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JOHN STUART MILL (1806-1873)

In this essay, Mill agrees with John Locke in favoring a representational democ-
racy. But he does not accept Locke’s idea of natural rights, which he refers to as “nonsense
on stilts.” The only justifiable bases for government is utilitarianism which promotes the
greatest amount of happiness for the citizens through its commitment to individual liber-
ty. Mill is the first political philosopher to bring up the concept of the tyranny of the
majority. This occurs when the majority exploits a minority within the society. Mill argues
that this form of tyranny can be every bit as diabolical as any other form of tyranny. Mill
argues that the only legitimate reason for government limiting individual liberty is to pro-
tect others from harm. Mill also speaks of the freedom of speech, thought, press, assem-
bly and life-style.

Vocabulary
Latent: present but invisible or inactive; lying hidden
Conspicuous: obvious
Tyranny: exploitation
Antagonistic: acting in opposition
Harpies: a reckless, greedy person
Efficaciously: effective
Predominates: dominating influence
Infirmities: defects; weaknesses
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Axiomatic: self-evident
Usurping: to overthrow
Despotism: the rule of a tyrant or evil ruler
De jure: by right or legal establishment
Automations: machine-like
Concepts:
Tyranny of the Majority:
Liberty:
Utilitarianism:

Harm Principle:
Patriot:

What is the purpose of this essay?
How does Mill define a patriot?
How does the patriot limit the power of government?
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How did the idea of a democratically elected government seem
to cure tyranny?

What does Mill mean by the tyranny of the majority?

When is government justified in interfering with our liberty?

Does Mill argee with natural rights? Why or why not?

What freedoms does Mill discuss?
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CHAPTER I. INTRODUCTORY

THE SUBJECT OF THIS ESSAY
is not the so-called Liberty of the Will, so
unfortunately opposed to the misnamed
doctrine of Philosophical Necessity, but
Civil, or Social Liberty: the nature and
limits of the power which can be legiti-
mately exercised by society over the indi-
vidual. A question seldom stated, and
hardly ever discussed, in general terms,
but which profoundly influences the prac-
tical controversies of the age by its latent
presence, and is likely son to make itself
recognized as the vital question of the
future. It is so far from being new, that, in
a certain sense, it has divided mankind,
almost from the remotest ages; but in the
stage of progress into which the more civ-
ilized portions of the species have now
entered, it presents itself under new con-
ditions, and requires a different and more
fundamental treatment.

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 pro-
tection against the tyranny of the political
rulers. The rulers were conceived (except
in some of the popular governments of
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Greece) as in a necessarily antagonistic
position to the people whom they ruled.
They consisted of a governing One, or a
governing tribe or caste, who derived
their authority from inheritance or con-
quest, who, at all events, did not hold it at
the pleasure of the governed, and whose
supremacy men did not venture, perhaps
did not desire, to contest, whatever pre-
cautions might be taken against its
oppressive exercise. Their power was
regarded as necessary, but also as highly
dangerous; as a weapon which they would
attempt to use against their subjects, no
less than against external enemies. To pre-
vent the weaker members of the commu-
nity from being preyed upon by innumer-
able vultures, it was needful that there
should be an animal of prey stronger than
the rest, commissioned to keep them
down. But as the king of the vultures
would be no less bent upon preying on the
flock than any of the minor harpies, it was
indispensable to be in a perpetual attitude
of defense against his beak and claws.
The aim, therefore, of patriots was to set
limits to the power which the ruler should
be suffered to exercise over the communi-
ty; and this limitation was what they
meant by liberty. It was attempted in two
ways. First, by obtaining a recognition of
certain immunities, called political liber-
ties or rights, which it was to be regarded



Part VII. Political Philosophy

as a breach of duty in the ruler to infringe,
and which if he did infringe, specific
resistance, or general rebellion, was held
to be justifiable. A second, and generally
a later expedient, was the establishment
of constitutional checks, by which the
consent of the community, or of a body of
some sort, supposed to represent its inter-
ests, was made a necessary condition to
some of the more important acts of the
governing power. To the first of these
modes of limitation, the ruling power, in
most European countries, was compelled,
more or less, to submit. It was not so-with
the second; and, to attain this, or when
already in some degree possessed, to
attain it more completely, became every-
where the principal object of the lovers of
liberty. And so long as mankind were con-
tent to combat one enemy by another, and
to be ruled by a master, on condition of
being guaranteed more or less effica-
ciously against his tyranny, they did not
carry their aspirations beyond this point.
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. In that way alone, it
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seemed, could they have complete securi-
ty that the powers of government would
never be abused to their disadvantage. By
degrees this new demand for elective and
temporary rulers became the prominent
object of the exertions of the popular
party, wherever any such party existed;
and superseded, to a considerable extent,
the previous efforts to limit the power of
rulers. As the struggle proceeded for mak-
ing the ruling power emanate from the
periodical choice of the ruled, some per-
sons began to think that too much impor-
tance had been attached to the limitation
of the power itself. That (it might seem)
was a resource against rulers whose inter-
ests were habitually opposed to those of
the people. What was now wanted was,
that the rulers should be identified with
the people; that their interest and will
should be the interest and will of the
nation. The nation did not need to be pro-
tected against its own will. There was no
fear of its tyrannizing over itself. Let the
rulers be effectually responsible to it,
promptly removable by it, and it could
afford to trust them with power of which
it could itself dictate the use to be made.
Their power was but the nation’s own
power, concentrated, and in a form con-
venient for exercise. This mode of
thought, or rather perhaps of feeling, was
common among the last generation of
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European liberalism, in the Continental
section of which it still apparently pre-
dominates. Those who admit any limit not
what a government may do, except in the
case of such governments as they think
ought not to exist, stand, out as brilliant
exceptions among the political thinkers of
the Continent. A similar tone of sentiment
might by this time have been prevalent in
our own country, if the circumstances
which for a time encouraged it, had con-
tinued unaltered.

But, in political and philosophical
theories, as well as in persons, success
discloses faults and infirmities which fail-
ure might have concealed from observa-
tion. The notion, that the people have no
need to limit their power over themselves,
might seem axiomatic, when popular gov-
ernment was a thing only dreamed about,
or read of as having existed at some dis-
tant period of the past. Neither was that
notion necessarily disturbed by such tem-
porary aberrations as those of the French
Revolution, the worst of which were the
work of a usurping few, and which, in any
case, belonged, not to the permanent
working of popular institutions, but to a
sudden and convulsive outbreak against
monarchical and aristocratic depotism. In
time, however, a democratic republic
came to occupy a large portion of the
earth’s surface, and made itself felt as one
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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-gov-
ernment,” and ‘the power of the people
over themselves,” do not express the true
state of the case. The ‘people’ who exer-
cise the power are not always the same
people with those over whom it is exer-
cised; and the ‘self-government’ spoken
of is not the government of each by him-
self, 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, con-
sequently 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 impor-
tance when the holders of power are reg-
ularly 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 class-
es in European society to whose real or
supposed interests democracy is adverse,
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has had no difficulty in establishing itself,
and in 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 vul-
garly, held in dread, chiefly as operating
through the acts of the public authorities.
But reflecting persons perceived that
when society is itself the tyrant — socie-
ty collectively over the separate individu-
als who compose it — its means of tyran-
nizing are not restricted to the acts which
it may do by the hands of its political
functionaries. Society can and does exe-
cute 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 practices 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, penetrat-
ing 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 con-
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duct on those who dissent from them; to
fetter the development, and, if possible,
prevent the formation, of any individuali-
ty not in harmony with its ways, and com-
pels 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 enti-
tled 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 warrant-
ed, individually or collectively, in inter-
fering 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 com-
pelled to do or forbear because it will be
better for him to do so, because it will
make him happier, because, in the opin-
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ions 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 visit-
ing him with any evil in case he do other-
wise. 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 inde-
pendence is, of right, absolute. Over him-
self, over his own body and mind, the
individual is sovereign.

It is, perhaps, hardly necessary to
say that this doctrine is meant to apply to
human beings in the maturity of their fac-
ulties. We are not speaking of children, or
of young persons below the age which the
law may fix as that of manhood or wom-
anhood. 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 dif-
ficulties in the way of spontaneous
progress are so great, that there is seldom
any choice of means for overcoming
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them; and a ruler full of the spirit of
improvement is warranted in the use of
any expedients that will attain an end, per-
haps otherwise unattainable. Despotism is
a legitimate mode of government in deal-
ing with barbarians, provided the end be
their improvement, and the means justi-
fied by actually affecting that end.

Liberty, as a principle, has no
application to any state of things anterior
to the time when mankind became capa-
ble 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 noncompliance, is no longer
admissible as a means to their own good,
and justifiable only in the security of oth-
ers.

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. |
regard utility as the ultimate appeal on all
ethical questions; but it must be utility in
the largest sense, grounded on the perma-
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nent interests of man as a progressive
being. Those interests, I contend, author-
ize the subjection of individual spontane-
ity 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 appli-
cable, 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 defense, 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 defenseless 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 neither case he is justly account-
able 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,
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comparatively speaking, the exception.
Yet there are many cases clear enough and
grave enough to justify that exception. In
all things which regard the external rela-
tions 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 rea-
sons for not holding him to the responsi-
bility; but these reasons must arise from
the special expediencies of the case:
either because it is a kind of case in which
he is on the whole likely to act better,
when left to his own discretion, than when
controlled in any way in which society
have it in their power to control him; or
because the attempt to exercise control
would produce other evils, greater than
those which it would prevent. When such
reasons as these preclude the enforcement
of responsibility, the conscience of the
agent himself should step into the vacant
judgment-seat, and protect those interests
of others which have no external protec-
tion; judging himself all the more rigidly,
because the case does not admit of his
being made accountable to the judgment
of his fellow creatures.

But there is a sphere of action in
which society, as distinguished from the
individual, has, if any, only an indirect
interest; comprehending all that portion of
a person’s life and conduct which affects
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only himself, or, if it also affects others,
only with their free, voluntary, and unde-
ceived consent and participation. When |
say only himself, | mean directly, and in
the first instance: for whatever affects
himself, may affect others through him-
self, and the objection which may be
grounded on this contingency, will
receive consideration in the sequel. This,
then, is the appropriate region of human
liberty. It comprises, first, the inward
domain of consciousness; demanding lib-
erty of conscience, in the most compre-
hensive sense; liberty of thought and feel-
ing; absolute freedom of opinion and sen-
timent on all subjects, practical or specu-
lative, scientific, moral, or theological.
The liberty of expressing and publishing
opinions may seem to fall under a differ-
ent principle, since it belongs to that part
of the conduct of an individual which
concerns other people; but, being almost
of as much importance as the liberty of
thought itself, and resting in great part on
the same reasons, is practically insepara-
ble from it. Secondly, the principle
requires liberty of tastes and pursuits; of
framing the plan of our life to suit our
own character; of doing as we like, sub-
ject to such consequences as may follow;
without impediment from our fellow-
creatures, so long as what we do does not
harm them, even though they should think
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our conduct foolish, perverse, or wrong.
Thirdly, from this liberty of each individ-
ual, follows the liberty, within the same
limits, of combination among individuals;
freedom to unite, for any purpose not
involving harm to others: the persons
combining being supposed to be of full
age, and not forced or deceived.

No society in which these liber-
ties are not, on the whole, respected, is
free, whatever may be its form of govern-
ment; 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 them-
selves, than by compelling each to live as
seems good to the rest.

Though this doctrine is anything
but new, and, to some persons, may have
the air of a truism, there is no doctrine
which stands more directly opposed to the
general tendency of existing opinion and
practice. Society has expended fully as
much effort in the attempt (according to
its lights) o compel people to conform to
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its notions of personal as of social excel-
lence.

CHAPTER II. OF THE LIBERTY OF
THOUGHT AND DISCUSSION

The time, it is to be hoped, is gone
by, when any defense would be necessary
of the ‘liberty of the press’ as one of the
securities against corrupt or tyrannical
government. No argument, we may sup-
pose, can now be needed, against permit-
ting a legislature or an executive, not
identified in interest with the people, to
prescribe opinions to them, and determine
what doctrines or what arguments they
shall be allowed to hear. This aspect of the
question, besides, has been so often and
so triumphantly enforced by preceding
writers, that it needs not be specially
insisted on in this place. Though the law
of England, on the subject of the press, is
as servile to this day as it was in the time
of the Tudors, there is little danger of its
being actually put in force against politi-
cal discussion, except during some tem-
porary panic, when fear of insurrection
drives ministers and judges from their
propriety; and, speaking generally, it is
not, in constitutional countries, to be
apprehended, that the government,
whether completely responsible to the
people or not, will often attempt to control
the expression of opinion , except when in
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doing so it makes itself the organ of the
general intolerance of the public. Let us
suppose, therefore, that the government is
entirely at one with the people, and never
thinks of exerting any power of coercion
unless in agreement with what it con-
ceives to be their voice. But I deny the
right of the people to exercise such coer-
cion, either by themselves or by their gov-
ernment. The power itself is illegitimate.
The best government has no more title to
it than the worst. It is as noxious, or more
noxious, when exerted in accordance with
public opinion, than when in opposition
to it. If all mankind minus one were of
one opinion, and only one person were of
the contrary opinion , mankind would be
no more justified in silencing that one
person, than he, if he had the power,
would be justified in silencing mankind.
Were an opinion a personal possession of
no value except to the owner; if to be
obstructed in the enjoyment of it were
simply a private injury, it would make
some difference whether the injury was
inflicted only on a few persons or on
many. But the peculiar evil of silencing
the expression of an opinion is, that it is
robbing the human race; posterity as well
as the existing generation; those who dis-
sent from the opinion, still more than
those who hold it. If the opinion is right,
they are deprived of the opportunity of
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exchanging error for truth: If wrong, they
lose, what is almost as great a benefit, the
clearer perception and livelier impression
of truth, produced by its collision with
error.

As it is useful that while mankind
are imperfect there should be different
opinions, so is it that there should be dif-
ferent experiments of living; that free
scope should be given to varieties of char-
acter, short of injury to others; and that the
worth of different modes of life should be
proved practically, when any one thinks
fit to try them. It is desirable, in short, that
in things which do not primarily concern
others, individuality should assert itself.
Where, not the person’s own character,
but the traditions or customs of other peo-
ple are the rule of conduct, there is want-
ing one of the principal ingredients of
human happiness, and quite the chief
ingredient of individual and social
progress.

In maintaining this principle, the
greatest difficulty to be encountered does
not lie in the appreciation of means
towards an acknowledged end, but in the
indifference of persons in general to the
end itself. If it were felt that the free
development of individuality is one of the
leading essentials of well-being; that it is
not only a coordinate element with all like
that is designated by the terms civiliza-
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tion, instruction, education, culture, but is
itself a necessary part and condition of all
those things; there would be no danger
that liberty should be undervalued, and
the adjustment of the boundaries between
it and social control would present no
extraordinary difficulty. But the evil is,
that individual spontaneity is hardly rec-
ognized by the common modes of think-
ing, as having any intrinsic worth, or
deserving any regard on its own account.

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 qual-
ities he requires and exercise 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
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of man, which human life is rightly
employed in perfecting and beautifying,
the first in importance surely is man him-
self. 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 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 o all sides, according to the
tendency of the inward forces which
make it a living thing. ...

From John Stuart Mill, On Liberty, 1859.
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