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JOHN STUART MILL
On Liberty

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 prin-
ciple 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 ¢an be rightfully
exercised over any member of a civilized community, against his will, is o
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 be-
cause 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.
There are good reasons for remonstrating with him, or reasoning with him,
or persuading him, or entreating him, but not for compelling him, or visit-
ing 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, absalute. 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 nor 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 con-
sideration those backward states of society in which the race itself may
be considered as in its nonage. The early difficulties in the way of sponra-
neous progress are so great, that there is seldom any choice of means for

9



10 On Liberty

overcoming them; and a ruler full of the spirit of improvement is warranted
in the use of any expedients that will attain an end, perhaps otherwise un-
attainable. 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 nadons with whom we need here concern
ourselves), compulsion, either in the direct form or in that of pains and pen-
alties 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 utl-
ity. I regard utlity as the uldmate 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 spontancity 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 primd facie case for punishing him, by law, or,
where legal penaltes 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 protec-
tion; 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.
Yert there are many cases clear enough and grave enough to justify that ex-
ception. 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 hold-
ing him to the responsibility; but these reasons must arise from the special
expediencies of the case: cither because it is a kind of case in which he is on
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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 cr:um_-ol
him; or because the artempt to exercise control would produce other evils,
greater than those which it would prevent. When such reasons as these pre-
clude the enforcement of responsibility, the conscience of the agent himself
should step into the vacant judgment-seat, and protect thn?e 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 t.hﬂ.t por-
tion of a person’s life and conduct which affects only himself, or, if it also
affects others, only with their free, voluntary, and undeccived consent and
participation. When 1 say only himself, I mean directly, and in r_he first in-
stance: for whatever affects himself, may affect others #hrough himself; and
the objection which may be grounded on this contingency, will receive con-
sideration in the sequel. This, then, is the appropriate region of human I_iba
erty. It comprises, first, the inward domain of consciousness; demanding
liberty of conscience, in the most comprehensive sense; liberty ‘of thﬂugl‘!t
and feeling; absolute freedom of opinion and sentiment on all subjects, practi-
cal or speculative, scientific, moral, or theological. The liberty n_f expressing
and publishing opinions may scem to fall under a different principle, since 1t
belongs to that part of the conduct of an individual which concerns other peo-
ple; but, being almost of as much importance as the liberty of thought ’m.if’
and resting in great part on the same reasons, is practically inseparable i:'mm it.
Secondly, the principle requires liberty of tastes and purﬂllits; of frammg the
plan of our life to suit our own character; of doing as we like, subject to such
consequence as may follow; without impediment from our F-::Ilﬂw-crcanllrr;s, 50
long as what we do does not harm them, even though they should th.mk. our
conduct foolish, perverse, or wrong. Thirdly, from this liberty of each individ-
ual, follows the liberty, within the same limits, of combination among individ-
uals: freedom to unite, for any purpose not involving harm to others: the per-
sons combining being supposed to be of full age, and not forced or dcccivcd_.

Mo sociery 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 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. . ..
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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 thc_ individual that is interested; to society, the part which chiefly in-
terests society,

Thl_:rugh society is not founded on a contract, and though no good pur-
pose is answered by inventing a contract in order to deduce social obliga-
tions 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 cert:{in interests, which, either by express legal provision or by tacit
understanding, ought to be considered as rights; and secondly, in cach per-
son's bearing his share (to be fixed on some equitable principle) of the
fal:u:rrs 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 fulfillment. Nor is this all L;:at
socicty 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 questions when a person’s conduct af-
fecs the interests of no person besides himself, or needs not affect them
unless they like (all the persons concerned being of full age, and the ordi-
nary 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 onc of selfish indifference, which pretends that human beings have no
business with each other's conduct in life, and that they should not concern
thcm:v.clves about the well-doing or well-being of one another, unless their
awn interest is involved. Instead of any diminution, there is need of a great
increase of disinterested exertion to promote the good of others, Bur disin-
terested 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
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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 incul-
cated, Human beings owe to each other help to distinguish the better from
the worse, and encouragement to choose the former and avoid the latter.
They should be forever stimulating each other to increased exercise of their
higher faculties, and increased direction of their feelings and aims towards
wise instead of foolish, elevating instead of degrading, objects and contem-
plations. But neither one person, nor any number of persons, is warranted
in saying to another human creature of ripe years, that he shall not do with
his life for his own benefit what he chooses to do with it. He is the person
most interested in his own well-being: the interest which any other person,
except in cases of strong personal attachment, can have in it, is trifling, com-
pared with that which he himself has; the interest which society has in him
individually {except as to his conduct to others) is fractional, and altogether
indirect: while, with respect to his own feelings and circumstances, the most
ordinary man or woman has means of knowledge immeasurably surpassing
those that can be possessed by anyone else. The interference of society to
overrule his judgment and purposes in what only regards himself, must be
grounded on general presumptions; which may be altogether wrong, and
even if right, are as likely as not to be misapplied to individual cases, by
persons no better acquainted with the circumstances of such cases than
those are who look at them merely from without. In this department, there-
fore, of human affairs, Individuality has its proper field of action. In the
conduct of human beings towards one another, it is necessary that general
rules should for the most part be observed, in order that people may know
what they have to expect; but in each person’s own concerns, his individual
spontaneity is entitled to free exercise. Considerations to aid his judgment,
exhortations to strengthen his will, may be offered to him, even obtruded
on him, by others; but he, himself, is the final judge. All errors which he is
likely to commit against advice and warning, are far outweighed by the evil
of allowing others to constrain him to what they deem his good.

I do not mean that the feelings with which a person is regarded by others,
ought not to be in any way affecred by his self-regarding qualities or defi-
ciencies. This is neither possible nor desirable. If he is eminent in any of the
qualitics which conduce to his own good, he is, so far, a proper object of
admiration. He is so much the nearer to the ideal perfection of human na-
ture. If he is grossly deficient in those qualities, a sentiment the opposite of
admiration will follow. There is a degree of folly, and a degree of what may
be called (though the phrase is not unobjectionable } lowness or depravation
of taste, which, though it cannot justify doing harm to the person whio man-
ifests it, renders him necessarily and properly a subject of distaste, or, in
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extreme cases, even of contempt: a person would not have the opposite
qualities in due strength without entertaining these feelings. Though doing
no Wrong to anyone, a person may so act as to compel us to judge him, and
feel to him, as a fool, or as a being of an inferior order: and since this judg:
ment and feeling are a fact which he would prefer to avoid, it is doing him a
service to warn him of it beforehand, as of any other disagrecable conse-
quence to which he exposes himself. It would be well, indeed, if this good
office were much more freely rendered than the common notions of polite-
ness at present permit, and if one person could honestly point out to anoth-
er that he thinks him in fault, without being considered unmannerly or pre-
suming. We have a right, also, in various ways, to act upon our unfavorable
opinion of any one, not to the oppression of his individuality, but in the
exercise of ours. We are not bound, for example, to seck his society; we have
a right to avoid it (though not to parade the avoidance), for we have a right
to choose the socicty most acceptable to us. We have a right, and it may be
our duty to caution others against him, if we think his example or conversa-
tion likely to have a pernicious effect on those with whom he associates. We
may give others a preference over him in optional good offices, except those
which tend to his improvement. In these various modes a person may suffer
very severe penalties at the hands of others, for faults which directly concern
only himself; but he suffers these penalties only in so far as they are the
natural, and, as it were, the spontancous consequences of the faults them-
selves, not because they are purposely inflicted on him for the sake of pun-
ishment. A person who shows rashness, obstinacy, self-conceit—who cannot
live within moderate means—who cannot restrain himself from hureful in-
dulgences—who pursues animal pleasures at the expense of those of feclings
and intellect—must expect to be lowered in the opinion of others, and to
have a less share of their favorable sentiments, but of this he has no right to
complain, unless he has merited their favor by special excellence in his social
relations, and has thus established a title to their good offices, which is not
affected by his demernits towards himself,

What I contend for is, that the inconveniences which are strictly insepa-
rable from the unfavorable judgment of others, are the only ones to which a
person should ever be subjected for that portion of his conduct and char-
acter which concerns his own good, but which does not affect the interests
of others in their relations with him. Acts injurious to others require a to-
tally different treatment. Encroachment on their rights; infliction on them
of any loss or damage not justified by his own rights; falsehood or duplicity
in dealing with them; unfair or ungenerous use of advantages over them;
even selfish abstinence from defending them against injury—these are fit
objects of moral reprobation, and, in grave cases, of moral retribution and
punishment. And not only these acts, but the dispositions which lead to
them, are properly immoral, and fit subjects of disapprobation which may
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rise to abhorrence. Cruelty of disposition; rnalice: and i!i—nature;‘ r_h‘at most
anti-social and odious of all passions, envy; djsmmu.iauan amI:l insincerity;
irascibility on insufficient cause, and resentment dispmporlnuntd to the
provocation; the love of domineering over cthers;'thc dtSlrf:1tD ENgross
more than one’s share of advantages (the wAeoveéia of the Grecks) Fhe

ride which derives gratification from the abasement of nrhr:,rs;lth: egotism
which thinks self and its concerns more important than everything ialse, and
decides all doubtful questions in his own favor—these are moral vices, and
constitute a bad and odious moral character: unlike rhnla _se!f-ragardmg faults
previously mentioned, which are not pmp::rl'_n.r‘immnrahupes, and to whatever
pitch they may be carried, do not constitute »jncla_:cdness. ['hey may be proofs
of any amount of folly, or want of personal dignity :1_:1:! self-respect; but they
are only a subject or moral reprobation when they involve a breach Eff dury
to othérs, for whose sake the individual is bﬂ_und m1havc care for h}mscif.
What are called dutics to ourselves are not socially obligatory, unless circum-
stances render them at the same time duties to others. The term duty to
oneself, when it means anything more thanrprudcncc, means s:lf-respcgt
or self-development; and for none of these is any one accuunml;le o .hls'
fellow-creatures, because for none of them is it for the good of mankind
that he be held accountable to them. : _

The distinction between the loss of consideration 'tvhlch a person may
rightly incur by defect of prudence or of wm! ch_gmt}g and the r.?;lrrrub.a-
tion which is due to him for an offence against the rights of ?thcrs, is not a
merely nominal distnction. It makes a vast dilfﬁ:rcnce bth in our fﬁﬂijl'llgs
and in our conduct towards him, whether he displeasr?s us in things in which
we think we have a right to control him, or in things in Evhlch we know that
we have not. If he displeases us, we may express our letastc, and we may
stand aloof from a person as well as from a thing that displeases us; Put we
shall not thercfore feel called on to make his life L1ncomfnrl:1IE:]=. We §ha!1
reflect that he already bears, or will bear, the whole penalty of his error; if he
spoils his life by mismanagement, we shall not, Fnrr that reason, desire to
spoil it still further: instead of wishing to p1‘.1n15hrh1111, we shall mthcf en-
deavor to alleviate his punishment, by showing him how he may aveid or
cure the evils his conduct tends to bring upon him. He may be to us an
obiject of pity, perhaps of dislike, but not of anger or resentment; we shall
not treat him like an encmy of society: the worst we shalli think ourselves
justified in doing is leaving him to himsclf, if we i:lu not 1ntcrflt_-r:_- _bencvo-
lently by showing interest or concern for h_im. It is far otherwise if hc h:Es
infringed the rules necessary for the protecuon of _hhs fellow-creatures, indi-
vidually or collectively. The evil consequences of his acts d_o not then fall on
himself, but on others; and society, as the protector of all its members, must
retaliate on him; must inflict pain on him for the express purpose of |:I|.1I1!5hL-
ment, and must take care that it be sufficiently severe. In the one case, he is
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an ufﬁ:m:ii.l:r at our bar, and we are called on not only to sit in judgment on
him, !ju.:‘ in one shape or another, to execute our own sentence: in the other
case, It 1s not our part to inflict any suffering on him, except what may inci-
den_tal]y follow from our using the same liberty in the regulation of o 4
affairs, which we allow to him in his. S
The distinction here pointed out between the part of a person’s life which
concerns only himself, and that which concerns others, many persons will
refuse to adm:'t‘. How (it may be asked) can any part ;f the -:Enduct a\?
member of society be a matter of indifference to the other members? Nua
person is an entirely isolated being; it is impossible for a person to d-::1an -
thing s:nﬂu_siy or permanenty hurtful to himself, without mischief n:a::hin!rr
at least to his near connections, and often far beyond them. If he injures hif
Fr?n;:e;:y,aiz cll:::lsai?:rg:mt? 'ﬂ]hm :rhu directly or indirecty derived support
s nishes, by a greater or e
resources of the community. If he dc:::n%:}rra:cs his hnﬁiiﬁ??&ﬁcﬁﬁﬁﬁm
he not un!}- brings evil upon all who depended on him for any pﬂrdnnm:::-sll’
their happjness, but disqualifies himself for rendering the services which he
OwWes to his fellow-creatures generally; perhaps becomes a burden on their
gfgfiz;zaznrﬁr bv:;n:m]encc; adnd if such conduct were very frequent, hardly any
that 1s committed would detract more f
gm?d, Finally, if by his vices or follies a person does ni}mdj:; ﬁ:?;rfn snliﬁcrzf
::1; I:pl::?:::iﬂtflzsjnf ::Ur]na}zf_ be s,IaFldg injt::iuuskby his example; and ought to br.:
imself, tor the s i
knowledge of his conduct might corrupt ;ril?sgcg:f“ FRUE s Wit
And even (it will be added) if the consequences of misconduct could b
cunﬁnf:d to the vicious or thoughtless individual, ought society to ai:-and-::;
to _ﬂ'n:nr own guidance those who are manifestly unfit for it? If protection
against 1thr:msclvcs is confessedly due to children and pcrson; undF::r age, i
not sociery equally bound to afford it to persons of mature years whg L
4:::'.]u:1‘!]3,r incapable of self-governmene If gambling, or d_runk:nncss ﬂu vy
cunnm:nl:c,l or idleness, or uncleanliness, are as injurious to happinc’ss rai-?d-
;s;r gf;::t :r ll:;n&:ancc mb imp;n;;‘:m;nr,i as many or most of the acts pruhii:ired
W, W may be asked) should not law, s i i i
practicability and social convenience, endeavor to?c?:e:: Ecigﬁ:;ffin\:ﬂl
!a supp!emcnt_m the unavoidable imperfections of law, ought not o]:-inian ::
east to organize a powerful police against these vices. and visit rigidly with
social penaltics those who are known to practise them? There is mf e
2::: :;‘;rdma}rr I:u.- as;aid]l about restricting individuality, or impeding thgifu?j::’
original experiments in living. T’ ings it i
vent are things which have been rricdﬂ am]i-l i;}r?é};nﬁ:gs ﬁl-to::: SS_':E;: tio g
of thr_: world until now; things which experience has shown not to bf zm:’:ﬁ
or suitable to any person’s individuality. There must be some length of :‘:
and amount of experience, after which a moral or prudential trfrh may n‘t::
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regarded as established: and it is merely desired to prevent generation after
generation from falling over the same precipice which has been faral to their
predecessors.

I fully admit that the mischief which a person does to himself, may seri-

ously affect, both through their sympathies and their interests, those nearly
connected with him, and in a2 minor degree, sociery at large. When, by con-
duct of this sort, a person is led to violate a distinct and assignable obliga-
tion to any other person or persons, the case is taken out of the self-regard-
ing class, and becomes amenable to moral disapprobation in the proper
sense of the term. If, for example, a man, through intemperance or extrava-
gance, becomes unable to pay his debts, or, having undertaken the moral
responsibility of a family, becomes from the same cause incapable of sup-
porting or educating them, he is deservedly reprobated, and might be justly
punished; but it is for the breach of durty to his family or crediters, not for
the extravagance. If the resources which ought to have been devored to
them, had been diverted from them for the most prudent investment, the
moral culpability would have been the same. George Barnwell murdered his
uncle to get money for his mistress, but if he had done it to set himself up in
business, he would equally have been hanged. Again, in the frequent case of
a man who causes grief to his family by addiction to bad habits, he deserves
reproach for his unkindness or ingratitude; but so he may for cultivating
habits not in themsclves vicious, if they are painful to those with whom he
passes his life, or who from personal ties are dependent on him for their
comfort. Whoever fails in the consideration generally due to the interests
and feelings of others, not being compelled by some more imperative duty,
or justified by allowable self-preference, is a subject of moral disapprobation
for that failare, but not for the cause of it, nor for the errors, merely per-
sonal to himself, which may have remotely led to it. In like manner, when a
person disables himself, by conduct purely self-regarding, from the perfor-
mance of some definite duty incumbent on him to the public, he is guilty of
a social offence. No person ought to be punished simply for being drunk;
but a soldier or a policeman should be punished for being drunk on duty.
Whenever, in short, there is a definite damage, or a definite risk of damage,
either to an individual or to the public, the case is taken out of the province
of liberty, and placed in that of morality or law.

But with regard to the merely contingent, or, as it may be called, con-
structive injury which a person causes to socicty, by conduct which neither
violates any specific duty to the public, nor occasions perceptible hurt to any
assignable individual except himself; the inconvenience is one which society
can afford to bear, for the sake of the greater good of human freedom. If
grown persons are to be punished for not taking proper care of themselves,
I would rather it were for their own sake, than under the pretence of pre-
venting them from impairing their capacity of rendering to socicty benefits
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which society does not pretend it has a right to exact. But I cannot consent
to argue the point as if society had no means of bringing its weaker members
up to its ordinary standards of rational conduct, except waiting till they do
mri‘fcﬂn]‘lg irrational, and then punishing them, legally or morally, for it
Sncln:t}r _has had absolute power over them during all the early pu;ﬁon of
[he_ir existence: it has had the whole period of childhood and nonage in
which to try whether it could make them capable of rational conduct if life
The existing generation is master both of the training and the entire circum:
stances of the generation to come; it cannot indeed make them perfectly
wise and good, because it is itself so lamentably deficient in goodness and
wisdom; and its best efforts are not always, in individual cases, its most suc-
cessful ones; but it is perfectly well able to make the rising g::neration as a
whole, as good as, and a little better than, itself. If society lets any -:c,nsid—
erable number of its members grow up mere children, incapable of bein
acted on by rational consideration of distant motives, society has itsclf tg
I:rfarm: for t%m consequences. Armed not only with all the pm;-rc:rs of educa-
ton, butr “Iqth the ascendancy which the authority of a received opinion al-
ways exercises over the minds who are least fitted to judge for themselves;
and aided by the natural penaltics which cannot be prevented from llin :
on those ul.rhu incur the distaste or the contempt of those who know tlmmEi
let not society pretend that it needs, besides all this, the power to issuc com—:l
maf-u:ls and enforce obedience in the personal concerns of individuals. i
which, on all principles of justice and policy, the decision ought to rest \':'it;
those who are to abide the consequences. Nor is there anything which tends
more to discredit and frustrate the better means of influencing conduct
than a Fesort to the worse. If there be among those whom it is artempred tt;
coerce into prudence or temperance, any of the material of which vigorous
and independent characters are made, they will infallibly rebel against the
que. No such person will ever feel that others have a right to control him in
his concerns, such as they have to prevent him from injuring them in theirs:
and it easily comes to be considered a mark of spirit and courage to fly in ﬂwj
face of sle,ch usurped authority, and do with ostentation the exact opposite
r_}f what it enjoins; as in the fashion of grossness which succeeded, in the
time of Charles 1, to the fanatical moral intolerance of the I’uritnn}s With
respect to what is said of the necessity of protecting society from ﬂ;e bad
examples set to others by the vicious or the self-indulgent; it is true thar bad
example may have a pernicious effect, especially the exami::lc of deing wron
o Dﬂmr? with impunity to the wrongdoer, But we are now speaking of cuf
duct which, while it does no wrong to others, is supposed to do great harm
to the agent himself: and I do not sce how those who believe thEsg can think
otherwise than that the example, on the whole, must be more 13[:.1[’:1!.‘ r than
hurtful, since, if it displays the misconduct, it displays also tk;c pair?f‘ul or
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degrading consequences which, if the conduct is justly censured, must be
supposed to be in all or most cases attendant on it.

But the strongest of all the arguments against the interference of the pub-
lic with purely personal conduct, is that when it does interfere, the odds arc
that it interferes wrongly, and in the wrong place. On questions of social
morality, of duty to others, the opinion of the public, that is, of an over-
ruling majority, though often wrong, is likely to be still oftener right;
because on such questions they are only required to judge of their own in-
terests; of the manner in which some mode of conduct, if allowed to be
practised, would affect themselves. But the opinion of a similar majority,
imposed as a law on the minority, on questions of sclf-regarding conduct, is
quite as likely to be wrong as right; for in these cases public opinion means,
at the best, some people’s opinion of what is good or bad for other people;
while very often it does not even mean that; the public, with the most per-
fect indifference, passing over the pleasure or convenience of those whose
conduct they censure, and considering only their own preference. There arc
many who consider as an injury to themselves any conduct which they have
2 distaste for, and resent it as an outrage to their feclings; as a religious
bigot, when charged with disregarding the religious feelings of others, has
been known to retort that they disregard his feclings, by persisting in their
abominable worship or creed. But there is no parity berween the feeling ofa
person for his own opinion, and the feeling of another who is offended at
his holding it; no more than between the desire of a thief to take a purse,
and the desire of the right owner to keep it. And a person’s taste is as much
his own peculiar concern as his opinion or his purse. It is easy for any one to

imagine an ideal public, which leaves the freedom and choice of individuals
in all uncertain matters undisturbed, and only requires them to abstain from
modes of conduct which universal experience has condemned. But where
has there been seen a public which st any such limit to its censorship? or
when does the public trouble itself about universal experience? In its inter-
ferences with personal conduct it is seldom thinking of anything but the
enormity of acting or feeling differently from itself; and this standard of
judgment, thinly disguised, is held up to mankind as the dictate of religion
and philosophy, by nine tenths of all moralists and speculative writers. These
teach thar things are right because they are right; because we feel them to be
so. They tell us to scarch in our minds and hearts for laws of conduct bind-
ing on ourselves and on all others. What can the poor public do but apply
these instructions, and make their own personal feelings of good and evil, if
they are tolerably unanimous in them, obligatory on all the world?

The evil here pointed out is not one which exists only in theory; and it
may perhaps be expected that I should specify the instances in which the
public of this age and country improperly invests its own preferences with
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the character of moral laws. | am not writing an essay on the aberrations of
existing moral feeling. That is too weighty a subject to be discussed paren-
thetically, and by way of illustration. Yer examples are necessary, to show that
the principle I maintain is of serious and practical moment, and that I am
not endeavoring to erect a barrier against imaginary evils. And it is not diffi-
cult to show, by abundant instances, that to extend the bounds of what may
be called moral police, untl it encroaches on the most unquestionably legit-
imate liberty of the individual, is one of the most universal of all human
propensitics,
As a first instance, consider the antipathies which men cherish on no bet-
ter grounds than that persons whose religious opinions are different from
theirs, do not practise their religious observances, especially their religious
abstinences. To cite a rather trivial example, nothing in the creed or practice
of Christians does more to envenom the hatred of Mahomedans against
them, than the fact of their cating pork. There are few acts which Christians
and Europeans regard with more unaffecred disgust, than Mussulmans re-
gard this particular mode of satsfying hunger. It is, in the first place, an
offence against their religion; but this circumstance by no means explains
either the degree or the kind of their repugnance; for wine also is forbidden
by their religion, and to partake of it is by all Mussulmans accounted wrong,
but not disgusting. Their aversion to the flesh of the “unclean beast” is, on
the contrary, of that peculiar character, resembling an instinctive antipathy,
which the idea of uncleanness, when once it thoroughly sinks into the feel-
ings, scems always to excite even in those whose personal habits are anything
but serupulously cleanly, and of which the sentiment of religious impurity,
s0 intense in the Hindoos, is a remarkable example. Suppose now that in a
people, of whom the majority were Mussulmans, thar majority should insist
upon not permitting pork to be eaten within the limits of the country. This
would be nothing new in Mahomedan countries, Would it be a legitimate
exercise of the moral authority of public opinion? and if not, why not? The
practice is really revolting to such a public. They also sincercly think that it is
forbidden and abhorred by the Deity. Neither could the prohibition be cen-
sured as religious persecution. It might be religious in its origin, but it
would not be persecution for religion, since nobody’s religion makes it a
duty to eat pork. The only tenable ground of condemnation would be, that
with the personal tastes and self-regarding concerns of individuals the public
has no business to interfere,

To come somewhat nearer home: the majority of Spaniards consider it a
gross impiety, offensive in the highest degree to the Supreme Being, to wor-
ship him in any other manner than the Roman Cartholic; and no other pub-
lic worship is lawful on Spanish soil. The people of all Southern Europe
look upon a married clergy as not only irreligious, but unchaste, indecent,
gross disgusting. What do Protestants think of these perfectly sincere feel-
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i ¢ to enforce them against non-Catholics? Yet, i!‘ mar-
EESJ ::cdj::-rﬁii?rf [iI:iI:erfcring with each other’s liberty in lshings ?vhlch do
not concern the interests of others, on what principle is it pcmﬂ:tic_: con-
istently to exclude these cases? or who can bialume. people for dcmrlr:g to
:jpprcss what they regard as a scandal in the mg_,ht of l:.}ud: and man? Hu
stronger case can be shown for prohibiting anything which is reg:ardeld as a
rsonal immorality, than is made out for suppressing these practices in the
eyes of those who regard them as impieties; and unless we are m}ilmgb“f
adopt the logic of persecutors, and to say that we may pcr?ccutc ot mcrs a::ﬂ
ause we are right, and that they must not persecute us J:caﬁscm(i qrscm
wrong, we must be aware of admitting a pznuplc of which we should re
injusti application to ourselves.
i %}?;n;i;:c}x:;t}i:::anggs may be objected to, althm}gh ufnrea?.nnably, as
drawn from contingencies impossible among us: opinion, in this -?a:;;.;nl_'r',rj
not being likely to enforce abstinence ﬁ'u{n meats, or to mltcrﬁ:ru :1-;1 pcr:n
ple for worshipping, and for either marrying or not marr}mg!;:cck nfﬁ;.m
their creed or inclination, The next example, however, shall | lra d;]n -
an interference with liberty which we hsfvc by no means paf»ISEd a o gTr dl
Wherever the puritans have been sufficiently powerful, as in N;w ngdanvj
and in Great Britain at the tme of the Cummunwe.alt_h, they aw.i c:l : caﬂ_
ored, with considerable success, to put c}nwn all Pubilc, and nca;ry p _
vate, amusements: especially music, d;:jnc:\g, Eub:;z E‘;‘ri:::é :-:Z :ﬁlr ?;S{:Eg,
s of diversion, and the theatre. : L ¢
rf)tg;;yr{:;r;: rgsdsfcs of persons by whose notions of mar:flnt}r :qﬂﬂrcllglt?]:
these recreations are condemned; and thDscl persons bclungm_gla m:i ¥ t;:"ﬁm
middle class, who are the ascendant power in the present socia an p? ]h
condition of the kingdom, it is by no means impossible 'EhaF persons |‘? these
sentiments may at some time or other cumman-:? a majority in P;:I mmcnt:
How will the remaining portion of the community like to _h:.wc the ;museal
ments that shall be permitted to them regulared Ib}r the religious an m::r_r'C :
sentiments of the stricter Calvinists and M:ctl'lm%lsts? ‘.ﬁlrhuid thcyhnut, ;'-"I. )
considerable peremptoriness, desire thcsF mu'u_sm:l}r pious mcrcr: !:rs G'ds?,a
ciety to mind their own business! This is precisely what 'Sh“:_lhl e smmn
every government and every public, w‘t:m have the prﬂtv.::nﬂlﬂn 1t _m]:-:p;:f e
shall enjoy any pleasure which they think wrong,. But if 1e [;HII'ICIPI e
pretension be admitted, no one can reasonably ul:_an]r:ct o its | c:ll';..lg acte ;
in the sense of the majority, or other prtpnndcmnrr:g power 1nht : r:ff.i::urui;};j
and all persons must be ready to conform to th:: idea of a C n;n?? co >
monwealth, as understood by the carly sertlers in Ncm: Eng‘ialn_ ,ifa r{m'c
gious profession similar to theirs should ever succeed in regaining ;:; 321
ground, as religions supposed to be declining have so often been kno

to do.

To imagine another contingency, perhaps more likely to be realized than
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the one last mentioned. There is confessedly a strong tendency in the mod-
ern world towards a democratic constitution of soci -y, accompanied or not
by popular political institutions, It is affirmed that in the country where this
tendency is most completely realized—where both society and the govern-
ment are most democratic—the United States—the feeling of the majority,
to whom any appearance of a more showy or costly style of living than they
can hope to rival is disagreeable, operates as a tolerably effectual sumptuary
law, and that in many parts of the Union it is really difficult for a person
poss?,ssing a very large income, to find any mode of spending it, which will
not incur popular disapprobation. Though such statements as these are
doubtless much exaggerated as a representation of existing facts, the state of
things they describe is not only a conceivable and possible, but a probable
result of democratic feeling, combined with the notion that the public has a
right to a veto on the manner in which individuals shall spend their incomes.
:ﬂ?u: have only further to suppose a considerable diffusion of Socialist opin-

ions, and it may become infamous in the eyes of the Majority to possess
more property than some very small amount, or any income not earned by
manual labor. Opinions similar in principle to these, already prevail widely
among the artisan class, and weigh oppressively on those who are amenable

to the opinion chiefly of that class, namely, its own members, It is known
that the bad workmen who form the majority of the operatives in many
bran_chl:s of industry, are decidedly of opinion that bad workmen oughe to
receive the same wages as good, and that no one ought to be allowed,

through piecework or otherwise, to earn by superior skill or industry more
than others can without it. And they employ a moral police, which occasion-

ally becomes a physical one, to deter skilful workmen from receiving, and

employers from giving, a larger remuneration for 2 more useful service. If
the public have any jurisdiction over private concerns, I cannot see that these

people are in fault, or that any individual’s particular public can be blamed

for asserting the same authority over his individual conduct, which the gen-

eral public asserts over people in general.

But, without dwelling upon supposititious cases, there are, in our own
dﬁ}; Bross usurpations upon the liberty of private life actually practised, and
still greater ones threatened with some expectation of success, and opinions
proposed which assert an unlimited right in the public not only to prohibit
by faw everything which it thinks wrong, but in order to get at what it
thinks wrong, to prohibit any number of things which it admits to be inno-
cent,

Under the name of preventing intemperance, the people of one English
colony, and of nearly half the United States, have been interdicted by law
from making any use whatever of fermented drinks, except for medical pur-
poses: for prohibition of their sale is in fact, as it is intended to be, prohibi-
ton of their use. And though the impracticability of exccuting the law has
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caused its repeal in several of the States which had adopred it, including the
one from which it derives its name, an attempt has notwithstanding been
commenced, and is prosecuted with considerable zeal by many of the pro-
fessed philanthropists, to agitate for a similar law in this country. The associ-
agon, or “Alllance”™ as it terms itself, which has been formed for this
purpose, has acquired some notoriety through the publicity given to a cor-
respondence between its Secretary and one of the very few English public
men who hold that a politician’s opinions ought to be founded on prinei-
ples. Lord Stanley's share in this correspondence is calculated to strengthen
the hopes already built on him, by those who know how rare such qualities
as are manifested in some of his public appearances, unhappily are among
those who figure in political life. The organ of the Alliance, who would
“deeply deplore the recognidon of any principle which could be wrested to
justify bigotry and persecution,” undertakes to point out the “broad and
impassable barrier™ which divides such principles from those of the associa-
tion. “All matters relating to thought, opinion, conscience, appear to me,”
he says, “to be without the sphere of legislation; all pertaining to sodal ac,
habit, relation, subject only to a discretionary power vested in the State ir-
self, and not in the individual, to be within it.” No mention is made of a
third class, different from either of these, viz., acts and habits which are not
social, but individual; although it is to this class, surely, that the act of drink-
ing fermented liquors belongs. Selling fermented liquors, however, is trad-
ing, and trading is a social act. But the infringement complained of is not on
the liberty of the seller, but on that of the buyer and consumer; since the
State might just as well forbid him to drink wine, as purposely make it im-
possible for him to obtain it. The Secretary, however, says, “I claim, as a
citizen, a right to legislate whenever my social rights are invaded by the so-
cial act of another.” And now for the definition of these “social rights.™ “If
anything invades my social rights, certainly the traffic in strong drink does.
It destroys my primary right of security, by constantly creating and stimulat-
ing social disorder. It invades my right of equality, by deriving a profit from
the creation of a misery, I am taxed to support. It impedes my right to free
moral and intellectual development, by surrounding my path with dangers,
and by weakening and demoralizing society, from which 1 have a right to
claim mutual aid and intercourse.” A theory of “social rights,” the like of
which probably never before found its way into distinct language—being
nothing short of this—that it is the absolute social right of every individual,
that every other individual shall act in every respect exactly as he ought; that
whosoever fails thereof in the smallest particular, violates my sodial right,
and entitles me to demand from the legislature the removal of the grievance.
So monstrous a principle is far more dangerous than any single interference
with liberty; there is no violation of liberty which it would not justify; it
acknowledges no right to any freedom whatever, except perhaps to that of
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holding opinions in secret, without ever disclosing them: for the moment
an opinion which I consider noxious, passes any one’s lips, it invades all the
“social rights” attributed to me by the Alliance. The doctrine ascribes to
all mankind a vested interest in cach other’s moral, intellectual, and even
physical perfection, to be defined by each claimant according to his own
standard,

Another important example of illegitimate interference with the rightful
liberty of the individual, not simply threatened, but long since carried into
trinmphant effect, is Sabbatarian legislation. Without doubt, abstinence on
one day in the week, so far as the exigencies of life permit, from the usual
daily occupation, though in no respect religiously binding on any except
Jews, it is a highly beneficial custom. And inasmuch as this custom cannot
be observed without a general consent to that effect among the industrious
classes, therefore, in so far as some persons by working may impose the same
necessity on others, it may be allowable and right that the law should guar-
antee to each, the observance by others of the custom, by suspending the
greater operations of industry on a particular day. But this justification,
grounded on the direct interest which others have in each individual’s ob-
servance of the practice, does not apply to the self-chosen occupations in
which a person may think fit to employ his leisure; nor does it hold good, in
the smallest degree, for legal restricions on amusements, It is true that the
amusement of some is the day’s work of others; but the pleasure, not to say
the useful recreation, of many, is worth the labor of a few, provided the
accupation is freely chosen, and can be freely resigned. The operatives are
perfectly right in thinking that if all worked on Sunday seven days’ work
would have to be given for six days’ wages: but so long as the great mass of
employments are suspended, the small number who for the enjoyment of
others must still work, obtain a proportional increase of carnings; and they
are not obliged to follow those occupations, if they prefer leisure to emolu-
ment, If a further remedy is sought, it might be found in the establishment
by custom of a holiday on some other day of the week for those partcular
classes of persons. The only ground, therefore, on which restrictions on
Sunday amusements can be defended, must be that they are religiously
wrong; a motive of legislaton which never can be too carnestly protested
against. “Deorum injuriz Diis cure.” It remains to be proved that society or
any of its officers holds a commission from on high to avenge any supposed
offence to Omnipotence, which is not also a wrong to our fellow-creatures.
The noton that it is one man’s duty that another should be religious, was
the foundation of all the religious persecutions ever perpetrated, and if ad-
mitted, would fully justify them. Though the feeling which breaks out in
the repeated attempts to stop railway travelling on Sunday, in the resistance
to the opening of Museums, and the like, has not the cruelty of the old
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persecutors, the state of mind indicated by it is fundamentally the same. It is
a determination not to tolerate others in doing what is permitted by their
religion, because it is not permitted by the persecutor’s religion. It is a belief
that God not only abominates the act of the misbeliever, but will not hold
us guiltless if we leave him unmolested.

I cannot refrain from adding to these examples of the little account com-
monly made of human liberty, the language of downright persecution which
breaks out from the press of this country, whenever it feels called on to no-
tice the remarkable phenomenon of Mormonism. Much might be said on
the unexpected and instructive fact, that an alleged new revelation, and a
religion founded on it, the product of palpable impaosture, not even sup-
ported by the prestige of extraordinary qualities in its founder, is believed by
hundreds of thousands, and has been made the foundation of a society, in
the age of newspapers, railways, and the electric telegraph. What here con-
cerns us is, that this religion, like other and better religions, has its martyrs;
that its prophet and founder was, for his teaching, put to death by a mob;
that others of its adherents lost their lives by the same lawless violence; that
they were forcibly expelled, in a body, from the country in which they first
grew up; while, now that they have been chased into a solitary recess in the
midst of a desert, many of this country openly declare that it would be right
{(only that it is not convenient) to send an expedition against them, and
compel them by force to conform to the opinion of other people. The ar-
ticle of the Mormonite doctrine which is the chief provocative to the an-
tipathy which thus breaks through the ordinary restraints of religious toler-
ance, is its sanction of polygamy; which, though permitted to Mahomedans,
and Hindoos, and Chinese, seems to excite unquenchable animosity when
practised by persons who speak English, and profess to be a kind of Chris-
tians. No one has a deeper disapprobation than | have of this Mormon insti-
tution; both for other reasons, and because, far from being in any way coun-
tenanced by the principle of liberty, it is a direct infraction of that principle,
being a mere riveting of the chains of one half of the community, and an
emancipation of the other from reciprocity of obligation towards them,
Still, it must be remembered that this relation is as much voluntary on the
part of the women concerned in it, and who may be deemed the sufferers by
it, as is the case with any other form of the marriage institution; and how-
ever surprising this fact may appear, it has its explanation in the common
ideas and customs of the world, which teaching women to think marriage
the one thing needful, make it intelligible that many a woman should prefer
being one of several wives, to not being a wife at all. Other countries are not
asked to recognize such unions, or release any portion of their inhabitants
from their own laws on the score of Mormonite opinions. But when the
dissentients have conceded to the hostile sentiments of others, far more than
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could justly be demanded; when they have left the countries to which their
doctrines were unacceptable, and established themselves in a remote corner
of the earth, which they have been the first to render habitable to human
beings; it is difficult to see on what principles but these of tyranny they can
be prevented from living there under what laws they please, provided they
commit no aggression on other nations, and allow perfect freedom of de-
parture to those who are dissatisfied with their ways, A recent writer, in
some respects of considerable merit, proposes (to use his own words) not a
crusade, but a cvilizade, against this polygamous community, to put an end
to what seems to him a retrograde step in civilization. It also appears so to
me, but I am not aware that any community has a right to force another to
be civilized. So long as the sufferers by the bad law do not invoke assistance
from other communities, 1 cannot admit that persons entirely unconnecred
with them ought to step in and require that a condition of things with
which all who are directly interested appear to be satisfied, should be put an
end to because it is a scandal to persons some thousands of miles distant,
who have no part or concern in it. Let them send missionaries, if they please,
to preach against it; and let them, by any fair means (of which silencing the
teachers is not one), opposc the progress of similar doctrines among their
own people. If civilization has got the better of barbarism when barbarism
had the world to itself, it is too much to profess to be afraid lest barbarism,
after having been fairly got under, should revive and conquer civilization. A
civilization that can thus succumb to its vanguished enemy must first have
become so degenerate, that neither its appointed priests and teachers, nor
anybody else, has the capacity, or will take the trouble, to stand up for it. If
this be 5o, the sooner such a civilization receives notice to quit, the better, It
can only go on from bad to worse, untl destroyed and regenerared (like the
Western Empire) by enerpetic barbarians.

JAMES FITZJAMES STEPHEN
The Doctrine of Liberty in Its Application to Morals

These explanations enable me to restate without fear of misapprehension the
object of morally intolerant legislation. It is to establish, to maintain, and to
give power to that which the legislator regards as a good moral system or
standard. For the reasons already assigned | think that this object is good if



