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From Chapter II: Of the Liberty of Thought and Discussion 
 
[ . . . ]As mankind improve, the number of doctrines which are no longer 
disputed or doubted will be constantly on the increase: and the well-being of 
mankind may almost be measured by the number and gravity of the truths 
which have reached the point of being uncontested. The cessation, on one 
question after another, of serious controversy, is one of the necessary incidents 
of the consolidation of opinion; a consolidation as salutary in the case of true 
opinions, as it is dangerous and noxious when the opinions are erroneous. But 
though this gradual narrowing of the bounds of diversity of opinion is 
necessary in both senses of the term, being at once inevitable and 
indispensable, we are not therefore obliged to conclude that all its 
consequences must be beneficial. The loss of so important an aid to the 
intelligent and living apprehension of a truth, as is afforded by the necessity of 
explaining it to, or defending it against, opponents, though not sufficient to 
outweigh, is no trifling drawback from, the benefit of its universal recognition. 
Where this advantage can no longer be had, I confess I should like to see the 
teachers of mankind endeavoring to provide a substitute for it; some 
contrivance for making the difficulties of the question as present to the 
learner's consciousness, as if they were pressed upon him by a dissentient 
champion, eager for his conversion. 
  
But instead of seeking contrivances for this purpose, they have lost those they 
formerly had. The Socratic dialectics, so magnificently exemplified in the 
dialogues of Plato, were a contrivance of this description. They were 
essentially a negative discussion of the great questions of philosophy and life, 
directed with consummate skill to the purpose of convincing any one who had 
merely adopted the commonplaces of received opinion, that he did not 
understand the subject--that he as yet attached no definite meaning to the 
doctrines he professed; in order that, becoming aware of his ignorance, he 
might be put in the way to attain a stable belief, resting on a clear apprehension 
both of the meaning of doctrines and of their evidence. The school disputations 
of the Middle Ages had a somewhat similar object. They were intended to 
make sure that the pupil understood his own opinion, and (by necessary 
correlation) the opinion opposed to it, and could enforce the grounds of the one 
and confute those of the other. These last-mentioned contests had indeed the 
incurable defect, that the premises appealed to were taken from authority, not 
from reason; and, as a discipline to the mind, they were in every respect 
inferior to the powerful dialectics which formed the intellects of the "Socratici 
viri:" but the modern mind owes far more to both than it is generally willing to 
admit, and the present modes of education contain nothing which in the 
smallest degree supplies the place either of the one or of the other. A person 
who derives all his instruction from teachers or books, even if he escape the 
besetting temptation of contenting himself with cram, is under no compulsion 
to hear both sides; accordingly it is far from a frequent accomplishment, even 
among thinkers, to know both sides; and the weakest part of what everybody 
says in defence of his opinion, is what he intends as a reply to antagonists. It is 
the fashion of the present time to disparage negative logic --that which points 
out weaknesses in theory or errors in practice, without establishing positive 
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truths. Such negative criticism would indeed be poor enough as an ultimate 
result; but as a means to attaining any positive knowledge or conviction worthy 
the name, it cannot be valued too highly; and until people are again 
systematically trained to it, there will be few great thinkers, and a low general 
average of intellect, in any but the mathematical and physical departments of 
speculation. On any other subject no one's opinions deserve the name of 
knowledge, except so far as he has either had forced upon him by others, or 
gone through of himself, the same mental process which would have been 
required of him in carrying on an active controversy with opponents. That, 
therefore, which when absent, it is so indispensable, but so difficult, to create, 
how worse than absurd is it to forego, when spontaneously offering itself! If 
there are any persons who contest a received opinion, or who will do so if law 
or opinion will let them, let us thank them for it, open our minds to listen to 
them, and rejoice that there is some one to do for us what we otherwise ought, 
if we have any regard for either the certainty or the vitality of our convictions, 
to do with much greater labor for ourselves. [ . . . ] 
 
From Chapter IV: Of the Limits to the Authority of Society over the 
Individual 
 
WHAT, then, is the rightful limit to the sovereignty of the individual over 
himself? Where does the authority of society begin? How much of human life 
should be assigned to individuality, and how much to society?  
 
Each will receive its proper share, if each has that which more particularly 
concerns it. To individuality should belong the part of life in which it is chiefly 
the individual that is interested; to society, the part which chiefly interests 
society.  
 
Though society is not founded on a contract, and though no good purpose is 
answered by inventing a contract in order to deduce social obligations from it, 
every one who receives the protection of society owes a return for the benefit, 
and the fact of living in society renders it indispensable that each should be 
bound to observe a certain line of conduct towards the rest. This conduct 
consists, first, in not injuring the interests of one another; or rather certain 
interests, which, either by express legal provision or by tacit understanding, 
ought to be considered as rights; and secondly, in each person's bearing his 
share (to be fixed on some equitable principle) of the labors and sacrifices 
incurred for defending the society or its members from injury and molestation. 
These conditions society is justified in enforcing, at all costs to those who 
endeavor to withhold fulfilment. Nor is this all that society may do. The acts of 
an individual may be hurtful to others, or wanting in due consideration for their 
welfare, without going the length of violating any of their constituted rights. 
The offender may then be justly punished by opinion, though not by law. As 
soon as any part of a person's conduct affects prejudicially the interests of 
others, society has jurisdiction over it, and the question whether the general 
welfare will or will not be promoted by interfering with it, becomes open to 
discussion. But there is no room for entertaining any such question when a 
person's conduct affects the interests of no persons besides himself, or needs 
not affect them unless they like (all the persons concerned being of full age, 
and the ordinary amount of understanding). In all such cases there should be 
perfect freedom, legal and social, to do the action and stand the consequences.  
 
It would be a great misunderstanding of this doctrine, to suppose that it is one 
of selfish indifference, which pretends that human beings have no business 
with each other's conduct in life, and that they should not concern themselves 
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about the well-doing or well-being of one another, unless their own interest is 
involved. Instead of any diminution, there is need of a great increase of 
disinterested exertion to promote the good of others. But disinterested 
benevolence can find other instruments to persuade people to their good, than 
whips and scourges, either of the literal or the metaphorical sort. I am the last 
person to undervalue the self-regarding virtues; they are only second in 
importance, if even second, to the social. It is equally the business of education 
to cultivate both. But even education works by conviction and persuasion as 
well as by compulsion, and it is by the former only that, when the period of 
education is past, the self-regarding virtues should be inculcated. [ . . . ] 
 
Part V: Applications 
 
[ . . . ] The limitation in number, for instance, of beer and spirit-houses, for the 
express purpose of rendering them more difficult of access, and diminishing 
the occasions of temptation, not only exposes all to an inconvenience because 
there are some by whom the facility would be abused, but is suited only to a 
state of society in which the laboring classes are avowedly treated as children 
or savages, and placed under an education of restraint, to fit them for future 
admission to the privileges of freedom. This is not the principle on which the 
laboring classes are professedly governed in any free country; and no person 
who sets due value on freedom will give his adhesion to their being so 
governed, unless after all efforts have been exhausted to educate them for 
freedom and govern them as freemen, and it has been definitively proved that 
they can only be governed as children. The bare statement of the alternative 
shows the absurdity of supposing that such efforts have been made in any case 
which needs be considered here. It is only because the institutions of this 
country are a mass of inconsistencies, that things find admittance into our 
practice which belong to the system of despotic, or what is called paternal, 
government, while the general freedom of our institutions precludes the 
exercise of the amount of control necessary to render the restraint of any real 
efficacy as a moral education. 
 
[ . . . ]Consider, for example, the case of education. Is it not almost a self-
evident axiom, that the State should require and compel the education, up to a 
certain standard, of every human being who is born its citizen? Yet who is 
there that is not afraid to recognize and assert this truth? Hardly any one indeed 
will deny that it is one of the most sacred duties of the parents (or, as law and 
usage now stand, the father), after summoning a human being into the world, to 
give to that being an education fitting him to perform his part well in life 
towards others and towards himself. But while this is unanimously declared to 
be the father's duty, scarcely anybody, in this country, will bear to hear of 
obliging him to perform it. Instead of his being required to make any exertion 
or sacrifice for securing education to the child, it is left to his choice to accept 
it or not when it is provided gratis! It still remains unrecognized, that to bring a 
child into existence without a fair prospect of being able, not only to provide 
food for its body, but instruction and training for its mind, is a moral crime, 
both against the unfortunate offspring and against society; and that if the parent 
does not fulfil this obligation, the State ought to see it fulfilled, at the charge, 
as far as possible, of the parent.  
 
Were the duty of enforcing universal education once admitted, there would be 
an end to the difficulties about what the State should teach, and how it should 
teach, which now convert the subject into a mere battle-field for sects and 
parties, causing the time and labor which should have been spent in educating, 
to be wasted in quarrelling about education. If the government would make up 
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its mind to require for every child a good education, it might save itself the 
trouble of providing one. It might leave to parents to obtain the education 
where and how they pleased, and content itself with helping to pay the school 
fees of the poorer classes of children, and defraying the entire school expenses 
of those who have no one else to pay for them. The objections which are urged 
with reason against State education, do not apply to the enforcement of 
education by the State, but to the State's taking upon itself to direct that 
education: which is a totally different thing. That the whole or any large part of 
the education of the people should be in State hands, I go as far as any one in 
deprecating. All that has been said of the importance of individuality of 
character, and diversity in opinions and modes of conduct, involves, as of the 
same unspeakable importance, diversity of education. A general State 
education is a mere contrivance for moulding people to be exactly like one 
another: and as the mould in which it casts them is that which pleases the 
predominant power in the government, whether this be a monarch, a 
priesthood, an aristocracy, or the majority of the existing generation, in 
proportion as it is efficient and successful, it establishes a despotism over the 
mind, leading by natural tendency to one over the body. An education 
established and controlled by the State, should only exist, if it exist at all, as 
one among many competing experiments, carried on for the purpose of 
example and stimulus, to keep the others up to a certain standard of excellence. 
Unless, indeed, when society in general is in so backward a state that it could 
not or would not provide for itself any proper institutions of education, unless 
the government undertook the task; then, indeed, the government may, as the 
less of two great evils, take upon itself the business of schools and universities, 
as it may that of joint-stock companies, when private enterprise, in a shape 
fitted for undertaking great works of industry does not exist in the country. But 
in general, if the country contains a sufficient number of persons qualified to 
provide education under government auspices, the same persons would be able 
and willing to give an equally good education on the voluntary principle, under 
the assurance of remuneration afforded by a law rendering education 
compulsory, combined with State aid to those unable to defray the expense.  
The instrument for enforcing the law could be no other than public 
examinations, extending to all children, and beginning at an early age. An age 
might be fixed at which every child must be examined, to ascertain if he (or 
she) is able to read. If a child proves unable, the father, unless he has some 
sufficient ground of excuse, might be subjected to a moderate fine, to be 
worked out, if necessary, by his labor, and the child might be put to school at 
his expense. Once in every year the examination should be renewed, with a 
gradually extending range of subjects, so as to make the universal acquisition, 
and what is more, retention, of a certain minimum of general knowledge, 
virtually compulsory. Beyond that minimum, there should be voluntary 
examinations on all subjects, at which all who come up to a certain standard of 
proficiency might claim a certificate. To prevent the State from exercising 
through these arrangements, an improper influence over opinion, the 
knowledge required for passing an examination (beyond the merely 
instrumental parts of knowledge, such as languages and their use) should, even 
in the higher class of examinations, be confined to facts and positive science 
exclusively. The examinations on religion, politics, or other disputed topics, 
should not turn on the truth or falsehood of opinions, but on the matter of fact 
that such and such an opinion is held, on such grounds, by such authors, or 
schools, or churches. Under this system, the rising generation would be no 
worse off in regard to all disputed truths, than they are at present; they would 
be brought up either churchmen or dissenters as they now are, the State merely 
taking care that they should be instructed churchmen, or instructed dissenters. 
There would be nothing to hinder them from being taught religion, if their 
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parents chose, at the same schools where they were taught other things. All 
attempts by the State to bias the conclusions of its citizens on disputed 
subjects, are evil; but it may very properly offer to ascertain and certify that a 
person possesses the knowledge requisite to make his conclusions, on any 
given subject, worth attending to. A student of philosophy would be the better 
for being able to stand an examination both in Locke and in Kant, whichever of 
the two he takes up with, or even if with neither: and there is no reasonable 
objection to examining an atheist in the evidences of Christianity, provided he 
is not required to profess a belief in them. The examinations, however, in the 
higher branches of knowledge should, I conceive, be entirely voluntary. It 
would be giving too dangerous a power to governments, were they allowed to 
exclude any one from professions, even from the profession of teacher, for 
alleged deficiency of qualifications: and I think, with Wilhelm von Humboldt, 
that degrees, or other public certificates of scientific or professional 
acquirements, should be given to all who present themselves for examination, 
and stand the test; but that such certificates should confer no advantage over 
competitors, other than the weight which may be attached to their testimony by 
public opinion. 
 
[ . . . ] The objections to government interference, when it is not such as to 
involve infringement of liberty, may be of three kinds. 
  
The first is, when the thing to be done is likely to be better done by individuals 
than by the government. Speaking generally, there is no one so fit to conduct 
any business, or to determine how or by whom it shall be conducted, as those 
who are personally interested in it. This principle condemns the interferences, 
once so common, of the legislature, or the officers of government, with the 
ordinary processes of industry. But this part of the subject has been sufficiently 
enlarged upon by political economists, and is not particularly related to the 
principles of this Essay. 
  
The second objection is more nearly allied to our subject. In many cases, 
though individuals may not do the particular thing so well, on the average, as 
the officers of government, it is nevertheless desirable that it should be done by 
them, rather than by the government, as a means to their own mental 
education--a mode of strengthening their active faculties, exercising their 
judgment, and giving them a familiar knowledge of the subjects with which 
they are thus left to deal. This is a principal, though not the sole, 
recommendation of jury trial (in cases not political); of free and popular local 
and municipal institutions; of the conduct of industrial and philanthropic 
enterprises by voluntary associations. These are not questions of liberty, and 
are connected with that subject only by remote tendencies; but they are 
questions of development. It belongs to a different occasion from the present to 
dwell on these things as parts of national education; as being, in truth, the 
peculiar training of a citizen, the practical part of the political education of a 
free people, taking them out of the narrow circle of personal and family 
selfishness, and accustoming them to the comprehension of joint interests, the 
management of joint concerns--habituating them to act from public or semi-
public motives, and guide their conduct by aims which unite instead of 
isolating them from one another. Without these habits and powers, a free 
constitution can neither be worked nor preserved, as is exemplified by the too-
often transitory nature of political freedom in countries where it does not rest 
upon a sufficient basis of local liberties. The management of purely local 
business by the localities, and of the great enterprises of industry by the union 
of those who voluntarily supply the pecuniary means, is further recommended 
by all the advantages which have been set forth in this Essay as belonging to 
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individuality of development, and diversity of modes of action. Government 
operations tend to be everywhere alike. With individuals and voluntary 
associations, on the contrary, there are varied experiments, and endless 
diversity of experience. What the State can usefully do, is to make itself a 
central depository, and active circulator and diffuser, of the experience 
resulting from many trials. Its business is to enable each experimentalist to 
benefit by the experiments of others, instead of tolerating no experiments but 
its own. [ . . . ] 
 
 
 
 


