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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTORY
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. . . The object of this Essay is to assert one very simple principle, as entitled to
govern absolutely the dealings of society with the individual in the way of compulsion
and control, whether the means used be physical force in the form of legal penalties,
or the moral coercion of public opinion. That principle is, that the sole end for which
mankind are warranted, individually or collectively in interfering with the liberty of
action of any of their number, is self-protection. That the only purpose for which
power can be rightfully exercised over any member of a civilized community, against
his will, is to prevent harm to others. His own good, either physical or moral, is not a
sufficient warrant. He cannot rightfully be compelled to do or forbear because it will
be better for him to do so, because it will make him happier, because, in the
opinions of others, to do so would be wise, or even right. These are good reasons for
remonstrating with him, or reasoning with him, or persuading him, or entreating
him, but not for compelling him, or visiting him with any evil, in case he do
otherwise. To justify that, the conduct from which it is desired to deter him must be
calculated to produce evil to some one else. The only part of the conduct of any one,
for which he is amenable to society, is that which concerns others. In the part which
merely concerns himself, his independence is, of right, absolute. Over himself, over
his own body and mind, the individual is sovereign.

It is, perhaps, hardly necessary to say that this doctrine is meant to apply only to
human beings in the maturity of their faculties. We are not speaking of children, or
of young persons below the age which the law may fix as that of manhood or
womanhood. Those who are still in a state to require being taken care of by others,
must be protected against their own actions as well as against external injury. For
the same reason, we may leave out of consideration those backward states of society
in which the race itself may be considered as in its nonage. The early difficulties in
the way of spontaneous progress are so great, that there is seldom any choice of
means for overcoming them; and a ruler full of the spirit of improvement is

John Stuart Mill, On Liberty (London: 1859)


http://www.utilitarianism.com/ol/one.html

warranted in the use of any expedients that will attain an end, perhaps otherwise
unattainable. Despotism is a legitimate mode of government in dealing with
barbarians, provided the end be their improvement, and the means justified by
actually effecting that end. Liberty, as a principle, has no application to any state of
things anterior to the time when mankind have become capable of being improved by
free and equal discussion. Until then, there is nothing for them but implicit
obedience to an Akbar or a Charlemagne, if they are so fortunate as to find one. But
as soon as mankind have attained the capacity of being guided to their own
improvement by conviction or persuasion (a period long since reached in all nations
with whom we need here concern ourselves), compulsion, either in the direct form or
in that of pains and penalties for non-compliance, is no longer admissible as a
means to their own good, and justifiable only for the security of others.

It is proper to state that I forego any advantage which could be derived to my
argument from the idea of abstract right as a thing independent of utility. I regard
utility as the ultimate appeal on all ethical questions; but it must be utility in the
largest sense, grounded on the permanent interests of man as a progressive being.
Those interests, I contend, authorize the subjection of individual spontaneity to
external control, only in respect to those actions of each, which concern the interest
of other people. If any one does an act hurtful to others, there is a prima facie case
for punishing him, by law, or, where legal penalties are not safely applicable, by
general disapprobation. There are also many positive acts for the benefit of others,
which he may rightfully be compelled to perform; such as, to give evidence in a court
of justice; to bear his fair share in the common defense, or in any other joint work
necessary to the interest of the society of which he enjoys the protection; and to
perform certain acts of individual beneficence, such as saving a fellow-creature's life,
or interposing to protect the defenseless against ill-usage, things which whenever it
is obviously a man's duty to do, he may rightfully be made responsible to society for
not doing. A person may cause evil to others not only by his actions but by his
inaction, and in neither case he is justly accountable to them for the injury. The
latter case, it is true, requires a much more cautious exercise of compulsion than the
former. To make any one answerable for doing evil to others, is the rule; to make him
answerable for not preventing evil, is, comparatively speaking, the exception. Yet
there are many cases clear enough and grave enough to justify that exception. In all
things which regard the external relations of the individual, he is de jure amenable
to those whose interests are concerned, and if need be, to society as their protector.
There are often good reasons for not holding him to the responsibility; but these
reasons must arise from the special expediencies of the case: either because it is a
kind of case in which he is on the whole likely to act better, when left to his own
discretion, than when controlled in any way in which society have it in their power to
control him; or because the attempt to exercise control would produce other evils,
greater than those which it would prevent. When such reasons as these preclude the
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enforcement of responsibility, the conscience of the agent himself should step into
the vacant judgment-seat, and protect those interests of others which have no
external protection; judging himself all the more rigidly, because the case does not
admit of his being made accountable to the judgment of his fellow creatures.

But there is a sphere of action in which society, as distinguished from the individual,
has, if any, only an indirect interest; comprehending all that portion of a person's life
and conduct which affects only himself, or, if it also affects others, only with their
free, voluntary, and undeceived consent and participation. When I say only himself, I
mean directly, and in the first instance: for whatever affects himself, may affect
others through himself; and the objection which may be grounded on this
contingency, will receive consideration in the sequel. This, then, is the appropriate
region of human liberty. It comprises, first, the inward domain of consciousness;
demanding liberty of conscience, in the most comprehensive sense; liberty of thought
and feeling; absolute freedom of opinion and sentiment on all subjects, practical or
speculative, scientific, moral, or theological. The liberty of expressing and publishing
opinions may seem to fall under a different principle, since it belongs to that part of
the conduct of an individual which concerns other people; but, being almost of as
much importance as the liberty of thought itself, and resting in great part on the
same reasons, is practically inseparable from it. Secondly, the principle requires
liberty of tastes and pursuits; of framing the plan of our life to suit our own
character; of doing as we like, subject to such consequences as may follow; without
impediment from our fellow-creatures, so long as what we do does not harm them
even though they should think our conduct foolish, perverse, or wrong. Thirdly, from
this liberty of each individual, follows the liberty, within the same limits, of
combination among individuals; freedom to unite, for any purpose not involving
harm to others: the persons combining being supposed to be of full age, and not
forced or deceived.

No society in which these liberties are not, on the whole, respected, is free, whatever
may be its form of government; and none is completely free in which they do not
exist absolute and unqualified. The only freedom which deserves the name, is that of
pursuing our own good in our own way, so long as we do not attempt to deprive
others of theirs, or impede their efforts to obtain it. Each is the proper guardian of
his own health, whether bodily, or mental or spiritual. Mankind are greater gainers
by suffering each other to live as seems good to themselves, than by compelling each
to live as seems good to the rest. . . .
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CHAPTER II: OF THE LIBERTY OF THOUGHT AND DISCUSSION
[For the complete text, click here]

THE time, it is to be hoped, is gone by when any defence would be necessary of the
"liberty of the press" as one of the securities against corrupt or tyrannical
government. No argument, we may suppose, can now be needed, against permitting
a legislature or an executive, not identified in interest with the people, to prescribe
opinions to them, and determine what doctrines or what arguments they shall be
allowed to hear. This aspect of the question, besides, has been so often and so
triumphantly enforced by preceding writers, that it needs not be specially insisted on
in this place. Though the law of England, on the subject of the press, is as servile to
this day as it was in the time of the Tudors, there is little danger of its being actually
put in force against political discussion, except during some temporary panic, when
fear of insurrection drives ministers and judges from their propriety; [1] and,
speaking generally, it is not, in constitutional countries, to be apprehended that the
government, whether completely responsible to the people or not, will often attempt
to control the expression of opinion, except when in doing so it makes itself the
organ of the general intolerance of the public. Let us suppose, therefore, that the
government is entirely at one with the people, and never thinks of exerting any power
of coercion unless in agreement with what it conceives to be their voice. But I deny
the right of the people to exercise such coercion, either by themselves or by their
government. The power itself is illegitimate. The best government has no more title to
it than the worst. It is as noxious, or more noxious, when exerted in accordance with
public opinion, than when in opposition to it. If all mankind minus one, were of one
opinion, and only one person were of the contrary opinion, mankind would be no
more justified in silencing that one person, than he, if he had the power, would be
justified in silencing mankind. Were an opinion a personal possession of no value
except to the owner; if to be obstructed in the enjoyment of it were simply a private
injury, it would make some difference whether the injury was inflicted only on a few
persons or on many. But the peculiar evil of silencing the expression of an opinion
is, that it is robbing the human race; posterity as well as the existing generation;
those who dissent from the opinion, still more than those who hold it. If the opinion
is right, they are deprived of the opportunity of exchanging error for truth: if wrong,
they lose, what is almost as great a benefit, the clearer perception and livelier
impression of truth, produced by its collision with error. . . .

We have now recognized the necessity to the mental wellbeing of mankind (on which
all their other well-being depends) of freedom of opinion, and freedom of the
expression of opinion, on four distinct grounds; which we will now briefly
recapitulate.
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First, if any opinion is compelled to silence, that opinion may, for aught we can
certainly know, be true. To deny this is to assume our own infallibility.

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

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

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

FOOTNOTES

[1] These words had scarcely been written, when, as if to give them an emphatic
contradiction, occurred the Government Press Prosecutions of 1858. That ill-judged
interference with the liberty of public discussion has not, however, induced me to
alter a single word in the text, nor has it at all weakened my conviction that,
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moments of panic excepted, the era of pains and penalties far political discussion
has, in our own country, passed away. For, in the first place, the prosecutions were
not persisted in; and in the second, they were never, properly speaking, political
prosecutions. The offence charged was not that of criticizing institutions, or the acts
or persons of rulers, but of circulating what was deemed an immoral doctrine, the
lawfulness of Tyrannicide.

If the arguments of the present chapter are of any validity, there ought to exist the
fullest liberty of professing and discussing, as a matter of ethical conviction, any
doctrine, however immoral it may be considered. It would, therefore, be irrelevant
and out of place to examine here, whether the doctrine of Tyrannicide deserves that
title. I shall content myself with saying, that the subject has been at all times one of
the open questions of morals, that the act of a private citizen in striking down a
criminal, who, by raising himself above the law, has placed himself beyond the reach
of legal punishment or control, has been accounted by whole nations, and by some
of the best and wisest of men, not a crime, but an act of exalted virtue and that,
right or wrong, it is not of the nature of assassination but of civil war. As such, I hold
that the instigation to it, in a specific case, may be a proper subject of punishment,
but only if an overt act has followed, and at least a probable connection can be
established between the act and the instigation. Even then it is not a foreign
government, but the very government assailed, which alone, in the exercise of self-
defence, can legitimately punish attacks directed against its own existence.
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