�v�dual, �f, as for �nstance �n some forms of Soc�al�sm, based
on decept�ve analog�es of Nature's deal�ngs, the type �s everyth�ng
and the �nd�v�dual noth�ng, �t must be conf�dently urged �n answer
that the fuller l�fe of the future depends on the man�fold act�v�t�es,
even though they may be antagon�st�c, of the �nd�v�dual. In England,
at all events, we know that government �n all �ts d�fferent forms,
whether as K�ng, or as a caste of nobles, or as an ol�garch�cal
plutocracy, or even as trades un�ons, �s so dwarf�ng �n �ts act�on that,
for the sake of the future, the �nd�v�dual must revolt. Just as our
former po�nt of v�ew l�m�ted the value of M�ll's treat�se on L�berty, so
these cons�derat�ons tend to show �ts eternal �mportance. The
omn�potence of Soc�ety means a dead level of un�form�ty. The cla�m
of the �nd�v�dual to be heard, to say what he l�kes, to do what he
l�kes, to l�ve as he l�kes, �s absolutely necessary, not only for the



var�ety of elements w�thout wh�ch l�fe �s poor, but also for the hope of
a future age. So long as �nd�v�dual �n�t�at�ve and effort are recogn�sed
as a v�tal element �n Engl�sh h�story, so long w�ll M�ll's L�berty, wh�ch
he confesses was based on a suggest�on der�ved from Von
Humboldt, rema�n as an �nd�spensable contr�but�on to the
speculat�ons, and also to the health and san�ty, of the world.

 

What h�s w�fe really was to M�ll, we shall, perhaps, never know. But
that she was an actual and v�v�d force, wh�ch roused the latent
enthus�asm of h�s nature, we have abundant ev�dence. And when
she d�ed at Av�gnon, though h�s fr�ends may have rega�ned an
almost estranged compan�onsh�p, M�ll was, personally, the poorer.
Into the sorrow of that bereavement we cannot enter: we have no
r�ght or power to draw the ve�l. It �s enough to quote the s�mple
words, so eloquent of an unspoken gr�ef—"I can say noth�ng wh�ch
could descr�be, even �n the fa�ntest manner, what that loss was and
�s. But because I know that she would have w�shed �t, I endeavour to
make the best of what l�fe I have left, and to work for her purposes
w�th such d�m�n�shed strength as can be der�ved from thoughts of
her, and commun�on w�th her memory."

W. L. COURTNEY.

L�����, July 5th, 1901.

FOOTNOTES:

[1] L�fe of John Stuart M�ll, chapter v�. (Walter Scott.)

[2] Autob�ography, p. 190.

[3] Ib�d., p. 242.

[4] Autob�ography, pp. 246, 247.

[5] Cf. an �nstruct�ve page �n the Autob�ography, p. 252.
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ON LIBERTY.



CHAPTER I.
INTRODUCTORY.

The subject of th�s Essay �s not the so-called L�berty of the W�ll, so
unfortunately opposed to the m�snamed doctr�ne of Ph�losoph�cal
Necess�ty; but C�v�l, or Soc�al L�berty: the nature and l�m�ts of the
power wh�ch can be leg�t�mately exerc�sed by soc�ety over the
�nd�v�dual. A quest�on seldom stated, and hardly ever d�scussed, �n
general terms, but wh�ch profoundly �nfluences the pract�cal
controvers�es of the age by �ts latent presence, and �s l�kely soon to
make �tself recogn�sed as the v�tal quest�on of the future. It �s so far
from be�ng new, that �n a certa�n sense, �t has d�v�ded mank�nd,
almost from the remotest ages; but �n the stage of progress �nto
wh�ch the more c�v�l�sed port�ons of the spec�es have now entered, �t
presents �tself under new cond�t�ons, and requ�res a d�fferent and
more fundamental treatment.

The struggle between L�berty and Author�ty �s the most consp�cuous
feature �n the port�ons of h�story w�th wh�ch we are earl�est fam�l�ar,
part�cularly �n that of Greece, Rome, and England. But �n old t�mes
th�s contest was between subjects, or some classes of subjects, and
the government. By l�berty, was meant protect�on aga�nst the tyranny
of the pol�t�cal rulers. The rulers were conce�ved (except �n some of
the popular governments of Greece) as �n a necessar�ly antagon�st�c
pos�t�on to the people whom they ruled. They cons�sted of a
govern�ng One, or a govern�ng tr�be or caste, who der�ved the�r
author�ty from �nher�tance or conquest, who, at all events, d�d not
hold �t at the pleasure of the governed, and whose supremacy men
d�d not venture, perhaps d�d not des�re, to contest, whatever
precaut�ons m�ght be taken aga�nst �ts oppress�ve exerc�se. The�r
power was regarded as necessary, but also as h�ghly dangerous; as
a weapon wh�ch they would attempt to use aga�nst the�r subjects, no
less than aga�nst external enem�es. To prevent the weaker members
of the commun�ty from be�ng preyed upon by �nnumerable vultures, �t



was needful that there should be an an�mal of prey stronger than the
rest, comm�ss�oned to keep them down. But as the k�ng of the
vultures would be no less bent upon prey�ng on the flock than any of
the m�nor harp�es, �t was �nd�spensable to be �n a perpetual att�tude
of defence aga�nst h�s beak and claws. The a�m, therefore, of
patr�ots, was to set l�m�ts to the power wh�ch the ruler should be
suffered to exerc�se over the commun�ty; and th�s l�m�tat�on was what
they meant by l�berty. It was attempted �n two ways. F�rst, by
obta�n�ng a recogn�t�on of certa�n �mmun�t�es, called pol�t�cal l�bert�es
or r�ghts, wh�ch �t was to be regarded as a breach of duty �n the ruler
to �nfr�nge, and wh�ch �f he d�d �nfr�nge, spec�f�c res�stance, or
general rebell�on, was held to be just�f�able. A second, and generally
a later exped�ent, was the establ�shment of const�tut�onal checks; by
wh�ch the consent of the commun�ty, or of a body of some sort,
supposed to represent �ts �nterests, was made a necessary cond�t�on
to some of the more �mportant acts of the govern�ng power. To the
f�rst of these modes of l�m�tat�on, the rul�ng power, �n most European
countr�es, was compelled, more or less, to subm�t. It was not so w�th
the second; and to atta�n th�s, or when already �n some degree
possessed, to atta�n �t more completely, became everywhere the
pr�nc�pal object of the lovers of l�berty. And so long as mank�nd were
content to combat one enemy by another, and to be ruled by a
master, on cond�t�on of be�ng guaranteed more or less eff�cac�ously
aga�nst h�s tyranny, they d�d not carry the�r asp�rat�ons beyond th�s
po�nt.

A t�me, however, came, �n the progress of human affa�rs, when men
ceased to th�nk �t a necess�ty of nature that the�r governors should be
an �ndependent power, opposed �n �nterest to themselves. It
appeared to them much better that the var�ous mag�strates of the
State should be the�r tenants or delegates, revocable at the�r
pleasure. In that way alone, �t seemed, could they have complete
secur�ty that the powers of government would never be abused to
the�r d�sadvantage. By degrees, th�s new demand for elect�ve and
temporary rulers became the prom�nent object of the exert�ons of the
popular party, wherever any such party ex�sted; and superseded, to
a cons�derable extent, the prev�ous efforts to l�m�t the power of



rulers. As the struggle proceeded for mak�ng the rul�ng power
emanate from the per�od�cal cho�ce of the ruled, some persons
began to th�nk that too much �mportance had been attached to the
l�m�tat�on of the power �tself. That (�t m�ght seem) was a resource
aga�nst rulers whose �nterests were hab�tually opposed to those of
the people. What was now wanted was, that the rulers should be
�dent�f�ed w�th the people; that the�r �nterest and w�ll should be the
�nterest and w�ll of the nat�on. The nat�on d�d not need to be
protected aga�nst �ts own w�ll. There was no fear of �ts tyrann�s�ng
over �tself. Let the rulers be effectually respons�ble to �t, promptly
removable by �t, and �t could afford to trust them w�th power of wh�ch
�t could �tself d�ctate the use to be made. The�r power was but the
nat�on's own power, concentrated, and �n a form conven�ent for
exerc�se. Th�s mode of thought, or rather perhaps of feel�ng, was
common among the last generat�on of European l�beral�sm, �n the
Cont�nental sect�on of wh�ch �t st�ll apparently predom�nates. Those
who adm�t any l�m�t to what a government may do, except �n the
case of such governments as they th�nk ought not to ex�st, stand out
as br�ll�ant except�ons among the pol�t�cal th�nkers of the Cont�nent. A
s�m�lar tone of sent�ment m�ght by th�s t�me have been prevalent �n
our own country, �f the c�rcumstances wh�ch for a t�me encouraged �t,
had cont�nued unaltered.

But, �n pol�t�cal and ph�losoph�cal theor�es, as well as �n persons,
success d�scloses faults and �nf�rm�t�es wh�ch fa�lure m�ght have
concealed from observat�on. The not�on, that the people have no
need to l�m�t the�r power over themselves, m�ght seem ax�omat�c,
when popular government was a th�ng only dreamed about, or read
of as hav�ng ex�sted at some d�stant per�od of the past. Ne�ther was
that not�on necessar�ly d�sturbed by such temporary aberrat�ons as
those of the French Revolut�on, the worst of wh�ch were the work of
a usurp�ng few, and wh�ch, �n any case, belonged, not to the
permanent work�ng of popular �nst�tut�ons, but to a sudden and
convuls�ve outbreak aga�nst monarch�cal and ar�stocrat�c despot�sm.
In t�me, however, a democrat�c republ�c came to occupy a large
port�on of the earth's surface, and made �tself felt as one of the most
powerful members of the commun�ty of nat�ons; and elect�ve and



respons�ble government became subject to the observat�ons and
cr�t�c�sms wh�ch wa�t upon a great ex�st�ng fact. It was now perce�ved
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 exerc�se the power are not always the same
people w�th those over whom �t �s exerc�sed; and the "self-
government" spoken of �s not the government of each by h�mself, but
of each by all the rest. The w�ll of the people, moreover, pract�cally
means, the w�ll of the most numerous or the most act�ve part of the
people; the major�ty, or those who succeed �n mak�ng themselves
accepted as the major�ty: the people, consequently, may des�re to
oppress a part of the�r number; and precaut�ons are as much needed
aga�nst th�s, as aga�nst any other abuse of power. The l�m�tat�on,
therefore, of the power of government over �nd�v�duals, loses none of
�ts �mportance when the holders of power are regularly accountable
to the commun�ty, that �s, to the strongest party there�n. Th�s v�ew of
th�ngs, recommend�ng �tself equally to the �ntell�gence of th�nkers and
to the �ncl�nat�on of those �mportant classes �n European soc�ety to
whose real or supposed �nterests democracy �s adverse, has had no
d�ff�culty �n establ�sh�ng �tself; and �n pol�t�cal speculat�ons "the
tyranny of the major�ty" �s now generally �ncluded among the ev�ls
aga�nst wh�ch soc�ety requ�res to be on �ts guard.

L�ke other tyrann�es, the tyranny of the major�ty was at f�rst, and �s
st�ll vulgarly, held �n dread, ch�efly as operat�ng through the acts of
the publ�c author�t�es. But reflect�ng persons perce�ved that when
soc�ety �s �tself the tyrant—soc�ety collect�vely, over the separate
�nd�v�duals who compose �t—�ts means of tyrann�s�ng are not
restr�cted to the acts wh�ch �t may do by the hands of �ts pol�t�cal
funct�onar�es. Soc�ety can and does execute �ts own mandates: and
�f �t �ssues wrong mandates �nstead of r�ght, or any mandates at all �n
th�ngs w�th wh�ch �t ought not to meddle, �t pract�ses a soc�al tyranny
more form�dable than many k�nds of pol�t�cal oppress�on, s�nce,
though not usually upheld by such extreme penalt�es, �t leaves fewer
means of escape, penetrat�ng much more deeply �nto the deta�ls of
l�fe, and enslav�ng the soul �tself. Protect�on, therefore, aga�nst the
tyranny of the mag�strate �s not enough: there needs protect�on also



aga�nst the tyranny of the preva�l�ng op�n�on and feel�ng; aga�nst the
tendency of soc�ety to �mpose, by other means than c�v�l penalt�es,
�ts own �deas and pract�ces as rules of conduct on those who d�ssent
from them; to fetter the development, and, �f poss�ble, prevent the
format�on, of any �nd�v�dual�ty not �n harmony w�th �ts ways, and
compel all characters to fash�on themselves upon the model of �ts
own. There �s a l�m�t to the leg�t�mate �nterference of collect�ve
op�n�on w�th �nd�v�dual �ndependence: and to f�nd that l�m�t, and
ma�nta�n �t aga�nst encroachment, �s as �nd�spensable to a good
cond�t�on of human affa�rs, as protect�on aga�nst pol�t�cal despot�sm.

But though th�s propos�t�on �s not l�kely to be contested �n general
terms, the pract�cal quest�on, where to place the l�m�t—how to make
the f�tt�ng adjustment between �nd�v�dual �ndependence and soc�al
control—�s a subject on wh�ch nearly everyth�ng rema�ns to be done.
All that makes ex�stence valuable to any one, depends on the
enforcement of restra�nts upon the act�ons of other people. Some
rules of conduct, therefore, must be �mposed, by law �n the f�rst
place, and by op�n�on on many th�ngs wh�ch are not f�t subjects for
the operat�on of law. What these rules should be, �s the pr�nc�pal
quest�on �n human affa�rs; but �f we except a few of the most obv�ous
cases, �t �s one of those wh�ch least progress has been made �n
resolv�ng. No two ages, and scarcely any two countr�es, have
dec�ded �t al�ke; and the dec�s�on of one age or country �s a wonder
to another. Yet the people of any g�ven age and country no more
suspect any d�ff�culty �n �t, than �f �t were a subject on wh�ch mank�nd
had always been agreed. The rules wh�ch obta�n among themselves
appear to them self-ev�dent and self-just�fy�ng. Th�s all but un�versal
�llus�on �s one of the examples of the mag�cal �nfluence of custom,
wh�ch �s not only, as the proverb says, a second nature, but �s
cont�nually m�staken for the f�rst. The effect of custom, �n prevent�ng
any m�sg�v�ng respect�ng the rules of conduct wh�ch mank�nd �mpose
on one another, �s all the more complete because the subject �s one
on wh�ch �t �s not generally cons�dered necessary that reasons
should be g�ven, e�ther by one person to others, or by each to
h�mself. People are accustomed to bel�eve, and have been
encouraged �n the bel�ef by some who asp�re to the character of



ph�losophers, that the�r feel�ngs, on subjects of th�s nature, are better
than reasons, and render reasons unnecessary. The pract�cal
pr�nc�ple wh�ch gu�des them to the�r op�n�ons on the regulat�on of
human conduct, �s the feel�ng �n each person's m�nd that everybody
should be requ�red to act as he, and those w�th whom he
sympath�ses, would l�ke them to act. No one, �ndeed, acknowledges
to h�mself that h�s standard of judgment �s h�s own l�k�ng; but an
op�n�on on a po�nt of conduct, not supported by reasons, can only
count as one person's preference; and �f the reasons, when g�ven,
are a mere appeal to a s�m�lar preference felt by other people, �t �s
st�ll only many people's l�k�ng �nstead of one. To an ord�nary man,
however, h�s own preference, thus supported, �s not only a perfectly
sat�sfactory reason, but the only one he generally has for any of h�s
not�ons of moral�ty, taste, or propr�ety, wh�ch are not expressly wr�tten
�n h�s rel�g�ous creed; and h�s ch�ef gu�de �n the �nterpretat�on even of
that. Men's op�n�ons, accord�ngly, on what �s laudable or blamable,
are affected by all the mult�far�ous causes wh�ch �nfluence the�r
w�shes �n regard to the conduct of others, and wh�ch are as
numerous as those wh�ch determ�ne the�r w�shes on any other
subject. Somet�mes the�r reason—at other t�mes the�r prejud�ces or
superst�t�ons: often the�r soc�al affect�ons, not seldom the�r ant�-soc�al
ones, the�r envy or jealousy, the�r arrogance or contemptuousness:
but most commonly, the�r des�res or fears for themselves—the�r
leg�t�mate or �lleg�t�mate self-�nterest. Wherever there �s an
ascendant class, a large port�on of the moral�ty of the country
emanates from �ts class �nterests, and �ts feel�ngs of class
super�or�ty. The moral�ty between Spartans and Helots, between
planters and negroes, between pr�nces and subjects, between
nobles and rotur�ers, between men and women, has been for the
most part the creat�on of these class �nterests and feel�ngs: and the
sent�ments thus generated, react �n turn upon the moral feel�ngs of
the members of the ascendant class, �n the�r relat�ons among
themselves. Where, on the other hand, a class, formerly ascendant,
has lost �ts ascendancy, or where �ts ascendancy �s unpopular, the
preva�l�ng moral sent�ments frequently bear the �mpress of an
�mpat�ent d�sl�ke of super�or�ty. Another grand determ�n�ng pr�nc�ple
of the rules of conduct, both �n act and forbearance, wh�ch have



been enforced by law or op�n�on, has been the serv�l�ty of mank�nd
towards the supposed preferences or avers�ons of the�r temporal
masters, or of the�r gods. Th�s serv�l�ty, though essent�ally self�sh, �s
not hypocr�sy; �t g�ves r�se to perfectly genu�ne sent�ments of
abhorrence; �t made men burn mag�c�ans and heret�cs. Among so
many baser �nfluences, the general and obv�ous �nterests of soc�ety
have of course had a share, and a large one, �n the d�rect�on of the
moral sent�ments: less, however, as a matter of reason, and on the�r
own account, than as a consequence of the sympath�es and
ant�path�es wh�ch grew out of them: and sympath�es and ant�path�es
wh�ch had l�ttle or noth�ng to do w�th the �nterests of soc�ety, have
made themselves felt �n the establ�shment of moral�t�es w�th qu�te as
great force.

The l�k�ngs and d�sl�k�ngs of soc�ety, or of some powerful port�on of �t,
are thus the ma�n th�ng wh�ch has pract�cally determ�ned the rules
la�d down for general observance, under the penalt�es of law or
op�n�on. And �n general, those who have been �n advance of soc�ety
�n thought and feel�ng have left th�s cond�t�on of th�ngs unassa�led �n
pr�nc�ple, however they may have come �nto confl�ct w�th �t �n some
of �ts deta�ls. They have occup�ed themselves rather �n �nqu�r�ng what
th�ngs soc�ety ought to l�ke or d�sl�ke, than �n quest�on�ng whether �ts
l�k�ngs or d�sl�k�ngs should be a law to �nd�v�duals. They preferred
endeavour�ng to alter the feel�ngs of mank�nd on the part�cular po�nts
on wh�ch they were themselves heret�cal, rather than make common
cause �n defence of freedom, w�th heret�cs generally. The only case
�n wh�ch the h�gher ground has been taken on pr�nc�ple and
ma�nta�ned w�th cons�stency, by any but an �nd�v�dual here and there,
�s that of rel�g�ous bel�ef: a case �nstruct�ve �n many ways, and not
least so as form�ng a most str�k�ng �nstance of the fall�b�l�ty of what �s
called the moral sense: for the od�um theolog�cum, �n a s�ncere b�got,
�s one of the most unequ�vocal cases of moral feel�ng. Those who
f�rst broke the yoke of what called �tself the Un�versal Church, were
�n general as l�ttle w�ll�ng to perm�t d�fference of rel�g�ous op�n�on as
that church �tself. But when the heat of the confl�ct was over, w�thout
g�v�ng a complete v�ctory to any party, and each church or sect was
reduced to l�m�t �ts hopes to reta�n�ng possess�on of the ground �t



already occup�ed; m�nor�t�es, see�ng that they had no chance of
becom�ng major�t�es, were under the necess�ty of plead�ng to those
whom they could not convert, for perm�ss�on to d�ffer. It �s
accord�ngly on th�s battle-f�eld, almost solely, that the r�ghts of the
�nd�v�dual aga�nst soc�ety have been asserted on broad grounds of
pr�nc�ple, and the cla�m of soc�ety to exerc�se author�ty over
d�ssent�ents, openly controverted. The great wr�ters to whom the
world owes what rel�g�ous l�berty �t possesses, have mostly asserted
freedom of consc�ence as an �ndefeas�ble r�ght, and den�ed
absolutely that a human be�ng �s accountable to others for h�s
rel�g�ous bel�ef. Yet so natural to mank�nd �s �ntolerance �n whatever
they really care about, that rel�g�ous freedom has hardly anywhere
been pract�cally real�sed, except where rel�g�ous �nd�fference, wh�ch
d�sl�kes to have �ts peace d�sturbed by theolog�cal quarrels, has
added �ts we�ght to the scale. In the m�nds of almost all rel�g�ous
persons, even �n the most tolerant countr�es, the duty of tolerat�on �s
adm�tted w�th tac�t reserves. One person w�ll bear w�th d�ssent �n
matters of church government, but not of dogma; another can
tolerate everybody, short of a Pap�st or a Un�tar�an; another, every
one who bel�eves �n revealed rel�g�on; a few extend the�r char�ty a
l�ttle further, but stop at the bel�ef �n a God and �n a future state.
Wherever the sent�ment of the major�ty �s st�ll genu�ne and �ntense, �t
�s found to have abated l�ttle of �ts cla�m to be obeyed.

In England, from the pecul�ar c�rcumstances of our pol�t�cal h�story,
though the yoke of op�n�on �s perhaps heav�er, that of law �s l�ghter,
than �n most other countr�es of Europe; and there �s cons�derable
jealousy of d�rect �nterference, by the leg�slat�ve or the execut�ve
power, w�th pr�vate conduct; not so much from any just regard for the
�ndependence of the �nd�v�dual, as from the st�ll subs�st�ng hab�t of
look�ng on the government as represent�ng an oppos�te �nterest to
the publ�c. The major�ty have not yet learnt to feel the power of the
government the�r power, or �ts op�n�ons the�r op�n�ons. When they do
so, �nd�v�dual l�berty w�ll probably be as much exposed to �nvas�on
from the government, as �t already �s from publ�c op�n�on. But, as yet,
there �s a cons�derable amount of feel�ng ready to be called forth
aga�nst any attempt of the law to control �nd�v�duals �n th�ngs �n wh�ch



they have not h�therto been accustomed to be controlled by �t; and
th�s w�th very l�ttle d�scr�m�nat�on as to whether the matter �s, or �s
not, w�th�n the leg�t�mate sphere of legal control; �nsomuch that the
feel�ng, h�ghly salutary on the whole, �s perhaps qu�te as often
m�splaced as well grounded �n the part�cular �nstances of �ts
appl�cat�on. There �s, �n fact, no recogn�sed pr�nc�ple by wh�ch the
propr�ety or �mpropr�ety of government �nterference �s customar�ly
tested. People dec�de accord�ng to the�r personal preferences.
Some, whenever they see any good to be done, or ev�l to be
remed�ed, would w�ll�ngly �nst�gate the government to undertake the
bus�ness; wh�le others prefer to bear almost any amount of soc�al
ev�l, rather than add one to the departments of human �nterests
amenable to governmental control. And men range themselves on
one or the other s�de �n any part�cular case, accord�ng to th�s general
d�rect�on of the�r sent�ments; or accord�ng to the degree of �nterest
wh�ch they feel �n the part�cular th�ng wh�ch �t �s proposed that the
government should do, or accord�ng to the bel�ef they enterta�n that
the government would, or would not, do �t �n the manner they prefer;
but very rarely on account of any op�n�on to wh�ch they cons�stently
adhere, as to what th�ngs are f�t to be done by a government. And �t
seems to me that �n consequence of th�s absence of rule or pr�nc�ple,
one s�de �s at present as often wrong as the other; the �nterference of
government �s, w�th about equal frequency, �mproperly �nvoked and
�mproperly condemned.

The object of th�s Essay �s to assert one very s�mple pr�nc�ple, as
ent�tled to govern absolutely the deal�ngs of soc�ety w�th the
�nd�v�dual �n the way of compuls�on and control, whether the means
used be phys�cal force �n the form of legal penalt�es, or the moral
coerc�on of publ�c op�n�on. That pr�nc�ple �s, that the sole end for
wh�ch mank�nd are warranted, �nd�v�dually or collect�vely, �n
�nterfer�ng w�th the l�berty of act�on of any of the�r number, �s self-
protect�on. That the only purpose for wh�ch power can be r�ghtfully
exerc�sed over any member of a c�v�l�sed commun�ty, aga�nst h�s w�ll,
�s to prevent harm to others. H�s own good, e�ther phys�cal or moral,
�s not a suff�c�ent warrant. He cannot r�ghtfully be compelled to do or
forbear because �t w�ll be better for h�m to do so, because �t w�ll



make h�m happ�er, because, �n the op�n�ons of others, to do so would
be w�se, or even r�ght. These are good reasons for remonstrat�ng
w�th h�m, or reason�ng w�th h�m, or persuad�ng h�m, or entreat�ng
h�m, but not for compell�ng h�m, or v�s�t�ng h�m w�th any ev�l �n case
he do otherw�se. To just�fy that, the conduct from wh�ch �t �s des�red
to deter h�m must be calculated to produce ev�l to some one else.
The only part of the conduct of any one, for wh�ch he �s amenable to
soc�ety, �s that wh�ch concerns others. In the part wh�ch merely
concerns h�mself, h�s �ndependence �s, of r�ght, absolute. Over
h�mself, over h�s own body and m�nd, the �nd�v�dual �s sovere�gn.

It �s, perhaps, hardly necessary to say that th�s doctr�ne �s meant to
apply only to human be�ngs �n the matur�ty of the�r facult�es. We are
not speak�ng of ch�ldren, or of young persons below the age wh�ch
the law may f�x as that of manhood or womanhood. Those who are
st�ll �n a state to requ�re be�ng taken care of by others, must be
protected aga�nst the�r own act�ons as well as aga�nst external �njury.
For the same reason, we may leave out of cons�derat�on those
backward states of soc�ety �n wh�ch the race �tself may be
cons�dered as �n �ts nonage. The early d�ff�cult�es �n the way of
spontaneous progress are so great, that there �s seldom any cho�ce
of means for overcom�ng them; and a ruler full of the sp�r�t of
�mprovement �s warranted �n the use of any exped�ents that w�ll
atta�n an end, perhaps otherw�se unatta�nable. Despot�sm �s a
leg�t�mate mode of government �n deal�ng w�th barbar�ans, prov�ded
the end be the�r �mprovement, and the means just�f�ed by actually
effect�ng that end. L�berty, as a pr�nc�ple, has no appl�cat�on to any
state of th�ngs anter�or to the t�me when mank�nd have become
capable of be�ng �mproved by free and equal d�scuss�on. Unt�l then,
there �s noth�ng for them but �mpl�c�t obed�ence to an Akbar or a
Charlemagne, �f they are so fortunate as to f�nd one. But as soon as
mank�nd have atta�ned the capac�ty of be�ng gu�ded to the�r own
�mprovement by conv�ct�on or persuas�on (a per�od long s�nce
reached �n all nat�ons w�th whom we need here concern ourselves),
compuls�on, e�ther �n the d�rect form or �n that of pa�ns and penalt�es
for non-compl�ance, �s no longer adm�ss�ble as a means to the�r own
good, and just�f�able only for the secur�ty of others.



It �s proper to state that I forego any advantage wh�ch could be
der�ved to my argument from the �dea of abstract r�ght, as a th�ng
�ndependent of ut�l�ty. I regard ut�l�ty as the ult�mate appeal on all
eth�cal quest�ons; but �t must be ut�l�ty �n the largest sense, grounded
on the permanent �nterests of man as a progress�ve be�ng. Those
�nterests, I contend, author�se the subject�on of �nd�v�dual spontane�ty
to external control, only �n respect to those act�ons of each, wh�ch
concern the �nterest of other people. If any one does an act hurtful to
others, there �s a pr�mâ fac�e case for pun�sh�ng h�m, by law, or,
where legal penalt�es are not safely appl�cable, by general
d�sapprobat�on. There are also many pos�t�ve acts for the benef�t of
others, wh�ch he may r�ghtfully be compelled to perform; such as, to
g�ve ev�dence �n a court of just�ce; to bear h�s fa�r share �n the
common defence, or �n any other jo�nt work necessary to the �nterest
of the soc�ety of wh�ch he enjoys the protect�on; and to perform
certa�n acts of �nd�v�dual benef�cence, such as sav�ng a fellow-
creature's l�fe, or �nterpos�ng to protect the defenceless aga�nst �ll-
usage, th�ngs wh�ch whenever �t �s obv�ously a man's duty to do, he
may r�ghtfully be made respons�ble to soc�ety for not do�ng. A person
may cause ev�l to others not only by h�s act�ons but by h�s �nact�on,
and �n e�ther case he �s justly accountable to them for the �njury. The
latter case, �t �s true, requ�res a much more caut�ous exerc�se of
compuls�on than the former. To make any one answerable for do�ng
ev�l to others, �s the rule; to make h�m answerable for not prevent�ng
ev�l, �s, comparat�vely speak�ng, the except�on. Yet there are many
cases clear enough and grave enough to just�fy that except�on. In all
th�ngs wh�ch regard the external relat�ons of the �nd�v�dual, he �s de
jure amenable to those whose �nterests are concerned, and �f need
be, to soc�ety as the�r protector. There are often good reasons for not
hold�ng h�m to the respons�b�l�ty; but these reasons must ar�se from
the spec�al exped�enc�es of the case: e�ther because �t �s a k�nd of
case �n wh�ch he �s on the whole l�kely to act better, when left to h�s
own d�scret�on, than when controlled �n any way �n wh�ch soc�ety
have �t �n the�r power to control h�m; or because the attempt to
exerc�se control would produce other ev�ls, greater than those wh�ch
�t would prevent. When such reasons as these preclude the
enforcement of respons�b�l�ty, the consc�ence of the agent h�mself



should step �nto the vacant judgment seat, and protect those
�nterests of others wh�ch have no external protect�on; judg�ng h�mself
all the more r�g�dly, because the case does not adm�t of h�s be�ng
made accountable to the judgment of h�s fellow-creatures.

But there �s a sphere of act�on �n wh�ch soc�ety, as d�st�ngu�shed from
the �nd�v�dual, has, �f any, only an �nd�rect �nterest; comprehend�ng all
that port�on of a person's l�fe and conduct wh�ch affects only h�mself,
or �f �t also affects others, only w�th the�r free, voluntary, and
undece�ved consent and part�c�pat�on. When I say only h�mself, I
mean d�rectly, and �n the f�rst �nstance: for whatever affects h�mself,
may affect others through h�mself; and the object�on wh�ch may be
grounded on th�s cont�ngency, w�ll rece�ve cons�derat�on �n the
sequel. Th�s, then, �s the appropr�ate reg�on of human l�berty. It
compr�ses, f�rst, the �nward doma�n of consc�ousness; demand�ng
l�berty of consc�ence, �n the most comprehens�ve sense; l�berty of
thought and feel�ng; absolute freedom of op�n�on and sent�ment on
all subjects, pract�cal or speculat�ve, sc�ent�f�c, moral, or theolog�cal.
The l�berty of express�ng and publ�sh�ng op�n�ons may seem to fall
under a d�fferent pr�nc�ple, s�nce �t belongs to that part of the conduct
of an �nd�v�dual wh�ch concerns other people; but, be�ng almost of as
much �mportance as the l�berty of thought �tself, and rest�ng �n great
part on the same reasons, �s pract�cally �nseparable from �t.
Secondly, the pr�nc�ple requ�res l�berty of tastes and pursu�ts; of
fram�ng the plan of our l�fe to su�t our own character; of do�ng as we
l�ke, subject to such consequences as may follow: w�thout
�mped�ment from our fellow-creatures, so long as what we do does
not harm them, even though they should th�nk our conduct fool�sh,
perverse, or wrong. Th�rdly, from th�s l�berty of each �nd�v�dual,
follows the l�berty, w�th�n the same l�m�ts, of comb�nat�on among
�nd�v�duals; freedom to un�te, for any purpose not �nvolv�ng harm to
others: the persons comb�n�ng be�ng supposed to be of full age, and
not forced or dece�ved.

No soc�ety �n wh�ch these l�bert�es are not, on the whole, respected,
�s free, whatever may be �ts form of government; and none �s
completely free �n wh�ch they do not ex�st absolute and unqual�f�ed.
The only freedom wh�ch deserves the name, �s that of pursu�ng our



own good �n our own way, so long as we do not attempt to depr�ve
others of the�rs, or �mpede the�r efforts to obta�n �t. Each �s the proper
guard�an of h�s own health, whether bod�ly, or mental and sp�r�tual.
Mank�nd are greater ga�ners by suffer�ng each other to l�ve as seems
good to themselves, than by compell�ng each to l�ve as seems good
to the rest.

Though th�s doctr�ne �s anyth�ng but new, and, to some persons, may
have the a�r of a tru�sm, there �s no doctr�ne wh�ch stands more
d�rectly opposed to the general tendency of ex�st�ng op�n�on and
pract�ce. Soc�ety has expended fully as much effort �n the attempt
(accord�ng to �ts l�ghts) to compel people to conform to �ts not�ons of
personal, as of soc�al excellence. The anc�ent commonwealths
thought themselves ent�tled to pract�se, and the anc�ent ph�losophers
countenanced, the regulat�on of every part of pr�vate conduct by
publ�c author�ty, on the ground that the State had a deep �nterest �n
the whole bod�ly and mental d�sc�pl�ne of every one of �ts c�t�zens; a
mode of th�nk�ng wh�ch may have been adm�ss�ble �n small republ�cs
surrounded by powerful enem�es, �n constant per�l of be�ng
subverted by fore�gn attack or �nternal commot�on, and to wh�ch even
a short �nterval of relaxed energy and self-command m�ght so eas�ly
be fatal, that they could not afford to wa�t for the salutary permanent
effects of freedom. In the modern world, the greater s�ze of pol�t�cal
commun�t�es, and above all, the separat�on between sp�r�tual and
temporal author�ty (wh�ch placed the d�rect�on of men's consc�ences
�n other hands than those wh�ch controlled the�r worldly affa�rs),
prevented so great an �nterference by law �n the deta�ls of pr�vate l�fe;
but the eng�nes of moral repress�on have been w�elded more
strenuously aga�nst d�vergence from the re�gn�ng op�n�on �n self-
regard�ng, than even �n soc�al matters; rel�g�on, the most powerful of
the elements wh�ch have entered �nto the format�on of moral feel�ng,
hav�ng almost always been governed e�ther by the amb�t�on of a
h�erarchy, seek�ng control over every department of human conduct,
or by the sp�r�t of Pur�tan�sm. And some of those modern reformers
who have placed themselves �n strongest oppos�t�on to the rel�g�ons
of the past, have been noway beh�nd e�ther churches or sects �n the�r
assert�on of the r�ght of sp�r�tual dom�nat�on: M. Comte, �n part�cular,



whose soc�al system, as unfolded �n h�s Tra�té de Pol�t�que Pos�t�ve,
a�ms at establ�sh�ng (though by moral more than by legal appl�ances)
a despot�sm of soc�ety over the �nd�v�dual, surpass�ng anyth�ng
contemplated �n the pol�t�cal �deal of the most r�g�d d�sc�pl�nar�an
among the anc�ent ph�losophers.

Apart from the pecul�ar tenets of �nd�v�dual th�nkers, there �s also �n
the world at large an �ncreas�ng �ncl�nat�on to stretch unduly the
powers of soc�ety over the �nd�v�dual, both by the force of op�n�on
and even by that of leg�slat�on: and as the tendency of all the
changes tak�ng place �n the world �s to strengthen soc�ety, and
d�m�n�sh the power of the �nd�v�dual, th�s encroachment �s not one of
the ev�ls wh�ch tend spontaneously to d�sappear, but, on the
contrary, to grow more and more form�dable. The d�spos�t�on of
mank�nd, whether as rulers or as fellow-c�t�zens to �mpose the�r own
op�n�ons and �ncl�nat�ons as a rule of conduct on others, �s so
energet�cally supported by some of the best and by some of the
worst feel�ngs �nc�dent to human nature, that �t �s hardly ever kept
under restra�nt by anyth�ng but want of power; and as the power �s
not decl�n�ng, but grow�ng, unless a strong barr�er of moral conv�ct�on
can be ra�sed aga�nst the m�sch�ef, we must expect, �n the present
c�rcumstances of the world, to see �t �ncrease.

It w�ll be conven�ent for the argument, �f, �nstead of at once enter�ng
upon the general thes�s, we conf�ne ourselves �n the f�rst �nstance to
a s�ngle branch of �t, on wh�ch the pr�nc�ple here stated �s, �f not fully,
yet to a certa�n po�nt, recogn�sed by the current op�n�ons. Th�s one
branch �s the L�berty of Thought: from wh�ch �t �s �mposs�ble to
separate the cognate l�berty of speak�ng and of wr�t�ng. Although
these l�bert�es, to some cons�derable amount, form part of the
pol�t�cal moral�ty of all countr�es wh�ch profess rel�g�ous tolerat�on
and free �nst�tut�ons, the grounds, both ph�losoph�cal and pract�cal,
on wh�ch they rest, are perhaps not so fam�l�ar to the general m�nd,
nor so thoroughly apprec�ated by many even of the leaders of
op�n�on, as m�ght have been expected. Those grounds, when r�ghtly
understood, are of much w�der appl�cat�on than to only one d�v�s�on
of the subject, and a thorough cons�derat�on of th�s part of the
quest�on w�ll be found the best �ntroduct�on to the rema�nder. Those



to whom noth�ng wh�ch I am about to say w�ll be new, may therefore,
I hope, excuse me, �f on a subject wh�ch for now three centur�es has
been so often d�scussed, I venture on one d�scuss�on more.



CHAPTER II.
OF THE LIBERTY OF THOUGHT AND

DISCUSSION.

The t�me, �t �s to be hoped, �s gone by, when any defence would be
necessary of the "l�berty of the press" as one of the secur�t�es
aga�nst corrupt or tyrann�cal government. No argument, we may
suppose, can now be needed, aga�nst perm�tt�ng a leg�slature or an
execut�ve, not �dent�f�ed �n �nterest w�th the people, to prescr�be
op�n�ons to them, and determ�ne what doctr�nes or what arguments
they shall be allowed to hear. Th�s aspect of the quest�on, bes�des,
has been so often and so tr�umphantly enforced by preced�ng
wr�ters, that �t need not be spec�ally �ns�sted on �n th�s place. Though
the law of England, on the subject of the press, �s as serv�le to th�s
day as �t was �n the t�me of the Tudors, there �s l�ttle danger of �ts
be�ng actually put �n force aga�nst pol�t�cal d�scuss�on, except dur�ng
some temporary pan�c, when fear of �nsurrect�on dr�ves m�n�sters
and judges from the�r propr�ety;[6] and, speak�ng generally, �t �s not,
�n const�tut�onal countr�es, to be apprehended that the government,
whether completely respons�ble to the people or not, w�ll often
attempt to control the express�on of op�n�on, except when �n do�ng so
�t makes �tself the organ of the general �ntolerance of the publ�c. Let
us suppose, therefore, that the government �s ent�rely at one w�th the
people, and never th�nks of exert�ng any power of coerc�on unless �n
agreement w�th what �t conce�ves to be the�r vo�ce. But I deny the
r�ght of the people to exerc�se such coerc�on, e�ther by themselves or
by the�r government. The power �tself �s �lleg�t�mate. The best
government has no more t�tle to �t than the worst. It �s as nox�ous, or
more nox�ous, when exerted �n accordance w�th publ�c op�n�on, than
when �n or oppos�t�on to �t. If all mank�nd m�nus one, were of one
op�n�on, and only one person were of the contrary op�n�on, mank�nd
would be no more just�f�ed �n s�lenc�ng that one person, than he, �f he
had the power, would be just�f�ed �n s�lenc�ng mank�nd. Were an



op�n�on a personal possess�on of no value except to the owner; �f to
be obstructed �n the enjoyment of �t were s�mply a pr�vate �njury, �t
would make some d�fference whether the �njury was �nfl�cted only on
a few persons or on many. But the pecul�ar ev�l of s�lenc�ng the
express�on of an op�n�on �s, that �t �s robb�ng the human race;
poster�ty as well as the ex�st�ng generat�on; those who d�ssent from
the op�n�on, st�ll more than those who hold �t. If the op�n�on �s r�ght,
they are depr�ved of the opportun�ty of exchang�ng error for truth: �f
wrong, they lose, what �s almost as great a benef�t, the clearer
percept�on and l�vel�er �mpress�on of truth, produced by �ts coll�s�on
w�th error.

It �s necessary to cons�der separately these two hypotheses, each of
wh�ch has a d�st�nct branch of the argument correspond�ng to �t. We
can never be sure that the op�n�on we are endeavour�ng to st�fle �s a
false op�n�on; and �f we were sure, st�fl�ng �t would be an ev�l st�ll.

 

F�rst: the op�n�on wh�ch �t �s attempted to suppress by author�ty may
poss�bly be true. Those who des�re to suppress �t, of course deny �ts
truth; but they are not �nfall�ble. They have no author�ty to dec�de the
quest�on for all mank�nd, and exclude every other person from the
means of judg�ng. To refuse a hear�ng to an op�n�on, because they
are sure that �t �s false, �s to assume that the�r certa�nty �s the same
th�ng as absolute certa�nty. All s�lenc�ng of d�scuss�on �s an
assumpt�on of �nfall�b�l�ty. Its condemnat�on may be allowed to rest
on th�s common argument, not the worse for be�ng common.

Unfortunately for the good sense of mank�nd, the fact of the�r
fall�b�l�ty �s far from carry�ng the we�ght �n the�r pract�cal judgment,
wh�ch �s always allowed to �t �n theory; for wh�le every one well
knows h�mself to be fall�ble, few th�nk �t necessary to take any
precaut�ons aga�nst the�r own fall�b�l�ty, or adm�t the suppos�t�on that
any op�n�on, of wh�ch they feel very certa�n, may be one of the
examples of the error to wh�ch they acknowledge themselves to be
l�able. Absolute pr�nces, or others who are accustomed to unl�m�ted



deference, usually feel th�s complete conf�dence �n the�r own
op�n�ons on nearly all subjects. People more happ�ly s�tuated, who
somet�mes hear the�r op�n�ons d�sputed, and are not wholly unused
to be set r�ght when they are wrong, place the same unbounded
rel�ance only on such of the�r op�n�ons as are shared by all who
surround them, or to whom they hab�tually defer: for �n proport�on to
a man's want of conf�dence �n h�s own sol�tary judgment, does he
usually repose, w�th �mpl�c�t trust, on the �nfall�b�l�ty of "the world" �n
general. And the world, to each �nd�v�dual, means the part of �t w�th
wh�ch he comes �n contact; h�s party, h�s sect, h�s church, h�s class
of soc�ety: the man may be called, by compar�son, almost l�beral and
large-m�nded to whom �t means anyth�ng so comprehens�ve as h�s
own country or h�s own age. Nor �s h�s fa�th �n th�s collect�ve author�ty
at all shaken by h�s be�ng aware that other ages, countr�es, sects,
churches, classes, and part�es have thought, and even now th�nk,
the exact reverse. He devolves upon h�s own world the respons�b�l�ty
of be�ng �n the r�ght aga�nst the d�ssent�ent worlds of other people;
and �t never troubles h�m that mere acc�dent has dec�ded wh�ch of
these numerous worlds �s the object of h�s rel�ance, and that the
same causes wh�ch make h�m a Churchman �n London, would have
made h�m a Buddh�st or a Confuc�an �n Pek�n. Yet �t �s as ev�dent �n
�tself as any amount of argument can make �t, that ages are no more
�nfall�ble than �nd�v�duals; every age hav�ng held many op�n�ons
wh�ch subsequent ages have deemed not only false but absurd; and
�t �s as certa�n that many op�n�ons, now general, w�ll be rejected by
future ages, as �t �s that many, once general, are rejected by the
present.

The object�on l�kely to be made to th�s argument, would probably
take some such form as the follow�ng. There �s no greater
assumpt�on of �nfall�b�l�ty �n forb�dd�ng the propagat�on of error, than
�n any other th�ng wh�ch �s done by publ�c author�ty on �ts own
judgment and respons�b�l�ty. Judgment �s g�ven to men that they may
use �t. Because �t may be used erroneously, are men to be told that
they ought not to use �t at all? To proh�b�t what they th�nk pern�c�ous,
�s not cla�m�ng exempt�on from error, but fulf�ll�ng the duty �ncumbent
on them, although fall�ble, of act�ng on the�r consc�ent�ous conv�ct�on.



If we were never to act on our op�n�ons, because those op�n�ons may
be wrong, we should leave all our �nterests uncared for, and all our
dut�es unperformed. An object�on wh�ch appl�es to all conduct, can
be no val�d object�on to any conduct �n part�cular. It �s the duty of
governments, and of �nd�v�duals, to form the truest op�n�ons they can;
to form them carefully, and never �mpose them upon others unless
they are qu�te sure of be�ng r�ght. But when they are sure (such
reasoners may say), �t �s not consc�ent�ousness but coward�ce to
shr�nk from act�ng on the�r op�n�ons, and allow doctr�nes wh�ch they
honestly th�nk dangerous to the welfare of mank�nd, e�ther �n th�s l�fe
or �n another, to be scattered abroad w�thout restra�nt, because other
people, �n less enl�ghtened t�mes, have persecuted op�n�ons now
bel�eved to be true. Let us take care, �t may be sa�d, not to make the
same m�stake: but governments and nat�ons have made m�stakes �n
other th�ngs, wh�ch are not den�ed to be f�t subjects for the exerc�se
of author�ty: they have la�d on bad taxes, made unjust wars. Ought
we therefore to lay on no taxes, and, under whatever provocat�on,
make no wars? Men, and governments, must act to the best of the�r
ab�l�ty. There �s no such th�ng as absolute certa�nty, but there �s
assurance suff�c�ent for the purposes of human l�fe. We may, and
must, assume our op�n�on to be true for the gu�dance of our own
conduct: and �t �s assum�ng no more when we forb�d bad men to
pervert soc�ety by the propagat�on of op�n�ons wh�ch we regard as
false and pern�c�ous.

I answer that �t �s assum�ng very much more. There �s the greatest
d�fference between presum�ng an op�n�on to be true, because, w�th
every opportun�ty for contest�ng �t, �t has not been refuted, and
assum�ng �ts truth for the purpose of not perm�tt�ng �ts refutat�on.
Complete l�berty of contrad�ct�ng and d�sprov�ng our op�n�on, �s the
very cond�t�on wh�ch just�f�es us �n assum�ng �ts truth for purposes of
act�on; and on no other terms can a be�ng w�th human facult�es have
any rat�onal assurance of be�ng r�ght.

When we cons�der e�ther the h�story of op�n�on, or the ord�nary
conduct of human l�fe, to what �s �t to be ascr�bed that the one and
the other are no worse than they are? Not certa�nly to the �nherent
force of the human understand�ng; for, on any matter not self-



ev�dent, there are n�nety-n�ne persons totally �ncapable of judg�ng of
�t, for one who �s capable; and the capac�ty of the hundredth person
�s only comparat�ve; for the major�ty of the em�nent men of every
past generat�on held many op�n�ons now known to be erroneous,
and d�d or approved numerous th�ngs wh�ch no one w�ll now just�fy.
Why �s �t, then, that there �s on the whole a preponderance among
mank�nd of rat�onal op�n�ons and rat�onal conduct? If there really �s
th�s preponderance—wh�ch there must be, unless human affa�rs are,
and have always been, �n an almost desperate state—�t �s ow�ng to a
qual�ty of the human m�nd, the source of everyth�ng respectable �n
man e�ther as an �ntellectual or as a moral be�ng, namely, that h�s
errors are corr�g�ble. He �s capable of rect�fy�ng h�s m�stakes, by
d�scuss�on and exper�ence. Not by exper�ence alone. There must be
d�scuss�on, to show how exper�ence �s to be �nterpreted. Wrong
op�n�ons and pract�ces gradually y�eld to fact and argument: but facts
and arguments, to produce any effect on the m�nd, must be brought
before �t. Very few facts are able to tell the�r own story, w�thout
comments to br�ng out the�r mean�ng. The whole strength and value,
then, of human judgment, depend�ng on the one property, that �t can
be set r�ght when �t �s wrong, rel�ance can be placed on �t only when
the means of sett�ng �t r�ght are kept constantly at hand. In the case
of any person whose judgment �s really deserv�ng of conf�dence, how
has �t become so? Because he has kept h�s m�nd open to cr�t�c�sm of
h�s op�n�ons and conduct. Because �t has been h�s pract�ce to l�sten
to all that could be sa�d aga�nst h�m; to prof�t by as much of �t as was
just, and expound to h�mself, and upon occas�on to others, the
fallacy of what was fallac�ous. Because he has felt, that the only way
�n wh�ch a human be�ng can make some approach to know�ng the
whole of a subject, �s by hear�ng what can be sa�d about �t by
persons of every var�ety of op�n�on, and study�ng all modes �n wh�ch
�t can be looked at by every character of m�nd. No w�se man ever
acqu�red h�s w�sdom �n any mode but th�s; nor �s �t �n the nature of
human �ntellect to become w�se �n any other manner. The steady
hab�t of correct�ng and complet�ng h�s own op�n�on by collat�ng �t w�th
those of others, so far from caus�ng doubt and hes�tat�on �n carry�ng
�t �nto pract�ce, �s the only stable foundat�on for a just rel�ance on �t:
for, be�ng cogn�sant of all that can, at least obv�ously, be sa�d aga�nst



h�m, and hav�ng taken up h�s pos�t�on aga�nst all ga�nsayers—
know�ng that he has sought for object�ons and d�ff�cult�es, �nstead of
avo�d�ng them, and has shut out no l�ght wh�ch can be thrown upon
the subject from any quarter—he has a r�ght to th�nk h�s judgment
better than that of any person, or any mult�tude, who have not gone
through a s�m�lar process.



It �s not too much to requ�re that what the w�sest of mank�nd, those
who are best ent�tled to trust the�r own judgment, f�nd necessary to
warrant the�r rely�ng on �t, should be subm�tted to by that
m�scellaneous collect�on of a few w�se and many fool�sh �nd�v�duals,
called the publ�c. The most �ntolerant of churches, the Roman
Cathol�c Church, even at the canon�sat�on of a sa�nt, adm�ts, and
l�stens pat�ently to, a "dev�l's advocate." The hol�est of men, �t
appears, cannot be adm�tted to posthumous honours, unt�l all that
the dev�l could say aga�nst h�m �s known and we�ghed. If even the
Newton�an ph�losophy were not perm�tted to be quest�oned, mank�nd
could not feel as complete assurance of �ts truth as they now do. The
bel�efs wh�ch we have most warrant for, have no safeguard to rest
on, but a stand�ng �nv�tat�on to the whole world to prove them
unfounded. If the challenge �s not accepted, or �s accepted and the
attempt fa�ls, we are far enough from certa�nty st�ll; but we have done
the best that the ex�st�ng state of human reason adm�ts of; we have
neglected noth�ng that could g�ve the truth a chance of reach�ng us: �f
the l�sts are kept open, we may hope that �f there be a better truth, �t
w�ll be found when the human m�nd �s capable of rece�v�ng �t; and �n
the meant�me we may rely on hav�ng atta�ned such approach to
truth, as �s poss�ble �n our own day. Th�s �s the amount of certa�nty
atta�nable by a fall�ble be�ng, and th�s the sole way of atta�n�ng �t.

Strange �t �s, that men should adm�t the val�d�ty of the arguments for
free d�scuss�on, but object to the�r be�ng "pushed to an extreme;" not
see�ng that unless the reasons are good for an extreme case, they
are not good for any case. Strange that they should �mag�ne that
they are not assum�ng �nfall�b�l�ty, when they acknowledge that there
should be free d�scuss�on on all subjects wh�ch can poss�bly be
doubtful, but th�nk that some part�cular pr�nc�ple or doctr�ne should
be forb�dden to be quest�oned because �t �s so certa�n, that �s,
because they are certa�n that �t �s certa�n. To call any propos�t�on
certa�n, wh�le there �s any one who would deny �ts certa�nty �f
perm�tted, but who �s not perm�tted, �s to assume that we ourselves,
and those who agree w�th us, are the judges of certa�nty, and judges
w�thout hear�ng the other s�de.



In the present age—wh�ch has been descr�bed as "dest�tute of fa�th,
but terr�f�ed at scept�c�sm"—�n wh�ch people feel sure, not so much
that the�r op�n�ons are true, as that they should not know what to do
w�thout them—the cla�ms of an op�n�on to be protected from publ�c
attack are rested not so much on �ts truth, as on �ts �mportance to
soc�ety. There are, �t �s alleged, certa�n bel�efs, so useful, not to say
�nd�spensable to well-be�ng, that �t �s as much the duty of
governments to uphold those bel�efs, as to protect any other of the
�nterests of soc�ety. In a case of such necess�ty, and so d�rectly �n the
l�ne of the�r duty, someth�ng less than �nfall�b�l�ty may, �t �s
ma�nta�ned, warrant, and even b�nd, governments, to act on the�r
own op�n�on, conf�rmed by the general op�n�on of mank�nd. It �s also
often argued, and st�ll oftener thought, that none but bad men would
des�re to weaken these salutary bel�efs; and there can be noth�ng
wrong, �t �s thought, �n restra�n�ng bad men, and proh�b�t�ng what only
such men would w�sh to pract�se. Th�s mode of th�nk�ng makes the
just�f�cat�on of restra�nts on d�scuss�on not a quest�on of the truth of
doctr�nes, but of the�r usefulness; and flatters �tself by that means to
escape the respons�b�l�ty of cla�m�ng to be an �nfall�ble judge of
op�n�ons. But those who thus sat�sfy themselves, do not perce�ve
that the assumpt�on of �nfall�b�l�ty �s merely sh�fted from one po�nt to
another. The usefulness of an op�n�on �s �tself matter of op�n�on: as
d�sputable, as open to d�scuss�on, and requ�r�ng d�scuss�on as much,
as the op�n�on �tself. There �s the same need of an �nfall�ble judge of
op�n�ons to dec�de an op�n�on to be nox�ous, as to dec�de �t to be
false, unless the op�n�on condemned has full opportun�ty of
defend�ng �tself. And �t w�ll not do to say that the heret�c may be
allowed to ma�nta�n the ut�l�ty or harmlessness of h�s op�n�on, though
forb�dden to ma�nta�n �ts truth. The truth of an op�n�on �s part of �ts
ut�l�ty. If we would know whether or not �t �s des�rable that a
propos�t�on should be bel�eved, �s �t poss�ble to exclude the
cons�derat�on of whether or not �t �s true? In the op�n�on, not of bad
men, but of the best men, no bel�ef wh�ch �s contrary to truth can be
really useful: and can you prevent such men from urg�ng that plea,
when they are charged w�th culpab�l�ty for deny�ng some doctr�ne
wh�ch they are told �s useful, but wh�ch they bel�eve to be false?
Those who are on the s�de of rece�ved op�n�ons, never fa�l to take all



poss�ble advantage of th�s plea; you do not f�nd them handl�ng the
quest�on of ut�l�ty as �f �t could be completely abstracted from that of
truth: on the contrary, �t �s, above all, because the�r doctr�ne �s "the
truth," that the knowledge or the bel�ef of �t �s held to be so
�nd�spensable. There can be no fa�r d�scuss�on of the quest�on of
usefulness, when an argument so v�tal may be employed on one
s�de, but not on the other. And �n po�nt of fact, when law or publ�c
feel�ng do not perm�t the truth of an op�n�on to be d�sputed, they are
just as l�ttle tolerant of a den�al of �ts usefulness. The utmost they
allow �s an extenuat�on of �ts absolute necess�ty, or of the pos�t�ve
gu�lt of reject�ng �t.

In order more fully to �llustrate the m�sch�ef of deny�ng a hear�ng to
op�n�ons because we, �n our own judgment, have condemned them,
�t w�ll be des�rable to f�x down the d�scuss�on to a concrete case; and
I choose, by preference, the cases wh�ch are least favourable to me
—�n wh�ch the argument aga�nst freedom of op�n�on, both on the
score of truth and on that of ut�l�ty, �s cons�dered the strongest. Let
the op�n�ons �mpugned be the bel�ef �n a God and �n a future state, or
any of the commonly rece�ved doctr�nes of moral�ty. To f�ght the
battle on such ground, g�ves a great advantage to an unfa�r
antagon�st; s�nce he w�ll be sure to say (and many who have no
des�re to be unfa�r w�ll say �t �nternally), Are these the doctr�nes
wh�ch you do not deem suff�c�ently certa�n to be taken under the
protect�on of law? Is the bel�ef �n a God one of the op�n�ons, to feel
sure of wh�ch, you hold to be assum�ng �nfall�b�l�ty? But I must be
perm�tted to observe, that �t �s not the feel�ng sure of a doctr�ne (be �t
what �t may) wh�ch I call an assumpt�on of �nfall�b�l�ty. It �s the
undertak�ng to dec�de that quest�on for others, w�thout allow�ng them
to hear what can be sa�d on the contrary s�de. And I denounce and
reprobate th�s pretens�on not the less, �f put forth on the s�de of my
most solemn conv�ct�ons. However pos�t�ve any one's persuas�on
may be, not only of the fals�ty, but of the pern�c�ous consequences—
not only of the pern�c�ous consequences, but (to adopt express�ons
wh�ch I altogether condemn) the �mmoral�ty and �mp�ety of an
op�n�on; yet �f, �n pursuance of that pr�vate judgment, though backed
by the publ�c judgment of h�s country or h�s contemporar�es, he



prevents the op�n�on from be�ng heard �n �ts defence, he assumes
�nfall�b�l�ty. And so far from the assumpt�on be�ng less object�onable
or less dangerous because the op�n�on �s called �mmoral or �mp�ous,
th�s �s the case of all others �n wh�ch �t �s most fatal. These are
exactly the occas�ons on wh�ch the men of one generat�on comm�t
those dreadful m�stakes, wh�ch exc�te the aston�shment and horror of
poster�ty. It �s among such that we f�nd the �nstances memorable �n
h�story, when the arm of the law has been employed to root out the
best men and the noblest doctr�nes; w�th deplorable success as to
the men, though some of the doctr�nes have surv�ved to be (as �f �n
mockery) �nvoked, �n defence of s�m�lar conduct towards those who
d�ssent from them, or from the�r rece�ved �nterpretat�on.

Mank�nd can hardly be too often rem�nded that there was once a
man named Socrates, between whom and the legal author�t�es and
publ�c op�n�on of h�s t�me, there took place a memorable coll�s�on.
Born �n an age and country abound�ng �n �nd�v�dual greatness, th�s
man has been handed down to us by those who best knew both h�m
and the age, as the most v�rtuous man �n �t; wh�le we know h�m as
the head and prototype of all subsequent teachers of v�rtue, the
source equally of the lofty �nsp�rat�on of Plato and the jud�c�ous
ut�l�tar�an�sm of Ar�stotle, "� maëstr� d� color che sanno," the two
headspr�ngs of eth�cal as of all other ph�losophy. Th�s acknowledged
master of all the em�nent th�nkers who have s�nce l�ved—whose
fame, st�ll grow�ng after more than two thousand years, all but
outwe�ghs the whole rema�nder of the names wh�ch make h�s nat�ve
c�ty �llustr�ous—was put to death by h�s countrymen, after a jud�c�al
conv�ct�on, for �mp�ety and �mmoral�ty. Imp�ety, �n deny�ng the gods
recogn�sed by the State; �ndeed h�s accuser asserted (see the
"Apolog�a") that he bel�eved �n no gods at all. Immoral�ty, �n be�ng, by
h�s doctr�nes and �nstruct�ons, a "corruptor of youth." Of these
charges the tr�bunal, there �s every ground for bel�ev�ng, honestly
found h�m gu�lty, and condemned the man who probably of all then
born had deserved best of mank�nd, to be put to death as a cr�m�nal.

To pass from th�s to the only other �nstance of jud�c�al �n�qu�ty, the
ment�on of wh�ch, after the condemnat�on of Socrates, would not be
an ant�cl�max: the event wh�ch took place on Calvary rather more



than e�ghteen hundred years ago. The man who left on the memory
of those who w�tnessed h�s l�fe and conversat�on, such an
�mpress�on of h�s moral grandeur, that e�ghteen subsequent
centur�es have done homage to h�m as the Alm�ghty �n person, was
�gnom�n�ously put to death, as what? As a blasphemer. Men d�d not
merely m�stake the�r benefactor; they m�stook h�m for the exact
contrary of what he was, and treated h�m as that prod�gy of �mp�ety,
wh�ch they themselves are now held to be, for the�r treatment of h�m.
The feel�ngs w�th wh�ch mank�nd now regard these lamentable
transact�ons, espec�ally the later of the two, render them extremely
unjust �n the�r judgment of the unhappy actors. These were, to all
appearance, not bad men—not worse than men commonly are, but
rather the contrary; men who possessed �n a full, or somewhat more
than a full measure, the rel�g�ous, moral, and patr�ot�c feel�ngs of
the�r t�me and people: the very k�nd of men who, �n all t�mes, our own
�ncluded, have every chance of pass�ng through l�fe blameless and
respected. The h�gh-pr�est who rent h�s garments when the words
were pronounced, wh�ch, accord�ng to all the �deas of h�s country,
const�tuted the blackest gu�lt, was �n all probab�l�ty qu�te as s�ncere �n
h�s horror and �nd�gnat�on, as the general�ty of respectable and p�ous
men now are �n the rel�g�ous and moral sent�ments they profess; and
most of those who now shudder at h�s conduct, �f they had l�ved �n
h�s t�me, and been born Jews, would have acted prec�sely as he d�d.
Orthodox Chr�st�ans who are tempted to th�nk that those who stoned
to death the f�rst martyrs must have been worse men than they
themselves are, ought to remember that one of those persecutors
was Sa�nt Paul.

Let us add one more example, the most str�k�ng of all, �f the
�mpress�veness of an error �s measured by the w�sdom and v�rtue of
h�m who falls �nto �t. If ever any one, possessed of power, had
grounds for th�nk�ng h�mself the best and most enl�ghtened among
h�s cotemporar�es, �t was the Emperor Marcus Aurel�us. Absolute
monarch of the whole c�v�l�sed world, he preserved through l�fe not
only the most unblem�shed just�ce, but what was less to be expected
from h�s Sto�cal breed�ng, the tenderest heart. The few fa�l�ngs wh�ch
are attr�buted to h�m, were all on the s�de of �ndulgence: wh�le h�s



wr�t�ngs, the h�ghest eth�cal product of the anc�ent m�nd, d�ffer
scarcely percept�bly, �f they d�ffer at all, from the most character�st�c
teach�ngs of Chr�st. Th�s man, a better Chr�st�an �n all but the
dogmat�c sense of the word, than almost any of the ostens�bly
Chr�st�an sovere�gns who have s�nce re�gned, persecuted
Chr�st�an�ty. Placed at the summ�t of all the prev�ous atta�nments of
human�ty, w�th an open, unfettered �ntellect, and a character wh�ch
led h�m of h�mself to embody �n h�s moral wr�t�ngs the Chr�st�an �deal,
he yet fa�led to see that Chr�st�an�ty was to be a good and not an ev�l
to the world, w�th h�s dut�es to wh�ch he was so deeply penetrated.
Ex�st�ng soc�ety he knew to be �n a deplorable state. But such as �t
was, he saw, or thought he saw, that �t was held together, and
prevented from be�ng worse, by bel�ef and reverence of the rece�ved
d�v�n�t�es. As a ruler of mank�nd, he deemed �t h�s duty not to suffer
soc�ety to fall �n p�eces; and saw not how, �f �ts ex�st�ng t�es were
removed, any others could be formed wh�ch could aga�n kn�t �t
together. The new rel�g�on openly a�med at d�ssolv�ng these t�es:
unless, therefore, �t was h�s duty to adopt that rel�g�on, �t seemed to
be h�s duty to put �t down. Inasmuch then as the theology of
Chr�st�an�ty d�d not appear to h�m true or of d�v�ne or�g�n; �nasmuch
as th�s strange h�story of a cruc�f�ed God was not cred�ble to h�m,
and a system wh�ch purported to rest ent�rely upon a foundat�on to
h�m so wholly unbel�evable, could not be foreseen by h�m to be that
renovat�ng agency wh�ch, after all abatements, �t has �n fact proved
to be; the gentlest and most am�able of ph�losophers and rulers,
under a solemn sense of duty, author�sed the persecut�on of
Chr�st�an�ty. To my m�nd th�s �s one of the most trag�cal facts �n all
h�story. It �s a b�tter thought, how d�fferent a th�ng the Chr�st�an�ty of
the world m�ght have been, �f the Chr�st�an fa�th had been adopted as
the rel�g�on of the emp�re under the ausp�ces of Marcus Aurel�us
�nstead of those of Constant�ne. But �t would be equally unjust to h�m
and false to truth, to deny, that no one plea wh�ch can be urged for
pun�sh�ng ant�-Chr�st�an teach�ng, was want�ng to Marcus Aurel�us
for pun�sh�ng, as he d�d, the propagat�on of Chr�st�an�ty. No Chr�st�an
more f�rmly bel�eves that Athe�sm �s false, and tends to the
d�ssolut�on of soc�ety, than Marcus Aurel�us bel�eved the same th�ngs
of Chr�st�an�ty; he who, of all men then l�v�ng, m�ght have been



thought the most capable of apprec�at�ng �t. Unless any one who
approves of pun�shment for the promulgat�on of op�n�ons, flatters
h�mself that he �s a w�ser and better man than Marcus Aurel�us—
more deeply versed �n the w�sdom of h�s t�me, more elevated �n h�s
�ntellect above �t—more earnest �n h�s search for truth, or more
s�ngle-m�nded �n h�s devot�on to �t when found;—let h�m absta�n from
that assumpt�on of the jo�nt �nfall�b�l�ty of h�mself and the mult�tude,
wh�ch the great Anton�nus made w�th so unfortunate a result.

Aware of the �mposs�b�l�ty of defend�ng the use of pun�shment for
restra�n�ng �rrel�g�ous op�n�ons, by any argument wh�ch w�ll not just�fy
Marcus Anton�nus, the enem�es of rel�g�ous freedom, when hard
pressed, occas�onally accept th�s consequence, and say, w�th Dr.
Johnson, that the persecutors of Chr�st�an�ty were �n the r�ght; that
persecut�on �s an ordeal through wh�ch truth ought to pass, and
always passes successfully, legal penalt�es be�ng, �n the end,
powerless aga�nst truth, though somet�mes benef�c�ally effect�ve
aga�nst m�sch�evous errors. Th�s �s a form of the argument for
rel�g�ous �ntolerance, suff�c�ently remarkable not to be passed w�thout
not�ce.

A theory wh�ch ma�nta�ns that truth may just�f�ably be persecuted
because persecut�on cannot poss�bly do �t any harm, cannot be
charged w�th be�ng �ntent�onally host�le to the recept�on of new
truths; but we cannot commend the generos�ty of �ts deal�ng w�th the
persons to whom mank�nd are �ndebted for them. To d�scover to the
world someth�ng wh�ch deeply concerns �t, and of wh�ch �t was
prev�ously �gnorant; to prove to �t that �t had been m�staken on some
v�tal po�nt of temporal or sp�r�tual �nterest, �s as �mportant a serv�ce
as a human be�ng can render to h�s fellow-creatures, and �n certa�n
cases, as �n those of the early Chr�st�ans and of the Reformers,
those who th�nk w�th Dr. Johnson bel�eve �t to have been the most
prec�ous g�ft wh�ch could be bestowed on mank�nd. That the authors
of such splend�d benef�ts should be requ�ted by martyrdom; that the�r
reward should be to be dealt w�th as the v�lest of cr�m�nals, �s not,
upon th�s theory, a deplorable error and m�sfortune, for wh�ch
human�ty should mourn �n sackcloth and ashes, but the normal and
just�f�able state of th�ngs. The propounder of a new truth, accord�ng



to th�s doctr�ne, should stand, as stood, �n the leg�slat�on of the
Locr�ans, the proposer of a new law, w�th a halter round h�s neck, to
be �nstantly t�ghtened �f the publ�c assembly d�d not, on hear�ng h�s
reasons, then and there adopt h�s propos�t�on. People who defend
th�s mode of treat�ng benefactors, cannot be supposed to set much
value on the benef�t; and I bel�eve th�s v�ew of the subject �s mostly
conf�ned to the sort of persons who th�nk that new truths may have
been des�rable once, but that we have had enough of them now.

But, �ndeed, the d�ctum that truth always tr�umphs over persecut�on,
�s one of those pleasant falsehoods wh�ch men repeat after one
another t�ll they pass �nto commonplaces, but wh�ch all exper�ence
refutes. H�story teems w�th �nstances of truth put down by
persecut�on. If not suppressed for ever, �t may be thrown back for
centur�es. To speak only of rel�g�ous op�n�ons: the Reformat�on broke
out at least twenty t�mes before Luther, and was put down. Arnold of
Bresc�a was put down. Fra Dolc�no was put down. Savonarola was
put down. The Alb�geo�s were put down. The Vaudo�s were put
down. The Lollards were put down. The Huss�tes were put down.
Even after the era of Luther, wherever persecut�on was pers�sted �n,
�t was successful. In Spa�n, Italy, Flanders, the Austr�an emp�re,
Protestant�sm was rooted out; and, most l�kely, would have been so
�n England, had Queen Mary l�ved, or Queen El�zabeth d�ed.
Persecut�on has always succeeded, save where the heret�cs were
too strong a party to be effectually persecuted. No reasonable
person can doubt that Chr�st�an�ty m�ght have been ext�rpated �n the
Roman Emp�re. It spread, and became predom�nant, because the
persecut�ons were only occas�onal, last�ng but a short t�me, and
separated by long �ntervals of almost und�sturbed propagand�sm. It �s
a p�ece of �dle sent�mental�ty that truth, merely as truth, has any
�nherent power den�ed to error, of preva�l�ng aga�nst the dungeon
and the stake. Men are not more zealous for truth than they often are
for error, and a suff�c�ent appl�cat�on of legal or even of soc�al
penalt�es w�ll generally succeed �n stopp�ng the propagat�on of e�ther.
The real advantage wh�ch truth has, cons�sts �n th�s, that when an
op�n�on �s true, �t may be ext�ngu�shed once, tw�ce, or many t�mes,
but �n the course of ages there w�ll generally be found persons to



red�scover �t, unt�l some one of �ts reappearances falls on a t�me
when from favourable c�rcumstances �t escapes persecut�on unt�l �t
has made such head as to w�thstand all subsequent attempts to
suppress �t.

It w�ll be sa�d, that we do not now put to death the �ntroducers of new
op�n�ons: we are not l�ke our fathers who slew the prophets, we even
bu�ld sepulchres to them. It �s true we no longer put heret�cs to
death; and the amount of penal �nfl�ct�on wh�ch modern feel�ng would
probably tolerate, even aga�nst the most obnox�ous op�n�ons, �s not
suff�c�ent to ext�rpate them. But let us not flatter ourselves that we
are yet free from the sta�n even of legal persecut�on. Penalt�es for
op�n�on, or at least for �ts express�on, st�ll ex�st by law; and the�r
enforcement �s not, even �n these t�mes, so unexampled as to make
�t at all �ncred�ble that they may some day be rev�ved �n full force. In
the year 1857, at the summer ass�zes of the county of Cornwall, an
unfortunate man,[7] sa�d to be of unexcept�onable conduct �n all
relat�ons of l�fe, was sentenced to twenty-one months' �mpr�sonment,
for utter�ng, and wr�t�ng on a gate, some offens�ve words concern�ng
Chr�st�an�ty. W�th�n a month of the same t�me, at the Old Ba�ley, two
persons, on two separate occas�ons,[8] were rejected as jurymen,
and one of them grossly �nsulted by the judge and by one of the
counsel, because they honestly declared that they had no
theolog�cal bel�ef; and a th�rd, a fore�gner,[9] for the same reason,
was den�ed just�ce aga�nst a th�ef. Th�s refusal of redress took place
�n v�rtue of the legal doctr�ne, that no person can be allowed to g�ve
ev�dence �n a court of just�ce, who does not profess bel�ef �n a God
(any god �s suff�c�ent) and �n a future state; wh�ch �s equ�valent to
declar�ng such persons to be outlaws, excluded from the protect�on
of the tr�bunals; who may not only be robbed or assaulted w�th
�mpun�ty, �f no one but themselves, or persons of s�m�lar op�n�ons, be
present, but any one else may be robbed or assaulted w�th �mpun�ty,
�f the proof of the fact depends on the�r ev�dence. The assumpt�on on
wh�ch th�s �s grounded, �s that the oath �s worthless, of a person who
does not bel�eve �n a future state; a propos�t�on wh�ch betokens
much �gnorance of h�story �n those who assent to �t (s�nce �t �s
h�stor�cally true that a large proport�on of �nf�dels �n all ages have



been persons of d�st�ngu�shed �ntegr�ty and honour); and would be
ma�nta�ned by no one who had the smallest concept�on how many of
the persons �n greatest repute w�th the world, both for v�rtues and for
atta�nments, are well known, at least to the�r �nt�mates, to be
unbel�evers. The rule, bes�des, �s su�c�dal, and cuts away �ts own
foundat�on. Under pretence that athe�sts must be l�ars, �t adm�ts the
test�mony of all athe�sts who are w�ll�ng to l�e, and rejects only those
who brave the obloquy of publ�cly confess�ng a detested creed rather
than aff�rm a falsehood. A rule thus self-conv�cted of absurd�ty so far
as regards �ts professed purpose, can be kept �n force only as a
badge of hatred, a rel�c of persecut�on; a persecut�on, too, hav�ng the
pecul�ar�ty, that the qual�f�cat�on for undergo�ng �t, �s the be�ng clearly
proved not to deserve �t. The rule, and the theory �t �mpl�es, are
hardly less �nsult�ng to bel�evers than to �nf�dels. For �f he who does
not bel�eve �n a future state, necessar�ly l�es, �t follows that they who
do bel�eve are only prevented from ly�ng, �f prevented they are, by
the fear of hell. We w�ll not do the authors and abettors of the rule
the �njury of suppos�ng, that the concept�on wh�ch they have formed
of Chr�st�an v�rtue �s drawn from the�r own consc�ousness.

These, �ndeed, are but rags and remnants of persecut�on, and may
be thought to be not so much an �nd�cat�on of the w�sh to persecute,
as an example of that very frequent �nf�rm�ty of Engl�sh m�nds, wh�ch
makes them take a preposterous pleasure �n the assert�on of a bad
pr�nc�ple, when they are no longer bad enough to des�re to carry �t
really �nto pract�ce. But unhapp�ly there �s no secur�ty �n the state of
the publ�c m�nd, that the suspens�on of worse forms of legal
persecut�on, wh�ch has lasted for about the space of a generat�on,
w�ll cont�nue. In th�s age the qu�et surface of rout�ne �s as often
ruffled by attempts to resusc�tate past ev�ls, as to �ntroduce new
benef�ts. What �s boasted of at the present t�me as the rev�val of
rel�g�on, �s always, �n narrow and uncult�vated m�nds, at least as
much the rev�val of b�gotry; and where there �s the strong permanent
leaven of �ntolerance �n the feel�ngs of a people, wh�ch at all t�mes
ab�des �n the m�ddle classes of th�s country, �t needs but l�ttle to
provoke them �nto act�vely persecut�ng those whom they have never
ceased to th�nk proper objects of persecut�on.[10] For �t �s th�s—�t �s



the op�n�ons men enterta�n, and the feel�ngs they cher�sh, respect�ng
those who d�sown the bel�efs they deem �mportant, wh�ch makes th�s
country not a place of mental freedom. For a long t�me past, the ch�ef
m�sch�ef of the legal penalt�es �s that they strengthen the soc�al
st�gma. It �s that st�gma wh�ch �s really effect�ve, and so effect�ve �s �t
that the profess�on of op�n�ons wh�ch are under the ban of soc�ety �s
much less common �n England, than �s, �n many other countr�es, the
avowal of those wh�ch �ncur r�sk of jud�c�al pun�shment. In respect to
all persons but those whose pecun�ary c�rcumstances make them
�ndependent of the good w�ll of other people, op�n�on, on th�s subject,
�s as eff�cac�ous as law; men m�ght as well be �mpr�soned, as
excluded from the means of earn�ng the�r bread. Those whose bread
�s already secured, and who des�re no favours from men �n power, or
from bod�es of men, or from the publ�c, have noth�ng to fear from the
open avowal of any op�n�ons, but to be �ll-thought of and �ll-spoken
of, and th�s �t ought not to requ�re a very hero�c mould to enable them
to bear. There �s no room for any appeal ad m�ser�cord�am �n behalf
of such persons. But though we do not now �nfl�ct so much ev�l on
those who th�nk d�fferently from us, as �t was formerly our custom to
do, �t may be that we do ourselves as much ev�l as ever by our
treatment of them. Socrates was put to death, but the Socrat�c
ph�losophy rose l�ke the sun �n heaven, and spread �ts �llum�nat�on
over the whole �ntellectual f�rmament. Chr�st�ans were cast to the
l�ons, but the Chr�st�an church grew up a stately and spread�ng tree,
overtopp�ng the older and less v�gorous growths, and st�fl�ng them by
�ts shade. Our merely soc�al �ntolerance k�lls no one, roots out no
op�n�ons, but �nduces men to d�sgu�se them, or to absta�n from any
act�ve effort for the�r d�ffus�on. W�th us, heret�cal op�n�ons do not
percept�bly ga�n, or even lose, ground �n each decade or generat�on;
they never blaze out far and w�de, but cont�nue to smoulder �n the
narrow c�rcles of th�nk�ng and stud�ous persons among whom they
or�g�nate, w�thout ever l�ght�ng up the general affa�rs of mank�nd w�th
e�ther a true or a decept�ve l�ght. And thus �s kept up a state of th�ngs
very sat�sfactory to some m�nds, because, w�thout the unpleasant
process of f�n�ng or �mpr�son�ng anybody, �t ma�nta�ns all preva�l�ng
op�n�ons outwardly und�sturbed, wh�le �t does not absolutely �nterd�ct
the exerc�se of reason by d�ssent�ents affl�cted w�th the malady of



thought. A conven�ent plan for hav�ng peace �n the �ntellectual world,
and keep�ng all th�ngs go�ng on there�n very much as they do
already. But the pr�ce pa�d for th�s sort of �ntellectual pac�f�cat�on, �s
the sacr�f�ce of the ent�re moral courage of the human m�nd. A state
of th�ngs �n wh�ch a large port�on of the most act�ve and �nqu�r�ng
�ntellects f�nd �t adv�sable to keep the genu�ne pr�nc�ples and grounds
of the�r conv�ct�ons w�th�n the�r own breasts, and attempt, �n what
they address to the publ�c, to f�t as much as they can of the�r own
conclus�ons to prem�ses wh�ch they have �nternally renounced,
cannot send forth the open, fearless characters, and log�cal,
cons�stent �ntellects who once adorned the th�nk�ng world. The sort
of men who can be looked for under �t, are e�ther mere conformers to
commonplace, or t�me-servers for truth, whose arguments on all
great subjects are meant for the�r hearers, and are not those wh�ch
have conv�nced themselves. Those who avo�d th�s alternat�ve, do so
by narrow�ng the�r thoughts and �nterest to th�ngs wh�ch can be
spoken of w�thout ventur�ng w�th�n the reg�on of pr�nc�ples, that �s, to
small pract�cal matters, wh�ch would come r�ght of themselves, �f but
the m�nds of mank�nd were strengthened and enlarged, and wh�ch
w�ll never be made effectually r�ght unt�l then: wh�le that wh�ch would
strengthen and enlarge men's m�nds, free and dar�ng speculat�on on
the h�ghest subjects, �s abandoned.

Those �n whose eyes th�s ret�cence on the part of heret�cs �s no ev�l,
should cons�der �n the f�rst place, that �n consequence of �t there �s
never any fa�r and thorough d�scuss�on of heret�cal op�n�ons; and that
such of them as could not stand such a d�scuss�on, though they may
be prevented from spread�ng, do not d�sappear. But �t �s not the
m�nds of heret�cs that are deter�orated most, by the ban placed on all
�nqu�ry wh�ch does not end �n the orthodox conclus�ons. The greatest
harm done �s to those who are not heret�cs, and whose whole mental
development �s cramped, and the�r reason cowed, by the fear of
heresy. Who can compute what the world loses �n the mult�tude of
prom�s�ng �ntellects comb�ned w�th t�m�d characters, who dare not
follow out any bold, v�gorous, �ndependent tra�n of thought, lest �t
should land them �n someth�ng wh�ch would adm�t of be�ng
cons�dered �rrel�g�ous or �mmoral? Among them we may occas�onally



see some man of deep consc�ent�ousness, and subtle and ref�ned
understand�ng, who spends a l�fe �n soph�st�cat�ng w�th an �ntellect
wh�ch he cannot s�lence, and exhausts the resources of �ngenu�ty �n
attempt�ng to reconc�le the prompt�ngs of h�s consc�ence and reason
w�th orthodoxy, wh�ch yet he does not, perhaps, to the end succeed
�n do�ng. No one can be a great th�nker who does not recogn�se, that
as a th�nker �t �s h�s f�rst duty to follow h�s �ntellect to whatever
conclus�ons �t may lead. Truth ga�ns more even by the errors of one
who, w�th due study and preparat�on, th�nks for h�mself, than by the
true op�n�ons of those who only hold them because they do not suffer
themselves to th�nk. Not that �t �s solely, or ch�efly, to form great
th�nkers, that freedom of th�nk�ng �s requ�red. On the contrary, �t �s as
much, and even more �nd�spensable, to enable average human
be�ngs to atta�n the mental stature wh�ch they are capable of. There
have been, and may aga�n be, great �nd�v�dual th�nkers, �n a general
atmosphere of mental slavery. But there never has been, nor ever
w�ll be, �n that atmosphere, an �ntellectually act�ve people. Where
any people has made a temporary approach to such a character, �t
has been because the dread of heterodox speculat�on was for a t�me
suspended. Where there �s a tac�t convent�on that pr�nc�ples are not
to be d�sputed; where the d�scuss�on of the greatest quest�ons wh�ch
can occupy human�ty �s cons�dered to be closed, we cannot hope to
f�nd that generally h�gh scale of mental act�v�ty wh�ch has made
some per�ods of h�story so remarkable. Never when controversy
avo�ded the subjects wh�ch are large and �mportant enough to k�ndle
enthus�asm, was the m�nd of a people st�rred up from �ts foundat�ons,
and the �mpulse g�ven wh�ch ra�sed even persons of the most
ord�nary �ntellect to someth�ng of the d�gn�ty of th�nk�ng be�ngs. Of
such we have had an example �n the cond�t�on of Europe dur�ng the
t�mes �mmed�ately follow�ng the Reformat�on; another, though l�m�ted
to the Cont�nent and to a more cult�vated class, �n the speculat�ve
movement of the latter half of the e�ghteenth century; and a th�rd, of
st�ll br�efer durat�on, �n the �ntellectual fermentat�on of Germany
dur�ng the Goeth�an and F�chtean per�od. These per�ods d�ffered
w�dely �n the part�cular op�n�ons wh�ch they developed; but were al�ke
�n th�s, that dur�ng all three the yoke of author�ty was broken. In each,
an old mental despot�sm had been thrown off, and no new one had



yet taken �ts place. The �mpulse g�ven at these three per�ods has
made Europe what �t now �s. Every s�ngle �mprovement wh�ch has
taken place e�ther �n the human m�nd or �n �nst�tut�ons, may be traced
d�st�nctly to one or other of them. Appearances have for some t�me
�nd�cated that all three �mpulses are well-n�gh spent; and we can
expect no fresh start, unt�l we aga�n assert our mental freedom.

Let us now pass to the second d�v�s�on of the argument, and
d�sm�ss�ng the suppos�t�on that any of the rece�ved op�n�ons may be
false, let us assume them to be true, and exam�ne �nto the worth of
the manner �n wh�ch they are l�kely to be held, when the�r truth �s not
freely and openly canvassed. However unw�ll�ngly a person who has
a strong op�n�on may adm�t the poss�b�l�ty that h�s op�n�on may be
false, he ought to be moved by the cons�derat�on that however true �t
may be, �f �t �s not fully, frequently, and fearlessly d�scussed, �t w�ll be
held as a dead dogma, not a l�v�ng truth.

There �s a class of persons (happ�ly not qu�te so numerous as
formerly) who th�nk �t enough �f a person assents undoubt�ngly to
what they th�nk true, though he has no knowledge whatever of the
grounds of the op�n�on, and could not make a tenable defence of �t
aga�nst the most superf�c�al object�ons. Such persons, �f they can
once get the�r creed taught from author�ty, naturally th�nk that no
good, and some harm, comes of �ts be�ng allowed to be quest�oned.
Where the�r �nfluence preva�ls, they make �t nearly �mposs�ble for the
rece�ved op�n�on to be rejected w�sely and cons�derately, though �t
may st�ll be rejected rashly and �gnorantly; for to shut out d�scuss�on
ent�rely �s seldom poss�ble, and when �t once gets �n, bel�efs not
grounded on conv�ct�on are apt to g�ve way before the sl�ghtest
semblance of an argument. Wa�v�ng, however, th�s poss�b�l�ty—
assum�ng that the true op�n�on ab�des �n the m�nd, but ab�des as a
prejud�ce, a bel�ef �ndependent of, and proof aga�nst, argument—th�s
�s not the way �n wh�ch truth ought to be held by a rat�onal be�ng.
Th�s �s not know�ng the truth. Truth, thus held, �s but one superst�t�on
the more, acc�dentally cl�ng�ng to the words wh�ch enunc�ate a truth.

If the �ntellect and judgment of mank�nd ought to be cult�vated, a
th�ng wh�ch Protestants at least do not deny, on what can these



facult�es be more appropr�ately exerc�sed by any one, than on the
th�ngs wh�ch concern h�m so much that �t �s cons�dered necessary for
h�m to hold op�n�ons on them? If the cult�vat�on of the understand�ng
cons�sts �n one th�ng more than �n another, �t �s surely �n learn�ng the
grounds of one's own op�n�ons. Whatever people bel�eve, on
subjects on wh�ch �t �s of the f�rst �mportance to bel�eve r�ghtly, they
ought to be able to defend aga�nst at least the common object�ons.
But, some one may say, "Let them be taught the grounds of the�r
op�n�ons. It does not follow that op�n�ons must be merely parroted
because they are never heard controverted. Persons who learn
geometry do not s�mply comm�t the theorems to memory, but
understand and learn l�kew�se the demonstrat�ons; and �t would be
absurd to say that they rema�n �gnorant of the grounds of
geometr�cal truths, because they never hear any one deny, and
attempt to d�sprove them." Undoubtedly: and such teach�ng suff�ces
on a subject l�ke mathemat�cs, where there �s noth�ng at all to be sa�d
on the wrong s�de of the quest�on. The pecul�ar�ty of the ev�dence of
mathemat�cal truths �s, that all the argument �s on one s�de. There
are no object�ons, and no answers to object�ons. But on every
subject on wh�ch d�fference of op�n�on �s poss�ble, the truth depends
on a balance to be struck between two sets of confl�ct�ng reasons.
Even �n natural ph�losophy, there �s always some other explanat�on
poss�ble of the same facts; some geocentr�c theory �nstead of
hel�ocentr�c, some phlog�ston �nstead of oxygen; and �t has to be
shown why that other theory cannot be the true one: and unt�l th�s �s
shown, and unt�l we know how �t �s shown, we do not understand the
grounds of our op�n�on. But when we turn to subjects �nf�n�tely more
compl�cated, to morals, rel�g�on, pol�t�cs, soc�al relat�ons, and the
bus�ness of l�fe, three-fourths of the arguments for every d�sputed
op�n�on cons�st �n d�spell�ng the appearances wh�ch favour some
op�n�on d�fferent from �t. The greatest orator, save one, of ant�qu�ty,
has left �t on record that he always stud�ed h�s adversary's case w�th
as great, �f not w�th st�ll greater, �ntens�ty than even h�s own. What
C�cero pract�sed as the means of forens�c success, requ�res to be
�m�tated by all who study any subject �n order to arr�ve at the truth.
He who knows only h�s own s�de of the case, knows l�ttle of that. H�s
reasons may be good, and no one may have been able to refute



them. But �f he �s equally unable to refute the reasons on the
oppos�te s�de; �f he does not so much as know what they are, he has
no ground for preferr�ng e�ther op�n�on. The rat�onal pos�t�on for h�m
would be suspens�on of judgment, and unless he contents h�mself
w�th that, he �s e�ther led by author�ty, or adopts, l�ke the general�ty of
the world, the s�de to wh�ch he feels most �ncl�nat�on. Nor �s �t
enough that he should hear the arguments of adversar�es from h�s
own teachers, presented as they state them, and accompan�ed by
what they offer as refutat�ons. That �s not the way to do just�ce to the
arguments, or br�ng them �nto real contact w�th h�s own m�nd. He
must be able to hear them from persons who actually bel�eve them;
who defend them �n earnest, and do the�r very utmost for them. He
must know them �n the�r most plaus�ble and persuas�ve form; he
must feel the whole force of the d�ff�culty wh�ch the true v�ew of the
subject has to encounter and d�spose of; else he w�ll never really
possess h�mself of the port�on of truth wh�ch meets and removes that
d�ff�culty. N�nety-n�ne �n a hundred of what are called educated men
are �n th�s cond�t�on; even of those who can argue fluently for the�r
op�n�ons. The�r conclus�on may be true, but �t m�ght be false for
anyth�ng they know: they have never thrown themselves �nto the
mental pos�t�on of those who th�nk d�fferently from them, and
cons�dered what such persons may have to say; and consequently
they do not, �n any proper sense of the word, know the doctr�ne
wh�ch they themselves profess. They do not know those parts of �t
wh�ch expla�n and just�fy the rema�nder; the cons�derat�ons wh�ch
show that a fact wh�ch seem�ngly confl�cts w�th another �s
reconc�lable w�th �t, or that, of two apparently strong reasons, one
and not the other ought to be preferred. All that part of the truth
wh�ch turns the scale, and dec�des the judgment of a completely
�nformed m�nd, they are strangers to; nor �s �t ever really known, but
to those who have attended equally and �mpart�ally to both s�des,
and endeavoured to see the reasons of both �n the strongest l�ght.
So essent�al �s th�s d�sc�pl�ne to a real understand�ng of moral and
human subjects, that �f opponents of all �mportant truths do not ex�st,
�t �s �nd�spensable to �mag�ne them, and supply them w�th the
strongest arguments wh�ch the most sk�lful dev�l's advocate can
conjure up.



To abate the force of these cons�derat�ons, an enemy of free
d�scuss�on may be supposed to say, that there �s no necess�ty for
mank�nd �n general to know and understand all that can be sa�d
aga�nst or for the�r op�n�ons by ph�losophers and theolog�ans. That �t
�s not needful for common men to be able to expose all the
m�sstatements or fallac�es of an �ngen�ous opponent. That �t �s
enough �f there �s always somebody capable of answer�ng them, so
that noth�ng l�kely to m�slead un�nstructed persons rema�ns
unrefuted. That s�mple m�nds, hav�ng been taught the obv�ous
grounds of the truths �nculcated on them, may trust to author�ty for
the rest, and be�ng aware that they have ne�ther knowledge nor
talent to resolve every d�ff�culty wh�ch can be ra�sed, may repose �n
the assurance that all those wh�ch have been ra�sed have been or
can be answered, by those who are spec�ally tra�ned to the task.

Conced�ng to th�s v�ew of the subject the utmost that can be cla�med
for �t by those most eas�ly sat�sf�ed w�th the amount of understand�ng
of truth wh�ch ought to accompany the bel�ef of �t; even so, the
argument for free d�scuss�on �s no way weakened. For even th�s
doctr�ne acknowledges that mank�nd ought to have a rat�onal
assurance that all object�ons have been sat�sfactor�ly answered; and
how are they to be answered �f that wh�ch requ�res to be answered �s
not spoken? or how can the answer be known to be sat�sfactory, �f
the objectors have no opportun�ty of show�ng that �t �s
unsat�sfactory? If not the publ�c, at least the ph�losophers and
theolog�ans who are to resolve the d�ff�cult�es, must make
themselves fam�l�ar w�th those d�ff�cult�es �n the�r most puzzl�ng form;
and th�s cannot be accompl�shed unless they are freely stated, and
placed �n the most advantageous l�ght wh�ch they adm�t of. The
Cathol�c Church has �ts own way of deal�ng w�th th�s embarrass�ng
problem. It makes a broad separat�on between those who can be
perm�tted to rece�ve �ts doctr�nes on conv�ct�on, and those who must
accept them on trust. Ne�ther, �ndeed, are allowed any cho�ce as to
what they w�ll accept; but the clergy, such at least as can be fully
conf�ded �n, may adm�ss�bly and mer�tor�ously make themselves
acqua�nted w�th the arguments of opponents, �n order to answer
them, and may, therefore, read heret�cal books; the la�ty, not unless



by spec�al perm�ss�on, hard to be obta�ned. Th�s d�sc�pl�ne
recogn�ses a knowledge of the enemy's case as benef�c�al to the
teachers, but f�nds means, cons�stent w�th th�s, of deny�ng �t to the
rest of the world: thus g�v�ng to the él�te more mental culture, though
not more mental freedom, than �t allows to the mass. By th�s dev�ce �t
succeeds �n obta�n�ng the k�nd of mental super�or�ty wh�ch �ts
purposes requ�re; for though culture w�thout freedom never made a
large and l�beral m�nd, �t can make a clever n�s� pr�us advocate of a
cause. But �n countr�es profess�ng Protestant�sm, th�s resource �s
den�ed; s�nce Protestants hold, at least �n theory, that the
respons�b�l�ty for the cho�ce of a rel�g�on must be borne by each for
h�mself, and cannot be thrown off upon teachers. Bes�des, �n the
present state of the world, �t �s pract�cally �mposs�ble that wr�t�ngs
wh�ch are read by the �nstructed can be kept from the un�nstructed. If
the teachers of mank�nd are to be cogn�sant of all that they ought to
know, everyth�ng must be free to be wr�tten and publ�shed w�thout
restra�nt.

If, however, the m�sch�evous operat�on of the absence of free
d�scuss�on, when the rece�ved op�n�ons are true, were conf�ned to
leav�ng men �gnorant of the grounds of those op�n�ons, �t m�ght be
thought that th�s, �f an �ntellectual, �s no moral ev�l, and does not
affect the worth of the op�n�ons, regarded �n the�r �nfluence on the
character. The fact, however, �s, that not only the grounds of the
op�n�on are forgotten �n the absence of d�scuss�on, but too often the
mean�ng of the op�n�on �tself. The words wh�ch convey �t, cease to
suggest �deas, or suggest only a small port�on of those they were
or�g�nally employed to commun�cate. Instead of a v�v�d concept�on
and a l�v�ng bel�ef, there rema�n only a few phrases reta�ned by rote;
or, �f any part, the shell and husk only of the mean�ng �s reta�ned, the
f�ner essence be�ng lost. The great chapter �n human h�story wh�ch
th�s fact occup�es and f�lls, cannot be too earnestly stud�ed and
med�tated on.

It �s �llustrated �n the exper�ence of almost all eth�cal doctr�nes and
rel�g�ous creeds. They are all full of mean�ng and v�tal�ty to those who
or�g�nate them, and to the d�rect d�sc�ples of the or�g�nators. The�r
mean�ng cont�nues to be felt �n und�m�n�shed strength, and �s



perhaps brought out �nto even fuller consc�ousness, so long as the
struggle lasts to g�ve the doctr�ne or creed an ascendency over other
creeds. At last �t e�ther preva�ls, and becomes the general op�n�on, or
�ts progress stops; �t keeps possess�on of the ground �t has ga�ned,
but ceases to spread further. When e�ther of these results has
become apparent, controversy on the subject flags, and gradually
d�es away. The doctr�ne has taken �ts place, �f not as a rece�ved
op�n�on, as one of the adm�tted sects or d�v�s�ons of op�n�on: those
who hold �t have generally �nher�ted, not adopted �t; and convers�on
from one of these doctr�nes to another, be�ng now an except�onal
fact, occup�es l�ttle place �n the thoughts of the�r professors. Instead
of be�ng, as at f�rst, constantly on the alert e�ther to defend
themselves aga�nst the world, or to br�ng the world over to them,
they have subs�ded �nto acqu�escence, and ne�ther l�sten, when they
can help �t, to arguments aga�nst the�r creed, nor trouble d�ssent�ents
(�f there be such) w�th arguments �n �ts favour. From th�s t�me may
usually be dated the decl�ne �n the l�v�ng power of the doctr�ne. We
often hear the teachers of all creeds lament�ng the d�ff�culty of
keep�ng up �n the m�nds of bel�evers a l�vely apprehens�on of the
truth wh�ch they nom�nally recogn�se, so that �t may penetrate the
feel�ngs, and acqu�re a real mastery over the conduct. No such
d�ff�culty �s compla�ned of wh�le the creed �s st�ll f�ght�ng for �ts
ex�stence: even the weaker combatants then know and feel what
they are f�ght�ng for, and the d�fference between �t and other
doctr�nes; and �n that per�od of every creed's ex�stence, not a few
persons may be found, who have real�sed �ts fundamental pr�nc�ples
�n all the forms of thought, have we�ghed and cons�dered them �n all
the�r �mportant bear�ngs, and have exper�enced the full effect on the
character, wh�ch bel�ef �n that creed ought to produce �n a m�nd
thoroughly �mbued w�th �t. But when �t has come to be a hered�tary
creed, and to be rece�ved pass�vely, not act�vely—when the m�nd �s
no longer compelled, �n the same degree as at f�rst, to exerc�se �ts
v�tal powers on the quest�ons wh�ch �ts bel�ef presents to �t, there �s a
progress�ve tendency to forget all of the bel�ef except the
formular�es, or to g�ve �t a dull and torp�d assent, as �f accept�ng �t on
trust d�spensed w�th the necess�ty of real�s�ng �t �n consc�ousness, or
test�ng �t by personal exper�ence; unt�l �t almost ceases to connect



�tself at all w�th the �nner l�fe of the human be�ng. Then are seen the
cases, so frequent �n th�s age of the world as almost to form the
major�ty, �n wh�ch the creed rema�ns as �t were outs�de the m�nd,
encrust�ng and petr�fy�ng �t aga�nst all other �nfluences addressed to
the h�gher parts of our nature; man�fest�ng �ts power by not suffer�ng
any fresh and l�v�ng conv�ct�on to get �n, but �tself do�ng noth�ng for
the m�nd or heart, except stand�ng sent�nel over them to keep them
vacant.

To what an extent doctr�nes �ntr�ns�cally f�tted to make the deepest
�mpress�on upon the m�nd may rema�n �n �t as dead bel�efs, w�thout
be�ng ever real�sed �n the �mag�nat�on, the feel�ngs, or the
understand�ng, �s exempl�f�ed by the manner �n wh�ch the major�ty of
bel�evers hold the doctr�nes of Chr�st�an�ty. By Chr�st�an�ty I here
mean what �s accounted such by all churches and sects—the
max�ms and precepts conta�ned �n the New Testament. These are
cons�dered sacred, and accepted as laws, by all profess�ng
Chr�st�ans. Yet �t �s scarcely too much to say that not one Chr�st�an �n
a thousand gu�des or tests h�s �nd�v�dual conduct by reference to
those laws. The standard to wh�ch he does refer �t, �s the custom of
h�s nat�on, h�s class, or h�s rel�g�ous profess�on. He has thus, on the
one hand, a collect�on of eth�cal max�ms, wh�ch he bel�eves to have
been vouchsafed to h�m by �nfall�ble w�sdom as rules for h�s
government; and on the other, a set of every-day judgments and
pract�ces, wh�ch go a certa�n length w�th some of those max�ms, not
so great a length w�th others, stand �n d�rect oppos�t�on to some, and
are, on the whole, a comprom�se between the Chr�st�an creed and
the �nterests and suggest�ons of worldly l�fe. To the f�rst of these
standards he g�ves h�s homage; to the other h�s real alleg�ance. All
Chr�st�ans bel�eve that the blessed are the poor and humble, and
those who are �ll-used by the world; that �t �s eas�er for a camel to
pass through the eye of a needle than for a r�ch man to enter the
k�ngdom of heaven; that they should judge not, lest they be judged;
that they should swear not at all; that they should love the�r
ne�ghbour as themselves; that �f one take the�r cloak, they should
g�ve h�m the�r coat also; that they should take no thought for the
morrow; that �f they would be perfect, they should sell all that they



have and g�ve �t to the poor. They are not �ns�ncere when they say
that they bel�eve these th�ngs. They do bel�eve them, as people
bel�eve what they have always heard lauded and never d�scussed.
But �n the sense of that l�v�ng bel�ef wh�ch regulates conduct, they
bel�eve these doctr�nes just up to the po�nt to wh�ch �t �s usual to act
upon them. The doctr�nes �n the�r �ntegr�ty are serv�ceable to pelt
adversar�es w�th; and �t �s understood that they are to be put forward
(when poss�ble) as the reasons for whatever people do that they
th�nk laudable. But any one who rem�nded them that the max�ms
requ�re an �nf�n�ty of th�ngs wh�ch they never even th�nk of do�ng,
would ga�n noth�ng but to be classed among those very unpopular
characters who affect to be better than other people. The doctr�nes
have no hold on ord�nary bel�evers—are not a power �n the�r m�nds.
They have a hab�tual respect for the sound of them, but no feel�ng
wh�ch spreads from the words to the th�ngs s�gn�f�ed, and forces the
m�nd to take them �n, and make them conform to the formula.
Whenever conduct �s concerned, they look round for Mr. A and B to
d�rect them how far to go �n obey�ng Chr�st.

Now we may be well assured that the case was not thus, but far
otherw�se, w�th the early Chr�st�ans. Had �t been thus, Chr�st�an�ty
never would have expanded from an obscure sect of the desp�sed
Hebrews �nto the rel�g�on of the Roman emp�re. When the�r enem�es
sa�d, "See how these Chr�st�ans love one another" (a remark not
l�kely to be made by anybody now), they assuredly had a much
l�vel�er feel�ng of the mean�ng of the�r creed than they have ever had
s�nce. And to th�s cause, probably, �t �s ch�efly ow�ng that Chr�st�an�ty
now makes so l�ttle progress �n extend�ng �ts doma�n, and after
e�ghteen centur�es, �s st�ll nearly conf�ned to Europeans and the
descendants of Europeans. Even w�th the str�ctly rel�g�ous, who are
much �n earnest about the�r doctr�nes, and attach a greater amount
of mean�ng to many of them than people �n general, �t commonly
happens that the part wh�ch �s thus comparat�vely act�ve �n the�r
m�nds �s that wh�ch was made by Calv�n, or Knox, or some such
person much nearer �n character to themselves. The say�ngs of
Chr�st coex�st pass�vely �n the�r m�nds, produc�ng hardly any effect
beyond what �s caused by mere l�sten�ng to words so am�able and



bland. There are many reasons, doubtless, why doctr�nes wh�ch are
the badge of a sect reta�n more of the�r v�tal�ty than those common to
all recogn�sed sects, and why more pa�ns are taken by teachers to
keep the�r mean�ng al�ve; but one reason certa�nly �s, that the
pecul�ar doctr�nes are more quest�oned, and have to be oftener
defended aga�nst open ga�nsayers. Both teachers and learners go to
sleep at the�r post, as soon as there �s no enemy �n the f�eld.

The same th�ng holds true, generally speak�ng, of all trad�t�onal
doctr�nes—those of prudence and knowledge of l�fe, as well as of
morals or rel�g�on. All languages and l�teratures are full of general
observat�ons on l�fe, both as to what �t �s, and how to conduct oneself
�n �t; observat�ons wh�ch everybody knows, wh�ch everybody repeats,
or hears w�th acqu�escence, wh�ch are rece�ved as tru�sms, yet of
wh�ch most people f�rst truly learn the mean�ng, when exper�ence,
generally of a pa�nful k�nd, has made �t a real�ty to them. How often,
when smart�ng under some unforeseen m�sfortune or
d�sappo�ntment, does a person call to m�nd some proverb or
common say�ng, fam�l�ar to h�m all h�s l�fe, the mean�ng of wh�ch, �f
he had ever before felt �t as he does now, would have saved h�m
from the calam�ty. There are �ndeed reasons for th�s, other than the
absence of d�scuss�on: there are many truths of wh�ch the full
mean�ng cannot be real�sed, unt�l personal exper�ence has brought �t
home. But much more of the mean�ng even of these would have
been understood, and what was understood would have been far
more deeply �mpressed on the m�nd, �f the man had been
accustomed to hear �t argued pro and con by people who d�d
understand �t. The fatal tendency of mank�nd to leave off th�nk�ng
about a th�ng when �t �s no longer doubtful, �s the cause of half the�r
errors. A contemporary author has well spoken of "the deep slumber
of a dec�ded op�n�on."

But what! (�t may be asked) Is the absence of unan�m�ty an
�nd�spensable cond�t�on of true knowledge? Is �t necessary that some
part of mank�nd should pers�st �n error, to enable any to real�se the
truth? Does a bel�ef cease to be real and v�tal as soon as �t �s
generally rece�ved—and �s a propos�t�on never thoroughly
understood and felt unless some doubt of �t rema�ns? As soon as



mank�nd have unan�mously accepted a truth, does the truth per�sh
w�th�n them? The h�ghest a�m and best result of �mproved
�ntell�gence, �t has h�therto been thought, �s to un�te mank�nd more
and more �n the acknowledgment of all �mportant truths: and does
the �ntell�gence only last as long as �t has not ach�eved �ts object? Do
the fru�ts of conquest per�sh by the very completeness of the v�ctory?

I aff�rm no such th�ng. As mank�nd �mprove, the number of doctr�nes
wh�ch are no longer d�sputed or doubted w�ll be constantly on the
�ncrease: and the well-be�ng of mank�nd may almost be measured by
the number and grav�ty of the truths wh�ch have reached the po�nt of
be�ng uncontested. The cessat�on, on one quest�on after another, of
ser�ous controversy, �s one of the necessary �nc�dents of the
consol�dat�on of op�n�on; a consol�dat�on as salutary �n the case of
true op�n�ons, as �t �s dangerous and nox�ous when the op�n�ons are
erroneous. But though th�s gradual narrow�ng of the bounds of
d�vers�ty of op�n�on �s necessary �n both senses of the term, be�ng at
once �nev�table and �nd�spensable, we are not therefore obl�ged to
conclude that all �ts consequences must be benef�c�al. The loss of so
�mportant an a�d to the �ntell�gent and l�v�ng apprehens�on of a truth,
as �s afforded by the necess�ty of expla�n�ng �t to, or defend�ng �t
aga�nst, opponents, though not suff�c�ent to outwe�gh, �s no tr�fl�ng
drawback from, the benef�t of �ts un�versal recogn�t�on. Where th�s
advantage can no longer be had, I confess I should l�ke to see the
teachers of mank�nd endeavour�ng to prov�de a subst�tute for �t;
some contr�vance for mak�ng the d�ff�cult�es of the quest�on as
present to the learner's consc�ousness, as �f they were pressed upon
h�m by a d�ssent�ent champ�on, eager for h�s convers�on.

But �nstead of seek�ng contr�vances for th�s purpose, they have lost
those they formerly had. The Socrat�c d�alect�cs, so magn�f�cently
exempl�f�ed �n the d�alogues of Plato, were a contr�vance of th�s
descr�pt�on. They were essent�ally a negat�ve d�scuss�on of the great
quest�ons of ph�losophy and l�fe, d�rected w�th consummate sk�ll to
the purpose of conv�nc�ng any one who had merely adopted the
commonplaces of rece�ved op�n�on, that he d�d not understand the
subject—that he as yet attached no def�n�te mean�ng to the doctr�nes
he professed; �n order that, becom�ng aware of h�s �gnorance, he



m�ght be put �n the way to atta�n a stable bel�ef, rest�ng on a clear
apprehens�on both of the mean�ng of doctr�nes and of the�r ev�dence.
The school d�sputat�ons of the m�ddle ages had a somewhat s�m�lar
object. They were �ntended to make sure that the pup�l understood
h�s own op�n�on, and (by necessary correlat�on) the op�n�on opposed
to �t, and could enforce the grounds of the one and confute those of
the other. These last-ment�oned contests had �ndeed the �ncurable
defect, that the prem�ses appealed to were taken from author�ty, not
from reason; and, as a d�sc�pl�ne to the m�nd, they were �n every
respect �nfer�or to the powerful d�alect�cs wh�ch formed the �ntellects
of the "Socrat�c� v�r�": but the modern m�nd owes far more to both
than �t �s generally w�ll�ng to adm�t, and the present modes of
educat�on conta�n noth�ng wh�ch �n the smallest degree suppl�es the
place e�ther of the one or of the other. A person who der�ves all h�s
�nstruct�on from teachers or books, even �f he escape the besett�ng
temptat�on of content�ng h�mself w�th cram, �s under no compuls�on
to hear both s�des; accord�ngly �t �s far from a frequent
accompl�shment, even among th�nkers, to know both s�des; and the
weakest part of what everybody says �n defence of h�s op�n�on, �s
what he �ntends as a reply to antagon�sts. It �s the fash�on of the
present t�me to d�sparage negat�ve log�c—that wh�ch po�nts out
weaknesses �n theory or errors �n pract�ce, w�thout establ�sh�ng
pos�t�ve truths. Such negat�ve cr�t�c�sm would �ndeed be poor enough
as an ult�mate result; but as a means to atta�n�ng any pos�t�ve
knowledge or conv�ct�on worthy the name, �t cannot be valued too
h�ghly; and unt�l people are aga�n systemat�cally tra�ned to �t, there
w�ll be few great th�nkers, and a low general average of �ntellect, �n
any but the mathemat�cal and phys�cal departments of speculat�on.
On any other subject no one's op�n�ons deserve the name of
knowledge, except so far as he has e�ther had forced upon h�m by
others, or gone through of h�mself, the same mental process wh�ch
would have been requ�red of h�m �n carry�ng on an act�ve controversy
w�th opponents. That, therefore, wh�ch when absent, �t �s so
�nd�spensable, but so d�ff�cult, to create, how worse than absurd �s �t
to forego, when spontaneously offer�ng �tself! If there are any
persons who contest a rece�ved op�n�on, or who w�ll do so �f law or
op�n�on w�ll let them, let us thank them for �t, open our m�nds to l�sten



to them, and rejo�ce that there �s some one to do for us what we
otherw�se ought, �f we have any regard for e�ther the certa�nty or the
v�tal�ty of our conv�ct�ons, to do w�th much greater labour for
ourselves.

 

It st�ll rema�ns to speak of one of the pr�nc�pal causes wh�ch make
d�vers�ty of op�n�on advantageous, and w�ll cont�nue to do so unt�l
mank�nd shall have entered a stage of �ntellectual advancement
wh�ch at present seems at an �ncalculable d�stance. We have
h�therto cons�dered only two poss�b�l�t�es: that the rece�ved op�n�on
may be false, and some other op�n�on, consequently, true; or that,
the rece�ved op�n�on be�ng true, a confl�ct w�th the oppos�te error �s
essent�al to a clear apprehens�on and deep feel�ng of �ts truth. But
there �s a commoner case than e�ther of these; when the confl�ct�ng
doctr�nes, �nstead of be�ng one true and the other false, share the
truth between them; and the nonconform�ng op�n�on �s needed to
supply the rema�nder of the truth, of wh�ch the rece�ved doctr�ne
embod�es only a part. Popular op�n�ons, on subjects not palpable to
sense, are often true, but seldom or never the whole truth. They are
a part of the truth; somet�mes a greater, somet�mes a smaller part,
but exaggerated, d�storted, and d�sjo�ned from the truths by wh�ch
they ought to be accompan�ed and l�m�ted. Heret�cal op�n�ons, on the
other hand, are generally some of these suppressed and neglected
truths, burst�ng the bonds wh�ch kept them down, and e�ther seek�ng
reconc�l�at�on w�th the truth conta�ned �n the common op�n�on, or
front�ng �t as enem�es, and sett�ng themselves up, w�th s�m�lar
exclus�veness, as the whole truth. The latter case �s h�therto the
most frequent, as, �n the human m�nd, one-s�dedness has always
been the rule, and many-s�dedness the except�on. Hence, even �n
revolut�ons of op�n�on, one part of the truth usually sets wh�le another
r�ses. Even progress, wh�ch ought to superadd, for the most part only
subst�tutes one part�al and �ncomplete truth for another; �mprovement
cons�st�ng ch�efly �n th�s, that the new fragment of truth �s more
wanted, more adapted to the needs of the t�me, than that wh�ch �t
d�splaces. Such be�ng the part�al character of preva�l�ng op�n�ons,



even when rest�ng on a true foundat�on; every op�n�on wh�ch
embod�es somewhat of the port�on of truth wh�ch the common
op�n�on om�ts, ought to be cons�dered prec�ous, w�th whatever
amount of error and confus�on that truth may be blended. No sober
judge of human affa�rs w�ll feel bound to be �nd�gnant because those
who force on our not�ce truths wh�ch we should otherw�se have
overlooked, overlook some of those wh�ch we see. Rather, he w�ll
th�nk that so long as popular truth �s one-s�ded, �t �s more des�rable
than otherw�se that unpopular truth should have one-s�ded asserters
too; such be�ng usually the most energet�c, and the most l�kely to
compel reluctant attent�on to the fragment of w�sdom wh�ch they
procla�m as �f �t were the whole.

Thus, �n the e�ghteenth century, when nearly all the �nstructed, and
all those of the un�nstructed who were led by them, were lost �n
adm�rat�on of what �s called c�v�l�sat�on, and of the marvels of modern
sc�ence, l�terature, and ph�losophy, and wh�le greatly overrat�ng the
amount of unl�keness between the men of modern and those of
anc�ent t�mes, �ndulged the bel�ef that the whole of the d�fference
was �n the�r own favour; w�th what a salutary shock d�d the
paradoxes of Rousseau explode l�ke bombshells �n the m�dst,
d�slocat�ng the compact mass of one-s�ded op�n�on, and forc�ng �ts
elements to recomb�ne �n a better form and w�th add�t�onal
�ngred�ents. Not that the current op�n�ons were on the whole farther
from the truth than Rousseau's were; on the contrary, they were
nearer to �t; they conta�ned more of pos�t�ve truth, and very much
less of error. Nevertheless there lay �n Rousseau's doctr�ne, and has
floated down the stream of op�n�on along w�th �t, a cons�derable
amount of exactly those truths wh�ch the popular op�n�on wanted;
and these are the depos�t wh�ch was left beh�nd when the flood
subs�ded. The super�or worth of s�mpl�c�ty of l�fe, the enervat�ng and
demoral�s�ng effect of the trammels and hypocr�s�es of art�f�c�al
soc�ety, are �deas wh�ch have never been ent�rely absent from
cult�vated m�nds s�nce Rousseau wrote; and they w�ll �n t�me produce
the�r due effect, though at present need�ng to be asserted as much
as ever, and to be asserted by deeds, for words, on th�s subject,
have nearly exhausted the�r power.



In pol�t�cs, aga�n, �t �s almost a commonplace, that a party of order or
stab�l�ty, and a party of progress or reform, are both necessary
elements of a healthy state of pol�t�cal l�fe; unt�l the one or the other
shall have so enlarged �ts mental grasp as to be a party equally of
order and of progress, know�ng and d�st�ngu�sh�ng what �s f�t to be
preserved from what ought to be swept away. Each of these modes
of th�nk�ng der�ves �ts ut�l�ty from the def�c�enc�es of the other; but �t �s
�n a great measure the oppos�t�on of the other that keeps each w�th�n
the l�m�ts of reason and san�ty. Unless op�n�ons favourable to
democracy and to ar�stocracy, to property and to equal�ty, to co-
operat�on and to compet�t�on, to luxury and to abst�nence, to soc�al�ty
and �nd�v�dual�ty, to l�berty and d�sc�pl�ne, and all the other stand�ng
antagon�sms of pract�cal l�fe, are expressed w�th equal freedom, and
enforced and defended w�th equal talent and energy, there �s no
chance of both elements obta�n�ng the�r due; one scale �s sure to go
up and the other down. Truth, �n the great pract�cal concerns of l�fe,
�s so much a quest�on of the reconc�l�ng and comb�n�ng of oppos�tes,
that very few have m�nds suff�c�ently capac�ous and �mpart�al to
make the adjustment w�th an approach to correctness, and �t has to
be made by the rough process of a struggle between combatants
f�ght�ng under host�le banners. On any of the great open quest�ons
just enumerated, �f e�ther of the two op�n�ons has a better cla�m than
the other, not merely to be tolerated, but to be encouraged and
countenanced, �t �s the one wh�ch happens at the part�cular t�me and
place to be �n a m�nor�ty. That �s the op�n�on wh�ch, for the t�me
be�ng, represents the neglected �nterests, the s�de of human well-
be�ng wh�ch �s �n danger of obta�n�ng less than �ts share. I am aware
that there �s not, �n th�s country, any �ntolerance of d�fferences of
op�n�on on most of these top�cs. They are adduced to show, by
adm�tted and mult�pl�ed examples, the un�versal�ty of the fact, that
only through d�vers�ty of op�n�on �s there, �n the ex�st�ng state of
human �ntellect, a chance of fa�r-play to all s�des of the truth. When
there are persons to be found, who form an except�on to the
apparent unan�m�ty of the world on any subject, even �f the world �s
�n the r�ght, �t �s always probable that d�ssent�ents have someth�ng
worth hear�ng to say for themselves, and that truth would lose
someth�ng by the�r s�lence.



It may be objected, "But some rece�ved pr�nc�ples, espec�ally on the
h�ghest and most v�tal subjects, are more than half-truths. The
Chr�st�an moral�ty, for �nstance, �s the whole truth on that subject, and
�f any one teaches a moral�ty wh�ch var�es from �t, he �s wholly �n
error." As th�s �s of all cases the most �mportant �n pract�ce, none can
be f�tter to test the general max�m. But before pronounc�ng what
Chr�st�an moral�ty �s or �s not, �t would be des�rable to dec�de what �s
meant by Chr�st�an moral�ty. If �t means the moral�ty of the New
Testament, I wonder that any one who der�ves h�s knowledge of th�s
from the book �tself, can suppose that �t was announced, or �ntended,
as a complete doctr�ne of morals. The Gospel always refers to a pre-
ex�st�ng moral�ty, and conf�nes �ts precepts to the part�culars �n wh�ch
that moral�ty was to be corrected, or superseded by a w�der and
h�gher; express�ng �tself, moreover, �n terms most general, often
�mposs�ble to be �nterpreted l�terally, and possess�ng rather the
�mpress�veness of poetry or eloquence than the prec�s�on of
leg�slat�on. To extract from �t a body of eth�cal doctr�ne, has ever
been poss�ble w�thout ek�ng �t out from the Old Testament, that �s,
from a system elaborate �ndeed, but �n many respects barbarous,
and �ntended only for a barbarous people. St. Paul, a declared
enemy to th�s Juda�cal mode of �nterpret�ng the doctr�ne and f�ll�ng up
the scheme of h�s Master, equally assumes a pre-ex�st�ng moral�ty,
namely, that of the Greeks and Romans; and h�s adv�ce to Chr�st�ans
�s �n a great measure a system of accommodat�on to that; even to
the extent of g�v�ng an apparent sanct�on to slavery. What �s called
Chr�st�an, but should rather be termed theolog�cal, moral�ty, was not
the work of Chr�st or the Apostles, but �s of much later or�g�n, hav�ng
been gradually bu�lt up by the Cathol�c church of the f�rst f�ve
centur�es, and though not �mpl�c�tly adopted by moderns and
Protestants, has been much less mod�f�ed by them than m�ght have
been expected. For the most part, �ndeed, they have contented
themselves w�th cutt�ng off the add�t�ons wh�ch had been made to �t
�n the m�ddle ages, each sect supply�ng the place by fresh add�t�ons,
adapted to �ts own character and tendenc�es. That mank�nd owe a
great debt to th�s moral�ty, and to �ts early teachers, I should be the
last person to deny; but I do not scruple to say of �t, that �t �s, �n many
�mportant po�nts, �ncomplete and one-s�ded, and that unless �deas



and feel�ngs, not sanct�oned by �t, had contr�buted to the format�on of
European l�fe and character, human affa�rs would have been �n a
worse cond�t�on than they now are. Chr�st�an moral�ty (so called) has
all the characters of a react�on; �t �s, �n great part, a protest aga�nst
Pagan�sm. Its �deal �s negat�ve rather than pos�t�ve; pass�ve rather
than act�ve; Innocence rather than Nobleness; Abst�nence from Ev�l,
rather than energet�c Pursu�t of Good: �n �ts precepts (as has been
well sa�d) "thou shalt not" predom�nates unduly over "thou shalt." In
�ts horror of sensual�ty, �t made an �dol of ascet�c�sm, wh�ch has been
gradually comprom�sed away �nto one of legal�ty. It holds out the
hope of heaven and the threat of hell, as the appo�nted and
appropr�ate mot�ves to a v�rtuous l�fe: �n th�s fall�ng far below the best
of the anc�ents, and do�ng what l�es �n �t to g�ve to human moral�ty an
essent�ally self�sh character, by d�sconnect�ng each man's feel�ngs of
duty from the �nterests of h�s fellow-creatures, except so far as a self-
�nterested �nducement �s offered to h�m for consult�ng them. It �s
essent�ally a doctr�ne of pass�ve obed�ence; �t �nculcates subm�ss�on
to all author�t�es found establ�shed; who �ndeed are not to be act�vely
obeyed when they command what rel�g�on forb�ds, but who are not to
be res�sted, far less rebelled aga�nst, for any amount of wrong to
ourselves. And wh�le, �n the moral�ty of the best Pagan nat�ons, duty
to the State holds even a d�sproport�onate place, �nfr�ng�ng on the
just l�berty of the �nd�v�dual; �n purely Chr�st�an eth�cs, that grand
department of duty �s scarcely not�ced or acknowledged. It �s �n the
Koran, not the New Testament, that we read the max�m—"A ruler
who appo�nts any man to an off�ce, when there �s �n h�s dom�n�ons
another man better qual�f�ed for �t, s�ns aga�nst God and aga�nst the
State." What l�ttle recogn�t�on the �dea of obl�gat�on to the publ�c
obta�ns �n modern moral�ty, �s der�ved from Greek and Roman
sources, not from Chr�st�an; as, even �n the moral�ty of pr�vate l�fe,
whatever ex�sts of magnan�m�ty, h�gh-m�ndedness, personal d�gn�ty,
even the sense of honour, �s der�ved from the purely human, not the
rel�g�ous part of our educat�on, and never could have grown out of a
standard of eth�cs �n wh�ch the only worth, professedly recogn�sed, �s
that of obed�ence.



I am as far as any one from pretend�ng that these defects are
necessar�ly �nherent �n the Chr�st�an eth�cs, �n every manner �n wh�ch
�t can be conce�ved, or that the many requ�s�tes of a complete moral
doctr�ne wh�ch �t does not conta�n, do not adm�t of be�ng reconc�led
w�th �t. Far less would I �ns�nuate th�s of the doctr�nes and precepts of
Chr�st h�mself. I bel�eve that the say�ngs of Chr�st are all, that I can
see any ev�dence of the�r hav�ng been �ntended to be; that they are
�rreconc�lable w�th noth�ng wh�ch a comprehens�ve moral�ty requ�res;
that everyth�ng wh�ch �s excellent �n eth�cs may be brought w�th�n
them, w�th no greater v�olence to the�r language than has been done
to �t by all who have attempted to deduce from them any pract�cal
system of conduct whatever. But �t �s qu�te cons�stent w�th th�s, to
bel�eve that they conta�n, and were meant to conta�n, only a part of
the truth; that many essent�al elements of the h�ghest moral�ty are
among the th�ngs wh�ch are not prov�ded for, nor �ntended to be
prov�ded for, �n the recorded del�verances of the Founder of
Chr�st�an�ty, and wh�ch have been ent�rely thrown as�de �n the system
of eth�cs erected on the bas�s of those del�verances by the Chr�st�an
Church. And th�s be�ng so, I th�nk �t a great error to pers�st �n
attempt�ng to f�nd �n the Chr�st�an doctr�ne that complete rule for our
gu�dance, wh�ch �ts author �ntended �t to sanct�on and enforce, but
only part�ally to prov�de. I bel�eve, too, that th�s narrow theory �s
becom�ng a grave pract�cal ev�l, detract�ng greatly from the value of
the moral tra�n�ng and �nstruct�on, wh�ch so many well-mean�ng
persons are now at length exert�ng themselves to promote. I much
fear that by attempt�ng to form the m�nd and feel�ngs on an
exclus�vely rel�g�ous type, and d�scard�ng those secular standards
(as for want of a better name they may be called) wh�ch heretofore
co-ex�sted w�th and supplemented the Chr�st�an eth�cs, rece�v�ng
some of �ts sp�r�t, and �nfus�ng �nto �t some of the�rs, there w�ll result,
and �s even now result�ng, a low, abject, serv�le type of character,
wh�ch, subm�t �tself as �t may to what �t deems the Supreme W�ll, �s
�ncapable of r�s�ng to or sympath�s�ng �n the concept�on of Supreme
Goodness. I bel�eve that other eth�cs than any wh�ch can be evolved
from exclus�vely Chr�st�an sources, must ex�st s�de by s�de w�th
Chr�st�an eth�cs to produce the moral regenerat�on of mank�nd; and
that the Chr�st�an system �s no except�on to the rule, that �n an



�mperfect state of the human m�nd, the �nterests of truth requ�re a
d�vers�ty of op�n�ons. It �s not necessary that �n ceas�ng to �gnore the
moral truths not conta�ned �n Chr�st�an�ty, men should �gnore any of
those wh�ch �t does conta�n. Such prejud�ce, or overs�ght, when �t
occurs, �s altogether an ev�l; but �t �s one from wh�ch we cannot hope
to be always exempt, and must be regarded as the pr�ce pa�d for an
�nest�mable good. The exclus�ve pretens�on made by a part of the
truth to be the whole, must and ought to be protested aga�nst, and �f
a react�onary �mpulse should make the protestors unjust �n the�r turn,
th�s one-s�dedness, l�ke the other, may be lamented, but must be
tolerated. If Chr�st�ans would teach �nf�dels to be just to Chr�st�an�ty,
they should themselves be just to �nf�del�ty. It can do truth no serv�ce
to bl�nk the fact, known to all who have the most ord�nary
acqua�ntance w�th l�terary h�story, that a large port�on of the noblest
and most valuable moral teach�ng has been the work, not only of
men who d�d not know, but of men who knew and rejected, the
Chr�st�an fa�th.

I do not pretend that the most unl�m�ted use of the freedom of
enunc�at�ng all poss�ble op�n�ons would put an end to the ev�ls of
rel�g�ous or ph�losoph�cal sectar�an�sm. Every truth wh�ch men of
narrow capac�ty are �n earnest about, �s sure to be asserted,
�nculcated, and �n many ways even acted on, as �f no other truth
ex�sted �n the world, or at all events none that could l�m�t or qual�fy
the f�rst. I acknowledge that the tendency of all op�n�ons to become
sectar�an �s not cured by the freest d�scuss�on, but �s often
he�ghtened and exacerbated thereby; the truth wh�ch ought to have
been, but was not, seen, be�ng rejected all the more v�olently
because procla�med by persons regarded as opponents. But �t �s not
on the �mpass�oned part�san, �t �s on the calmer and more
d�s�nterested bystander, that th�s coll�s�on of op�n�ons works �ts
salutary effect. Not the v�olent confl�ct between parts of the truth, but
the qu�et suppress�on of half of �t, �s the form�dable ev�l: there �s
always hope when people are forced to l�sten to both s�des; �t �s
when they attend only to one that errors harden �nto prejud�ces, and
truth �tself ceases to have the effect of truth, by be�ng exaggerated
�nto falsehood. And s�nce there are few mental attr�butes more rare



than that jud�c�al faculty wh�ch can s�t �n �ntell�gent judgment between
two s�des of a quest�on, of wh�ch only one �s represented by an
advocate before �t, truth has no chance but �n proport�on as every
s�de of �t, every op�n�on wh�ch embod�es any fract�on of the truth, not
only f�nds advocates, but �s so advocated as to be l�stened to.

 

We have now recogn�sed the necess�ty to the mental well-be�ng of
mank�nd (on wh�ch all the�r other well-be�ng depends) of freedom of
op�n�on, and freedom of the express�on of op�n�on, on four d�st�nct
grounds; wh�ch we w�ll now br�efly recap�tulate.

F�rst, �f any op�n�on �s compelled to s�lence, that op�n�on may, for
aught we can certa�nly know, be true. To deny th�s �s to assume our
own �nfall�b�l�ty.



Secondly, though the s�lenced op�n�on be an error, �t may, and very
commonly does, conta�n a port�on of truth; and s�nce the general or
preva�l�ng op�n�on on any subject �s rarely or never the whole truth, �t
�s only by the coll�s�on of adverse op�n�ons, that the rema�nder of the
truth has any chance of be�ng suppl�ed.

Th�rdly, even �f the rece�ved op�n�on be not only true, but the whole
truth; unless �t �s suffered to be, and actually �s, v�gorously and
earnestly contested, �t w�ll, by most of those who rece�ve �t, be held
�n the manner of a prejud�ce, w�th l�ttle comprehens�on or feel�ng of
�ts rat�onal grounds. And not only th�s, but, fourthly, the mean�ng of
the doctr�ne �tself w�ll be �n danger of be�ng lost, or enfeebled, and
depr�ved of �ts v�tal effect on the character and conduct: the dogma
becom�ng a mere formal profess�on, �neff�cac�ous for good, but
cumber�ng the ground, and prevent�ng the growth of any real and
heartfelt conv�ct�on, from reason or personal exper�ence.

Before qu�tt�ng the subject of freedom of op�n�on, �t �s f�t to take some
not�ce of those who say, that the free express�on of all op�n�ons
should be perm�tted, on cond�t�on that the manner be temperate, and
do not pass the bounds of fa�r d�scuss�on. Much m�ght be sa�d on the
�mposs�b�l�ty of f�x�ng where these supposed bounds are to be
placed; for �f the test be offence to those whose op�n�on �s attacked, I
th�nk exper�ence test�f�es that th�s offence �s g�ven whenever the
attack �s tell�ng and powerful, and that every opponent who pushes
them hard, and whom they f�nd �t d�ff�cult to answer, appears to them,
�f he shows any strong feel�ng on the subject, an �ntemperate
opponent. But th�s, though an �mportant cons�derat�on �n a pract�cal
po�nt of v�ew, merges �n a more fundamental object�on. Undoubtedly
the manner of assert�ng an op�n�on, even though �t be a true one,
may be very object�onable, and may justly �ncur severe censure. But
the pr�nc�pal offences of the k�nd are such as �t �s mostly �mposs�ble,
unless by acc�dental self-betrayal, to br�ng home to conv�ct�on. The
gravest of them �s, to argue soph�st�cally, to suppress facts or
arguments, to m�sstate the elements of the case, or m�srepresent the
oppos�te op�n�on. But all th�s, even to the most aggravated degree, �s
so cont�nually done �n perfect good fa�th, by persons who are not



cons�dered, and �n many other respects may not deserve to be
cons�dered, �gnorant or �ncompetent, that �t �s rarely poss�ble on
adequate grounds consc�ent�ously to stamp the m�srepresentat�on as
morally culpable; and st�ll less could law presume to �nterfere w�th
th�s k�nd of controvers�al m�sconduct. W�th regard to what �s
commonly meant by �ntemperate d�scuss�on, namely �nvect�ve,
sarcasm, personal�ty, and the l�ke, the denunc�at�on of these
weapons would deserve more sympathy �f �t were ever proposed to
�nterd�ct them equally to both s�des; but �t �s only des�red to restra�n
the employment of them aga�nst the preva�l�ng op�n�on: aga�nst the
unpreva�l�ng they may not only be used w�thout general d�sapproval,
but w�ll be l�kely to obta�n for h�m who uses them the pra�se of honest
zeal and r�ghteous �nd�gnat�on. Yet whatever m�sch�ef ar�ses from
the�r use, �s greatest when they are employed aga�nst the
comparat�vely defenceless; and whatever unfa�r advantage can be
der�ved by any op�n�on from th�s mode of assert�ng �t, accrues almost
exclus�vely to rece�ved op�n�ons. The worst offence of th�s k�nd wh�ch
can be comm�tted by a polem�c, �s to st�gmat�se those who hold the
contrary op�n�on as bad and �mmoral men. To calumny of th�s sort,
those who hold any unpopular op�n�on are pecul�arly exposed,
because they are �n general few and un�nfluent�al, and nobody but
themselves feel much �nterest �n see�ng just�ce done them; but th�s
weapon �s, from the nature of the case, den�ed to those who attack a
preva�l�ng op�n�on: they can ne�ther use �t w�th safety to themselves,
nor, �f they could, would �t do anyth�ng but reco�l on the�r own cause.
In general, op�n�ons contrary to those commonly rece�ved can only
obta�n a hear�ng by stud�ed moderat�on of language, and the most
caut�ous avo�dance of unnecessary offence, from wh�ch they hardly
ever dev�ate even �n a sl�ght degree w�thout los�ng ground: wh�le
unmeasured v�tuperat�on employed on the s�de of the preva�l�ng
op�n�on, really does deter people from profess�ng contrary op�n�ons,
and from l�sten�ng to those who profess them. For the �nterest,
therefore, of truth and just�ce, �t �s far more �mportant to restra�n th�s
employment of v�tuperat�ve language than the other; and, for
example, �f �t were necessary to choose, there would be much more
need to d�scourage offens�ve attacks on �nf�del�ty, than on rel�g�on. It
�s, however, obv�ous that law and author�ty have no bus�ness w�th



restra�n�ng e�ther, wh�le op�n�on ought, �n every �nstance, to
determ�ne �ts verd�ct by the c�rcumstances of the �nd�v�dual case;
condemn�ng every one, on wh�chever s�de of the argument he places
h�mself, �n whose mode of advocacy e�ther want of candour, or
mal�gn�ty, b�gotry, or �ntolerance of feel�ng man�fest themselves; but
not �nferr�ng these v�ces from the s�de wh�ch a person takes, though
�t be the contrary s�de of the quest�on to our own: and g�v�ng mer�ted
honour to every one, whatever op�n�on he may hold, who has
calmness to see and honesty to state what h�s opponents and the�r
op�n�ons really are, exaggerat�ng noth�ng to the�r d�scred�t, keep�ng
noth�ng back wh�ch tells, or can be supposed to tell, �n the�r favour.
Th�s �s the real moral�ty of publ�c d�scuss�on; and �f often v�olated, I
am happy to th�nk that there are many controvers�al�sts who to a
great extent observe �t, and a st�ll greater number who
consc�ent�ously str�ve towards �t.

FOOTNOTES:

[6] These words had scarcely been wr�tten, when, as �f to g�ve them
an emphat�c contrad�ct�on, occurred the Government Press
Prosecut�ons of 1858. That �ll-judged �nterference w�th the l�berty of
publ�c d�scuss�on has not, however, �nduced me to alter a s�ngle
word �n the text, nor has �t at all weakened my conv�ct�on that,
moments of pan�c excepted, the era of pa�ns and penalt�es for
pol�t�cal d�scuss�on has, �n our own country, passed away. For, �n the
f�rst place, the prosecut�ons were not pers�sted �n; and, �n the
second, they were never, properly speak�ng, pol�t�cal prosecut�ons.
The offence charged was not that of cr�t�c�s�ng �nst�tut�ons, or the
acts or persons of rulers, but of c�rculat�ng what was deemed an
�mmoral doctr�ne, the lawfulness of Tyrann�c�de.

If the arguments of the present chapter are of any val�d�ty, there
ought to ex�st the fullest l�berty of profess�ng and d�scuss�ng, as a
matter of eth�cal conv�ct�on, any doctr�ne, however �mmoral �t may be
cons�dered. It would, therefore, be �rrelevant and out of place to
exam�ne here, whether the doctr�ne of Tyrann�c�de deserves that
t�tle. I shall content myself w�th say�ng, that the subject has been at



all t�mes one of the open quest�ons of morals; that the act of a
pr�vate c�t�zen �n str�k�ng down a cr�m�nal, who, by ra�s�ng h�mself
above the law, has placed h�mself beyond the reach of legal
pun�shment or control, has been accounted by whole nat�ons, and by
some of the best and w�sest of men, not a cr�me, but an act of
exalted v�rtue; and that, r�ght or wrong, �t �s not of the nature of
assass�nat�on, but of c�v�l war. As such, I hold that the �nst�gat�on to
�t, �n a spec�f�c case, may be a proper subject of pun�shment, but
only �f an overt act has followed, and at least a probable connect�on
can be establ�shed between the act and the �nst�gat�on. Even then, �t
�s not a fore�gn government, but the very government assa�led, wh�ch
alone, �n the exerc�se of self-defence, can leg�t�mately pun�sh attacks
d�rected aga�nst �ts own ex�stence.

[7] Thomas Pooley, Bodm�n Ass�zes, July 31, 1857. In December
follow�ng, he rece�ved a free pardon from the Crown.

[8] George Jacob Holyoake, August 17, 1857; Edward Truelove,
July, 1857.

[9] Baron de Gle�chen, Marlborough-Street Pol�ce Court, August 4,
1857.

[10] Ample warn�ng may be drawn from the large �nfus�on of the
pass�ons of a persecutor, wh�ch m�ngled w�th the general d�splay of
the worst parts of our nat�onal character on the occas�on of the
Sepoy �nsurrect�on. The rav�ngs of fanat�cs or charlatans from the
pulp�t may be unworthy of not�ce; but the heads of the Evangel�cal
party have announced as the�r pr�nc�ple, for the government of
H�ndoos and Mahomedans, that no schools be supported by publ�c
money �n wh�ch the B�ble �s not taught, and by necessary
consequence that no publ�c employment be g�ven to any but real or
pretended Chr�st�ans. An Under-Secretary of State, �n a speech
del�vered to h�s const�tuents on the 12th of November, 1857, �s
reported to have sa�d: "Tolerat�on of the�r fa�th" (the fa�th of a
hundred m�ll�ons of Br�t�sh subjects), "the superst�t�on wh�ch they
called rel�g�on, by the Br�t�sh Government, had had the effect of
retard�ng the ascendency of the Br�t�sh name, and prevent�ng the



salutary growth of Chr�st�an�ty.... Tolerat�on was the great corner-
stone of the rel�g�ous l�bert�es of th�s country; but do not let them
abuse that prec�ous word tolerat�on. As he understood �t, �t meant the
complete l�berty to all, freedom of worsh�p, among Chr�st�ans, who
worsh�pped upon the same foundat�on. It meant tolerat�on of all sects
and denom�nat�ons of Chr�st�ans who bel�eved �n the one med�at�on."
I des�re to call attent�on to the fact, that a man who has been
deemed f�t to f�ll a h�gh off�ce �n the government of th�s country, under
a l�beral M�n�stry, ma�nta�ns the doctr�ne that all who do not bel�eve �n
the d�v�n�ty of Chr�st are beyond the pale of tolerat�on. Who, after th�s
�mbec�le d�splay, can �ndulge the �llus�on that rel�g�ous persecut�on
has passed away, never to return?



CHAPTER III.
OF INDIVIDUALITY, AS ONE OF THE ELEMENTS

OF WELL-BEING.

Such be�ng the reasons wh�ch make �t �mperat�ve that human be�ngs
should be free to form op�n�ons, and to express the�r op�n�ons w�thout
reserve; and such the baneful consequences to the �ntellectual, and
through that to the moral nature of man, unless th�s l�berty �s e�ther
conceded, or asserted �n sp�te of proh�b�t�on; let us next exam�ne
whether the same reasons do not requ�re that men should be free to
act upon the�r op�n�ons—to carry these out �n the�r l�ves, w�thout
h�ndrance, e�ther phys�cal or moral, from the�r fellow-men, so long as
�t �s at the�r own r�sk and per�l. Th�s last prov�so �s of course
�nd�spensable. No one pretends that act�ons should be as free as
op�n�ons. On the contrary, even op�n�ons lose the�r �mmun�ty, when
the c�rcumstances �n wh�ch they are expressed are such as to
const�tute the�r express�on a pos�t�ve �nst�gat�on to some m�sch�evous
act. An op�n�on that corn-dealers are starvers of the poor, or that
pr�vate property �s robbery, ought to be unmolested when s�mply
c�rculated through the press, but may justly �ncur pun�shment when
del�vered orally to an exc�ted mob assembled before the house of a
corn-dealer, or when handed about among the same mob �n the form
of a placard. Acts, of whatever k�nd, wh�ch, w�thout just�f�able cause,
do harm to others, may be, and �n the more �mportant cases
absolutely requ�re to be, controlled by the unfavourable sent�ments,
and, when needful, by the act�ve �nterference of mank�nd. The l�berty
of the �nd�v�dual must be thus far l�m�ted; he must not make h�mself a
nu�sance to other people. But �f he refra�ns from molest�ng others �n
what concerns them, and merely acts accord�ng to h�s own
�ncl�nat�on and judgment �n th�ngs wh�ch concern h�mself, the same
reasons wh�ch show that op�n�on should be free, prove also that he
should be allowed, w�thout molestat�on, to carry h�s op�n�ons �nto
pract�ce at h�s own cost. That mank�nd are not �nfall�ble; that the�r



truths, for the most part, are only half-truths; that un�ty of op�n�on,
unless result�ng from the fullest and freest compar�son of oppos�te
op�n�ons, �s not des�rable, and d�vers�ty not an ev�l, but a good, unt�l
mank�nd are much more capable than at present of recogn�s�ng all
s�des of the truth, are pr�nc�ples appl�cable to men's modes of act�on,
not less than to the�r op�n�ons. As �t �s useful that wh�le mank�nd are
�mperfect there should be d�fferent op�n�ons, so �s �t that there should
be d�fferent exper�ments of l�v�ng; that free scope should be g�ven to
var�et�es of character, short of �njury to others; and that the worth of
d�fferent modes of l�fe should be proved pract�cally, when any one
th�nks f�t to try them. It �s des�rable, �n short, that �n th�ngs wh�ch do
not pr�mar�ly concern others, �nd�v�dual�ty should assert �tself. Where,
not the person's own character, but the trad�t�ons or customs of other
people are the rule of conduct, there �s want�ng one of the pr�nc�pal
�ngred�ents of human happ�ness, and qu�te the ch�ef �ngred�ent of
�nd�v�dual and soc�al progress.

In ma�nta�n�ng th�s pr�nc�ple, the greatest d�ff�culty to be encountered
does not l�e �n the apprec�at�on of means towards an acknowledged
end, but �n the �nd�fference of persons �n general to the end �tself. If �t
were felt that the free development of �nd�v�dual�ty �s one of the
lead�ng essent�als of well-be�ng; that �t �s not only a co-ord�nate
element w�th all that �s des�gnated by the terms c�v�l�sat�on,
�nstruct�on, educat�on, culture, but �s �tself a necessary part and
cond�t�on of all those th�ngs; there would be no danger that l�berty
should be under-valued, and the adjustment of the boundar�es
between �t and soc�al control would present no extraord�nary
d�ff�culty. But the ev�l �s, that �nd�v�dual spontane�ty �s hardly
recogn�sed by the common modes of th�nk�ng, as hav�ng any �ntr�ns�c
worth, or deserv�ng any regard on �ts own account. The major�ty,
be�ng sat�sf�ed w�th the ways of mank�nd as they now are (for �t �s
they who make them what they are), cannot comprehend why those
ways should not be good enough for everybody; and what �s more,
spontane�ty forms no part of the �deal of the major�ty of moral and
soc�al reformers, but �s rather looked on w�th jealousy, as a
troublesome and perhaps rebell�ous obstruct�on to the general
acceptance of what these reformers, �n the�r own judgment, th�nk



would be best for mank�nd. Few persons, out of Germany, even
comprehend the mean�ng of the doctr�ne wh�ch W�lhelm von
Humboldt, so em�nent both as a savant and as a pol�t�c�an, made the
text of a treat�se—that "the end of man, or that wh�ch �s prescr�bed
by the eternal or �mmutable d�ctates of reason, and not suggested by
vague and trans�ent des�res, �s the h�ghest and most harmon�ous
development of h�s powers to a complete and cons�stent whole;"
that, therefore, the object "towards wh�ch every human be�ng must
ceaselessly d�rect h�s efforts, and on wh�ch espec�ally those who
des�gn to �nfluence the�r fellow-men must ever keep the�r eyes, �s the
�nd�v�dual�ty of power and development;" that for th�s there are two
requ�s�tes, "freedom, and a var�ety of s�tuat�ons;" and that from the
un�on of these ar�se "�nd�v�dual v�gour and man�fold d�vers�ty," wh�ch
comb�ne themselves �n "or�g�nal�ty."[11]

L�ttle, however, as people are accustomed to a doctr�ne l�ke that of
Von Humboldt, and surpr�s�ng as �t may be to them to f�nd so h�gh a
value attached to �nd�v�dual�ty, the quest�on, one must nevertheless
th�nk, can only be one of degree. No one's �dea of excellence �n
conduct �s that people should do absolutely noth�ng but copy one
another. No one would assert that people ought not to put �nto the�r
mode of l�fe, and �nto the conduct of the�r concerns, any �mpress
whatever of the�r own judgment, or of the�r own �nd�v�dual character.
On the other hand, �t would be absurd to pretend that people ought
to l�ve as �f noth�ng whatever had been known �n the world before
they came �nto �t; as �f exper�ence had as yet done noth�ng towards
show�ng that one mode of ex�stence, or of conduct, �s preferable to
another. Nobody den�es that people should be so taught and tra�ned
�n youth, as to know and benef�t by the ascerta�ned results of human
exper�ence. But �t �s the pr�v�lege and proper cond�t�on of a human
be�ng, arr�ved at the matur�ty of h�s facult�es, to use and �nterpret
exper�ence �n h�s own way. It �s for h�m to f�nd out what part of
recorded exper�ence �s properly appl�cable to h�s own c�rcumstances
and character. The trad�t�ons and customs of other people are, to a
certa�n extent, ev�dence of what the�r exper�ence has taught them;
presumpt�ve ev�dence, and as such, have a cla�m to h�s deference:
but, �n the f�rst place, the�r exper�ence may be too narrow; or they



may not have �nterpreted �t r�ghtly. Secondly, the�r �nterpretat�on of
exper�ence may be correct, but unsu�table to h�m. Customs are
made for customary c�rcumstances, and customary characters: and
h�s c�rcumstances or h�s character may be uncustomary. Th�rdly,
though the customs be both good as customs, and su�table to h�m,
yet to conform to custom, merely as custom, does not educate or
develop �n h�m any of the qual�t�es wh�ch are the d�st�nct�ve
endowment of a human be�ng. The human facult�es of percept�on,
judgment, d�scr�m�nat�ve feel�ng, mental act�v�ty, and even moral
preference, are exerc�sed only �n mak�ng a cho�ce. He who does
anyth�ng because �t �s the custom, makes no cho�ce. He ga�ns no
pract�ce e�ther �n d�scern�ng or �n des�r�ng what �s best. The mental
and moral, l�ke the muscular powers, are �mproved only by be�ng
used. The facult�es are called �nto no exerc�se by do�ng a th�ng
merely because others do �t, no more than by bel�ev�ng a th�ng only
because others bel�eve �t. If the grounds of an op�n�on are not
conclus�ve to the person's own reason, h�s reason cannot be
strengthened, but �s l�kely to be weakened by h�s adopt�ng �t: and �f
the �nducements to an act are not such as are consentaneous to h�s
own feel�ngs and character (where affect�on, or the r�ghts of others,
are not concerned), �t �s so much done towards render�ng h�s
feel�ngs and character �nert and torp�d, �nstead of act�ve and
energet�c.

He who lets the world, or h�s own port�on of �t, choose h�s plan of l�fe
for h�m, has no need of any other faculty than the ape-l�ke one of
�m�tat�on. He who chooses h�s plan for h�mself, employs all h�s
facult�es. He must use observat�on to see, reason�ng and judgment
to foresee, act�v�ty to gather mater�als for dec�s�on, d�scr�m�nat�on to
dec�de, and when he has dec�ded, f�rmness and self-control to hold
to h�s del�berate dec�s�on. And these qual�t�es he requ�res and
exerc�ses exactly �n proport�on as the part of h�s conduct wh�ch he
determ�nes accord�ng to h�s own judgment and feel�ngs �s a large
one. It �s poss�ble that he m�ght be gu�ded �n some good path, and
kept out of harm's way, w�thout any of these th�ngs. But what w�ll be
h�s comparat�ve worth as a human be�ng? It really �s of �mportance,
not only what men do, but also what manner of men they are that do



�t. Among the works of man, wh�ch human l�fe �s r�ghtly employed �n
perfect�ng and beaut�fy�ng, the f�rst �n �mportance surely �s man
h�mself. Suppos�ng �t were poss�ble to get houses bu�lt, corn grown,
battles fought, causes tr�ed, and even churches erected and prayers
sa�d, by mach�nery—by automatons �n human form—�t would be a
cons�derable loss to exchange for these automatons even the men
and women who at present �nhab�t the more c�v�l�sed parts of the
world, and who assuredly are but starved spec�mens of what nature
can and w�ll produce. Human nature �s not a mach�ne to be bu�lt after
a model, and set to do exactly the work prescr�bed for �t, but a tree,
wh�ch requ�res to grow and develop �tself on all s�des, accord�ng to
the tendency of the �nward forces wh�ch make �t a l�v�ng th�ng.

It w�ll probably be conceded that �t �s des�rable people should
exerc�se the�r understand�ngs, and that an �ntell�gent follow�ng of
custom, or even occas�onally an �ntell�gent dev�at�on from custom, �s
better than a bl�nd and s�mply mechan�cal adhes�on to �t. To a certa�n
extent �t �s adm�tted, that our understand�ng should be our own: but
there �s not the same w�ll�ngness to adm�t that our des�res and
�mpulses should be our own l�kew�se; or that to possess �mpulses of
our own, and of any strength, �s anyth�ng but a per�l and a snare. Yet
des�res and �mpulses are as much a part of a perfect human be�ng,
as bel�efs and restra�nts: and strong �mpulses are only per�lous when
not properly balanced; when one set of a�ms and �ncl�nat�ons �s
developed �nto strength, wh�le others, wh�ch ought to co-ex�st w�th
them, rema�n weak and �nact�ve. It �s not because men's des�res are
strong that they act �ll; �t �s because the�r consc�ences are weak.
There �s no natural connect�on between strong �mpulses and a weak
consc�ence. The natural connect�on �s the other way. To say that one
person's des�res and feel�ngs are stronger and more var�ous than
those of another, �s merely to say that he has more of the raw
mater�al of human nature, and �s therefore capable, perhaps of more
ev�l, but certa�nly of more good. Strong �mpulses are but another
name for energy. Energy may be turned to bad uses; but more good
may always be made of an energet�c nature, than of an �ndolent and
�mpass�ve one. Those who have most natural feel�ng, are always
those whose cult�vated feel�ngs may be made the strongest. The



same strong suscept�b�l�t�es wh�ch make the personal �mpulses v�v�d
and powerful, are also the source from whence are generated the
most pass�onate love of v�rtue, and the sternest self-control. It �s
through the cult�vat�on of these, that soc�ety both does �ts duty and
protects �ts �nterests: not by reject�ng the stuff of wh�ch heroes are
made, because �t knows not how to make them. A person whose
des�res and �mpulses are h�s own—are the express�on of h�s own
nature, as �t has been developed and mod�f�ed by h�s own culture—�s
sa�d to have a character. One whose des�res and �mpulses are not
h�s own, has no character, no more than a steam-eng�ne has a
character. If, �n add�t�on to be�ng h�s own, h�s �mpulses are strong,
and are under the government of a strong w�ll, he has an energet�c
character. Whoever th�nks that �nd�v�dual�ty of des�res and �mpulses
should not be encouraged to unfold �tself, must ma�nta�n that soc�ety
has no need of strong natures—�s not the better for conta�n�ng many
persons who have much character—and that a h�gh general average
of energy �s not des�rable.

In some early states of soc�ety, these forces m�ght be, and were, too
much ahead of the power wh�ch soc�ety then possessed of
d�sc�pl�n�ng and controll�ng them. There has been a t�me when the
element of spontane�ty and �nd�v�dual�ty was �n excess, and the
soc�al pr�nc�ple had a hard struggle w�th �t. The d�ff�culty then was, to
�nduce men of strong bod�es or m�nds to pay obed�ence to any rules
wh�ch requ�red them to control the�r �mpulses. To overcome th�s
d�ff�culty, law and d�sc�pl�ne, l�ke the Popes struggl�ng aga�nst the
Emperors, asserted a power over the whole man, cla�m�ng to control
all h�s l�fe �n order to control h�s character—wh�ch soc�ety had not
found any other suff�c�ent means of b�nd�ng. But soc�ety has now
fa�rly got the better of �nd�v�dual�ty; and the danger wh�ch threatens
human nature �s not the excess, but the def�c�ency, of personal
�mpulses and preferences. Th�ngs are vastly changed, s�nce the
pass�ons of those who were strong by stat�on or by personal
endowment were �n a state of hab�tual rebell�on aga�nst laws and
ord�nances, and requ�red to be r�gorously cha�ned up to enable the
persons w�th�n the�r reach to enjoy any part�cle of secur�ty. In our
t�mes, from the h�ghest class of soc�ety down to the lowest, every



one l�ves as under the eye of a host�le and dreaded censorsh�p. Not
only �n what concerns others, but �n what concerns only themselves,
the �nd�v�dual, or the fam�ly, do not ask themselves—what do I
prefer? or, what would su�t my character and d�spos�t�on? or, what
would allow the best and h�ghest �n me to have fa�r-play, and enable
�t to grow and thr�ve? They ask themselves, what �s su�table to my
pos�t�on? what �s usually done by persons of my stat�on and
pecun�ary c�rcumstances? or (worse st�ll) what �s usually done by
persons of a stat�on and c�rcumstances super�or to m�ne? I do not
mean that they choose what �s customary, �n preference to what
su�ts the�r own �ncl�nat�on. It does not occur to them to have any
�ncl�nat�on, except for what �s customary. Thus the m�nd �tself �s
bowed to the yoke: even �n what people do for pleasure, conform�ty
�s the f�rst th�ng thought of; they l�ve �n crowds; they exerc�se cho�ce
only among th�ngs commonly done: pecul�ar�ty of taste, eccentr�c�ty
of conduct, are shunned equally w�th cr�mes: unt�l by d�nt of not
follow�ng the�r own nature, they have no nature to follow: the�r human
capac�t�es are w�thered and starved: they become �ncapable of any
strong w�shes or nat�ve pleasures, and are generally w�thout e�ther
op�n�ons or feel�ngs of home growth, or properly the�r own. Now �s
th�s, or �s �t not, the des�rable cond�t�on of human nature?

It �s so, on the Calv�n�st�c theory. Accord�ng to that, the one great
offence of man �s Self-w�ll. All the good of wh�ch human�ty �s capable,
�s compr�sed �n Obed�ence. You have no cho�ce; thus you must do,
and no otherw�se: "whatever �s not a duty, �s a s�n." Human nature
be�ng rad�cally corrupt, there �s no redempt�on for any one unt�l
human nature �s k�lled w�th�n h�m. To one hold�ng th�s theory of l�fe,
crush�ng out any of the human facult�es, capac�t�es, and
suscept�b�l�t�es, �s no ev�l: man needs no capac�ty, but that of
surrender�ng h�mself to the w�ll of God: and �f he uses any of h�s
facult�es for any other purpose but to do that supposed w�ll more
effectually, he �s better w�thout them. That �s the theory of Calv�n�sm;
and �t �s held, �n a m�t�gated form, by many who do not cons�der
themselves Calv�n�sts; the m�t�gat�on cons�st�ng �n g�v�ng a less
ascet�c �nterpretat�on to the alleged w�ll of God; assert�ng �t to be h�s
w�ll that mank�nd should grat�fy some of the�r �ncl�nat�ons; of course



not �n the manner they themselves prefer, but �n the way of
obed�ence, that �s, �n a way prescr�bed to them by author�ty; and,
therefore, by the necessary cond�t�ons of the case, the same for all.

In some such �ns�d�ous form there �s at present a strong tendency to
th�s narrow theory of l�fe, and to the p�nched and h�debound type of
human character wh�ch �t patron�ses. Many persons, no doubt,
s�ncerely th�nk that human be�ngs thus cramped and dwarfed, are as
the�r Maker des�gned them to be; just as many have thought that
trees are a much f�ner th�ng when cl�pped �nto pollards, or cut out
�nto f�gures of an�mals, than as nature made them. But �f �t be any
part of rel�g�on to bel�eve that man was made by a good be�ng, �t �s
more cons�stent w�th that fa�th to bel�eve, that th�s Be�ng gave all
human facult�es that they m�ght be cult�vated and unfolded, not
rooted out and consumed, and that he takes del�ght �n every nearer
approach made by h�s creatures to the �deal concept�on embod�ed �n
them, every �ncrease �n any of the�r capab�l�t�es of comprehens�on, of
act�on, or of enjoyment. There �s a d�fferent type of human
excellence from the Calv�n�st�c; a concept�on of human�ty as hav�ng
�ts nature bestowed on �t for other purposes than merely to be
abnegated. "Pagan self-assert�on" �s one of the elements of human
worth, as well as "Chr�st�an self-den�al."[12] There �s a Greek �deal of
self-development, wh�ch the Platon�c and Chr�st�an �deal of self-
government blends w�th, but does not supersede. It may be better to
be a John Knox than an Alc�b�ades, but �t �s better to be a Per�cles
than e�ther; nor would a Per�cles, �f we had one �n these days, be
w�thout anyth�ng good wh�ch belonged to John Knox.

It �s not by wear�ng down �nto un�form�ty all that �s �nd�v�dual �n
themselves, but by cult�vat�ng �t and call�ng �t forth, w�th�n the l�m�ts
�mposed by the r�ghts and �nterests of others, that human be�ngs
become a noble and beaut�ful object of contemplat�on; and as the
works partake the character of those who do them, by the same
process human l�fe also becomes r�ch, d�vers�f�ed, and an�mat�ng,
furn�sh�ng more abundant al�ment to h�gh thoughts and elevat�ng
feel�ngs, and strengthen�ng the t�e wh�ch b�nds every �nd�v�dual to the
race, by mak�ng the race �nf�n�tely better worth belong�ng to. In
proport�on to the development of h�s �nd�v�dual�ty, each person



becomes more valuable to h�mself, and �s therefore capable of be�ng
more valuable to others. There �s a greater fulness of l�fe about h�s
own ex�stence, and when there �s more l�fe �n the un�ts there �s more
�n the mass wh�ch �s composed of them. As much compress�on as �s
necessary to prevent the stronger spec�mens of human nature from
encroach�ng on the r�ghts of others, cannot be d�spensed w�th; but
for th�s there �s ample compensat�on even �n the po�nt of v�ew of
human development. The means of development wh�ch the
�nd�v�dual loses by be�ng prevented from grat�fy�ng h�s �ncl�nat�ons to
the �njury of others, are ch�efly obta�ned at the expense of the
development of other people. And even to h�mself there �s a full
equ�valent �n the better development of the soc�al part of h�s nature,
rendered poss�ble by the restra�nt put upon the self�sh part. To be
held to r�g�d rules of just�ce for the sake of others, develops the
feel�ngs and capac�t�es wh�ch have the good of others for the�r
object. But to be restra�ned �n th�ngs not affect�ng the�r good, by the�r
mere d�spleasure, develops noth�ng valuable, except such force of
character as may unfold �tself �n res�st�ng the restra�nt. If acqu�esced
�n, �t dulls and blunts the whole nature. To g�ve any fa�r-play to the
nature of each, �t �s essent�al that d�fferent persons should be
allowed to lead d�fferent l�ves. In proport�on as th�s lat�tude has been
exerc�sed �n any age, has that age been noteworthy to poster�ty.
Even despot�sm does not produce �ts worst effects, so long as
Ind�v�dual�ty ex�sts under �t; and whatever crushes �nd�v�dual�ty �s
despot�sm, by whatever name �t may be called, and whether �t
professes to be enforc�ng the w�ll of God or the �njunct�ons of men.

Hav�ng sa�d that Ind�v�dual�ty �s the same th�ng w�th development,
and that �t �s only the cult�vat�on of �nd�v�dual�ty wh�ch produces, or
can produce, well-developed human be�ngs, I m�ght here close the
argument: for what more or better can be sa�d of any cond�t�on of
human affa�rs, than that �t br�ngs human be�ngs themselves nearer to
the best th�ng they can be? or what worse can be sa�d of any
obstruct�on to good, than that �t prevents th�s? Doubtless, however,
these cons�derat�ons w�ll not suff�ce to conv�nce those who most
need conv�nc�ng; and �t �s necessary further to show, that these
developed human be�ngs are of some use to the undeveloped—to



po�nt out to those who do not des�re l�berty, and would not ava�l
themselves of �t, that they may be �n some �ntell�g�ble manner
rewarded for allow�ng other people to make use of �t w�thout
h�ndrance.

In the f�rst place, then, I would suggest that they m�ght poss�bly learn
someth�ng from them. It w�ll not be den�ed by anybody, that
or�g�nal�ty �s a valuable element �n human affa�rs. There �s always
need of persons not only to d�scover new truths, and po�nt out when
what were once truths are true no longer, but also to commence new
pract�ces, and set the example of more enl�ghtened conduct, and
better taste and sense �n human l�fe. Th�s cannot well be ga�nsa�d by
anybody who does not bel�eve that the world has already atta�ned
perfect�on �n all �ts ways and pract�ces. It �s true that th�s benef�t �s
not capable of be�ng rendered by everybody al�ke: there are but few
persons, �n compar�son w�th the whole of mank�nd, whose
exper�ments, �f adopted by others, would be l�kely to be any
�mprovement on establ�shed pract�ce. But these few are the salt of
the earth; w�thout them, human l�fe would become a stagnant pool.
Not only �s �t they who �ntroduce good th�ngs wh�ch d�d not before
ex�st; �t �s they who keep the l�fe �n those wh�ch already ex�sted. If
there were noth�ng new to be done, would human �ntellect cease to
be necessary? Would �t be a reason why those who do the old th�ngs
should forget why they are done, and do them l�ke cattle, not l�ke
human be�ngs? There �s only too great a tendency �n the best bel�efs
and pract�ces to degenerate �nto the mechan�cal; and unless there
were a success�on of persons whose ever-recurr�ng or�g�nal�ty
prevents the grounds of those bel�efs and pract�ces from becom�ng
merely trad�t�onal, such dead matter would not res�st the smallest
shock from anyth�ng really al�ve, and there would be no reason why
c�v�l�sat�on should not d�e out, as �n the Byzant�ne Emp�re. Persons of
gen�us, �t �s true, are, and are always l�kely to be, a small m�nor�ty;
but �n order to have them, �t �s necessary to preserve the so�l �n
wh�ch they grow. Gen�us can only breathe freely �n an atmosphere of
freedom. Persons of gen�us are, ex v� term�n�, more �nd�v�dual than
any other people—less capable, consequently, of f�tt�ng themselves,
w�thout hurtful compress�on, �nto any of the small number of moulds



wh�ch soc�ety prov�des �n order to save �ts members the trouble of
form�ng the�r own character. If from t�m�d�ty they consent to be forced
�nto one of these moulds, and to let all that part of themselves wh�ch
cannot expand under the pressure rema�n unexpanded, soc�ety w�ll
be l�ttle the better for the�r gen�us. If they are of a strong character,
and break the�r fetters, they become a mark for the soc�ety wh�ch
has not succeeded �n reduc�ng them to commonplace, to po�nt at
w�th solemn warn�ng as "w�ld," "errat�c," and the l�ke; much as �f one
should compla�n of the N�agara r�ver for not flow�ng smoothly
between �ts banks l�ke a Dutch canal.

I �ns�st thus emphat�cally on the �mportance of gen�us, and the
necess�ty of allow�ng �t to unfold �tself freely both �n thought and �n
pract�ce, be�ng well aware that no one w�ll deny the pos�t�on �n
theory, but know�ng also that almost every one, �n real�ty, �s totally
�nd�fferent to �t. People th�nk gen�us a f�ne th�ng �f �t enables a man to
wr�te an exc�t�ng poem, or pa�nt a p�cture. But �n �ts true sense, that
of or�g�nal�ty �n thought and act�on, though no one says that �t �s not a
th�ng to be adm�red, nearly all, at heart, th�nk that they can do very
well w�thout �t. Unhapp�ly th�s �s too natural to be wondered at.
Or�g�nal�ty �s the one th�ng wh�ch unor�g�nal m�nds cannot feel the
use of. They cannot see what �t �s to do for them: how should they? If
they could see what �t would do for them, �t would not be or�g�nal�ty.
The f�rst serv�ce wh�ch or�g�nal�ty has to render them, �s that of
open�ng the�r eyes: wh�ch be�ng once fully done, they would have a
chance of be�ng themselves or�g�nal. Meanwh�le, recollect�ng that
noth�ng was ever yet done wh�ch some one was not the f�rst to do,
and that all good th�ngs wh�ch ex�st are the fru�ts of or�g�nal�ty, let
them be modest enough to bel�eve that there �s someth�ng st�ll left for
�t to accompl�sh, and assure themselves that they are more �n need
of or�g�nal�ty, the less they are consc�ous of the want.

In sober truth, whatever homage may be professed, or even pa�d, to
real or supposed mental super�or�ty, the general tendency of th�ngs
throughout the world �s to render med�ocr�ty the ascendant power
among mank�nd. In anc�ent h�story, �n the m�ddle ages, and �n a
d�m�n�sh�ng degree through the long trans�t�on from feudal�ty to the
present t�me, the �nd�v�dual was a power �n h�mself; and �f he had



e�ther great talents or a h�gh soc�al pos�t�on, he was a cons�derable
power. At present �nd�v�duals are lost �n the crowd. In pol�t�cs �t �s
almost a tr�v�al�ty to say that publ�c op�n�on now rules the world. The
only power deserv�ng the name �s that of masses, and of
governments wh�le they make themselves the organ of the
tendenc�es and �nst�ncts of masses. Th�s �s as true �n the moral and
soc�al relat�ons of pr�vate l�fe as �n publ�c transact�ons. Those whose
op�n�ons go by the name of publ�c op�n�on, are not always the same
sort of publ�c: �n Amer�ca they are the whole wh�te populat�on; �n
England, ch�efly the m�ddle class. But they are always a mass, that �s
to say, collect�ve med�ocr�ty. And what �s a st�ll greater novelty, the
mass do not now take the�r op�n�ons from d�gn�tar�es �n Church or
State, from ostens�ble leaders, or from books. The�r th�nk�ng �s done
for them by men much l�ke themselves, address�ng them or speak�ng
�n the�r name, on the spur of the moment, through the newspapers. I
am not compla�n�ng of all th�s. I do not assert that anyth�ng better �s
compat�ble, as a general rule, w�th the present low state of the
human m�nd. But that does not h�nder the government of med�ocr�ty
from be�ng med�ocre government. No government by a democracy
or a numerous ar�stocracy, e�ther �n �ts pol�t�cal acts or �n the
op�n�ons, qual�t�es, and tone of m�nd wh�ch �t fosters, ever d�d or
could r�se above med�ocr�ty, except �n so far as the sovere�gn Many
have let themselves be gu�ded (wh�ch �n the�r best t�mes they always
have done) by the counsels and �nfluence of a more h�ghly g�fted and
�nstructed One or Few. The �n�t�at�on of all w�se or noble th�ngs,
comes and must come from �nd�v�duals; generally at f�rst from some
one �nd�v�dual. The honour and glory of the average man �s that he �s
capable of follow�ng that �n�t�at�ve; that he can respond �nternally to
w�se and noble th�ngs, and be led to them w�th h�s eyes open. I am
not countenanc�ng the sort of "hero-worsh�p" wh�ch applauds the
strong man of gen�us for forc�bly se�z�ng on the government of the
world and mak�ng �t do h�s b�dd�ng �n sp�te of �tself. All he can cla�m
�s, freedom to po�nt out the way. The power of compell�ng others �nto
�t, �s not only �ncons�stent w�th the freedom and development of all
the rest, but corrupt�ng to the strong man h�mself. It does seem,
however, that when the op�n�ons of masses of merely average men
are everywhere become or becom�ng the dom�nant power, the



counterpo�se and correct�ve to that tendency would be, the more and
more pronounced �nd�v�dual�ty of those who stand on the h�gher
em�nences of thought. It �s �n these c�rcumstances most espec�ally,
that except�onal �nd�v�duals, �nstead of be�ng deterred, should be
encouraged �n act�ng d�fferently from the mass. In other t�mes there
was no advantage �n the�r do�ng so, unless they acted not only
d�fferently, but better. In th�s age the mere example of nonconform�ty,
the mere refusal to bend the knee to custom, �s �tself a serv�ce.
Prec�sely because the tyranny of op�n�on �s such as to make
eccentr�c�ty a reproach, �t �s des�rable, �n order to break through that
tyranny, that people should be eccentr�c. Eccentr�c�ty has always
abounded when and where strength of character has abounded; and
the amount of eccentr�c�ty �n a soc�ety has generally been
proport�onal to the amount of gen�us, mental v�gour, and moral
courage wh�ch �t conta�ned. That so few now dare to be eccentr�c,
marks the ch�ef danger of the t�me.

I have sa�d that �t �s �mportant to g�ve the freest scope poss�ble to
uncustomary th�ngs, �n order that �t may �n t�me appear wh�ch of
these are f�t to be converted �nto customs. But �ndependence of
act�on, and d�sregard of custom are not solely deserv�ng of
encouragement for the chance they afford that better modes of
act�on, and customs more worthy of general adopt�on, may be struck
out; nor �s �t only persons of dec�ded mental super�or�ty who have a
just cla�m to carry on the�r l�ves �n the�r own way. There �s no reason
that all human ex�stences should be constructed on some one, or
some small number of patterns. If a person possesses any tolerable
amount of common-sense and exper�ence, h�s own mode of lay�ng
out h�s ex�stence �s the best, not because �t �s the best �n �tself, but
because �t �s h�s own mode. Human be�ngs are not l�ke sheep; and
even sheep are not und�st�ngu�shably al�ke. A man cannot get a coat
or a pa�r of boots to f�t h�m, unless they are e�ther made to h�s
measure, or he has a whole warehouseful to choose from: and �s �t
eas�er to f�t h�m w�th a l�fe than w�th a coat, or are human be�ngs
more l�ke one another �n the�r whole phys�cal and sp�r�tual
conformat�on than �n the shape of the�r feet? If �t were only that
people have d�vers�t�es of taste, that �s reason enough for not



attempt�ng to shape them all after one model. But d�fferent persons
also requ�re d�fferent cond�t�ons for the�r sp�r�tual development; and
can no more ex�st health�ly �n the same moral, than all the var�ety of
plants can �n the same phys�cal, atmosphere and cl�mate. The same
th�ngs wh�ch are helps to one person towards the cult�vat�on of h�s
h�gher nature, are h�ndrances to another. The same mode of l�fe �s a
healthy exc�tement to one, keep�ng all h�s facult�es of act�on and
enjoyment �n the�r best order, wh�le to another �t �s a d�stract�ng
burthen, wh�ch suspends or crushes all �nternal l�fe. Such are the
d�fferences among human be�ngs �n the�r sources of pleasure, the�r
suscept�b�l�t�es of pa�n, and the operat�on on them of d�fferent
phys�cal and moral agenc�es, that unless there �s a correspond�ng
d�vers�ty �n the�r modes of l�fe, they ne�ther obta�n the�r fa�r share of
happ�ness, nor grow up to the mental, moral, and aesthet�c stature of
wh�ch the�r nature �s capable. Why then should tolerance, as far as
the publ�c sent�ment �s concerned, extend only to tastes and modes
of l�fe wh�ch extort acqu�escence by the mult�tude of the�r adherents?
Nowhere (except �n some monast�c �nst�tut�ons) �s d�vers�ty of taste
ent�rely unrecogn�sed; a person may, w�thout blame, e�ther l�ke or
d�sl�ke row�ng, or smok�ng, or mus�c, or athlet�c exerc�ses, or chess,
or cards, or study, because both those who l�ke each of these th�ngs,
and those who d�sl�ke them, are too numerous to be put down. But
the man, and st�ll more the woman, who can be accused e�ther of
do�ng "what nobody does," or of not do�ng "what everybody does," �s
the subject of as much deprec�atory remark as �f he or she had
comm�tted some grave moral del�nquency. Persons requ�re to
possess a t�tle, or some other badge of rank, or of the cons�derat�on
of people of rank, to be able to �ndulge somewhat �n the luxury of
do�ng as they l�ke w�thout detr�ment to the�r est�mat�on. To �ndulge
somewhat, I repeat: for whoever allow themselves much of that
�ndulgence, �ncur the r�sk of someth�ng worse than d�sparag�ng
speeches—they are �n per�l of a comm�ss�on de lunat�co, and of
hav�ng the�r property taken from them and g�ven to the�r relat�ons.[13]

There �s one character�st�c of the present d�rect�on of publ�c op�n�on,
pecul�arly calculated to make �t �ntolerant of any marked
demonstrat�on of �nd�v�dual�ty. The general average of mank�nd are



not only moderate �n �ntellect, but also moderate �n �ncl�nat�ons: they
have no tastes or w�shes strong enough to �ncl�ne them to do
anyth�ng unusual, and they consequently do not understand those
who have, and class all such w�th the w�ld and �ntemperate whom
they are accustomed to look down upon. Now, �n add�t�on to th�s fact
wh�ch �s general, we have only to suppose that a strong movement
has set �n towards the �mprovement of morals, and �t �s ev�dent what
we have to expect. In these days such a movement has set �n; much
has actually been effected �n the way of �ncreased regular�ty of
conduct, and d�scouragement of excesses; and there �s a
ph�lanthrop�c sp�r�t abroad, for the exerc�se of wh�ch there �s no more
�nv�t�ng f�eld than the moral and prudent�al �mprovement of our
fellow-creatures. These tendenc�es of the t�mes cause the publ�c to
be more d�sposed than at most former per�ods to prescr�be general
rules of conduct, and endeavour to make every one conform to the
approved standard. And that standard, express or tac�t, �s to des�re
noth�ng strongly. Its �deal of character �s to be w�thout any marked
character; to ma�m by compress�on, l�ke a Ch�nese lady's foot, every
part of human nature wh�ch stands out prom�nently, and tends to
make the person markedly d�ss�m�lar �n outl�ne to commonplace
human�ty.

As �s usually the case w�th �deals wh�ch exclude one-half of what �s
des�rable, the present standard of approbat�on produces only an
�nfer�or �m�tat�on of the other half. Instead of great energ�es gu�ded by
v�gorous reason, and strong feel�ngs strongly controlled by a
consc�ent�ous w�ll, �ts result �s weak feel�ngs and weak energ�es,
wh�ch therefore can be kept �n outward conform�ty to rule w�thout any
strength e�ther of w�ll or of reason. Already energet�c characters on
any large scale are becom�ng merely trad�t�onal. There �s now
scarcely any outlet for energy �n th�s country except bus�ness. The
energy expended �n that may st�ll be regarded as cons�derable. What
l�ttle �s left from that employment, �s expended on some hobby; wh�ch
may be a useful, even a ph�lanthrop�c hobby, but �s always some one
th�ng, and generally a th�ng of small d�mens�ons. The greatness of
England �s now all collect�ve: �nd�v�dually small, we only appear
capable of anyth�ng great by our hab�t of comb�n�ng; and w�th th�s our



moral and rel�g�ous ph�lanthrop�sts are perfectly contented. But �t was
men of another stamp than th�s that made England what �t has been;
and men of another stamp w�ll be needed to prevent �ts decl�ne.

The despot�sm of custom �s everywhere the stand�ng h�ndrance to
human advancement, be�ng �n unceas�ng antagon�sm to that
d�spos�t�on to a�m at someth�ng better than customary, wh�ch �s
called, accord�ng to c�rcumstances, the sp�r�t of l�berty, or that of
progress or �mprovement. The sp�r�t of �mprovement �s not always a
sp�r�t of l�berty, for �t may a�m at forc�ng �mprovements on an unw�ll�ng
people; and the sp�r�t of l�berty, �n so far as �t res�sts such attempts,
may ally �tself locally and temporar�ly w�th the opponents of
�mprovement; but the only unfa�l�ng and permanent source of
�mprovement �s l�berty, s�nce by �t there are as many poss�ble
�ndependent centres of �mprovement as there are �nd�v�duals. The
progress�ve pr�nc�ple, however, �n e�ther shape, whether as the love
of l�berty or of �mprovement, �s antagon�st�c to the sway of Custom,
�nvolv�ng at least emanc�pat�on from that yoke; and the contest
between the two const�tutes the ch�ef �nterest of the h�story of
mank�nd. The greater part of the world has, properly speak�ng, no
h�story, because the despot�sm of Custom �s complete. Th�s �s the
case over the whole East. Custom �s there, �n all th�ngs, the f�nal
appeal; just�ce and r�ght mean conform�ty to custom; the argument of
custom no one, unless some tyrant �ntox�cated w�th power, th�nks of
res�st�ng. And we see the result. Those nat�ons must once have had
or�g�nal�ty; they d�d not start out of the ground populous, lettered, and
versed �n many of the arts of l�fe; they made themselves all th�s, and
were then the greatest and most powerful nat�ons �n the world. What
are they now? The subjects or dependants of tr�bes whose
forefathers wandered �n the forests when the�rs had magn�f�cent
palaces and gorgeous temples, but over whom custom exerc�sed
only a d�v�ded rule w�th l�berty and progress. A people, �t appears,
may be progress�ve for a certa�n length of t�me, and then stop: when
does �t stop? When �t ceases to possess �nd�v�dual�ty. If a s�m�lar
change should befall the nat�ons of Europe, �t w�ll not be �n exactly
the same shape: the despot�sm of custom w�th wh�ch these nat�ons
are threatened �s not prec�sely stat�onar�ness. It proscr�bes



s�ngular�ty, but �t does not preclude change, prov�ded all change
together. We have d�scarded the f�xed costumes of our forefathers;
every one must st�ll dress l�ke other people, but the fash�on may
change once or tw�ce a year. We thus take care that when there �s
change, �t shall be for change's sake, and not from any �dea of
beauty or conven�ence; for the same �dea of beauty or conven�ence
would not str�ke all the world at the same moment, and be
s�multaneously thrown as�de by all at another moment. But we are
progress�ve as well as changeable: we cont�nually make new
�nvent�ons �n mechan�cal th�ngs, and keep them unt�l they are aga�n
superseded by better; we are eager for �mprovement �n pol�t�cs, �n
educat�on, even �n morals, though �n th�s last our �dea of
�mprovement ch�efly cons�sts �n persuad�ng or forc�ng other people to
be as good as ourselves. It �s not progress that we object to; on the
contrary, we flatter ourselves that we are the most progress�ve
people who ever l�ved. It �s �nd�v�dual�ty that we war aga�nst: we
should th�nk we had done wonders �f we had made ourselves all
al�ke; forgett�ng that the unl�keness of one person to another �s
generally the f�rst th�ng wh�ch draws the attent�on of e�ther to the
�mperfect�on of h�s own type, and the super�or�ty of another, or the
poss�b�l�ty, by comb�n�ng the advantages of both, of produc�ng
someth�ng better than e�ther. We have a warn�ng example �n Ch�na—
a nat�on of much talent, and, �n some respects, even w�sdom, ow�ng
to the rare good fortune of hav�ng been prov�ded at an early per�od
w�th a part�cularly good set of customs, the work, �n some measure,
of men to whom even the most enl�ghtened European must accord,
under certa�n l�m�tat�ons, the t�tle of sages and ph�losophers. They
are remarkable, too, �n the excellence of the�r apparatus for
�mpress�ng, as far as poss�ble, the best w�sdom they possess upon
every m�nd �n the commun�ty, and secur�ng that those who have
appropr�ated most of �t shall occupy the posts of honour and power.
Surely the people who d�d th�s have d�scovered the secret of human
progress�veness, and must have kept themselves stead�ly at the
head of the movement of the world. On the contrary, they have
become stat�onary—have rema�ned so for thousands of years; and �f
they are ever to be farther �mproved, �t must be by fore�gners. They
have succeeded beyond all hope �n what Engl�sh ph�lanthrop�sts are



so �ndustr�ously work�ng at—�n mak�ng a people all al�ke, all
govern�ng the�r thoughts and conduct by the same max�ms and
rules; and these are the fru�ts. The modern rég�me of publ�c op�n�on
�s, �n an unorgan�sed form, what the Ch�nese educat�onal and
pol�t�cal systems are �n an organ�sed; and unless �nd�v�dual�ty shall
be able successfully to assert �tself aga�nst th�s yoke, Europe,
notw�thstand�ng �ts noble antecedents and �ts professed Chr�st�an�ty,
w�ll tend to become another Ch�na.

What �s �t that has h�therto preserved Europe from th�s lot? What has
made the European fam�ly of nat�ons an �mprov�ng, �nstead of a
stat�onary port�on of mank�nd? Not any super�or excellence �n them,
wh�ch, when �t ex�sts, ex�sts as the effect, not as the cause; but the�r
remarkable d�vers�ty of character and culture. Ind�v�duals, classes,
nat�ons, have been extremely unl�ke one another: they have struck
out a great var�ety of paths, each lead�ng to someth�ng valuable; and
although at every per�od those who travelled �n d�fferent paths have
been �ntolerant of one another, and each would have thought �t an
excellent th�ng �f all the rest could have been compelled to travel h�s
road, the�r attempts to thwart each other's development have rarely
had any permanent success, and each has �n t�me endured to
rece�ve the good wh�ch the others have offered. Europe �s, �n my
judgment, wholly �ndebted to th�s plural�ty of paths for �ts progress�ve
and many-s�ded development. But �t already beg�ns to possess th�s
benef�t �n a cons�derably less degree. It �s dec�dedly advanc�ng
towards the Ch�nese �deal of mak�ng all people al�ke. M. de
Tocquev�lle, �n h�s last �mportant work, remarks how much more the
Frenchmen of the present day resemble one another, than d�d those
even of the last generat�on. The same remark m�ght be made of
Engl�shmen �n a far greater degree. In a passage already quoted
from W�lhelm von Humboldt, he po�nts out two th�ngs as necessary
cond�t�ons of human development, because necessary to render
people unl�ke one another; namely, freedom, and var�ety of
s�tuat�ons. The second of these two cond�t�ons �s �n th�s country
every day d�m�n�sh�ng. The c�rcumstances wh�ch surround d�fferent
classes and �nd�v�duals, and shape the�r characters, are da�ly
becom�ng more ass�m�lated. Formerly, d�fferent ranks, d�fferent



ne�ghbourhoods, d�fferent trades and profess�ons, l�ved �n what m�ght
be called d�fferent worlds; at present, to a great degree �n the same.
Comparat�vely speak�ng, they now read the same th�ngs, l�sten to the
same th�ngs, see the same th�ngs, go to the same places, have the�r
hopes and fears d�rected to the same objects, have the same r�ghts
and l�bert�es, and the same means of assert�ng them. Great as are
the d�fferences of pos�t�on wh�ch rema�n, they are noth�ng to those
wh�ch have ceased. And the ass�m�lat�on �s st�ll proceed�ng. All the
pol�t�cal changes of the age promote �t, s�nce they all tend to ra�se
the low and to lower the h�gh. Every extens�on of educat�on
promotes �t, because educat�on br�ngs people under common
�nfluences, and g�ves them access to the general stock of facts and
sent�ments. Improvements �n the means of commun�cat�on promote
�t, by br�ng�ng the �nhab�tants of d�stant places �nto personal contact,
and keep�ng up a rap�d flow of changes of res�dence between one
place and another. The �ncrease of commerce and manufactures
promotes �t, by d�ffus�ng more w�dely the advantages of easy
c�rcumstances, and open�ng all objects of amb�t�on, even the h�ghest,
to general compet�t�on, whereby the des�re of r�s�ng becomes no
longer the character of a part�cular class, but of all classes. A more
powerful agency than even all these, �n br�ng�ng about a general
s�m�lar�ty among mank�nd, �s the complete establ�shment, �n th�s and
other free countr�es, of the ascendency of publ�c op�n�on �n the State.
As the var�ous soc�al em�nences wh�ch enabled persons entrenched
on them to d�sregard the op�n�on of the mult�tude, gradually become
levelled; as the very �dea of res�st�ng the w�ll of the publ�c, when �t �s
pos�t�vely known that they have a w�ll, d�sappears more and more
from the m�nds of pract�cal pol�t�c�ans; there ceases to be any soc�al
support for non-conform�ty—any substant�ve power �n soc�ety, wh�ch,
�tself opposed to the ascendency of numbers, �s �nterested �n tak�ng
under �ts protect�on op�n�ons and tendenc�es at var�ance w�th those
of the publ�c.

The comb�nat�on of all these causes forms so great a mass of
�nfluences host�le to Ind�v�dual�ty, that �t �s not easy to see how �t can
stand �ts ground. It w�ll do so w�th �ncreas�ng d�ff�culty, unless the
�ntell�gent part of the publ�c can be made to feel �ts value—to see



that �t �s good there should be d�fferences, even though not for the
better, even though, as �t may appear to them, some should be for
the worse. If the cla�ms of Ind�v�dual�ty are ever to be asserted, the
t�me �s now, wh�le much �s st�ll want�ng to complete the enforced
ass�m�lat�on. It �s only �n the earl�er stages that any stand can be
successfully made aga�nst the encroachment. The demand that all
other people shall resemble ourselves, grows by what �t feeds on. If
res�stance wa�ts t�ll l�fe �s reduced nearly to one un�form type, all
dev�at�ons from that type w�ll come to be cons�dered �mp�ous,
�mmoral, even monstrous and contrary to nature. Mank�nd speed�ly
become unable to conce�ve d�vers�ty, when they have been for some
t�me unaccustomed to see �t.



FOOTNOTES:

[11] The Sphere and Dut�es of Government, from the German of
Baron W�lhelm von Humboldt, pp. 11-13.

[12] Sterl�ng's Essays.

[13] There �s someth�ng both contempt�ble and fr�ghtful �n the sort of
ev�dence on wh�ch, of late years, any person can be jud�c�ally
declared unf�t for the management of h�s affa�rs; and after h�s death,
h�s d�sposal of h�s property can be set as�de, �f there �s enough of �t
to pay the expenses of l�t�gat�on—wh�ch are charged on the property
�tself. All the m�nute deta�ls of h�s da�ly l�fe are pr�ed �nto, and
whatever �s found wh�ch, seen through the med�um of the perce�v�ng
and descr�b�ng facult�es of the lowest of the low, bears an
appearance unl�ke absolute commonplace, �s la�d before the jury as
ev�dence of �nsan�ty, and often w�th success; the jurors be�ng l�ttle, �f
at all, less vulgar and �gnorant than the w�tnesses; wh�le the judges,
w�th that extraord�nary want of knowledge of human nature and l�fe
wh�ch cont�nually aston�shes us �n Engl�sh lawyers, often help to
m�slead them. These tr�als speak volumes as to the state of feel�ng
and op�n�on among the vulgar w�th regard to human l�berty. So far
from sett�ng any value on �nd�v�dual�ty—so far from respect�ng the
r�ghts of each �nd�v�dual to act, �n th�ngs �nd�fferent, as seems good
to h�s own judgment and �ncl�nat�ons, judges and jur�es cannot even
conce�ve that a person �n a state of san�ty can des�re such freedom.
In former days, when �t was proposed to burn athe�sts, char�table
people used to suggest putt�ng them �n a madhouse �nstead: �t would
be noth�ng surpr�s�ng nowadays were we to see th�s done, and the
doers applaud�ng themselves, because, �nstead of persecut�ng for
rel�g�on, they had adopted so humane and Chr�st�an a mode of
treat�ng these unfortunates, not w�thout a s�lent sat�sfact�on at the�r
hav�ng thereby obta�ned the�r deserts.



CHAPTER IV.
OF THE LIMITS TO THE AUTHORITY OF SOCIETY

OVER THE INDIVIDUAL.

What, then, �s the r�ghtful l�m�t to the sovere�gnty of the �nd�v�dual
over h�mself? Where does the author�ty of soc�ety beg�n? How much
of human l�fe should be ass�gned to �nd�v�dual�ty, and how much to
soc�ety?

Each w�ll rece�ve �ts proper share, �f each has that wh�ch more
part�cularly concerns �t. To �nd�v�dual�ty should belong the part of l�fe
�n wh�ch �t �s ch�efly the �nd�v�dual that �s �nterested; to soc�ety, the
part wh�ch ch�efly �nterests soc�ety.

Though soc�ety �s not founded on a contract, and though no good
purpose �s answered by �nvent�ng a contract �n order to deduce
soc�al obl�gat�ons from �t, every one who rece�ves the protect�on of
soc�ety owes a return for the benef�t, and the fact of l�v�ng �n soc�ety
renders �t �nd�spensable that each should be bound to observe a
certa�n l�ne of conduct towards the rest. Th�s conduct cons�sts, f�rst,
�n not �njur�ng the �nterests of one another; or rather certa�n �nterests
wh�ch, e�ther by express legal prov�s�on or by tac�t understand�ng,
ought to be cons�dered as r�ghts; and secondly, �n each person's
bear�ng h�s share (to be f�xed on some equ�table pr�nc�ple) of the
labours and sacr�f�ces �ncurred for defend�ng the soc�ety or �ts
members from �njury and molestat�on. These cond�t�ons soc�ety �s
just�f�ed �n enforc�ng, at all costs to those who endeavour to w�thhold
fulf�lment. Nor �s th�s all that soc�ety may do. The acts of an �nd�v�dual
may be hurtful to others, or want�ng �n due cons�derat�on for the�r
welfare, w�thout go�ng the length of v�olat�ng any of the�r const�tuted
r�ghts. The offender may then be justly pun�shed by op�n�on though
not by law. As soon as any part of a person's conduct affects
prejud�c�ally the �nterests of others, soc�ety has jur�sd�ct�on over �t,
and the quest�on whether the general welfare w�ll or w�ll not be



promoted by �nterfer�ng w�th �t, becomes open to d�scuss�on. But
there �s no room for enterta�n�ng any such quest�on when a person's
conduct affects the �nterests of no persons bes�des h�mself, or needs
not affect them unless they l�ke (all the persons concerned be�ng of
full age, and the ord�nary amount of understand�ng). In all such
cases there should be perfect freedom, legal and soc�al, to do the
act�on and stand the consequences.

It would be a great m�sunderstand�ng of th�s doctr�ne, to suppose
that �t �s one of self�sh �nd�fference, wh�ch pretends that human
be�ngs have no bus�ness w�th each other's conduct �n l�fe, and that
they should not concern themselves about the well-do�ng or well-
be�ng of one another, unless the�r own �nterest �s �nvolved. Instead of
any d�m�nut�on, there �s need of a great �ncrease of d�s�nterested
exert�on to promote the good of others. But d�s�nterested
benevolence can f�nd other �nstruments to persuade people to the�r
good, than wh�ps and scourges, e�ther of the l�teral or the
metaphor�cal sort. I am the last person to undervalue the self-
regard�ng v�rtues; they are only second �n �mportance, �f even
second, to the soc�al. It �s equally the bus�ness of educat�on to
cult�vate both. But even educat�on works by conv�ct�on and
persuas�on as well as by compuls�on, and �t �s by the former only
that, when the per�od of educat�on �s past, the self-regard�ng v�rtues
should be �nculcated. Human be�ngs owe to each other help to
d�st�ngu�sh the better from the worse, and encouragement to choose
the former and avo�d the latter. They should be for ever st�mulat�ng
each other to �ncreased exerc�se of the�r h�gher facult�es, and
�ncreased d�rect�on of the�r feel�ngs and a�ms towards w�se �nstead of
fool�sh, elevat�ng �nstead of degrad�ng, objects and contemplat�ons.
But ne�ther one person, nor any number of persons, �s warranted �n
say�ng to another human creature of r�pe years, that he shall not do
w�th h�s l�fe for h�s own benef�t what he chooses to do w�th �t. He �s
the person most �nterested �n h�s own well-be�ng: the �nterest wh�ch
any other person, except �n cases of strong personal attachment,
can have �n �t, �s tr�fl�ng, compared w�th that wh�ch he h�mself has;
the �nterest wh�ch soc�ety has �n h�m �nd�v�dually (except as to h�s
conduct to others) �s fract�onal, and altogether �nd�rect: wh�le, w�th



respect to h�s own feel�ngs and c�rcumstances, the most ord�nary
man or woman has means of knowledge �mmeasurably surpass�ng
those that can be possessed by any one else. The �nterference of
soc�ety to overrule h�s judgment and purposes �n what only regards
h�mself, must be grounded on general presumpt�ons; wh�ch may be
altogether wrong, and even �f r�ght, are as l�kely as not to be
m�sappl�ed to �nd�v�dual cases, by persons no better acqua�nted w�th
the c�rcumstances of such cases than those are who look at them
merely from w�thout. In th�s department, therefore, of human affa�rs,
Ind�v�dual�ty has �ts proper f�eld of act�on. In the conduct of human
be�ngs towards one another, �t �s necessary that general rules should
for the most part be observed, �n order that people may know what
they have to expect; but �n each person's own concerns, h�s
�nd�v�dual spontane�ty �s ent�tled to free exerc�se. Cons�derat�ons to
a�d h�s judgment, exhortat�ons to strengthen h�s w�ll, may be offered
to h�m, even obtruded on h�m, by others; but he h�mself �s the f�nal
judge. All errors wh�ch he �s l�kely to comm�t aga�nst adv�ce and
warn�ng, are far outwe�ghed by the ev�l of allow�ng others to
constra�n h�m to what they deem h�s good.

I do not mean that the feel�ngs w�th wh�ch a person �s regarded by
others, ought not to be �n any way affected by h�s self-regard�ng
qual�t�es or def�c�enc�es. Th�s �s ne�ther poss�ble nor des�rable. If he
�s em�nent �n any of the qual�t�es wh�ch conduce to h�s own good, he
�s, so far, a proper object of adm�rat�on. He �s so much the nearer to
the �deal perfect�on of human nature. If he �s grossly def�c�ent �n
those qual�t�es, a sent�ment the oppos�te of adm�rat�on w�ll follow.
There �s a degree of folly, and a degree of what may be called
(though the phrase �s not unobject�onable) lowness or depravat�on of
taste, wh�ch, though �t cannot just�fy do�ng harm to the person who
man�fests �t, renders h�m necessar�ly and properly a subject of
d�staste, or, �n extreme cases, even of contempt: a person could not
have the oppos�te qual�t�es �n due strength w�thout enterta�n�ng these
feel�ngs. Though do�ng no wrong to any one, a person may so act as
to compel us to judge h�m, and feel to h�m, as a fool, or as a be�ng of
an �nfer�or order: and s�nce th�s judgment and feel�ng are a fact
wh�ch he would prefer to avo�d, �t �s do�ng h�m a serv�ce to warn h�m



of �t beforehand, as of any other d�sagreeable consequence to wh�ch
he exposes h�mself. It would be well, �ndeed, �f th�s good off�ce were
much more freely rendered than the common not�ons of pol�teness at
present perm�t, and �f one person could honestly po�nt out to another
that he th�nks h�m �n fault, w�thout be�ng cons�dered unmannerly or
presum�ng. We have a r�ght, also, �n var�ous ways, to act upon our
unfavourable op�n�on of any one, not to the oppress�on of h�s
�nd�v�dual�ty, but �n the exerc�se of ours. We are not bound, for
example, to seek h�s soc�ety; we have a r�ght to avo�d �t (though not
to parade the avo�dance), for we have a r�ght to choose the soc�ety
most acceptable to us. We have a r�ght, and �t may be our duty, to
caut�on others aga�nst h�m, �f we th�nk h�s example or conversat�on
l�kely to have a pern�c�ous effect on those w�th whom he assoc�ates.
We may g�ve others a preference over h�m �n opt�onal good off�ces,
except those wh�ch tend to h�s �mprovement. In these var�ous modes
a person may suffer very severe penalt�es at the hands of others, for
faults wh�ch d�rectly concern only h�mself; but he suffers these
penalt�es only �n so far as they are the natural, and, as �t were, the
spontaneous consequences of the faults themselves, not because
they are purposely �nfl�cted on h�m for the sake of pun�shment. A
person who shows rashness, obst�nacy, self-conce�t—who cannot
l�ve w�th�n moderate means—who cannot restra�n h�mself from
hurtful �ndulgences—who pursues an�mal pleasures at the expense
of those of feel�ng and �ntellect—must expect to be lowered �n the
op�n�on of others, and to have a less share of the�r favourable
sent�ments; but of th�s he has no r�ght to compla�n, unless he has
mer�ted the�r favour by spec�al excellence �n h�s soc�al relat�ons, and
has thus establ�shed a t�tle to the�r good off�ces, wh�ch �s not affected
by h�s demer�ts towards h�mself.

What I contend for �s, that the �nconven�ences wh�ch are str�ctly
�nseparable from the unfavourable judgment of others, are the only
ones to wh�ch a person should ever be subjected for that port�on of
h�s conduct and character wh�ch concerns h�s own good, but wh�ch
does not affect the �nterests of others �n the�r relat�ons w�th h�m. Acts
�njur�ous to others requ�re a totally d�fferent treatment. Encroachment
on the�r r�ghts; �nfl�ct�on on them of any loss or damage not just�f�ed



by h�s own r�ghts; falsehood or dupl�c�ty �n deal�ng w�th them; unfa�r
or ungenerous use of advantages over them; even self�sh
abst�nence from defend�ng them aga�nst �njury—these are f�t objects
of moral reprobat�on, and, �n grave cases, of moral retr�but�on and
pun�shment. And not only these acts, but the d�spos�t�ons wh�ch lead
to them, are properly �mmoral, and f�t subjects of d�sapprobat�on
wh�ch may r�se to abhorrence. Cruelty of d�spos�t�on; mal�ce and �ll-
nature; that most ant�-soc�al and od�ous of all pass�ons, envy;
d�ss�mulat�on and �ns�ncer�ty; �rasc�b�l�ty on �nsuff�c�ent cause, and
resentment d�sproport�oned to the provocat�on; the love of
dom�neer�ng over others; the des�re to engross more than one's
share of advantages (the πλεονεξἱα [Greek: pleonex�a] of the
Greeks); the pr�de wh�ch der�ves grat�f�cat�on from the abasement of
others; the egot�sm wh�ch th�nks self and �ts concerns more
�mportant than everyth�ng else, and dec�des all doubtful quest�ons �n
�ts own favour;—these are moral v�ces, and const�tute a bad and
od�ous moral character: unl�ke the self-regard�ng faults prev�ously
ment�oned, wh�ch are not properly �mmoral�t�es, and to whatever
p�tch they may be carr�ed, do not const�tute w�ckedness. They may
be proofs of any amount of folly, or want of personal d�gn�ty and self-
respect; but they are only a subject of moral reprobat�on when they
�nvolve a breach of duty to others, for whose sake the �nd�v�dual �s
bound to have care for h�mself. What are called dut�es to ourselves
are not soc�ally obl�gatory, unless c�rcumstances render them at the
same t�me dut�es to others. The term duty to oneself, when �t means
anyth�ng more than prudence, means self-respect or self-
development; and for none of these �s any one accountable to h�s
fellow-creatures, because for none of them �s �t for the good of
mank�nd that he be held accountable to them.

The d�st�nct�on between the loss of cons�derat�on wh�ch a person
may r�ghtly �ncur by defect of prudence or of personal d�gn�ty, and
the reprobat�on wh�ch �s due to h�m for an offence aga�nst the r�ghts
of others, �s not a merely nom�nal d�st�nct�on. It makes a vast
d�fference both �n our feel�ngs and �n our conduct towards h�m,
whether he d�spleases us �n th�ngs �n wh�ch we th�nk we have a r�ght
to control h�m, or �n th�ngs �n wh�ch we know that we have not. If he



d�spleases us, we may express our d�staste, and we may stand aloof
from a person as well as from a th�ng that d�spleases us; but we shall
not therefore feel called on to make h�s l�fe uncomfortable. We shall
reflect that he already bears, or w�ll bear, the whole penalty of h�s
error; �f he spo�ls h�s l�fe by m�smanagement, we shall not, for that
reason, des�re to spo�l �t st�ll further: �nstead of w�sh�ng to pun�sh h�m,
we shall rather endeavour to allev�ate h�s pun�shment, by show�ng
h�m how he may avo�d or cure the ev�ls h�s conduct tends to br�ng
upon h�m. He may be to us an object of p�ty, perhaps of d�sl�ke, but
not of anger or resentment; we shall not treat h�m l�ke an enemy of
soc�ety: the worst we shall th�nk ourselves just�f�ed �n do�ng �s leav�ng
h�m to h�mself, �f we do not �nterfere benevolently by show�ng �nterest
or concern for h�m. It �s far otherw�se �f he has �nfr�nged the rules
necessary for the protect�on of h�s fellow-creatures, �nd�v�dually or
collect�vely. The ev�l consequences of h�s acts do not then fall on
h�mself, but on others; and soc�ety, as the protector of all �ts
members, must retal�ate on h�m; must �nfl�ct pa�n on h�m for the
express purpose of pun�shment, and must take care that �t be
suff�c�ently severe. In the one case, he �s an offender at our bar, and
we are called on not only to s�t �n judgment on h�m, but, �n one shape
or another, to execute our own sentence: �n the other case, �t �s not
our part to �nfl�ct any suffer�ng on h�m, except what may �nc�dentally
follow from our us�ng the same l�berty �n the regulat�on of our own
affa�rs, wh�ch we allow to h�m �n h�s.

The d�st�nct�on here po�nted out between the part of a person's l�fe
wh�ch concerns only h�mself, and that wh�ch concerns others, many
persons w�ll refuse to adm�t. How (�t may be asked) can any part of
the conduct of a member of soc�ety be a matter of �nd�fference to the
other members? No person �s an ent�rely �solated be�ng; �t �s
�mposs�ble for a person to do anyth�ng ser�ously or permanently
hurtful to h�mself, w�thout m�sch�ef reach�ng at least to h�s near
connect�ons, and often far beyond them. If he �njures h�s property, he
does harm to those who d�rectly or �nd�rectly der�ved support from �t,
and usually d�m�n�shes, by a greater or less amount, the general
resources of the commun�ty. If he deter�orates h�s bod�ly or mental
facult�es, he not only br�ngs ev�l upon all who depended on h�m for



any port�on of the�r happ�ness, but d�squal�f�es h�mself for render�ng
the serv�ces wh�ch he owes to h�s fellow-creatures generally;
perhaps becomes a burthen on the�r affect�on or benevolence; and �f
such conduct were very frequent, hardly any offence that �s
comm�tted would detract more from the general sum of good. F�nally,
�f by h�s v�ces or foll�es a person does no d�rect harm to others, he �s
nevertheless (�t may be sa�d) �njur�ous by h�s example; and ought to
be compelled to control h�mself, for the sake of those whom the s�ght
or knowledge of h�s conduct m�ght corrupt or m�slead.

And even (�t w�ll be added) �f the consequences of m�sconduct could
be conf�ned to the v�c�ous or thoughtless �nd�v�dual, ought soc�ety to
abandon to the�r own gu�dance those who are man�festly unf�t for �t?
If protect�on aga�nst themselves �s confessedly due to ch�ldren and
persons under age, �s not soc�ety equally bound to afford �t to
persons of mature years who are equally �ncapable of self-
government? If gambl�ng, or drunkenness, or �ncont�nence, or
�dleness, or uncleanl�ness, are as �njur�ous to happ�ness, and as
great a h�ndrance to �mprovement, as many or most of the acts
proh�b�ted by law, why (�t may be asked) should not law, so far as �s
cons�stent w�th pract�cab�l�ty and soc�al conven�ence, endeavour to
repress these also? And as a supplement to the unavo�dable
�mperfect�ons of law, ought not op�n�on at least to organ�se a
powerful pol�ce aga�nst these v�ces, and v�s�t r�g�dly w�th soc�al
penalt�es those who are known to pract�se them? There �s no
quest�on here (�t may be sa�d) about restr�ct�ng �nd�v�dual�ty, or
�mped�ng the tr�al of new and or�g�nal exper�ments �n l�v�ng. The only
th�ngs �t �s sought to prevent are th�ngs wh�ch have been tr�ed and
condemned from the beg�nn�ng of the world unt�l now; th�ngs wh�ch
exper�ence has shown not to be useful or su�table to any person's
�nd�v�dual�ty. There must be some length of t�me and amount of
exper�ence, after wh�ch a moral or prudent�al truth may be regarded
as establ�shed: and �t �s merely des�red to prevent generat�on after
generat�on from fall�ng over the same prec�p�ce wh�ch has been fatal
to the�r predecessors.

I fully adm�t that the m�sch�ef wh�ch a person does to h�mself, may
ser�ously affect, both through the�r sympath�es and the�r �nterests,



those nearly connected w�th h�m, and �n a m�nor degree, soc�ety at
large. When, by conduct of th�s sort, a person �s led to v�olate a
d�st�nct and ass�gnable obl�gat�on to any other person or persons, the
case �s taken out of the self-regard�ng class, and becomes amenable
to moral d�sapprobat�on �n the proper sense of the term. If, for
example, a man, through �ntemperance or extravagance, becomes
unable to pay h�s debts, or, hav�ng undertaken the moral
respons�b�l�ty of a fam�ly, becomes from the same cause �ncapable of
support�ng or educat�ng them, he �s deservedly reprobated, and
m�ght be justly pun�shed; but �t �s for the breach of duty to h�s fam�ly
or cred�tors, not for the extravagance. If the resources wh�ch ought to
have been devoted to them, had been d�verted from them for the
most prudent �nvestment, the moral culpab�l�ty would have been the
same. George Barnwell murdered h�s uncle to get money for h�s
m�stress, but �f he had done �t to set h�mself up �n bus�ness, he would
equally have been hanged. Aga�n, �n the frequent case of a man who
causes gr�ef to h�s fam�ly by add�ct�on to bad hab�ts, he deserves
reproach for h�s unk�ndness or �ngrat�tude; but so he may for
cult�vat�ng hab�ts not �n themselves v�c�ous, �f they are pa�nful to
those w�th whom he passes h�s l�fe, or who from personal t�es are
dependent on h�m for the�r comfort. Whoever fa�ls �n the
cons�derat�on generally due to the �nterests and feel�ngs of others,
not be�ng compelled by some more �mperat�ve duty, or just�f�ed by
allowable self-preference, �s a subject of moral d�sapprobat�on for
that fa�lure, but not for the cause of �t, nor for the errors, merely
personal to h�mself, wh�ch may have remotely led to �t. In l�ke
manner, when a person d�sables h�mself, by conduct purely self-
regard�ng, from the performance of some def�n�te duty �ncumbent on
h�m to the publ�c, he �s gu�lty of a soc�al offence. No person ought to
be pun�shed s�mply for be�ng drunk; but a sold�er or a pol�ceman
should be pun�shed for be�ng drunk on duty. Whenever, �n short,
there �s a def�n�te damage, or a def�n�te r�sk of damage, e�ther to an
�nd�v�dual or to the publ�c, the case �s taken out of the prov�nce of
l�berty, and placed �n that of moral�ty or law.

But w�th regard to the merely cont�ngent, or, as �t may be called,
construct�ve �njury wh�ch a person causes to soc�ety, by conduct



wh�ch ne�ther v�olates any spec�f�c duty to the publ�c, nor occas�ons
percept�ble hurt to any ass�gnable �nd�v�dual except h�mself; the
�nconven�ence �s one wh�ch soc�ety can afford to bear, for the sake of
the greater good of human freedom. If grown persons are to be
pun�shed for not tak�ng proper care of themselves, I would rather �t
were for the�r own sake, than under pretence of prevent�ng them
from �mpa�r�ng the�r capac�ty of render�ng to soc�ety benef�ts wh�ch
soc�ety does not pretend �t has a r�ght to exact. But I cannot consent
to argue the po�nt as �f soc�ety had no means of br�ng�ng �ts weaker
members up to �ts ord�nary standard of rat�onal conduct, except
wa�t�ng t�ll they do someth�ng �rrat�onal, and then pun�sh�ng them,
legally or morally, for �t. Soc�ety has had absolute power over them
dur�ng all the early port�on of the�r ex�stence: �t has had the whole
per�od of ch�ldhood and nonage �n wh�ch to try whether �t could make
them capable of rat�onal conduct �n l�fe. The ex�st�ng generat�on �s
master both of the tra�n�ng and the ent�re c�rcumstances of the
generat�on to come; �t cannot �ndeed make them perfectly w�se and
good, because �t �s �tself so lamentably def�c�ent �n goodness and
w�sdom; and �ts best efforts are not always, �n �nd�v�dual cases, �ts
most successful ones; but �t �s perfectly well able to make the r�s�ng
generat�on, as a whole, as good as, and a l�ttle better than, �tself. If
soc�ety lets any cons�derable number of �ts members grow up mere
ch�ldren, �ncapable of be�ng acted on by rat�onal cons�derat�on of
d�stant mot�ves, soc�ety has �tself to blame for the consequences.
Armed not only w�th all the powers of educat�on, but w�th the
ascendency wh�ch the author�ty of a rece�ved op�n�on always
exerc�ses over the m�nds who are least f�tted to judge for
themselves; and a�ded by the natural penalt�es wh�ch cannot be
prevented from fall�ng on those who �ncur the d�staste or the
contempt of those who know them; let not soc�ety pretend that �t
needs, bes�des all th�s, the power to �ssue commands and enforce
obed�ence �n the personal concerns of �nd�v�duals, �n wh�ch, on all
pr�nc�ples of just�ce and pol�cy, the dec�s�on ought to rest w�th those
who are to ab�de the consequences. Nor �s there anyth�ng wh�ch
tends more to d�scred�t and frustrate the better means of �nfluenc�ng
conduct, than a resort to the worse. If there be among those whom �t
�s attempted to coerce �nto prudence or temperance, any of the



mater�al of wh�ch v�gorous and �ndependent characters are made,
they w�ll �nfall�bly rebel aga�nst the yoke. No such person w�ll ever
feel that others have a r�ght to control h�m �n h�s concerns, such as
they have to prevent h�m from �njur�ng them �n the�rs; and �t eas�ly
comes to be cons�dered a mark of sp�r�t and courage to fly �n the
face of such usurped author�ty, and do w�th ostentat�on the exact
oppos�te of what �t enjo�ns; as �n the fash�on of grossness wh�ch
succeeded, �n the t�me of Charles II., to the fanat�cal moral
�ntolerance of the Pur�tans. W�th respect to what �s sa�d of the
necess�ty of protect�ng soc�ety from the bad example set to others by
the v�c�ous or the self-�ndulgent; �t �s true that bad example may have
a pern�c�ous effect, espec�ally the example of do�ng wrong to others
w�th �mpun�ty to the wrong-doer. But we are now speak�ng of conduct
wh�ch, wh�le �t does no wrong to others, �s supposed to do great
harm to the agent h�mself: and I do not see how those who bel�eve
th�s, can th�nk otherw�se than that the example, on the whole, must
be more salutary than hurtful, s�nce, �f �t d�splays the m�sconduct, �t
d�splays also the pa�nful or degrad�ng consequences wh�ch, �f the
conduct �s justly censured, must be supposed to be �n all or most
cases attendant on �t.

But the strongest of all the arguments aga�nst the �nterference of the
publ�c w�th purely personal conduct, �s that when �t does �nterfere,
the odds are that �t �nterferes wrongly, and �n the wrong place. On
quest�ons of soc�al moral�ty, of duty to others, the op�n�on of the
publ�c, that �s, of an overrul�ng major�ty, though often wrong, �s l�kely
to be st�ll oftener r�ght; because on such quest�ons they are only
requ�red to judge of the�r own �nterests; of the manner �n wh�ch some
mode of conduct, �f allowed to be pract�sed, would affect themselves.
But the op�n�on of a s�m�lar major�ty, �mposed as a law on the
m�nor�ty, on quest�ons of self-regard�ng conduct, �s qu�te as l�kely to
be wrong as r�ght; for �n these cases publ�c op�n�on means, at the
best, some people's op�n�on of what �s good or bad for other people;
wh�le very often �t does not even mean that; the publ�c, w�th the most
perfect �nd�fference, pass�ng over the pleasure or conven�ence of
those whose conduct they censure, and cons�der�ng only the�r own
preference. There are many who cons�der as an �njury to themselves



any conduct wh�ch they have a d�staste for, and resent �t as an
outrage to the�r feel�ngs; as a rel�g�ous b�got, when charged w�th
d�sregard�ng the rel�g�ous feel�ngs of others, has been known to
retort that they d�sregard h�s feel�ngs, by pers�st�ng �n the�r
abom�nable worsh�p or creed. But there �s no par�ty between the
feel�ng of a person for h�s own op�n�on, and the feel�ng of another
who �s offended at h�s hold�ng �t; no more than between the des�re of
a th�ef to take a purse, and the des�re of the r�ght owner to keep �t.
And a person's taste �s as much h�s own pecul�ar concern as h�s
op�n�on or h�s purse. It �s easy for any one to �mag�ne an �deal publ�c,
wh�ch leaves the freedom and cho�ce of �nd�v�duals �n all uncerta�n
matters und�sturbed, and only requ�res them to absta�n from modes
of conduct wh�ch un�versal exper�ence has condemned. But where
has there been seen a publ�c wh�ch set any such l�m�t to �ts
censorsh�p? or when does the publ�c trouble �tself about un�versal
exper�ence? In �ts �nterferences w�th personal conduct �t �s seldom
th�nk�ng of anyth�ng but the enorm�ty of act�ng or feel�ng d�fferently
from �tself; and th�s standard of judgment, th�nly d�sgu�sed, �s held up
to mank�nd as the d�ctate of rel�g�on and ph�losophy, by n�ne-tenths
of all moral�sts and speculat�ve wr�ters. These teach that th�ngs are
r�ght because they are r�ght; because we feel them to be so. They
tell us to search �n our own m�nds and hearts for laws of conduct
b�nd�ng on ourselves and on all others. What can the poor publ�c do
but apply these �nstruct�ons, and make the�r own personal feel�ngs of
good and ev�l, �f they are tolerably unan�mous �n them, obl�gatory on
all the world?

The ev�l here po�nted out �s not one wh�ch ex�sts only �n theory; and �t
may perhaps be expected that I should spec�fy the �nstances �n
wh�ch the publ�c of th�s age and country �mproperly �nvests �ts own
preferences w�th the character of moral laws. I am not wr�t�ng an
essay on the aberrat�ons of ex�st�ng moral feel�ng. That �s too
we�ghty a subject to be d�scussed parenthet�cally, and by way of
�llustrat�on. Yet examples are necessary, to show that the pr�nc�ple I
ma�nta�n �s of ser�ous and pract�cal moment, and that I am not
endeavour�ng to erect a barr�er aga�nst �mag�nary ev�ls. And �t �s not
d�ff�cult to show, by abundant �nstances, that to extend the bounds of



what may be called moral pol�ce, unt�l �t encroaches on the most
unquest�onably leg�t�mate l�berty of the �nd�v�dual, �s one of the most
un�versal of all human propens�t�es.

As a f�rst �nstance, cons�der the ant�path�es wh�ch men cher�sh on no
better grounds than that persons whose rel�g�ous op�n�ons are
d�fferent from the�rs, do not pract�se the�r rel�g�ous observances,
espec�ally the�r rel�g�ous abst�nences. To c�te a rather tr�v�al example,
noth�ng �n the creed or pract�ce of Chr�st�ans does more to envenom
the hatred of Mahomedans aga�nst them, than the fact of the�r eat�ng
pork. There are few acts wh�ch Chr�st�ans and Europeans regard
w�th more unaffected d�sgust, than Mussulmans regard th�s part�cular
mode of sat�sfy�ng hunger. It �s, �n the f�rst place, an offence aga�nst
the�r rel�g�on; but th�s c�rcumstance by no means expla�ns e�ther the
degree or the k�nd of the�r repugnance; for w�ne also �s forb�dden by
the�r rel�g�on, and to partake of �t �s by all Mussulmans accounted
wrong, but not d�sgust�ng. The�r avers�on to the flesh of the "unclean
beast" �s, on the contrary, of that pecul�ar character, resembl�ng an
�nst�nct�ve ant�pathy, wh�ch the �dea of uncleanness, when once �t
thoroughly s�nks �nto the feel�ngs, seems always to exc�te even �n
those whose personal hab�ts are anyth�ng but scrupulously cleanly,
and of wh�ch the sent�ment of rel�g�ous �mpur�ty, so �ntense �n the
H�ndoos, �s a remarkable example. Suppose now that �n a people, of
whom the major�ty were Mussulmans, that major�ty should �ns�st
upon not perm�tt�ng pork to be eaten w�th�n the l�m�ts of the country.
Th�s would be noth�ng new �n Mahomedan countr�es.[14] Would �t be
a leg�t�mate exerc�se of the moral author�ty of publ�c op�n�on? and �f
not, why not? The pract�ce �s really revolt�ng to such a publ�c. They
also s�ncerely th�nk that �t �s forb�dden and abhorred by the De�ty.
Ne�ther could the proh�b�t�on be censured as rel�g�ous persecut�on. It
m�ght be rel�g�ous �n �ts or�g�n, but �t would not be persecut�on for
rel�g�on, s�nce nobody's rel�g�on makes �t a duty to eat pork. The only
tenable ground of condemnat�on would be, that w�th the personal
tastes and self-regard�ng concerns of �nd�v�duals the publ�c has no
bus�ness to �nterfere.

To come somewhat nearer home: the major�ty of Span�ards cons�der
�t a gross �mp�ety, offens�ve �n the h�ghest degree to the Supreme



Be�ng, to worsh�p h�m �n any other manner than the Roman Cathol�c;
and no other publ�c worsh�p �s lawful on Span�sh so�l. The people of
all Southern Europe look upon a marr�ed clergy as not only
�rrel�g�ous, but unchaste, �ndecent, gross, d�sgust�ng. What do
Protestants th�nk of these perfectly s�ncere feel�ngs, and of the
attempt to enforce them aga�nst non-Cathol�cs? Yet, �f mank�nd are
just�f�ed �n �nterfer�ng w�th each other's l�berty �n th�ngs wh�ch do not
concern the �nterests of others, on what pr�nc�ple �s �t poss�ble
cons�stently to exclude these cases? or who can blame people for
des�r�ng to suppress what they regard as a scandal �n the s�ght of
God and man? No stronger case can be shown for proh�b�t�ng
anyth�ng wh�ch �s regarded as a personal �mmoral�ty, than �s made
out for suppress�ng these pract�ces �n the eyes of those who regard
them as �mp�et�es; and unless we are w�ll�ng to adopt the log�c of
persecutors, and to say that we may persecute others because we
are r�ght, and that they must not persecute us because they are
wrong, we must beware of adm�tt�ng a pr�nc�ple of wh�ch we should
resent as a gross �njust�ce the appl�cat�on to ourselves.

The preced�ng �nstances may be objected to, although unreasonably,
as drawn from cont�ngenc�es �mposs�ble among us: op�n�on, �n th�s
country, not be�ng l�kely to enforce abst�nence from meats, or to
�nterfere w�th people for worsh�pp�ng, and for e�ther marry�ng or not
marry�ng, accord�ng to the�r creed or �ncl�nat�on. The next example,
however, shall be taken from an �nterference w�th l�berty wh�ch we
have by no means passed all danger of. Wherever the Pur�tans have
been suff�c�ently powerful, as �n New England, and �n Great Br�ta�n at
the t�me of the Commonwealth, they have endeavoured, w�th
cons�derable success, to put down all publ�c, and nearly all pr�vate,
amusements: espec�ally mus�c, danc�ng, publ�c games, or other
assemblages for purposes of d�vers�on, and the theatre. There are
st�ll �n th�s country large bod�es of persons by whose not�ons of
moral�ty and rel�g�on these recreat�ons are condemned; and those
persons belong�ng ch�efly to the m�ddle class, who are the ascendant
power �n the present soc�al and pol�t�cal cond�t�on of the k�ngdom, �t
�s by no means �mposs�ble that persons of these sent�ments may at
some t�me or other command a major�ty �n Parl�ament. How w�ll the



rema�n�ng port�on of the commun�ty l�ke to have the amusements
that shall be perm�tted to them regulated by the rel�g�ous and moral
sent�ments of the str�cter Calv�n�sts and Method�sts? Would they not,
w�th cons�derable peremptor�ness, des�re these �ntrus�vely p�ous
members of soc�ety to m�nd the�r own bus�ness? Th�s �s prec�sely
what should be sa�d to every government and every publ�c, who
have the pretens�on that no person shall enjoy any pleasure wh�ch
they th�nk wrong. But �f the pr�nc�ple of the pretens�on be adm�tted,
no one can reasonably object to �ts be�ng acted on �n the sense of
the major�ty, or other preponderat�ng power �n the country; and all
persons must be ready to conform to the �dea of a Chr�st�an
commonwealth, as understood by the early settlers �n New England,
�f a rel�g�ous profess�on s�m�lar to the�rs should ever succeed �n
rega�n�ng �ts lost ground, as rel�g�ons supposed to be decl�n�ng have
so often been known to do.

To �mag�ne another cont�ngency, perhaps more l�kely to be real�sed
than the one last ment�oned. There �s confessedly a strong tendency
�n the modern world towards a democrat�c const�tut�on of soc�ety,
accompan�ed or not by popular pol�t�cal �nst�tut�ons. It �s aff�rmed that
�n the country where th�s tendency �s most completely real�sed—
where both soc�ety and the government are most democrat�c—the
Un�ted States—the feel�ng of the major�ty, to whom any appearance
of a more showy or costly style of l�v�ng than they can hope to r�val �s
d�sagreeable, operates as a tolerably effectual sumptuary law, and
that �n many parts of the Un�on �t �s really d�ff�cult for a person
possess�ng a very large �ncome, to f�nd any mode of spend�ng �t,
wh�ch w�ll not �ncur popular d�sapprobat�on. Though such statements
as these are doubtless much exaggerated as a representat�on of
ex�st�ng facts, the state of th�ngs they descr�be �s not only a
conce�vable and poss�ble, but a probable result of democrat�c
feel�ng, comb�ned w�th the not�on that the publ�c has a r�ght to a veto
on the manner �n wh�ch �nd�v�duals shall spend the�r �ncomes. We
have only further to suppose a cons�derable d�ffus�on of Soc�al�st
op�n�ons, and �t may become �nfamous �n the eyes of the major�ty to
possess more property than some very small amount, or any �ncome
not earned by manual labour. Op�n�ons s�m�lar �n pr�nc�ple to these,



already preva�l w�dely among the art�san class, and we�gh
oppress�vely on those who are amenable to the op�n�on ch�efly of
that class, namely, �ts own members. It �s known that the bad
workmen who form the major�ty of the operat�ves �n many branches
of �ndustry, are dec�dedly of op�n�on that bad workmen ought to
rece�ve the same wages as good, and that no one ought to be
allowed, through p�ecework or otherw�se, to earn by super�or sk�ll or
�ndustry more than others can w�thout �t. And they employ a moral
pol�ce, wh�ch occas�onally becomes a phys�cal one, to deter sk�lful
workmen from rece�v�ng, and employers from g�v�ng, a larger
remunerat�on for a more useful serv�ce. If the publ�c have any
jur�sd�ct�on over pr�vate concerns, I cannot see that these people are
�n fault, or that any �nd�v�dual's part�cular publ�c can be blamed for
assert�ng the same author�ty over h�s �nd�v�dual conduct, wh�ch the
general publ�c asserts over people �n general.

But, w�thout dwell�ng upon suppos�t�t�ous cases, there are, �n our
own day, gross usurpat�ons upon the l�berty of pr�vate l�fe actually
pract�sed, and st�ll greater ones threatened w�th some expectat�on of
success, and op�n�ons proposed wh�ch assert an unl�m�ted r�ght �n
the publ�c not only to proh�b�t by law everyth�ng wh�ch �t th�nks wrong,
but �n order to get at what �t th�nks wrong, to proh�b�t any number of
th�ngs wh�ch �t adm�ts to be �nnocent.

Under the name of prevent�ng �ntemperance, the people of one
Engl�sh colony, and of nearly half the Un�ted States, have been
�nterd�cted by law from mak�ng any use whatever of fermented
dr�nks, except for med�cal purposes: for proh�b�t�on of the�r sale �s �n
fact, as �t �s �ntended to be, proh�b�t�on of the�r use. And though the
�mpract�cab�l�ty of execut�ng the law has caused �ts repeal �n several
of the States wh�ch had adopted �t, �nclud�ng the one from wh�ch �t
der�ves �ts name, an attempt has notw�thstand�ng been commenced,
and �s prosecuted w�th cons�derable zeal by many of the professed
ph�lanthrop�sts, to ag�tate for a s�m�lar law �n th�s country. The
assoc�at�on, or "All�ance" as �t terms �tself, wh�ch has been formed for
th�s purpose, has acqu�red some notor�ety through the publ�c�ty g�ven
to a correspondence between �ts Secretary and one of the very few
Engl�sh publ�c men who hold that a pol�t�c�an's op�n�ons ought to be



founded on pr�nc�ples. Lord Stanley's share �n th�s correspondence �s
calculated to strengthen the hopes already bu�lt on h�m, by those
who know how rare such qual�t�es as are man�fested �n some of h�s
publ�c appearances, unhapp�ly are among those who f�gure �n
pol�t�cal l�fe. The organ of the All�ance, who would "deeply deplore
the recogn�t�on of any pr�nc�ple wh�ch could be wrested to just�fy
b�gotry and persecut�on," undertakes to po�nt out the "broad and
�mpassable barr�er" wh�ch d�v�des such pr�nc�ples from those of the
assoc�at�on. "All matters relat�ng to thought, op�n�on, consc�ence,
appear to me," he says, "to be w�thout the sphere of leg�slat�on; all
perta�n�ng to soc�al act, hab�t, relat�on, subject only to a d�scret�onary
power vested �n the State �tself, and not �n the �nd�v�dual, to be w�th�n
�t." No ment�on �s made of a th�rd class, d�fferent from e�ther of these,
v�z. acts and hab�ts wh�ch are not soc�al, but �nd�v�dual; although �t �s
to th�s class, surely, that the act of dr�nk�ng fermented l�quors
belongs. Sell�ng fermented l�quors, however, �s trad�ng, and trad�ng �s
a soc�al act. But the �nfr�ngement compla�ned of �s not on the l�berty
of the seller, but on that of the buyer and consumer; s�nce the State
m�ght just as well forb�d h�m to dr�nk w�ne, as purposely make �t
�mposs�ble for h�m to obta�n �t. The Secretary, however, says, "I
cla�m, as a c�t�zen, a r�ght to leg�slate whenever my soc�al r�ghts are
�nvaded by the soc�al act of another." And now for the def�n�t�on of
these "soc�al r�ghts." "If anyth�ng �nvades my soc�al r�ghts, certa�nly
the traff�c �n strong dr�nk does. It destroys my pr�mary r�ght of
secur�ty, by constantly creat�ng and st�mulat�ng soc�al d�sorder. It
�nvades my r�ght of equal�ty, by der�v�ng a prof�t from the creat�on of a
m�sery, I am taxed to support. It �mpedes my r�ght to free moral and
�ntellectual development, by surround�ng my path w�th dangers, and
by weaken�ng and demoral�s�ng soc�ety, from wh�ch I have a r�ght to
cla�m mutual a�d and �ntercourse." A theory of "soc�al r�ghts," the l�ke
of wh�ch probably never before found �ts way �nto d�st�nct language—
be�ng noth�ng short of th�s—that �t �s the absolute soc�al r�ght of every
�nd�v�dual, that every other �nd�v�dual shall act �n every respect
exactly as he ought; that whosoever fa�ls thereof �n the smallest
part�cular, v�olates my soc�al r�ght, and ent�tles me to demand from
the leg�slature the removal of the gr�evance. So monstrous a
pr�nc�ple �s far more dangerous than any s�ngle �nterference w�th



l�berty; there �s no v�olat�on of l�berty wh�ch �t would not just�fy; �t
acknowledges no r�ght to any freedom whatever, except perhaps to
that of hold�ng op�n�ons �n secret, w�thout ever d�sclos�ng them: for
the moment an op�n�on wh�ch I cons�der nox�ous, passes any one's
l�ps, �t �nvades all the "soc�al r�ghts" attr�buted to me by the All�ance.
The doctr�ne ascr�bes to all mank�nd a vested �nterest �n each other's
moral, �ntellectual, and even phys�cal perfect�on, to be def�ned by
each cla�mant accord�ng to h�s own standard.

Another �mportant example of �lleg�t�mate �nterference w�th the
r�ghtful l�berty of the �nd�v�dual, not s�mply threatened, but long s�nce
carr�ed �nto tr�umphant effect, �s Sabbatar�an leg�slat�on. W�thout
doubt, abst�nence on one day �n the week, so far as the ex�genc�es
of l�fe perm�t, from the usual da�ly occupat�on, though �n no respect
rel�g�ously b�nd�ng on any except Jews, �s a h�ghly benef�c�al custom.
And �nasmuch as th�s custom cannot be observed w�thout a general
consent to that effect among the �ndustr�ous classes, therefore, �n so
far as some persons by work�ng may �mpose the same necess�ty on
others, �t may be allowable and r�ght that the law should guarantee to
each, the observance by others of the custom, by suspend�ng the
greater operat�ons of �ndustry on a part�cular day. But th�s
just�f�cat�on, grounded on the d�rect �nterest wh�ch others have �n
each �nd�v�dual's observance of the pract�ce, does not apply to the
self-chosen occupat�ons �n wh�ch a person may th�nk f�t to employ
h�s le�sure; nor does �t hold good, �n the smallest degree, for legal
restr�ct�ons on amusements. It �s true that the amusement of some �s
the day's work of others; but the pleasure, not to say the useful
recreat�on, of many, �s worth the labour of a few, prov�ded the
occupat�on �s freely chosen, and can be freely res�gned. The
operat�ves are perfectly r�ght �n th�nk�ng that �f all worked on Sunday,
seven days' work would have to be g�ven for s�x days' wages: but so
long as the great mass of employments are suspended, the small
number who for the enjoyment of others must st�ll work, obta�n a
proport�onal �ncrease of earn�ngs; and they are not obl�ged to follow
those occupat�ons, �f they prefer le�sure to emolument. If a further
remedy �s sought, �t m�ght be found �n the establ�shment by custom
of a hol�day on some other day of the week for those part�cular



classes of persons. The only ground, therefore, on wh�ch restr�ct�ons
on Sunday amusements can be defended, must be that they are
rel�g�ously wrong; a mot�ve of leg�slat�on wh�ch never can be too
earnestly protested aga�nst. "Deorum �njur�æ D��s curæ." It rema�ns
to be proved that soc�ety or any of �ts off�cers holds a comm�ss�on
from on h�gh to avenge any supposed offence to Omn�potence,
wh�ch �s not also a wrong to our fellow-creatures. The not�on that �t �s
one man's duty that another should be rel�g�ous, was the foundat�on
of all the rel�g�ous persecut�ons ever perpetrated, and �f adm�tted,
would fully just�fy them. Though the feel�ng wh�ch breaks out �n the
repeated attempts to stop ra�lway travell�ng on Sunday, �n the
res�stance to the open�ng of Museums, and the l�ke, has not the
cruelty of the old persecutors, the state of m�nd �nd�cated by �t �s
fundamentally the same. It �s a determ�nat�on not to tolerate others �n
do�ng what �s perm�tted by the�r rel�g�on, because �t �s not perm�tted
by the persecutor's rel�g�on. It �s a bel�ef that God not only
abom�nates the act of the m�sbel�ever, but w�ll not hold us gu�ltless �f
we leave h�m unmolested.

I cannot refra�n from add�ng to these examples of the l�ttle account
commonly made of human l�berty, the language of downr�ght
persecut�on wh�ch breaks out from the press of th�s country,
whenever �t feels called on to not�ce the remarkable phenomenon of
Mormon�sm. Much m�ght be sa�d on the unexpected and �nstruct�ve
fact, that an alleged new revelat�on, and a rel�g�on founded on �t, the
product of palpable �mposture, not even supported by the prest�ge of
extraord�nary qual�t�es �n �ts founder, �s bel�eved by hundreds of
thousands, and has been made the foundat�on of a soc�ety, �n the
age of newspapers, ra�lways, and the electr�c telegraph. What here
concerns us �s, that th�s rel�g�on, l�ke other and better rel�g�ons, has
�ts martyrs; that �ts prophet and founder was, for h�s teach�ng, put to
death by a mob; that others of �ts adherents lost the�r l�ves by the
same lawless v�olence; that they were forc�bly expelled, �n a body,
from the country �n wh�ch they f�rst grew up; wh�le, now that they
have been chased �nto a sol�tary recess �n the m�dst of a desert,
many �n th�s country openly declare that �t would be r�ght (only that �t
�s not conven�ent) to send an exped�t�on aga�nst them, and compel



them by force to conform to the op�n�ons of other people. The art�cle
of the Mormon�te doctr�ne wh�ch �s the ch�ef provocat�ve to the
ant�pathy wh�ch thus breaks through the ord�nary restra�nts of
rel�g�ous tolerance, �s �ts sanct�on of polygamy; wh�ch, though
perm�tted to Mahomedans, and H�ndoos, and Ch�nese, seems to
exc�te unquenchable an�mos�ty when pract�sed by persons who
speak Engl�sh, and profess to be a k�nd of Chr�st�ans. No one has a
deeper d�sapprobat�on than I have of th�s Mormon �nst�tut�on; both for
other reasons, and because, far from be�ng �n any way
countenanced by the pr�nc�ple of l�berty, �t �s a d�rect �nfract�on of that
pr�nc�ple, be�ng a mere r�vet�ng of the cha�ns of one half of the
commun�ty, and an emanc�pat�on of the other from rec�proc�ty of
obl�gat�on towards them. St�ll, �t must be remembered that th�s
relat�on �s as much voluntary on the part of the women concerned �n
�t, and who may be deemed the sufferers by �t, as �s the case w�th
any other form of the marr�age �nst�tut�on; and however surpr�s�ng
th�s fact may appear, �t has �ts explanat�on �n the common �deas and
customs of the world, wh�ch teach�ng women to th�nk marr�age the
one th�ng needful, make �t �ntell�g�ble that many a woman should
prefer be�ng one of several w�ves, to not be�ng a w�fe at all. Other
countr�es are not asked to recogn�se such un�ons, or release any
port�on of the�r �nhab�tants from the�r own laws on the score of
Mormon�te op�n�ons. But when the d�ssent�ents have conceded to the
host�le sent�ments of others, far more than could justly be
demanded; when they have left the countr�es to wh�ch the�r doctr�nes
were unacceptable, and establ�shed themselves �n a remote corner
of the earth, wh�ch they have been the f�rst to render hab�table to
human be�ngs; �t �s d�ff�cult to see on what pr�nc�ples but those of
tyranny they can be prevented from l�v�ng there under what laws they
please, prov�ded they comm�t no aggress�on on other nat�ons, and
allow perfect freedom of departure to those who are d�ssat�sf�ed w�th
the�r ways. A recent wr�ter, �n some respects of cons�derable mer�t,
proposes (to use h�s own words), not a crusade, but a c�v�l�zade,
aga�nst th�s polygamous commun�ty, to put an end to what seems to
h�m a retrograde step �n c�v�l�sat�on. It also appears so to me, but I
am not aware that any commun�ty has a r�ght to force another to be
c�v�l�sed. So long as the sufferers by the bad law do not �nvoke



ass�stance from other commun�t�es, I cannot adm�t that persons
ent�rely unconnected w�th them ought to step �n and requ�re that a
cond�t�on of th�ngs w�th wh�ch all who are d�rectly �nterested appear
to be sat�sf�ed, should be put an end to because �t �s a scandal to
persons some thousands of m�les d�stant, who have no part or
concern �n �t. Let them send m�ss�onar�es, �f they please, to preach
aga�nst �t; and let them, by any fa�r means (of wh�ch s�lenc�ng the
teachers �s not one), oppose the progress of s�m�lar doctr�nes among
the�r own people. If c�v�l�sat�on has got the better of barbar�sm when
barbar�sm had the world to �tself, �t �s too much to profess to be
afra�d lest barbar�sm, after hav�ng been fa�rly got under, should
rev�ve and conquer c�v�l�sat�on. A c�v�l�sat�on that can thus succumb
to �ts vanqu�shed enemy, must f�rst have become so degenerate, that
ne�ther �ts appo�nted pr�ests and teachers, nor anybody else, has the
capac�ty, or w�ll take the trouble, to stand up for �t. If th�s be so, the
sooner such a c�v�l�sat�on rece�ves not�ce to qu�t, the better. It can
only go on from bad to worse, unt�l destroyed and regenerated (l�ke
the Western Emp�re) by energet�c barbar�ans.



FOOTNOTE:

[14] The case of the Bombay Parsees �s a cur�ous �nstance �n po�nt.
When th�s �ndustr�ous and enterpr�s�ng tr�be, the descendants of the
Pers�an f�re-worsh�ppers, fly�ng from the�r nat�ve country before the
Cal�phs, arr�ved �n Western Ind�a, they were adm�tted to tolerat�on by
the H�ndoo sovere�gns, on cond�t�on of not eat�ng beef. When those
reg�ons afterwards fell under the dom�n�on of Mahomedan
conquerors, the Parsees obta�ned from them a cont�nuance of
�ndulgence, on cond�t�on of refra�n�ng from pork. What was at f�rst
obed�ence to author�ty became a second nature, and the Parsees to
th�s day absta�n both from beef and pork. Though not requ�red by
the�r rel�g�on, the double abst�nence has had t�me to grow �nto a
custom of the�r tr�be; and custom, �n the East, �s a rel�g�on.



CHAPTER V.
APPLICATIONS.

The pr�nc�ples asserted �n these pages must be more generally
adm�tted as the bas�s for d�scuss�on of deta�ls, before a cons�stent
appl�cat�on of them to all the var�ous departments of government and
morals can be attempted w�th any prospect of advantage. The few
observat�ons I propose to make on quest�ons of deta�l, are des�gned
to �llustrate the pr�nc�ples, rather than to follow them out to the�r
consequences. I offer, not so much appl�cat�ons, as spec�mens of
appl�cat�on; wh�ch may serve to br�ng �nto greater clearness the
mean�ng and l�m�ts of the two max�ms wh�ch together form the ent�re
doctr�ne of th�s Essay, and to ass�st the judgment �n hold�ng the
balance between them, �n the cases where �t appears doubtful wh�ch
of them �s appl�cable to the case.

The max�ms are, f�rst, that the �nd�v�dual �s not accountable to soc�ety
for h�s act�ons, �n so far as these concern the �nterests of no person
but h�mself. Adv�ce, �nstruct�on, persuas�on, and avo�dance by other
people �f thought necessary by them for the�r own good, are the only
measures by wh�ch soc�ety can just�f�ably express �ts d�sl�ke or
d�sapprobat�on of h�s conduct. Secondly, that for such act�ons as are
prejud�c�al to the �nterests of others, the �nd�v�dual �s accountable and
may be subjected e�ther to soc�al or to legal pun�shments, �f soc�ety
�s of op�n�on that the one or the other �s requ�s�te for �ts protect�on.

In the f�rst place, �t must by no means be supposed, because
damage, or probab�l�ty of damage, to the �nterests of others, can
alone just�fy the �nterference of soc�ety, that therefore �t always does
just�fy such �nterference. In many cases, an �nd�v�dual, �n pursu�ng a
leg�t�mate object, necessar�ly and therefore leg�t�mately causes pa�n
or loss to others, or �ntercepts a good wh�ch they had a reasonable
hope of obta�n�ng. Such oppos�t�ons of �nterest between �nd�v�duals
often ar�se from bad soc�al �nst�tut�ons, but are unavo�dable wh�le



those �nst�tut�ons last; and some would be unavo�dable under any
�nst�tut�ons. Whoever succeeds �n an overcrowded profess�on, or �n a
compet�t�ve exam�nat�on; whoever �s preferred to another �n any
contest for an object wh�ch both des�re, reaps benef�t from the loss of
others, from the�r wasted exert�on and the�r d�sappo�ntment. But �t �s,
by common adm�ss�on, better for the general �nterest of mank�nd,
that persons should pursue the�r objects undeterred by th�s sort of
consequences. In other words, soc�ety adm�ts no r�ghts, e�ther legal
or moral, �n the d�sappo�nted compet�tors, to �mmun�ty from th�s k�nd
of suffer�ng; and feels called on to �nterfere, only when means of
success have been employed wh�ch �t �s contrary to the general
�nterest to perm�t—namely, fraud or treachery, and force.

Aga�n, trade �s a soc�al act. Whoever undertakes to sell any
descr�pt�on of goods to the publ�c, does what affects the �nterest of
other persons, and of soc�ety �n general; and thus h�s conduct, �n
pr�nc�ple, comes w�th�n the jur�sd�ct�on of soc�ety: accord�ngly, �t was
once held to be the duty of governments, �n all cases wh�ch were
cons�dered of �mportance, to f�x pr�ces, and regulate the processes
of manufacture. But �t �s now recogn�sed, though not t�ll after a long
struggle, that both the cheapness and the good qual�ty of
commod�t�es are most effectually prov�ded for by leav�ng the
producers and sellers perfectly free, under the sole check of equal
freedom to the buyers for supply�ng themselves elsewhere. Th�s �s
the so-called doctr�ne of Free Trade, wh�ch rests on grounds d�fferent
from, though equally sol�d w�th, the pr�nc�ple of �nd�v�dual l�berty
asserted �n th�s Essay. Restr�ct�ons on trade, or on product�on for
purposes of trade, are �ndeed restra�nts; and all restra�nt, quâ
restra�nt, �s an ev�l: but the restra�nts �n quest�on affect only that part
of conduct wh�ch soc�ety �s competent to restra�n, and are wrong
solely because they do not really produce the results wh�ch �t �s
des�red to produce by them. As the pr�nc�ple of �nd�v�dual l�berty �s
not �nvolved �n the doctr�ne of Free Trade, so ne�ther �s �t �n most of
the quest�ons wh�ch ar�se respect�ng the l�m�ts of that doctr�ne: as for
example, what amount of publ�c control �s adm�ss�ble for the
prevent�on of fraud by adulterat�on; how far san�tary precaut�ons, or
arrangements to protect work-people employed �n dangerous



occupat�ons, should be enforced on employers. Such quest�ons
�nvolve cons�derat�ons of l�berty, only �n so far as leav�ng people to
themselves �s always better, cæter�s par�bus, than controll�ng them:
but that they may be leg�t�mately controlled for these ends, �s �n
pr�nc�ple unden�able. On the other hand, there are quest�ons relat�ng
to �nterference w�th trade, wh�ch are essent�ally quest�ons of l�berty;
such as the Ma�ne Law, already touched upon; the proh�b�t�on of the
�mportat�on of op�um �nto Ch�na; the restr�ct�on of the sale of po�sons;
all cases, �n short, where the object of the �nterference �s to make �t
�mposs�ble or d�ff�cult to obta�n a part�cular commod�ty. These
�nterferences are object�onable, not as �nfr�ngements on the l�berty of
the producer or seller, but on that of the buyer.

One of these examples, that of the sale of po�sons, opens a new
quest�on; the proper l�m�ts of what may be called the funct�ons of
pol�ce; how far l�berty may leg�t�mately be �nvaded for the prevent�on
of cr�me, or of acc�dent. It �s one of the und�sputed funct�ons of
government to take precaut�ons aga�nst cr�me before �t has been
comm�tted, as well as to detect and pun�sh �t afterwards. The
prevent�ve funct�on of government, however, �s far more l�able to be
abused, to the prejud�ce of l�berty, than the pun�tory funct�on; for
there �s hardly any part of the leg�t�mate freedom of act�on of a
human be�ng wh�ch would not adm�t of be�ng represented, and fa�rly
too, as �ncreas�ng the fac�l�t�es for some form or other of del�nquency.
Nevertheless, �f a publ�c author�ty, or even a pr�vate person, sees
any one ev�dently prepar�ng to comm�t a cr�me, they are not bound to
look on �nact�ve unt�l the cr�me �s comm�tted, but may �nterfere to
prevent �t. If po�sons were never bought or used for any purpose
except the comm�ss�on of murder, �t would be r�ght to proh�b�t the�r
manufacture and sale. They may, however, be wanted not only for
�nnocent but for useful purposes, and restr�ct�ons cannot be �mposed
�n the one case w�thout operat�ng �n the other. Aga�n, �t �s a proper
off�ce of publ�c author�ty to guard aga�nst acc�dents. If e�ther a publ�c
off�cer or any one else saw a person attempt�ng to cross a br�dge
wh�ch had been ascerta�ned to be unsafe, and there were no t�me to
warn h�m of h�s danger, they m�ght se�ze h�m and turn h�m back,
w�thout any real �nfr�ngement of h�s l�berty; for l�berty cons�sts �n



do�ng what one des�res, and he does not des�re to fall �nto the r�ver.
Nevertheless, when there �s not a certa�nty, but only a danger of
m�sch�ef, no one but the person h�mself can judge of the suff�c�ency
of the mot�ve wh�ch may prompt h�m to �ncur the r�sk: �n th�s case,
therefore (unless he �s a ch�ld, or del�r�ous, or �n some state of
exc�tement or absorpt�on �ncompat�ble w�th the full use of the
reflect�ng faculty), he ought, I conce�ve, to be only warned of the
danger; not forc�bly prevented from expos�ng h�mself to �t. S�m�lar
cons�derat�ons, appl�ed to such a quest�on as the sale of po�sons,
may enable us to dec�de wh�ch among the poss�ble modes of
regulat�on are or are not contrary to pr�nc�ple. Such a precaut�on, for
example, as that of labell�ng the drug w�th some word express�ve of
�ts dangerous character, may be enforced w�thout v�olat�on of l�berty:
the buyer cannot w�sh not to know that the th�ng he possesses has
po�sonous qual�t�es. But to requ�re �n all cases the cert�f�cate of a
med�cal pract�t�oner, would make �t somet�mes �mposs�ble, always
expens�ve, to obta�n the art�cle for leg�t�mate uses. The only mode
apparent to me, �n wh�ch d�ff�cult�es may be thrown �n the way of
cr�me comm�tted through th�s means, w�thout any �nfr�ngement, worth
tak�ng �nto account, upon the l�berty of those who des�re the
po�sonous substance for other purposes, cons�sts �n prov�d�ng what,
�n the apt language of Bentham, �s called "preappo�nted ev�dence."
Th�s prov�s�on �s fam�l�ar to every one �n the case of contracts. It �s
usual and r�ght that the law, when a contract �s entered �nto, should
requ�re as the cond�t�on of �ts enforc�ng performance, that certa�n
formal�t�es should be observed, such as s�gnatures, attestat�on of
w�tnesses, and the l�ke, �n order that �n case of subsequent d�spute,
there may be ev�dence to prove that the contract was really entered
�nto, and that there was noth�ng �n the c�rcumstances to render �t
legally �nval�d: the effect be�ng, to throw great obstacles �n the way of
f�ct�t�ous contracts, or contracts made �n c�rcumstances wh�ch, �f
known, would destroy the�r val�d�ty. Precaut�ons of a s�m�lar nature
m�ght be enforced �n the sale of art�cles adapted to be �nstruments of
cr�me. The seller, for example, m�ght be requ�red to enter �nto a
reg�ster the exact t�me of the transact�on, the name and address of
the buyer, the prec�se qual�ty and quant�ty sold; to ask the purpose
for wh�ch �t was wanted, and record the answer he rece�ved. When



there was no med�cal prescr�pt�on, the presence of some th�rd
person m�ght be requ�red, to br�ng home the fact to the purchaser, �n
case there should afterwards be reason to bel�eve that the art�cle
had been appl�ed to cr�m�nal purposes. Such regulat�ons would �n
general be no mater�al �mped�ment to obta�n�ng the art�cle, but a very
cons�derable one to mak�ng an �mproper use of �t w�thout detect�on.

The r�ght �nherent �n soc�ety, to ward off cr�mes aga�nst �tself by
antecedent precaut�ons, suggests the obv�ous l�m�tat�ons to the
max�m, that purely self-regard�ng m�sconduct cannot properly be
meddled w�th �n the way of prevent�on or pun�shment. Drunkenness,
for example, �n ord�nary cases, �s not a f�t subject for leg�slat�ve
�nterference; but I should deem �t perfectly leg�t�mate that a person,
who had once been conv�cted of any act of v�olence to others under
the �nfluence of dr�nk, should be placed under a spec�al legal
restr�ct�on, personal to h�mself; that �f he were afterwards found
drunk, he should be l�able to a penalty, and that �f when �n that state
he comm�tted another offence, the pun�shment to wh�ch he would be
l�able for that other offence should be �ncreased �n sever�ty. The
mak�ng h�mself drunk, �n a person whom drunkenness exc�tes to do
harm to others, �s a cr�me aga�nst others. So, aga�n, �dleness, except
�n a person rece�v�ng support from the publ�c, or except when �t
const�tutes a breach of contract, cannot w�thout tyranny be made a
subject of legal pun�shment; but �f e�ther from �dleness or from any
other avo�dable cause, a man fa�ls to perform h�s legal dut�es to
others, as for �nstance to support h�s ch�ldren, �t �s no tyranny to force
h�m to fulf�l that obl�gat�on, by compulsory labour, �f no other means
are ava�lable.

Aga�n, there are many acts wh�ch, be�ng d�rectly �njur�ous only to the
agents themselves, ought not to be legally �nterd�cted, but wh�ch, �f
done publ�cly, are a v�olat�on of good manners and com�ng thus
w�th�n the category of offences aga�nst others may r�ghtfully be
proh�b�ted. Of th�s k�nd are offences aga�nst decency; on wh�ch �t �s
unnecessary to dwell, the rather as they are only connected
�nd�rectly w�th our subject, the object�on to publ�c�ty be�ng equally
strong �n the case of many act�ons not �n themselves condemnable,
nor supposed to be so.



There �s another quest�on to wh�ch an answer must be found,
cons�stent w�th the pr�nc�ples wh�ch have been la�d down. In cases of
personal conduct supposed to be blamable, but wh�ch respect for
l�berty precludes soc�ety from prevent�ng or pun�sh�ng, because the
ev�l d�rectly result�ng falls wholly on the agent; what the agent �s free
to do, ought other persons to be equally free to counsel or �nst�gate?
Th�s quest�on �s not free from d�ff�culty. The case of a person who
sol�c�ts another to do an act, �s not str�ctly a case of self-regard�ng
conduct. To g�ve adv�ce or offer �nducements to any one, �s a soc�al
act, and may therefore, l�ke act�ons �n general wh�ch affect others, be
supposed amenable to soc�al control. But a l�ttle reflect�on corrects
the f�rst �mpress�on, by show�ng that �f the case �s not str�ctly w�th�n
the def�n�t�on of �nd�v�dual l�berty, yet the reasons on wh�ch the
pr�nc�ple of �nd�v�dual l�berty �s grounded, are appl�cable to �t. If
people must be allowed, �n whatever concerns only themselves, to
act as seems best to themselves at the�r own per�l, they must equally
be free to consult w�th one another about what �s f�t to be so done; to
exchange op�n�ons, and g�ve and rece�ve suggest�ons. Whatever �t �s
perm�tted to do, �t must be perm�tted to adv�se to do. The quest�on �s
doubtful, only when the �nst�gator der�ves a personal benef�t from h�s
adv�ce; when he makes �t h�s occupat�on, for subs�stence or
pecun�ary ga�n, to promote what soc�ety and the state cons�der to be
an ev�l. Then, �ndeed, a new element of compl�cat�on �s �ntroduced;
namely, the ex�stence of classes of persons w�th an �nterest opposed
to what �s cons�dered as the publ�c weal, and whose mode of l�v�ng �s
grounded on the counteract�on of �t. Ought th�s to be �nterfered w�th,
or not? Forn�cat�on, for example, must be tolerated, and so must
gambl�ng; but should a person be free to be a p�mp, or to keep a
gambl�ng-house? The case �s one of those wh�ch l�e on the exact
boundary l�ne between two pr�nc�ples, and �t �s not at once apparent
to wh�ch of the two �t properly belongs. There are arguments on both
s�des. On the s�de of tolerat�on �t may be sa�d, that the fact of
follow�ng anyth�ng as an occupat�on, and l�v�ng or prof�t�ng by the
pract�ce of �t, cannot make that cr�m�nal wh�ch would otherw�se be
adm�ss�ble; that the act should e�ther be cons�stently perm�tted or
cons�stently proh�b�ted; that �f the pr�nc�ples wh�ch we have h�therto
defended are true, soc�ety has no bus�ness, as soc�ety, to dec�de



anyth�ng to be wrong wh�ch concerns only the �nd�v�dual; that �t
cannot go beyond d�ssuas�on, and that one person should be as free
to persuade, as another to d�ssuade. In oppos�t�on to th�s �t may be
contended, that although the publ�c, or the State, are not warranted
�n author�tat�vely dec�d�ng, for purposes of repress�on or pun�shment,
that such or such conduct affect�ng only the �nterests of the �nd�v�dual
�s good or bad, they are fully just�f�ed �n assum�ng, �f they regard �t as
bad, that �ts be�ng so or not �s at least a d�sputable quest�on: That,
th�s be�ng supposed, they cannot be act�ng wrongly �n endeavour�ng
to exclude the �nfluence of sol�c�tat�ons wh�ch are not d�s�nterested,
of �nst�gators who cannot poss�bly be �mpart�al—who have a d�rect
personal �nterest on one s�de, and that s�de the one wh�ch the State
bel�eves to be wrong, and who confessedly promote �t for personal
objects only. There can surely, �t may be urged, be noth�ng lost, no
sacr�f�ce of good, by so order�ng matters that persons shall make
the�r elect�on, e�ther w�sely or fool�shly, on the�r own prompt�ng, as
free as poss�ble from the arts of persons who st�mulate the�r
�ncl�nat�ons for �nterested purposes of the�r own. Thus (�t may be
sa�d) though the statutes respect�ng unlawful games are utterly
�ndefens�ble—though all persons should be free to gamble �n the�r
own or each other's houses, or �n any place of meet�ng establ�shed
by the�r own subscr�pt�ons, and open only to the members and the�r
v�s�tors—yet publ�c gambl�ng-houses should not be perm�tted. It �s
true that the proh�b�t�on �s never effectual, and that whatever amount
of tyrann�cal power �s g�ven to the pol�ce, gambl�ng-houses can
always be ma�nta�ned under other pretences; but they may be
compelled to conduct the�r operat�ons w�th a certa�n degree of
secrecy and mystery, so that nobody knows anyth�ng about them but
those who seek them; and more than th�s, soc�ety ought not to a�m
at. There �s cons�derable force �n these arguments; I w�ll not venture
to dec�de whether they are suff�c�ent to just�fy the moral anomaly of
pun�sh�ng the accessary, when the pr�nc�pal �s (and must be) allowed
to go free; or f�n�ng or �mpr�son�ng the procurer, but not the forn�cator,
the gambl�ng-house keeper, but not the gambler. St�ll less ought the
common operat�ons of buy�ng and sell�ng to be �nterfered w�th on
analogous grounds. Almost every art�cle wh�ch �s bought and sold
may be used �n excess, and the sellers have a pecun�ary �nterest �n



encourag�ng that excess; but no argument can be founded on th�s, �n
favour, for �nstance, of the Ma�ne Law; because the class of dealers
�n strong dr�nks, though �nterested �n the�r abuse, are �nd�spensably
requ�red for the sake of the�r leg�t�mate use. The �nterest, however, of
these dealers �n promot�ng �ntemperance �s a real ev�l, and just�f�es
the State �n �mpos�ng restr�ct�ons and requ�r�ng guarantees, wh�ch
but for that just�f�cat�on would be �nfr�ngements of leg�t�mate l�berty.

A further quest�on �s, whether the State, wh�le �t perm�ts, should
nevertheless �nd�rectly d�scourage conduct wh�ch �t deems contrary
to the best �nterests of the agent; whether, for example, �t should
take measures to render the means of drunkenness more costly, or
add to the d�ff�culty of procur�ng them, by l�m�t�ng the number of the
places of sale. On th�s as on most other pract�cal quest�ons, many
d�st�nct�ons requ�re to be made. To tax st�mulants for the sole
purpose of mak�ng them more d�ff�cult to be obta�ned, �s a measure
d�ffer�ng only �n degree from the�r ent�re proh�b�t�on; and would be
just�f�able only �f that were just�f�able. Every �ncrease of cost �s a
proh�b�t�on, to those whose means do not come up to the augmented
pr�ce; and to those who do, �t �s a penalty la�d on them for grat�fy�ng a
part�cular taste. The�r cho�ce of pleasures, and the�r mode of
expend�ng the�r �ncome, after sat�sfy�ng the�r legal and moral
obl�gat�ons to the State and to �nd�v�duals, are the�r own concern,
and must rest w�th the�r own judgment. These cons�derat�ons may
seem at f�rst s�ght to condemn the select�on of st�mulants as spec�al
subjects of taxat�on for purposes of revenue. But �t must be
remembered that taxat�on for f�scal purposes �s absolutely �nev�table;
that �n most countr�es �t �s necessary that a cons�derable part of that
taxat�on should be �nd�rect; that the State, therefore, cannot help
�mpos�ng penalt�es, wh�ch to some persons may be proh�b�tory, on
the use of some art�cles of consumpt�on. It �s hence the duty of the
State to cons�der, �n the �mpos�t�on of taxes, what commod�t�es the
consumers can best spare; and à fort�or�, to select �n preference
those of wh�ch �t deems the use, beyond a very moderate quant�ty, to
be pos�t�vely �njur�ous. Taxat�on, therefore, of st�mulants, up to the
po�nt wh�ch produces the largest amount of revenue (suppos�ng that



the State needs all the revenue wh�ch �t y�elds) �s not only
adm�ss�ble, but to be approved of.

The quest�on of mak�ng the sale of these commod�t�es a more or less
exclus�ve pr�v�lege, must be answered d�fferently, accord�ng to the
purposes to wh�ch the restr�ct�on �s �ntended to be subserv�ent. All
places of publ�c resort requ�re the restra�nt of a pol�ce, and places of
th�s k�nd pecul�arly, because offences aga�nst soc�ety are espec�ally
apt to or�g�nate there. It �s, therefore, f�t to conf�ne the power of
sell�ng these commod�t�es (at least for consumpt�on on the spot) to
persons of known or vouched-for respectab�l�ty of conduct; to make
such regulat�ons respect�ng hours of open�ng and clos�ng as may be
requ�s�te for publ�c surve�llance, and to w�thdraw the l�cence �f
breaches of the peace repeatedly take place through the conn�vance
or �ncapac�ty of the keeper of the house, or �f �t becomes a
rendezvous for concoct�ng and prepar�ng offences aga�nst the law.
Any further restr�ct�on I do not conce�ve to be, �n pr�nc�ple, just�f�able.
The l�m�tat�on �n number, for �nstance, of beer and sp�r�t-houses, for
the express purpose of render�ng them more d�ff�cult of access, and
d�m�n�sh�ng the occas�ons of temptat�on, not only exposes all to an
�nconven�ence because there are some by whom the fac�l�ty would
be abused, but �s su�ted only to a state of soc�ety �n wh�ch the
labour�ng classes are avowedly treated as ch�ldren or savages, and
placed under an educat�on of restra�nt, to f�t them for future
adm�ss�on to the pr�v�leges of freedom. Th�s �s not the pr�nc�ple on
wh�ch the labour�ng classes are professedly governed �n any free
country; and no person who sets due value on freedom w�ll g�ve h�s
adhes�on to the�r be�ng so governed, unless after all efforts have
been exhausted to educate them for freedom and govern them as
freemen, and �t has been def�n�t�vely proved that they can only be
governed as ch�ldren. The bare statement of the alternat�ve shows
the absurd�ty of suppos�ng that such efforts have been made �n any
case wh�ch needs be cons�dered here. It �s only because the
�nst�tut�ons of th�s country are a mass of �ncons�stenc�es, that th�ngs
f�nd adm�ttance �nto our pract�ce wh�ch belong to the system of
despot�c, or what �s called paternal, government, wh�le the general
freedom of our �nst�tut�ons precludes the exerc�se of the amount of



control necessary to render the restra�nt of any real eff�cacy as a
moral educat�on.

It was po�nted out �n an early part of th�s Essay, that the l�berty of the
�nd�v�dual, �n th�ngs where�n the �nd�v�dual �s alone concerned,
�mpl�es a correspond�ng l�berty �n any number of �nd�v�duals to
regulate by mutual agreement such th�ngs as regard them jo�ntly,
and regard no persons but themselves. Th�s quest�on presents no
d�ff�culty, so long as the w�ll of all the persons �mpl�cated rema�ns
unaltered; but s�nce that w�ll may change, �t �s often necessary, even
�n th�ngs �n wh�ch they alone are concerned, that they should enter
�nto engagements w�th one another; and when they do, �t �s f�t, as a
general rule, that those engagements should be kept. Yet �n the
laws, probably, of every country, th�s general rule has some
except�ons. Not only persons are not held to engagements wh�ch
v�olate the r�ghts of th�rd part�es, but �t �s somet�mes cons�dered a
suff�c�ent reason for releas�ng them from an engagement, that �t �s
�njur�ous to themselves. In th�s and most other c�v�l�sed countr�es, for
example, an engagement by wh�ch a person should sell h�mself, or
allow h�mself to be sold, as a slave, would be null and vo�d; ne�ther
enforced by law nor by op�n�on. The ground for thus l�m�t�ng h�s
power of voluntar�ly d�spos�ng of h�s own lot �n l�fe, �s apparent, and
�s very clearly seen �n th�s extreme case. The reason for not
�nterfer�ng, unless for the sake of others, w�th a person's voluntary
acts, �s cons�derat�on for h�s l�berty. H�s voluntary cho�ce �s ev�dence
that what he so chooses �s des�rable, or at the least endurable, to
h�m, and h�s good �s on the whole best prov�ded for by allow�ng h�m
to take h�s own means of pursu�ng �t. But by sell�ng h�mself for a
slave, he abd�cates h�s l�berty; he foregoes any future use of �t,
beyond that s�ngle act. He therefore defeats, �n h�s own case, the
very purpose wh�ch �s the just�f�cat�on of allow�ng h�m to d�spose of
h�mself. He �s no longer free; but �s thenceforth �n a pos�t�on wh�ch
has no longer the presumpt�on �n �ts favour, that would be afforded
by h�s voluntar�ly rema�n�ng �n �t. The pr�nc�ple of freedom cannot
requ�re that he should be free not to be free. It �s not freedom, to be
allowed to al�enate h�s freedom. These reasons, the force of wh�ch �s
so consp�cuous �n th�s pecul�ar case, are ev�dently of far w�der



appl�cat�on; yet a l�m�t �s everywhere set to them by the necess�t�es
of l�fe, wh�ch cont�nually requ�re, not �ndeed that we should res�gn
our freedom, but that we should consent to th�s and the other
l�m�tat�on of �t. The pr�nc�ple, however, wh�ch demands uncontrolled
freedom of act�on �n all that concerns only the agents themselves,
requ�res that those who have become bound to one another, �n
th�ngs wh�ch concern no th�rd party, should be able to release one
another from the engagement: and even w�thout such voluntary
release, there are perhaps no contracts or engagements, except
those that relate to money or money's worth, of wh�ch one can
venture to say that there ought to be no l�berty whatever of
retractat�on. Baron W�lhelm von Humboldt, �n the excellent essay
from wh�ch I have already quoted, states �t as h�s conv�ct�on, that
engagements wh�ch �nvolve personal relat�ons or serv�ces, should
never be legally b�nd�ng beyond a l�m�ted durat�on of t�me; and that
the most �mportant of these engagements, marr�age, hav�ng the
pecul�ar�ty that �ts objects are frustrated unless the feel�ngs of both
the part�es are �n harmony w�th �t, should requ�re noth�ng more than
the declared w�ll of e�ther party to d�ssolve �t. Th�s subject �s too
�mportant, and too compl�cated, to be d�scussed �n a parenthes�s,
and I touch on �t only so far as �s necessary for purposes of
�llustrat�on. If the conc�seness and general�ty of Baron Humboldt's
d�ssertat�on had not obl�ged h�m �n th�s �nstance to content h�mself
w�th enunc�at�ng h�s conclus�on w�thout d�scuss�ng the prem�ses, he
would doubtless have recogn�sed that the quest�on cannot be
dec�ded on grounds so s�mple as those to wh�ch he conf�nes h�mself.
When a person, e�ther by express prom�se or by conduct, has
encouraged another to rely upon h�s cont�nu�ng to act �n a certa�n
way—to bu�ld expectat�ons and calculat�ons, and stake any part of
h�s plan of l�fe upon that suppos�t�on, a new ser�es of moral
obl�gat�ons ar�ses on h�s part towards that person, wh�ch may
poss�bly be overruled, but cannot be �gnored. And aga�n, �f the
relat�on between two contract�ng part�es has been followed by
consequences to others; �f �t has placed th�rd part�es �n any pecul�ar
pos�t�on, or, as �n the case of marr�age, has even called th�rd part�es
�nto ex�stence, obl�gat�ons ar�se on the part of both the contract�ng
part�es towards those th�rd persons, the fulf�lment of wh�ch, or at all



events the mode of fulf�lment, must be greatly affected by the
cont�nuance or d�srupt�on of the relat�on between the or�g�nal part�es
to the contract. It does not follow, nor can I adm�t, that these
obl�gat�ons extend to requ�r�ng the fulf�lment of the contract at all
costs to the happ�ness of the reluctant party; but they are a
necessary element �n the quest�on; and even �f, as Von Humboldt
ma�nta�ns, they ought to make no d�fference �n the legal freedom of
the part�es to release themselves from the engagement (and I also
hold that they ought not to make much d�fference), they necessar�ly
make a great d�fference �n the moral freedom. A person �s bound to
take all these c�rcumstances �nto account, before resolv�ng on a step
wh�ch may affect such �mportant �nterests of others; and �f he does
not allow proper we�ght to those �nterests, he �s morally respons�ble
for the wrong. I have made these obv�ous remarks for the better
�llustrat�on of the general pr�nc�ple of l�berty, and not because they
are at all needed on the part�cular quest�on, wh�ch, on the contrary, �s
usually d�scussed as �f the �nterest of ch�ldren was everyth�ng, and
that of grown persons noth�ng.

I have already observed that, ow�ng to the absence of any
recogn�sed general pr�nc�ples, l�berty �s often granted where �t should
be w�thheld, as well as w�thheld where �t should be granted; and one
of the cases �n wh�ch, �n the modern European world, the sent�ment
of l�berty �s the strongest, �s a case where, �n my v�ew, �t �s altogether
m�splaced. A person should be free to do as he l�kes �n h�s own
concerns; but he ought not to be free to do as he l�kes �n act�ng for
another, under the pretext that the affa�rs of another are h�s own
affa�rs. The State, wh�le �t respects the l�berty of each �n what
spec�ally regards h�mself, �s bound to ma�nta�n a v�g�lant control over
h�s exerc�se of any power wh�ch �t allows h�m to possess over others.
Th�s obl�gat�on �s almost ent�rely d�sregarded �n the case of the fam�ly
relat�ons, a case, �n �ts d�rect �nfluence on human happ�ness, more
�mportant than all others taken together. The almost despot�c power
of husbands over w�ves need not be enlarged upon here because
noth�ng more �s needed for the complete removal of the ev�l, than
that w�ves should have the same r�ghts, and should rece�ve the
protect�on of law �n the same manner, as all other persons; and



because, on th�s subject, the defenders of establ�shed �njust�ce do
not ava�l themselves of the plea of l�berty, but stand forth openly as
the champ�ons of power. It �s �n the case of ch�ldren, that m�sappl�ed
not�ons of l�berty are a real obstacle to the fulf�lment by the State of
�ts dut�es. One would almost th�nk that a man's ch�ldren were
supposed to be l�terally, and not metaphor�cally, a part of h�mself, so
jealous �s op�n�on of the smallest �nterference of law w�th h�s absolute
and exclus�ve control over them; more jealous than of almost any
�nterference w�th h�s own freedom of act�on: so much less do the
general�ty of mank�nd value l�berty than power. Cons�der, for
example, the case of educat�on. Is �t not almost a self-ev�dent ax�om,
that the State should requ�re and compel the educat�on, up to a
certa�n standard, of every human be�ng who �s born �ts c�t�zen? Yet
who �s there that �s not afra�d to recogn�se and assert th�s truth?
Hardly any one �ndeed w�ll deny that �t �s one of the most sacred
dut�es of the parents (or, as law and usage now stand, the father),
after summon�ng a human be�ng �nto the world, to g�ve to that be�ng
an educat�on f�tt�ng h�m to perform h�s part well �n l�fe towards others
and towards h�mself. But wh�le th�s �s unan�mously declared to be the
father's duty, scarcely anybody, �n th�s country, w�ll bear to hear of
obl�g�ng h�m to perform �t. Instead of h�s be�ng requ�red to make any
exert�on or sacr�f�ce for secur�ng educat�on to the ch�ld, �t �s left to h�s
cho�ce to accept �t or not when �t �s prov�ded grat�s! It st�ll rema�ns
unrecogn�sed, that to br�ng a ch�ld �nto ex�stence w�thout a fa�r
prospect of be�ng able, not only to prov�de food for �ts body, but
�nstruct�on and tra�n�ng for �ts m�nd, �s a moral cr�me, both aga�nst the
unfortunate offspr�ng and aga�nst soc�ety; and that �f the parent does
not fulf�l th�s obl�gat�on, the State ought to see �t fulf�lled, at the
charge, as far as poss�ble, of the parent.

Were the duty of enforc�ng un�versal educat�on once adm�tted, there
would be an end to the d�ff�cult�es about what the State should teach,
and how �t should teach, wh�ch now convert the subject �nto a mere
battle-f�eld for sects and part�es, caus�ng the t�me and labour wh�ch
should have been spent �n educat�ng, to be wasted �n quarrell�ng
about educat�on. If the government would make up �ts m�nd to
requ�re for every ch�ld a good educat�on, �t m�ght save �tself the



trouble of prov�d�ng one. It m�ght leave to parents to obta�n the
educat�on where and how they pleased, and content �tself w�th
help�ng to pay the school fees of the poorer class of ch�ldren, and
defray�ng the ent�re school expenses of those who have no one else
to pay for them. The object�ons wh�ch are urged w�th reason aga�nst
State educat�on, do not apply to the enforcement of educat�on by the
State, but to the State's tak�ng upon �tself to d�rect that educat�on;
wh�ch �s a totally d�fferent th�ng. That the whole or any large part of
the educat�on of the people should be �n State hands, I go as far as
any one �n deprecat�ng. All that has been sa�d of the �mportance of
�nd�v�dual�ty of character, and d�vers�ty �n op�n�ons and modes of
conduct, �nvolves, as of the same unspeakable �mportance, d�vers�ty
of educat�on. A general State educat�on �s a mere contr�vance for
mould�ng people to be exactly l�ke one another; and as the mould �n
wh�ch �t casts them �s that wh�ch pleases the predom�nant power �n
the government, whether th�s be a monarch, a pr�esthood, an
ar�stocracy, or the major�ty of the ex�st�ng generat�on, �n proport�on
as �t �s eff�c�ent and successful, �t establ�shes a despot�sm over the
m�nd, lead�ng by natural tendency to one over the body. An
educat�on establ�shed and controlled by the State, should only ex�st,
�f �t ex�st at all, as one among many compet�ng exper�ments, carr�ed
on for the purpose of example and st�mulus, to keep the others up to
a certa�n standard of excellence. Unless, �ndeed, when soc�ety �n
general �s �n so backward a state that �t could not or would not
prov�de for �tself any proper �nst�tut�ons of educat�on, unless the
government undertook the task; then, �ndeed, the government may,
as the less of two great ev�ls, take upon �tself the bus�ness of schools
and un�vers�t�es, as �t may that of jo�nt stock compan�es, when
pr�vate enterpr�se, �n a shape f�tted for undertak�ng great works of
�ndustry, does not ex�st �n the country. But �n general, �f the country
conta�ns a suff�c�ent number of persons qual�f�ed to prov�de
educat�on under government ausp�ces, the same persons would be
able and w�ll�ng to g�ve an equally good educat�on on the voluntary
pr�nc�ple, under the assurance of remunerat�on afforded by a law
render�ng educat�on compulsory, comb�ned w�th State a�d to those
unable to defray the expense.



The �nstrument for enforc�ng the law could be no other than publ�c
exam�nat�ons, extend�ng to all ch�ldren, and beg�nn�ng at an early
age. An age m�ght be f�xed at wh�ch every ch�ld must be exam�ned,
to ascerta�n �f he (or she) �s able to read. If a ch�ld proves unable, the
father, unless he has some suff�c�ent ground of excuse, m�ght be
subjected to a moderate f�ne, to be worked out, �f necessary, by h�s
labour, and the ch�ld m�ght be put to school at h�s expense. Once �n
every year the exam�nat�on should be renewed, w�th a gradually
extend�ng range of subjects, so as to make the un�versal acqu�s�t�on,
and what �s more, retent�on, of a certa�n m�n�mum of general
knowledge, v�rtually compulsory. Beyond that m�n�mum, there should
be voluntary exam�nat�ons on all subjects, at wh�ch all who come up
to a certa�n standard of prof�c�ency m�ght cla�m a cert�f�cate. To
prevent the State from exerc�s�ng, through these arrangements, an
�mproper �nfluence over op�n�on, the knowledge requ�red for pass�ng
an exam�nat�on (beyond the merely �nstrumental parts of knowledge,
such as languages and the�r use) should, even �n the h�gher class of
exam�nat�ons, be conf�ned to facts and pos�t�ve sc�ence exclus�vely.
The exam�nat�ons on rel�g�on, pol�t�cs, or other d�sputed top�cs,
should not turn on the truth or falsehood of op�n�ons, but on the
matter of fact that such and such an op�n�on �s held, on such
grounds, by such authors, or schools, or churches. Under th�s
system, the r�s�ng generat�on would be no worse off �n regard to all
d�sputed truths, than they are at present; they would be brought up
e�ther churchmen or d�ssenters as they now are, the state merely
tak�ng care that they should be �nstructed churchmen, or �nstructed
d�ssenters. There would be noth�ng to h�nder them from be�ng taught
rel�g�on, �f the�r parents chose, at the same schools where they were
taught other th�ngs. All attempts by the state to b�as the conclus�ons
of �ts c�t�zens on d�sputed subjects, are ev�l; but �t may very properly
offer to ascerta�n and cert�fy that a person possesses the knowledge,
requ�s�te to make h�s conclus�ons, on any g�ven subject, worth
attend�ng to. A student of ph�losophy would be the better for be�ng
able to stand an exam�nat�on both �n Locke and �n Kant, wh�chever of
the two he takes up w�th, or even �f w�th ne�ther: and there �s no
reasonable object�on to exam�n�ng an athe�st �n the ev�dences of
Chr�st�an�ty, prov�ded he �s not requ�red to profess a bel�ef �n them.



The exam�nat�ons, however, �n the h�gher branches of knowledge
should, I conce�ve, be ent�rely voluntary. It would be g�v�ng too
dangerous a power to governments, were they allowed to exclude
any one from profess�ons, even from the profess�on of teacher, for
alleged def�c�ency of qual�f�cat�ons: and I th�nk, w�th W�lhelm von
Humboldt, that degrees, or other publ�c cert�f�cates of sc�ent�f�c or
profess�onal acqu�rements, should be g�ven to all who present
themselves for exam�nat�on, and stand the test; but that such
cert�f�cates should confer no advantage over compet�tors, other than
the we�ght wh�ch may be attached to the�r test�mony by publ�c
op�n�on.

It �s not �n the matter of educat�on only, that m�splaced not�ons of
l�berty prevent moral obl�gat�ons on the part of parents from be�ng
recogn�sed, and legal obl�gat�ons from be�ng �mposed, where there
are the strongest grounds for the former always, and �n many cases
for the latter also. The fact �tself, of caus�ng the ex�stence of a human
be�ng, �s one of the most respons�ble act�ons �n the range of human
l�fe. To undertake th�s respons�b�l�ty—to bestow a l�fe wh�ch may be
e�ther a curse or a bless�ng—unless the be�ng on whom �t �s to be
bestowed w�ll have at least the ord�nary chances of a des�rable
ex�stence, �s a cr�me aga�nst that be�ng. And �n a country e�ther over-
peopled, or threatened w�th be�ng so, to produce ch�ldren, beyond a
very small number, w�th the effect of reduc�ng the reward of labour
by the�r compet�t�on, �s a ser�ous offence aga�nst all who l�ve by the
remunerat�on of the�r labour. The laws wh�ch, �n many countr�es on
the Cont�nent, forb�d marr�age unless the part�es can show that they
have the means of support�ng a fam�ly, do not exceed the leg�t�mate
powers of the state: and whether such laws be exped�ent or not (a
quest�on ma�nly dependent on local c�rcumstances and feel�ngs),
they are not object�onable as v�olat�ons of l�berty. Such laws are
�nterferences of the state to proh�b�t a m�sch�evous act—an act
�njur�ous to others, wh�ch ought to be a subject of reprobat�on, and
soc�al st�gma, even when �t �s not deemed exped�ent to superadd
legal pun�shment. Yet the current �deas of l�berty, wh�ch bend so
eas�ly to real �nfr�ngements of the freedom of the �nd�v�dual, �n th�ngs
wh�ch concern only h�mself, would repel the attempt to put any



restra�nt upon h�s �ncl�nat�ons when the consequence of the�r
�ndulgence �s a l�fe, or l�ves, of wretchedness and deprav�ty to the
offspr�ng, w�th man�fold ev�ls to those suff�c�ently w�th�n reach to be �n
any way affected by the�r act�ons. When we compare the strange
respect of mank�nd for l�berty, w�th the�r strange want of respect for �t,
we m�ght �mag�ne that a man had an �nd�spensable r�ght to do harm
to others, and no r�ght at all to please h�mself w�thout g�v�ng pa�n to
any one.

I have reserved for the last place a large class of quest�ons
respect�ng the l�m�ts of government �nterference, wh�ch, though
closely connected w�th the subject of th�s Essay, do not, �n str�ctness,
belong to �t. These are cases �n wh�ch the reasons aga�nst
�nterference do not turn upon the pr�nc�ple of l�berty: the quest�on �s
not about restra�n�ng the act�ons of �nd�v�duals, but about help�ng
them: �t �s asked whether the government should do, or cause to be
done, someth�ng for the�r benef�t, �nstead of leav�ng �t to be done by
themselves, �nd�v�dually, or �n voluntary comb�nat�on.

The object�ons to government �nterference, when �t �s not such as to
�nvolve �nfr�ngement of l�berty, may be of three k�nds.

The f�rst �s, when the th�ng to be done �s l�kely to be better done by
�nd�v�duals than by the government. Speak�ng generally, there �s no
one so f�t to conduct any bus�ness, or to determ�ne how or by whom
�t shall be conducted, as those who are personally �nterested �n �t.
Th�s pr�nc�ple condemns the �nterferences, once so common, of the
leg�slature, or the off�cers of government, w�th the ord�nary
processes of �ndustry. But th�s part of the subject has been
suff�c�ently enlarged upon by pol�t�cal econom�sts, and �s not
part�cularly related to the pr�nc�ples of th�s Essay.

The second object�on �s more nearly all�ed to our subject. In many
cases, though �nd�v�duals may not do the part�cular th�ng so well, on
the average, as the off�cers of government, �t �s nevertheless
des�rable that �t should be done by them, rather than by the
government, as a means to the�r own mental educat�on—a mode of
strengthen�ng the�r act�ve facult�es, exerc�s�ng the�r judgment, and



g�v�ng them a fam�l�ar knowledge of the subjects w�th wh�ch they are
thus left to deal. Th�s �s a pr�nc�pal, though not the sole,
recommendat�on of jury tr�al (�n cases not pol�t�cal); of free and
popular local and mun�c�pal �nst�tut�ons; of the conduct of �ndustr�al
and ph�lanthrop�c enterpr�ses by voluntary assoc�at�ons. These are
not quest�ons of l�berty, and are connected w�th that subject only by
remote tendenc�es; but they are quest�ons of development. It
belongs to a d�fferent occas�on from the present to dwell on these
th�ngs as parts of nat�onal educat�on; as be�ng, �n truth, the pecul�ar
tra�n�ng of a c�t�zen, the pract�cal part of the pol�t�cal educat�on of a
free people, tak�ng them out of the narrow c�rcle of personal and
fam�ly self�shness, and accustom�ng them to the comprehens�on of
jo�nt �nterests, the management of jo�nt concerns—hab�tuat�ng them
to act from publ�c or sem�-publ�c mot�ves, and gu�de the�r conduct by
a�ms wh�ch un�te �nstead of �solat�ng them from one another. W�thout
these hab�ts and powers, a free const�tut�on can ne�ther be worked
nor preserved, as �s exempl�f�ed by the too-often trans�tory nature of
pol�t�cal freedom �n countr�es where �t does not rest upon a suff�c�ent
bas�s of local l�bert�es. The management of purely local bus�ness by
the local�t�es, and of the great enterpr�ses of �ndustry by the un�on of
those who voluntar�ly supply the pecun�ary means, �s further
recommended by all the advantages wh�ch have been set forth �n
th�s Essay as belong�ng to �nd�v�dual�ty of development, and d�vers�ty
of modes of act�on. Government operat�ons tend to be everywhere
al�ke. W�th �nd�v�duals and voluntary assoc�at�ons, on the contrary,
there are var�ed exper�ments, and endless d�vers�ty of exper�ence.
What the State can usefully do, �s to make �tself a central depos�tory,
and act�ve c�rculator and d�ffuser, of the exper�ence result�ng from
many tr�als. Its bus�ness �s to enable each exper�mental�st to benef�t
by the exper�ments of others, �nstead of tolerat�ng no exper�ments
but �ts own.

The th�rd, and most cogent reason for restr�ct�ng the �nterference of
government, �s the great ev�l of add�ng unnecessar�ly to �ts power.
Every funct�on superadded to those already exerc�sed by the
government, causes �ts �nfluence over hopes and fears to be more
w�dely d�ffused, and converts, more and more, the act�ve and



amb�t�ous part of the publ�c �nto hangers-on of the government, or of
some party wh�ch a�ms at becom�ng the government. If the roads,
the ra�lways, the banks, the �nsurance off�ces, the great jo�nt-stock
compan�es, the un�vers�t�es, and the publ�c char�t�es, were all of them
branches of the government; �f, �n add�t�on, the mun�c�pal
corporat�ons and local boards, w�th all that now devolves on them,
became departments of the central adm�n�strat�on; �f the employés of
all these d�fferent enterpr�ses were appo�nted and pa�d by the
government, and looked to the government for every r�se �n l�fe; not
all the freedom of the press and popular const�tut�on of the
leg�slature would make th�s or any other country free otherw�se than
�n name. And the ev�l would be greater, the more eff�c�ently and
sc�ent�f�cally the adm�n�strat�ve mach�nery was constructed—the
more sk�lful the arrangements for obta�n�ng the best qual�f�ed hands
and heads w�th wh�ch to work �t. In England �t has of late been
proposed that all the members of the c�v�l serv�ce of government
should be selected by compet�t�ve exam�nat�on, to obta�n for those
employments the most �ntell�gent and �nstructed persons procurable;
and much has been sa�d and wr�tten for and aga�nst th�s proposal.
One of the arguments most �ns�sted on by �ts opponents, �s that the
occupat�on of a permanent off�c�al servant of the State does not hold
out suff�c�ent prospects of emolument and �mportance to attract the
h�ghest talents, wh�ch w�ll always be able to f�nd a more �nv�t�ng
career �n the profess�ons, or �n the serv�ce of compan�es and other
publ�c bod�es. One would not have been surpr�sed �f th�s argument
had been used by the fr�ends of the propos�t�on, as an answer to �ts
pr�nc�pal d�ff�culty. Com�ng from the opponents �t �s strange enough.
What �s urged as an object�on �s the safety-valve of the proposed
system. If �ndeed all the h�gh talent of the country could be drawn
�nto the serv�ce of the government, a proposal tend�ng to br�ng about
that result m�ght well �nsp�re uneas�ness. If every part of the bus�ness
of soc�ety wh�ch requ�red organ�sed concert, or large and
comprehens�ve v�ews, were �n the hands of the government, and �f
government off�ces were un�versally f�lled by the ablest men, all the
enlarged culture and pract�sed �ntell�gence �n the country, except the
purely speculat�ve, would be concentrated �n a numerous
bureaucracy, to whom alone the rest of the commun�ty would look for



all th�ngs: the mult�tude for d�rect�on and d�ctat�on �n all they had to
do; the able and asp�r�ng for personal advancement. To be adm�tted
�nto the ranks of th�s bureaucracy, and when adm�tted, to r�se
there�n, would be the sole objects of amb�t�on. Under th�s rég�me, not
only �s the outs�de publ�c �ll-qual�f�ed, for want of pract�cal
exper�ence, to cr�t�c�se or check the mode of operat�on of the
bureaucracy, but even �f the acc�dents of despot�c or the natural
work�ng of popular �nst�tut�ons occas�onally ra�se to the summ�t a
ruler or rulers of reform�ng �ncl�nat�ons, no reform can be effected
wh�ch �s contrary to the �nterest of the bureaucracy. Such �s the
melancholy cond�t�on of the Russ�an emp�re, as �s shown �n the
accounts of those who have had suff�c�ent opportun�ty of
observat�on. The Czar h�mself �s powerless aga�nst the bureaucrat�c
body; he can send any one of them to S�ber�a, but he cannot govern
w�thout them, or aga�nst the�r w�ll. On every decree of h�s they have
a tac�t veto, by merely refra�n�ng from carry�ng �t �nto effect. In
countr�es of more advanced c�v�l�sat�on and of a more �nsurrect�onary
sp�r�t, the publ�c, accustomed to expect everyth�ng to be done for
them by the State, or at least to do noth�ng for themselves w�thout
ask�ng from the State not only leave to do �t, but even how �t �s to be
done, naturally hold the State respons�ble for all ev�l wh�ch befalls
them, and when the ev�l exceeds the�r amount of pat�ence, they r�se
aga�nst the government and make what �s called a revolut�on;
whereupon somebody else, w�th or w�thout leg�t�mate author�ty from
the nat�on, vaults �nto the seat, �ssues h�s orders to the bureaucracy,
and everyth�ng goes on much as �t d�d before; the bureaucracy be�ng
unchanged, and nobody else be�ng capable of tak�ng the�r place.

A very d�fferent spectacle �s exh�b�ted among a people accustomed
to transact the�r own bus�ness. In France, a large part of the people
hav�ng been engaged �n m�l�tary serv�ce, many of whom have held at
least the rank of non-comm�ss�oned off�cers, there are �n every
popular �nsurrect�on several persons competent to take the lead, and
�mprov�se some tolerable plan of act�on. What the French are �n
m�l�tary affa�rs, the Amer�cans are �n every k�nd of c�v�l bus�ness; let
them be left w�thout a government, every body of Amer�cans �s able
to �mprov�se one, and to carry on that or any other publ�c bus�ness



w�th a suff�c�ent amount of �ntell�gence, order, and dec�s�on. Th�s �s
what every free people ought to be: and a people capable of th�s �s
certa�n to be free; �t w�ll never let �tself be enslaved by any man or
body of men because these are able to se�ze and pull the re�ns of
the central adm�n�strat�on. No bureaucracy can hope to make such a
people as th�s do or undergo anyth�ng that they do not l�ke. But
where everyth�ng �s done through the bureaucracy, noth�ng to wh�ch
the bureaucracy �s really adverse can be done at all. The const�tut�on
of such countr�es �s an organ�sat�on of the exper�ence and pract�cal
ab�l�ty of the nat�on, �nto a d�sc�pl�ned body for the purpose of
govern�ng the rest; and the more perfect that organ�sat�on �s �n �tself,
the more successful �n draw�ng to �tself and educat�ng for �tself the
persons of greatest capac�ty from all ranks of the commun�ty, the
more complete �s the bondage of all, the members of the
bureaucracy �ncluded. For the governors are as much the slaves of
the�r organ�sat�on and d�sc�pl�ne, as the governed are of the
governors. A Ch�nese mandar�n �s as much the tool and creature of a
despot�sm as the humblest cult�vator. An �nd�v�dual Jesu�t �s to the
utmost degree of abasement the slave of h�s order, though the order
�tself ex�sts for the collect�ve power and �mportance of �ts members.

It �s not, also, to be forgotten, that the absorpt�on of all the pr�nc�pal
ab�l�ty of the country �nto the govern�ng body �s fatal, sooner or later,
to the mental act�v�ty and progress�veness of the body �tself. Banded
together as they are—work�ng a system wh�ch, l�ke all systems,
necessar�ly proceeds �n a great measure by f�xed rules—the off�c�al
body are under the constant temptat�on of s�nk�ng �nto �ndolent
rout�ne, or, �f they now and then desert that m�ll-horse round, of
rush�ng �nto some half-exam�ned crud�ty wh�ch has struck the fancy
of some lead�ng member of the corps: and the sole check to these
closely all�ed, though seem�ngly oppos�te, tendenc�es, the only
st�mulus wh�ch can keep the ab�l�ty of the body �tself up to a h�gh
standard, �s l�ab�l�ty to the watchful cr�t�c�sm of equal ab�l�ty outs�de
the body. It �s �nd�spensable, therefore, that the means should ex�st,
�ndependently of the government, of form�ng such ab�l�ty, and
furn�sh�ng �t w�th the opportun�t�es and exper�ence necessary for a
correct judgment of great pract�cal affa�rs. If we would possess



permanently a sk�lful and eff�c�ent body of funct�onar�es—above all, a
body able to or�g�nate and w�ll�ng to adopt �mprovements; �f we would
not have our bureaucracy degenerate �nto a pedantocracy, th�s body
must not engross all the occupat�ons wh�ch form and cult�vate the
facult�es requ�red for the government of mank�nd.

To determ�ne the po�nt at wh�ch ev�ls, so form�dable to human
freedom and advancement, beg�n, or rather at wh�ch they beg�n to
predom�nate over the benef�ts attend�ng the collect�ve appl�cat�on of
the force of soc�ety, under �ts recogn�sed ch�efs, for the removal of
the obstacles wh�ch stand �n the way of �ts well-be�ng; to secure as
much of the advantages of central�sed power and �ntell�gence, as
can be had w�thout turn�ng �nto governmental channels too great a
proport�on of the general act�v�ty, �s one of the most d�ff�cult and
compl�cated quest�ons �n the art of government. It �s, �n a great
measure, a quest�on of deta�l, �n wh�ch many and var�ous
cons�derat�ons must be kept �n v�ew, and no absolute rule can be la�d
down. But I bel�eve that the pract�cal pr�nc�ple �n wh�ch safety
res�des, the �deal to be kept �n v�ew, the standard by wh�ch to test all
arrangements �ntended for overcom�ng the d�ff�culty, may be
conveyed �n these words: the greatest d�ssem�nat�on of power
cons�stent w�th eff�c�ency; but the greatest poss�ble central�sat�on of
�nformat�on, and d�ffus�on of �t from the centre. Thus, �n mun�c�pal
adm�n�strat�on, there would be, as �n the New England States, a very
m�nute d�v�s�on among separate off�cers, chosen by the local�t�es, of
all bus�ness wh�ch �s not better left to the persons d�rectly �nterested;
but bes�des th�s, there would be, �n each department of local affa�rs,
a central super�ntendence, form�ng a branch of the general
government. The organ of th�s super�ntendence would concentrate,
as �n a focus, the var�ety of �nformat�on and exper�ence der�ved from
the conduct of that branch of publ�c bus�ness �n all the local�t�es, from
everyth�ng analogous wh�ch �s done �n fore�gn countr�es, and from
the general pr�nc�ples of pol�t�cal sc�ence. Th�s central organ should
have a r�ght to know all that �s done, and �ts spec�al duty should be
that of mak�ng the knowledge acqu�red �n one place ava�lable for
others. Emanc�pated from the petty prejud�ces and narrow v�ews of a
local�ty by �ts elevated pos�t�on and comprehens�ve sphere of



observat�on, �ts adv�ce would naturally carry much author�ty; but �ts
actual power, as a permanent �nst�tut�on, should, I conce�ve, be
l�m�ted to compell�ng the local off�cers to obey the laws la�d down for
the�r gu�dance. In all th�ngs not prov�ded for by general rules, those
off�cers should be left to the�r own judgment, under respons�b�l�ty to
the�r const�tuents. For the v�olat�on of rules, they should be
respons�ble to law, and the rules themselves should be la�d down by
the leg�slature; the central adm�n�strat�ve author�ty only watch�ng
over the�r execut�on, and �f they were not properly carr�ed �nto effect,
appeal�ng, accord�ng to the nature of the case, to the tr�bunal to
enforce the law, or to the const�tuenc�es to d�sm�ss the funct�onar�es
who had not executed �t accord�ng to �ts sp�r�t. Such, �n �ts general
concept�on, �s the central super�ntendence wh�ch the Poor Law
Board �s �ntended to exerc�se over the adm�n�strators of the Poor
Rate throughout the country. Whatever powers the Board exerc�ses
beyond th�s l�m�t, were r�ght and necessary �n that pecul�ar case, for
the cure of rooted hab�ts of maladm�n�strat�on �n matters deeply
affect�ng not the local�t�es merely, but the whole commun�ty; s�nce no
local�ty has a moral r�ght to make �tself by m�smanagement a nest of
pauper�sm, necessar�ly overflow�ng �nto other local�t�es, and
�mpa�r�ng the moral and phys�cal cond�t�on of the whole labour�ng
commun�ty. The powers of adm�n�strat�ve coerc�on and subord�nate
leg�slat�on possessed by the Poor Law Board (but wh�ch, ow�ng to
the state of op�n�on on the subject, are very scant�ly exerc�sed by
them), though perfectly just�f�able �n a case of f�rst-rate nat�onal
�nterest, would be wholly out of place �n the super�ntendence of
�nterests purely local. But a central organ of �nformat�on and
�nstruct�on for all the local�t�es, would be equally valuable �n all
departments of adm�n�strat�on. A government cannot have too much
of the k�nd of act�v�ty wh�ch does not �mpede, but a�ds and
st�mulates, �nd�v�dual exert�on and development. The m�sch�ef beg�ns
when, �nstead of call�ng forth the act�v�ty and powers of �nd�v�duals
and bod�es, �t subst�tutes �ts own act�v�ty for the�rs; when, �nstead of
�nform�ng, adv�s�ng, and, upon occas�on, denounc�ng, �t makes them
work �n fetters, or b�ds them stand as�de and does the�r work �nstead
of them. The worth of a State, �n the long run, �s the worth of the
�nd�v�duals compos�ng �t; and a State wh�ch postpones the �nterests



of the�r mental expans�on and elevat�on, to a l�ttle more of
adm�n�strat�ve sk�ll, or of that semblance of �t wh�ch pract�ce g�ves, �n
the deta�ls of bus�ness; a State wh�ch dwarfs �ts men, �n order that
they may be more doc�le �nstruments �n �ts hands even for benef�c�al
purposes, w�ll f�nd that w�th small men no great th�ng can really be
accompl�shed; and that the perfect�on of mach�nery to wh�ch �t has
sacr�f�ced everyth�ng, w�ll �n the end ava�l �t noth�ng, for want of the
v�tal power wh�ch, �n order that the mach�ne m�ght work more
smoothly, �t has preferred to ban�sh.
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