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On Liberty

John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) was born to a
family of noted philosophers, his father being James
Mill and Grandfather Jeremy Bentham. A child
prodigy, he is best known as an advocate of
utilitarianism. Mill made important contributions to
economic theory (developing Adam Smith’s factors of
production) and was an active British parliamentarian
(advocating women’s rights, proportional
representation, and better relationships with the Irish).
But his most enduring mark comes from On Liberty, in
which he explores the limits and legitimate powers that
the state may exercise over the individual.

The will of the people, moreover, practically means the will of the most numerous or the

most active part of the people; the majority, or those who succeed in making themselves
accepted as the majority; the people, consequently, may desire to oppress a part of their
number; and precautions are as much needed against this as against any other abuse of
power. The limitation, therefore, of the power of government over individuals loses none
of its importance when the holders of power are regularly accountable to the community,
that is, to the strongest party therein. This view of things, recommending itself equally to
the intelligence of thinkers and to the inclination of those important classes in European
society to whose real or supposed interests democracy is adverse, has had no difficulty in
establishing itself; and in political speculations "the tyranny of the majority" is now
generally included among the evils against which society requires to be on its guard. Like
other tyrannies, the tyranny of the majority was at first, and is still vulgarly, held in dread,
chiefly as operating through the acts of the public authorities. But reflecting persons
perceived that when society is itself the tyrant—society collectively, over the separate
individuals who compose it—its means of tyrannizing are not restricted to the acts which
it may do by the hands of its political functionaries. Society can and does execute its own
mandates: and if it issues wrong mandates instead of right, or any mandates at all in

things with which it ought not to meddle, it practices a social tyranny more formidable
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than many kinds of political oppression, since, though not usually upheld by such
extreme penalties, it leaves fewer means of escape, penetrating much more deeply into
the details of life, and enslaving the soul itself. Protection, therefore, against the tyranny
of the magistrate is not enough: there needs protection also against the tyranny of the
prevailing opinion and feeling; against the tendency of society to impose, by other means
than civil penalties, its own ideas and practices as rules of conduct on those who dissent
from them; to fetter the development, and, if possible, prevent the formation, of any
individuality not in harmony with its ways, and compel all characters to fashion
themselves upon the model of its own....

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
proper to state that | forego any advantage which could be derived to my argument from
the idea of abstract right, as a thing independent of utility. | regard utility as the ultimate

appeal on all ethical questions....

* * * * *
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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 | 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. It is necessary to consider separately these two hypotheses,
each of which has a distinct branch of the argument corresponding to it. We can never be
sure that the opinion we are endeavoring to stifle is a false opinion; and if we were sure,

stifling it would be an evil still.

* * k% * %

... There is the greatest difference between presuming an opinion to be true, because, with
every opportunity for contesting it, it has not been refuted, and assuming its truth for the
purpose of not permitting its refutation. Complete liberty of contradicting and disproving
our opinion, is the very condition which justifies us in assuming its truth for purposes of
action; and on no other terms can a being with human faculties have any rational
assurance of being right.... Why is it, then, that there is on the whole a preponderance
among mankind of rational opinions and rational conduct? If there really is this
preponderance—which there must be unless human affairs are, and have always been, in
an almost desperate state—it is owing to a quality of the human mind, the source of

everything respectable in man either as an intellectual or as a moral being, namely, that
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his errors are corrigible. He is capable of rectifying his mistakes, by discussion and
experience. Not by experience alone. There must be discussion, to show how experience
is to be interpreted. Wrong opinions and practices gradually yield to fact and argument:
but facts and arguments, to produce any effect on the mind, must be brought before it.

* k% * % *

Let us now pass to the second division of the argument...However unwillingly a person
who has a strong opinion may admit the possibility that his opinion may be false, he
ought to be moved by the consideration that however true it may be, if it is not fully,
frequently, and fearlessly discussed, it will be held as a dead dogma, not a living truth.
He who knows only his own side of the case, knows little of that. His reasons may be
good, and no one may have been able to refute them. But if he is equally unable to refute
the reasons on the opposite side; if he does not so much as know what they are, he has no
ground for preferring either opinion. The rational position for him would be suspension
of judgment, and unless he contents himself with that, he is either led by authority, or
adopts, like the generality of the world, the side to which he feels most inclination. Nor is
it enough that he should hear the arguments of adversaries from his own teachers,
presented as they state them, and accompanied by what they offer as refutations. That is
not the way to do justice to the arguments, or bring them into real contact with his own
mind. He must be able to hear them from persons who actually believe them; who defend
them in earnest, and do their very utmost for them. He must know them in their most
plausible and persuasive form; he must feel the whole force of the difficulty which the
true view of the subject has to encounter and dispose of; else he will never really possess
himself of the portion of truth which meets and removes that difficulty. Ninety-nine in a
hundred of what are called educated men are in this condition; even of those who can
argue fluently for their opinions. Their conclusion may be true, but it might be false for
anything they know: they have never thrown themselves into the mental position of those
who think differently from them, and considered what such persons may have to say; and
consequently they do not, in any proper sense of the word, know the doctrine which they

themselves profess.

* * KX X *
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No one pretends that actions should be as free as opinions. On the contrary, even
opinions lose their immunity, when the circumstances in which they are expressed are
such as to constitute their expression a positive instigation to some mischievous act. An
opinion that corn-dealers are starvers of the poor, or that private property is robbery,
ought to be unmolested when simply circulated through the press, but may justly incur
punishment when delivered orally to an excited mob assembled before the house of a
corn-dealer, or when handed about among the same mob in the form of a placard. Acts of
whatever kind, which, without justifiable cause, do harm to others, may be, and in the
more important cases absolutely require to be, controlled by the unfavorable sentiments,
and, when needful, by the active interference of mankind. The liberty of the individual
must be thus far limited; he must not make himself a nuisance to other people. But if he
refrains from molesting others in what concerns them, and merely acts according to his
own inclination and judgment in things which concern himself, the same reasons which
show that opinion should be free, prove also that he should be allowed, without

molestation, to carry his opinions into practice at his own cost.



