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CHAPTER I  
INTRODUCTORY 

 

The struggle between Liberty and Authority is the most conspicuous feature in the portions of 
history with which we are earliest familiar, particularly in that of Greece, Rome, and England. 
But in old times this contest was between subjects, or some classes of subjects, and the 
government. By liberty, was meant protection against the tyranny of the political rulers. ... The 
aim, therefore, of patriots, was to set limits to the power which the ruler should be suffered to 
exercise over the community; and this limitation was what they meant by liberty.  

A time, however, came in the progress of human affairs, when men ceased to think it a necessity 
of nature that their governors should be an independent power, opposed in interest to themselves. 
It appeared to them much better that the various magistrates of the State should be their tenants 
or delegates, revocable at their pleasure.  

But, in political and philosophical theories, as well as in persons, success discloses faults and 
infirmities which failure might have concealed from observation. The notion, that the people 
have no need to limit their power over themselves, might seem axiomatic, when popular 
government was a thing only dreamed about, or read of as having existed at some distant period 
of the past. … In time, however, a democratic republic came to occupy a large portion of the 
earth's surface, and made itself felt as one of the most powerful members of the community of 
nations; and elective and responsible government became subject to the observations and 
criticisms which wait upon a great existing fact. It was now perceived that such phrases as "self-
government," and "the power of the people over themselves," do not express the true state of the 
case. The "people" who exercise the power, are not always the same people with those over 
whom it is exercised, and the "self-government" spoken of, is not the government of each by 
himself, but of each by all the rest. The will of the people, moreover, practically means, the will 
of the most numerous or the most active part of the people; the majority, or those who succeed in 
making themselves accepted as the majority; the people, consequently, may desire to oppress a 
part of their number; and precautions are as much needed against this, as against any other abuse 
of power. The limitation, therefore, of the power of government over individuals, loses none of 
its importance when the holders of power are regularly accountable to the community, that is, to 
the strongest party therein. This view of things, recommending itself equally to the intelligence 
of thinkers and to the inclination of those important classes in European society to whose real or 
supposed interests democracy is adverse, has had no difficulty in establishing itself; and in 
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political speculations "the tyranny of the majority" is now generally included among the evils 
against which society requires to be on its guard. 

Like other tyrannies, the tyranny of the majority was at first, and is still vulgarly, held in dread, 
chiefly as operating through the acts of the public authorities. But reflecting persons perceived 
that when society is itself the tyrant — society collectively, over the separate individuals who 
compose it — its means of tyrannizing are not restricted to the acts which it may do by the hands 
of its political functionaries. Society can and does execute its own mandates: and if it issues 
wrong mandates instead of right, or any mandates at all in things with which it ought not to 
meddle, it practises a social tyranny more formidable than many kinds of political oppression, 
since, though not usually upheld by such extreme penalties, it leaves fewer means of escape, 
penetrating much more deeply into the details of life, and enslaving the soul itself. Protection, 
therefore, against the tyranny of the magistrate is not enough; there needs protection also against 
the tyranny of the prevailing opinion and feeling; against the tendency of society to impose, by 
other means than civil penalties, its own ideas and practices as rules of conduct on those who 
dissent from them; to fetter the development, and, if possible, prevent the formation, of any 
individuality not in harmony with its ways, and compel all characters to fashion themselves upon 
the model of its own. There is a limit to the legitimate interference of collective opinion with 
individual independence; and to find that limit, and maintain it against encroachment, is as 
indispensable to a good condition of human affairs, as protection against political despotism. 

The object of this Essay is to assert one very simple principle, as entitled to govern absolutely the 
dealings of society with the individual in the way of compulsion and control, whether the means 
used be physical force in the form of legal penalties, or the moral coercion of public opinion. 
That principle is, that the sole end for which mankind are warranted, individually or collectively 
in interfering with the liberty of action of any of their number, is self-protection. That the only 
purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised over any member of a civilized community, 
against his will, is to prevent harm to others. His own good, either physical or moral, is not a 
sufficient warrant. He cannot rightfully be compelled to do or forbear because it will be better for 
him to do so, because it will make him happier, because, in the opinions of others, to do so 
would be wise, or even right. These are good reasons for remonstrating with him, or reasoning 
with him, or persuading him, or entreating him, but not for compelling him, or visiting him with 
any evil, in case he do otherwise. To justify that, the conduct from which it is desired to deter 
him must be calculated to produce evil to some one else. The only part of the conduct of any one, 
for which he is amenable to society, is that which concerns others. In the part which merely 
concerns himself, his independence is, of right, absolute. Over himself, over his own body and 
mind, the individual is sovereign. 

It is, 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 full of the spirit of improvement is warranted in the use of any 
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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, 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 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 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.  

 

CHAPTER II  
 

He who lets the world, or his own portion of it, choose his plan of life for him, has no need of 
any other faculty than the ape-like one of imitation. He who chooses his plan for himself, 
employs all his faculties. He must use observation to see, reasoning and judgment to foresee, 
activity to gather materials for decision, discrimination to decide, and when he has decided, 
firmness and self-control to hold to his deliberate decision. And these qualities he requires and 
exercises exactly in proportion as the part of his conduct which he determines according to his 
own judgment and feelings is a large one. It is possible that he might be guided in some good 
path, and kept out of harm's way, without any of these things. But what will be his comparative 
worth as a human being? It really is of importance, not only what men do, but also what manner 
of men they are that do it. Among the works of man, which human life is rightly employed in 
perfecting and beautifying, the first in importance surely is man himself. Supposing it were 
possible to get houses built, corn grown, battles fought, causes tried, and even churches erected 
and prayers said, by machinery — by automatons in human form — it would be a considerable 
loss to exchange for these automatons even the men and women who at present inhabit the more 
civilized parts of the world, and who assuredly are but starved specimens of what nature can and 
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will produce. Human nature is not a machine to be built after a model, and set to do exactly the 
work prescribed for it, but a tree, which requires to grow and develop itself on all sides, 
according to the tendency of the inward forces which make it a living thing. 

  

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? 

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 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. 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 
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direction of their feelings and aims towards wise instead of foolish, elevating instead of 
degrading, objects and contemplations. 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.  

What I contend for is, that the inconveniences which are strictly inseparable 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 character 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 totally 
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 rise to abhorrence. Cruelty of disposition; malice and ill-
nature; that most anti-social and odious of all passions, envy; dissimulation and insincerity, 
irascibility on insufficient cause, and resentment disproportioned to the provocation; the love of 
domineering over others; the desire to engross more than one's share of advantages (the 
pleonexia of the Greeks); the pride which derives gratification from the abasement of others; the 
egotism which thinks self and its concerns more important than everything else, and decides all 
doubtful questions in his own favor; — these are moral vices, and constitute a bad and odious 
moral character: unlike the self-regarding faults previously mentioned, which are not properly 
immoralities, and to whatever pitch they may be carried, do not constitute wickedness. They may 
be proofs of any amount of folly, or want of personal dignity and self-respect; but they are only a 
subject of moral reprobation when they involve a breach of duty to others, for whose sake the 
individual is bound to have care for himself. What are called duties to ourselves are not socially 
obligatory, unless circumstances render them at the same time duties to others. The term duty to 
oneself, when it means anything more than prudence, means self-respect or self-development; 
and for none of these is any one accountable to his fellow-creatures, because for none of them is 
it for the good of mankind that he be held accountable to them…. 

I fully admit that the mischief which a person does to himself, may seriously affect, both through 
their sympathies and their interests, those nearly connected with him, and in a minor degree, 
society at large. When, by conduct of this sort, a person is led to violate a distinct and assignable 
obligation to any other person or persons, the case is taken out of the self-regarding class, and 
becomes amenable to moral disapprobation in the proper sense of the term. If, for example, a 
man, through intemperance or extravagance, becomes unable to pay his debts, or, having 
undertaken the moral responsibility of a family, becomes from the same cause incapable of 
supporting or educating them, he is deservedly reprobated, and might be justly punished; but it is 
for the breach of duty to his family or creditors, not for the extravagence. … 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. 

 


