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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 someone else. The only part of the conduct of any one, for
which he is amenable to society, is that which concerns others. In the part which merely concerns
himself, his independence is, of right, absolute. Over himself, over his own body and mind, the
individual is sovereign (p. 13).

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
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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 (pp. 15-16).

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 (pp. 18-19).

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. Very few facts are able to tell their
own story, without comments to bring out their meaning. The whole strength and value, then, of
human judgment, depending on the one property, that it can be set right when it is wrong,
reliance can be placed on it only when the means of setting it right are kept constantly at hand. In
the case of any person whose judgment is really deserving of confidence, how has it become so?
Because he has kept his mind open to criticism of his opinions and conduct. Because it has been
his practice to listen to all that could be said against him; to profit by as much of it as was just,
and expound to himself, and upon occasion to others, the fallacy of what was fallacious. Because
he has felt, that the only way in which a human being can make some approach to knowing the
whole of a subject, is by hearing what can be said about it by persons of every variety of opinion,
and studying all modes in which it can be looked at by every character of mind. No wise man
ever acquired his wisdom in any mode but this; nor is it in the nature of human intellect to
become wise in any other manner. The steady habit of correcting and completing his own
opinion by collating it with those of others, so far from causing doubt and hesitation in carrying
it into practice, is the only stable foundation for a just reliance on it: for, being cognisant of all
that can, at least obviously, be said against him, and having taken up his position against all
gainsayers—knowing that he has sought for objections and difficulties, instead of avoiding them,
and has shut out no light which can be thrown upon the subject from any quarter—he has a right
to think his judgment better than that of any person, or any multitude, who have not gone
through a similar process (pp. 21-22).

What Cicero practised as the means of forensic success requires to be imitated by all who study
any subject in order to arrive at the truth. He who knows only his own side of the case, knows
little of that. His reasons may be good, and no one may have been able to refute them. But if he
is equally unable to refute the reasons on the opposite side; if he does not so much as know what
they are, he has no ground for preferring either opinion. The rational position for him would be
suspension of judgment, and unless he contents himself with that, he is either led by authority, or
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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 (pp. 35-36).

To give any fair play to the nature of each, it is essential that different persons should be allowed
to lead different lives. In proportion as this latitude has been exercised in any age, has that age
been noteworthy to posterity. Even despotism does not produce its worst effects, so long as
individuality exists under it; and whatever crushes individuality is despotism, by whatever name
it may be called, and whether it professes to be enforcing the will of God or the injunctions of
men (p. 59).



