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John Stuart Mill

1806-1873

By the early 19" century three great political and social traditions had crystallized in western
Europe, and these still determine the nature of our political debate today. One tradition was the “organic-
conservative” political tradition. It had its roots in the Middle Ages, and was represented by the
defenders of the traditional political orders such as of kings, landowners,.the Church, and the possessors
of inherited wealth. Organic conservativés saw society as hierarchical, and considered the main purpose
of government as that of maintaining order and providing protection. The second tradition was the
democratic/socialist political tradition. Tt saw the main purpose of government as ensuring political
equality (and sometimes economic equality) among people. It had its roots in the French Revolution.
Note that this second tradition was very diverse; not all democrats were socialists, and not all socialists

were democrats.

The third great political tradition was that of Liberalism. It had its roots in the Enlightenment and
in the thought of Adam Smith, John Locke, and Thomas Hobbes. It had begun to crystallize as a political
tradition in England during the 18 century, but in the 19" century it spread across Europe as a powerful
and revolutionary engine of political change. Liberals placed great stress upon individuality, natural
rights, freedom, education, and personal responsibility. They taught that government should play a small
role in the lives of people, that it should refrain from making too many laws lest it curtail the freedom and
initiative of individuals. Liberals stressed the importance of private property as a bulwark of personal
liberty and freedom, stressed the rule of law and legal protection, and defended the right of contract as
basic to human liberty. Liberalism initially was not democratic in outlook and put little emphasis on
equality as a political ideal; in the course of the 19" and 20" centuries, however, liberals were forced to
compromise with their democratic opponents on the left (if not their socialist opponents) and adopt .
democratic policies such as universal suffrage and welfare protection.

John Stuart Mill was one of Victorian England’s foremost intellectuals and theorists of liberalism.
He was a philosopher and logician, a member of Parliament, a campaigner for the rights of women, and
a commentator on political affairs. The following extract from his work, On Liberty, deals with the
limitations on state power, with freedom of conscience and with the liberty of expression. Init, Mill
suggests that the highest aim of human life is the cultivation of one’s own personality, one’s own
uniqueness, to its highest and most harmonious expression. Thus for Mill as for liberalism in general,
individuality and individual freedom to realize one’s potentials become the highest good. Finally, Mill
discusses how the liberal doctrine of liberty applies in the economic realm, to the doctrine of Free Trade,
and its implications for the rights of women and children. Note that Mill does not defend laissez-faire
economics on the grounds of individual liberty. In his later writings he moved gradually away from
utilitarianism and laissez-faire and adopted mildly socialistic positions on many economic questions.
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Review Questions

L.

2

A

According to Mill, what is the only purpose which justifies government in forcefully restricting the
actions of an individual

Why does Mill believe that the state may not constrain an individual to act in a particular way for his
own good? .

To what groups is Mill not prepared to extend these rights to non-interference?

What are the realms to which human liberty must be applied?

What does Mill mean by “individuality” and “personal development”? '

According to Mill, do the rightful powers of the state extend to regulating trade, workplace
conditions, product-safety, efc.? If so, why should the state nevertheless use this power only in
limited ways? ‘

What does the liberal doctrine of individual liberty say about the rights of women and children within
the context of the family?

Issues for Discussion

1.

Mill argues that freedom of expression falls short of the right to shout “corn-dealers are starvers of
the poor” to an angry and starving mob assembled outside the home of a corn-dealer. Do you agree?
Can you think of any similar, contemporary limitations which ought to be imposed on the right of
individuals to express their opinions publicly?

Mill argues that the state may not constrain individuals from actions even if those actions are
physically or morally harmful to that individual. Do you agree? What would Mill say about
compulsory seatbelt laws, compulsory social insurance programs, pornography legislation,
compulsory school attendance, prohibitions on taking drugs?

According to Mill’s principles, does the State have the right to set a minimum-wage, to ensure
product safety, and to guarantee collective bargaining? Should it do so?

To what extent, in your opinion, is our political and social system “liberal” in the traditional sense?
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John Stuart Mill

Chapter 1

Introductory

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 forebear 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
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From On Liberty

full of the spirit of improvement is warranted in the use
of any expedients that will attain an end perhaps
otherwise unattainable. Despotism is a legitimate mode
of government in dealing with barbarians, provided the

~ end be their improvement, and the means justified by
“actually effecting that end. Liberty, as a principle, hasno

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 a 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 defence, 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
defenceless 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 either 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 expediences 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 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
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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 absolutely and unqualified. The only
freedom which deserves the name, is that of pursuing our
own good in our own way, so long as we do not attempt
to deprive others of theirs, or impede their efforts to
obtain it. Each is the proper guardian of his own health,
whether bodily, or mental and spiritual. Mankind are
greater gainers by suffering each other to live as seems
good to themselves, than by compelling each to live as
seems good to the rest.

Chapter 2
Of the Liberty of Thought and Discussion

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 insurrections drives ministers and judges from
their propriety; 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
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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. Itisas
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 simple; 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.

Tt 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.

Chapter 3

Of Individuality, as One of the Elements of
Well-Being

Such being the reasons which make it imperative that
human beings should be free to form opinions, and to
express their opinions without reserve; and such the
baneful consequences to the intellectual, and through that
to the moral nature of man, unless this liberty is either
conceded, or asserted in spite of prohibition; let us next
examine whether the same reasons do not require that
men should be free to act upon their opinions— to carry
these out in their lives, without hindrance, either physical
or moral from their fellow-men, so long as it is at their
own risk and peril. This last proviso is of course
indispensable. No one pretends that actions should be as
free as opinions. On the contrary, even opinions lose
their immunity, when the circumstances in which they
are expressed are such as to constitute their expression a
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positive instigation to some mischievous act. Anopinion
that corn-dealers are starvers of the poor, or that private
property is robbery, ought to be unmolested when simply
circulated through the press, but may justly incur
punishment when delivered orally to an excited mob,
assembled before the house of a corn-dealer, or when
handed about among the same mob in the form of a
placard.  Acts, of whatever kind, which, without
justifiable cause, do harm to others, may be, and in the
more important cases absolutely require to be, controlled
by the unfavorable sentiments, and, when needful, by the
active interference of mankind. . The liberty of the
individual must be thus far limited; he must not make
himself a nuisance to other people. But if he refrains
from molesting others in what concerns them, and
merely acts according to his own inclination and
judgment in things which concern himself, the same

_reasons which show that opinion should be free, prove

also that he should be allowed, without molestation, to
carry his opinions into practice at his own cost. That
mankind are not infallible; that their truths, for the most
part, are only half-truths; that unity of opinion unless
resulting from the fullest and freest comparison of
opposite opinions, is not desirable, and diversity not an
evil, but a good, until mankind are much more capable
than at present of recognizing all sides of the truth, are
principles applicable to men’s modes of action, not less
than to their opinions. As it is useful that while mankind
are imperfect there should be different opinions, so it is
that there should be different experiments of living; that
free scope should be given to varieties of character short
of injury to others; and that the worth of different modes
of life should be proved practically, when any one thinks
fit to try them. It is desirable, in short, that in things
which do not primarily concern others, individuality
should assert itself. Where, not the person’s own
character, but the traditions or customs of other people
are the rule of conduct, there is wanting one of the
principal ingredients of human happiness, and quite the
chief ingredient of individual and social progress.

In maintaining this principle, the greatest difficulty
to be encountered does not lie in the appreciation of
means . towards an acknowledged end, but in the
indifference of persons in general to the end itself. If it
were felt that the free development of individuality is one
of the leading essentials of well-being; that it is not only
a co-ordinate element with all that is designated by the
terms civilization, instruction, education, culture, but is
itself a necessary part and condition of all those things;
there would be no danger that liberty should be
undervalued, and the adjustment of the boundaries
between it and social control would present no



extraordinary difficulty. But the evil is, that individual
spontaneity is hardly recognized by the common modes
of thinking, as having any intrinsic worth, or deserving
any regard on its own account. The majority; being satis-
fied with the ways of mankind as they now are (for it is
they who make them what they are), cannot comprehend
why those ways should not ‘be good enough for
everybody; and what is more, spontaneity forms no part
of the ideal of the majority of moral and social reformers,
but is rather looked on with jealousy, as a troublesome
and perhaps rebellious obstruction to the general ac-

ceptance of what these reformers, in their own judgment, .

think would be best for mankind. Few persons, out of
Germany, even comprehend the meaning of the doctrine
which Wilhelm von Humboldt, so eminent both as a
savant and as a politician, made the text of a treatise—
that “the end of man, or that which is prescribed by the
eternal or immutable dictates of reason, and not sug-
gested by vague and transient desires, is the highest and
most harmonious development of his powers to a
complete and consistent whole”; that, therefore, the
object “towards which every human being must
ceaselessly direct his efforts, and on which especially
those who design to influence their fellowmen must ever
keep their eyes, is the individuality of power and
development,” that for this there are two requisites,
“freedom, and variety of situations™; and that from the
union of these arise “individual vigor and manifold
diversity,” which combine themselves in “originality.”

Chapter 5

Applications

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

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

. for its protection.

In the first place, it must by no means be supposed,
because damage, or probability of damage, to the
interests of others, can alone justify the interference of
society, that therefore it always does justify such
interference. In many cases, an individual, in pursuing
alegitimate object, necessarily and therefore legitimately
causes pain or loss to others, or intercepts a good which
they had a reasonable hope of obtaining. Such
oppositions of interest between individuals often arise
from bad social institutions, but are unavoidable while
those institutions last; and some would be unavoidable
under any institutions. Whoever succeeds -in an
overcrowded profession, or in a competitive examination;
whoever is preferred to another in any contest for an
object which both desire, reaps benefit from the loss of
others, from their wasted exertion and their
disappointment. But it is, by common admission, better
for the general interest of mankind, that persons should
pursue their objects undeterred by this sort of
consequences. In other words, society admits no right,
either legal or moral, in the disappointed competitors to
immunity from this kind of suffering; and feels called on
to interfere, only when means of success have been
employed which it is contrary to the general interest to
permit—namely, fraud or treachery, and force.

Again, trade is a social act. Whoever undertakes to
sell any description of goods to the public, does what
affects the interest of other persons, and of society in
general; and thus his conduct, in principle, comes within
the jurisdiction of society: accordingly, it was once held
to be the duty of governments, in all cases which were

_ considered of importance, to fix prices, and regulate the

processes of manufacture. But it is now recognized,
though not till after a long struggle, that both the
cheapness and the good quality of commodities are most
effectually provided for by leaving the producers and and
sellers perfectly free, under the sole check of equal
freedom to the buyers for supplying themsclves
elsewhere. This is the so-called doctrine of Free Trade,
which rests on grounds different from, though equally
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solid with, the principle of individual liberty asserted in
this Essay. Restrictions on trade, or on production for
purposes of trade, are indeed restraints; and all restrain,
qua rtestraint, is an evil: but the restraints in question
affect only that part of conduct which society is
competent to restrain, and are wrong solely because they
do not really produce the results which it is desired to
produce by them. As the principle of individual liberty
is not involved in the doctrine of Free Trade, so neither
is it in most of the questions which arise respecting the
limits of that doctrine; as, for example, what amount of

public control is admissible for the prevention of fraud by .

adulteration; how far sanitary precautions, or
arrangements to protect workpeople employed in
dangerous occupations, should be enforced on employers.
Such questions involve considerations of liberty, only in
so far as leaving people to themselves is always better,
caeteris paribus, than controlling them: but that they
may be legitimately controlled for these ends is in
principle undeniable. On the other hand, there are
questions relating to the interference with trade which
are essentially questions of liberty; such as the Maine
Law, already touched upon, the prohibition of the
importation of opium into China; the restriction of the
sale of poisons; all cases, in short, where the object of the
interference is to make it impossible or difficult to obtain
a particular commodity.  These interferences are
objectionable, not as infringements on the liberty of the
producer or seller, but on that of the buyer . . ..

I have already observed that, owing to the absence
of any recognised general principles, liberty is often
granted where it should be withheld, as well as withheld
where it should be granted; and one of the cases in

which, in the modern European world, the sentiment of
liberty is the strongest, is a case where in my view, it is
altogether misplaced. A person should be free to do as
he likes in his own concerns; but he ought not to be free
to do as he likes in acting for another, under the pretext
that the affairs of the other are his own affairs. The
State, while it respects the liberty of each in what
especially regards himself, is bound to maintain a
vigilant control over his exercise of any power which it
allows him to possess over others. This obligation is
almost entirely disregarded in the case of family

_ relations, a case in its direct influence on human
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happiness, more important than all others taken together.
The aimost despotic power of husbands over wives needs
not be enlarged upon here, because nothing more is
needed for the complete removal of the evil than that
wives should have the same rights, and should receive
the protection of law in the same manmner, as all other
persons; and because, on this subject, the defenders of
established injustice do not avail themselves of the plea
of liberty, but stand forth openly as the champions of
power. It is in the case of children that misapplied
notions of liberty are a real obstacle to the fulfilment by
the State of its duties. One would almost think that a
man’s children were supposed to be literally, and not
metaphorically, a part of himself, so jealous is opinion of
the smallest interference of law with his absolute and
exclusive control over them; more jealous than of almost
any interference with his own freedom of action: so0
much less do the generality of mankind value liberty than
power . . ..

[From John Stuart Mill, On Liberty, 2md ed. (London:
John W. Parker & Son, 1859)]



