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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTORY 

… 

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 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. 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. Yet there are many cases clear enough and 
grave enough to justify that exception. 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 holding him to the 
responsibility; 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 
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 that portion of a person's life and conduct 
which affects only himself, or, if it also affects others, only with their free, voluntary, and 
undeceived consent and participation. When I say only himself, I mean directly, and in the 
first instance: for whatever affects himself, may affect others through himself; and the 
objection which may be grounded on this contingency, will receive consideration in the 
sequel. This, then, is the appropriate region of human liberty. It comprises, first, the inward 
domain of consciousness; demanding liberty of conscience, in the most comprehensive 
sense; liberty of thought and feeling; absolute freedom of opinion and sentiment on all 
subjects, practical or speculative, scientific, moral, or theological. The liberty of expressing 
and publishing opinions may seem to fall under a different principle, since it belongs to that 
part of the conduct of an individual which concerns other people; but, being almost of as 
much importance as the liberty of thought itself, and resting in great part on the same 
reasons, is practically inseparable from it. Secondly, the principle requires liberty of tastes 
and pursuits; of framing the plan of our life to suit our own character; of doing as we like, 
subject to such consequences as may follow; without impediment from our fellow-creatures, 
so long as what we do does not harm them even though they should think our conduct 
foolish, perverse, or wrong. Thirdly, from this liberty of each individual, follows the liberty, 
within the same limits, of combination among individuals; freedom to unite, for any purpose 
not involving harm to others: the persons combining being supposed to be of full age, and 
not forced or deceived.  



No society in which these liberties are not, on the whole, respected, is free, whatever may 
be its form of government; and none is completely free in which they do not exist absolute 
and unqualified. The only freedom which deserves the name, is that of pursuing our own 
good in our own way, so long as we do not attempt to deprive others of theirs, or impede 
their efforts to obtain it. Each is the proper guardian of his own health, whether bodily, or 
mental or 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.  

… 

It will be convenient for the argument, if, instead of at once entering upon the general 
thesis, we confine ourselves in the first instance to a single branch of it, on which the 
principle here stated is, if not fully, yet to a certain point, recognized by the current 
opinions. This one branch is the Liberty of Thought: from which it is impossible to separate 
the cognate liberty of speaking and of writing. Although these liberties, to some 
considerable amount, form part of the political morality of all countries which profess 
religious toleration and free institutions, the grounds, both philosophical and practical, on 
which they rest, are perhaps not so familiar to the general mind, nor so thoroughly 
appreciated by many even of the leaders of opinion, as might have been expected. Those 
grounds, when rightly understood, are of much wider application than to only one division of 
the subject, and a thorough consideration of this part of the question will be found the best 
introduction to the remainder. Those to whom nothing which I am about to say will be new, 
may therefore, I hope, excuse me, if on a subject which for now three centuries has been so 
often discussed, I venture on one discussion more.  

 
CHAPTER III 

ON INDIVIDUALITY, AS ONE OF THE ELEMENTS OF WELLBEING 

SUCH being the reasons which make it imperative that human beings should be free to form 
opinions, and to express their opinions without reserve; and such the baneful consequences 
to the intellectual, and through that to the moral nature of man, unless this liberty is either 
conceded, or asserted in spite of prohibition; let us next examine whether the same reasons 
do not require that men should be free to act upon their opinions--to carry these out in their 
lives, without hindrance, either physical or moral, from their fellow-men, so long as it is at 
their own risk and peril. This last proviso is of course indispensable. No one pretends that 
actions should be as free as opinions. On the contrary, even opinions lose their immunity, 
when the circumstances in which they are expressed are such as to constitute their 
expression a positive instigation to some mischievous act. An opinion that corn-dealers are 
starvers of the poor, or that private property is robbery, ought to be unmolested when 
simply circulated through the press, but may justly incur punishment when delivered orally 
to an excited mob assembled before the house of a corn-dealer, or when handed about 
among the same mob in the form of a placard. Acts of whatever kind, which, without 
justifiable cause, do harm to others, may be, and in the more important cases absolutely 
require to be, controlled by the unfavorable sentiments, and, when needful, by the active 
interference of mankind. The liberty of the individual must be thus far limited; he must not 
make himself a nuisance to other people. But if he refrains from molesting others in what 
concerns them, and merely acts according to his own inclination and judgment in things 
which concern himself, the same reasons which show that opinion should be free, prove also 
that he should be allowed, without molestation, to carry his opinions into practice at his own 
cost. That mankind are not infallible; that their truths, for the most part, are only half-
truths; that unity of opinion, unless resulting from the fullest and freest comparison of 



opposite opinions, is not desirable, and diversity not an evil, but a good, until mankind are 
much more capable than at present of recognizing all sides of the truth, are principles 
applicable to men's modes of action, not less than to their opinions. As it is useful that while 
mankind are imperfect there should be different opinions, so is it that there should be 
different experiments of living; that free scope should be given to varieties of character, 
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 of customs of other people are the rule of conduct, there is 
wanting 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 that is 
designated by the terms civilization, 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 
recognized by the common modes of thinking as having any intrinsic worth, or deserving 
any regard on its own account. The majority, being satisfied with the ways of mankind as 
they now are (for it is they who make them what they are), cannot comprehend why those 
ways should not be good enough for everybody; and what is more, spontaneity forms no 
part of the ideal of the majority of moral and social reformers, but is rather looked on with 
jealousy, as a troublesome and perhaps rebellious obstruction to the general acceptance of 
what these reformers, in their own judgment, think would be best for mankind. Few 
persons, out of Germany, even comprehend the meaning of the doctrine which Wilhelm von 
Humboldt, so eminent both as a savant and as a politician, made the text of a treatise--that 
"the end of man, or that which is prescribed by the eternal or immutable dictates of reason, 
and not suggested by vague and transient desires, is the highest and most harmonious 
development of his powers to a complete and consistent whole;" that, therefore, the object 
"towards which every human being must ceaselessly direct his efforts, and on which 
especially those who design to influence their fellow-men must ever keep their eyes, is the 
individuality of power and development;" that for this there are two requisites, "freedom, 
and a variety of situations;" and that from the union of these arise "individual vigor and 
manifold diversity," which combine themselves in "originality."[1]  

Little, however, as people are accustomed to a doctrine like that of Von Humboldt, and 
surprising as it may be to them to find so high a value attached to individuality, the 
question, one must nevertheless think, can only be one of degree. No one's idea of 
excellence in conduct is that people should do absolutely nothing but copy one another. No 
one would assert that people ought not to put into their mode of life, and into the conduct 
of their concerns, any impress whatever of their own judgment, or of their own individual 
character. On the other hand, it would be absurd to pretend that people ought to live as if 
nothing whatever had been known in the world before they came into it; as if experience 
had as yet done nothing towards showing that one mode of existence, or of conduct, is 
preferable to another. Nobody denies that people should be so taught and trained in youth, 
as to know and benefit by the ascertained results of human experience. But it is the 
privilege and proper condition of a human being, arrived at the maturity of his faculties, to 
use and interpret experience in his own way. It is for him to find out what part of recorded 
experience is properly applicable to his own circumstances and character. The traditions and 
customs of other people are, to a certain extent, evidence of what their experience has 



taught them; presumptive evidence, and as such, have a claim to this deference: but, in the 
first place, their experience may be too narrow; or they may not have interpreted it rightly. 
Secondly, their interpretation of experience may be correct but unsuitable to him. Customs 
are made for customary circumstances, and customary characters: and his circumstances or 
his character may be uncustomary. Thirdly, though the customs be both good as customs, 
and suitable to him, yet to conform to custom, merely as custom, does not educate or 
develop in him any of the qualities which are the distinctive endowment of a human being. 
The human faculties of perception, judgment, discriminative feeling, mental activity, and 
even moral preference, are exercised only in making a choice. He who does anything 
because it is the custom, makes no choice. He gains no practice either in discerning or in 
desiring what is best. The mental and moral, like the muscular powers, are improved only 
by being used. The faculties are called into no exercise by doing a thing merely because 
others do it, no more than by believing a thing only because others believe it. If the grounds 
of an opinion are not conclusive to the person's own reason, his reason cannot be 
strengthened, but is likely to be weakened by his adopting it: and if the inducements to an 
act are not such as are consentaneous to his own feelings and character (where affection, or 
the rights of others are not concerned), it is so much done towards rendering his feelings 
and character inert and torpid, instead of active and energetic.  

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 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?  

Each will receive its proper share, if each has that which more particularly concerns it. To 
individuality should belong the part of life in which it is chiefly the individual that is 
interested; to society, the part which chiefly interests society.  



Though society is not founded on a contract, and though no good purpose is answered by 
inventing a contract in order to deduce social obligations from it, every one who receives 
the protection of society owes a return for the benefit, and the fact of living in society 
renders it indispensable that each should be bound to observe a certain line of conduct 
towards the rest. This conduct consists, first, in not injuring the interests of one another; or 
rather certain interests, which, either by express legal provision or by tacit understanding, 
ought to be considered as rights; and secondly, in each person's bearing his share (to be 
fixed on some equitable principle) of the labors and sacrifices incurred for defending the 
society or its members from injury and molestation. These conditions society is justified in 
enforcing, at all costs to those who endeavor to withhold fulfilment. Nor is this all that 
society may do. The acts of an individual may be hurtful to others, or wanting in due 
consideration for their welfare, without going the length of violating any of their constituted 
rights. The offender may then be justly punished by opinion, though not by law. As soon as 
any part of a person's conduct affects prejudicially the interests of others, society has 
jurisdiction over it, and the question whether the general welfare will or will not be 
promoted by interfering with it, becomes open to discussion. But there is no room for 
entertaining any such question when a person's conduct affects the interests of no persons 
besides himself, or needs not affect them unless they like (all the persons concerned being 
of full age, and the ordinary amount of understanding). In all such cases there should be 
perfect freedom, legal and social, to do the action and stand the consequences.  

It would be a great misunderstanding of this doctrine, to suppose that it is one of selfish 
indifference, which pretends that human beings have no business with each other's conduct 
in life, and that they should not concern themselves 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 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. 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, compared 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 any one 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, therefore, 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 affected by his self-regarding qualities or deficiencies. This is neither possible 
nor desirable. If he is eminent in any of the qualities 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 nature. 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 who manifests it, renders him necessarily and 
properly a subject of distaste, or, in extreme cases, even of contempt: a person could not 
have the opposite qualities in due strength without entertaining these feelings. Though 
doing no wrong to any one, 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 judgment 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 disagreeable consequence to which he exposes himself. It would be well, 
indeed, if this good office were much more freely rendered than the common notions of 
politeness at present permit, and if one person could honestly point out to another that he 
thinks him in fault, without being considered unmannerly or presuming. 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 seek his 
society; we have a right to avoid it (though not to parade the avoidance), for we have a 
right to choose the society 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 conversation 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 spontaneous consequences of the faults themselves, not 
because they are purposely inflicted on him for the sake of punishment. A person who 
shows rashness, obstinacy, self-conceit--who cannot live within moderate means--who 
cannot restrain himself from hurtful indulgences--who pursues animal pleasures at the 
expense of those of feeling 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 demerits 
towards himself.  

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.  

The distinction between the loss of consideration which a person may rightly incur by defect 
of prudence or of personal dignity, and the reprobation which is due to him for an offence 
against the rights of others, is not a merely nominal distinction. It makes a vast difference 
both in our feelings and in our conduct towards him, whether he displeases us in things in 
which we think we have a right to control him, or in things in which we know that we have 
not. If he displeases us, we may express our distaste, and we may stand aloof from a 
person as well as from a thing that displeases us; but we shall not therefore feel called on 
to make his life uncomfortable. We shall reflect that he already bears, or will bear, the 
whole penalty of his error; if he spoils his life by mismanagement, we shall not, for that 
reason, desire to spoil it still further: instead of wishing to punish him, we shall rather 
endeavor to alleviate his punishment, by showing him how he may avoid or cure the evils 
his conduct tends to bring upon him. He may be to us an object of pity, perhaps of dislike, 
but not of anger or resentment; we shall not treat him like an enemy of society: the worst 
we shall think ourselves justified in doing is leaving him to himself, If we do not interfere 
benevolently by showing interest or concern for him. It is far otherwise if he has infringed 
the rules necessary for the protection of his fellow-creatures, individually or collectively. The 
evil consequences of his acts do 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 punishment, and must take care that it be sufficiently severe. In the one case, 
he is an offender at our bar, and we are called on not only to sit in judgment on him, but, in 
one shape or another, to execute our own sentence: in the other case, it is not our part to 
inflict any suffering on him, except what may incidentally follow from our using the same 
liberty in the regulation of our own affairs, which we allow to him in his.  

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 admit. How (it may be 
asked) can any part of the conduct of a member of society be a matter of indifference to the 
other members? No person is an entirely isolated being; it is impossible for a person to do 
anything seriously or permanently hurtful to himself, without mischief reaching at least to 
his near connections, and often far beyond them. If he injures his property, he does harm to 
those who directly or indirectly derived support from it, and usually diminishes, by a greater 
or less amount, the general resources of the community. If he deteriorates his bodily or 
mental faculties, he not only brings evil upon all who depended on him for any portion of 
their happiness, but disqualifies himself for rendering the services which he owes to his 
fellow-creatures generally; perhaps becomes a burden on their affection or benevolence; 
and if such conduct were very frequent, hardly any offence that is committed would detract 
more from the general sum of good. Finally, if by his vices or follies a person does no direct 



harm to others, he is nevertheless (it may be said) injurious by his example; and ought to 
be compelled to control himself, for the sake of those whom the sight or knowledge of his 
conduct might corrupt or mislead.  

And even (it will be added) if the consequences of misconduct could be confined to the 
vicious or thoughtless individual, ought society to abandon to their own guidance those who 
are manifestly unfit for it? If protection against themselves is confessedly due to children 
and persons under age, is not society equally bound to afford it to persons of mature years 
who are equally incapable of self-government? If gambling, or drunkenness, or 
incontinence, or idleness, or uncleanliness, are as injurious to happiness, and as great a 
hindrance to improvement, as many or most of the acts prohibited by law, why (it may be 
asked) should not law, so far as is consistent with practicability and social convenience, 
endeavor to repress these also? And as a supplement to the unavoidable imperfections of 
law, ought not opinion at least to organize a powerful police against these vices, and visit 
rigidly with social penalties those who are known to practise them? There is no question 
here (it may be said) about restricting individuality, or impeding the trial of new and original 
experiments in living. The only things it is sought to prevent are things which have been 
tried and condemned from the beginning of the world until now; things which experience 
has shown not to be useful or suitable to any person's individuality. There must be some 
length of time and amount of experience, after which a moral or prudential truth may be 
regarded as established, and it is merely desired to prevent generation after generation 
from falling over the same precipice which has been fatal to their predecessors.  

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 extravagance. 

… 

But with regard to the merely contingent or, as it may be called, constructive injury which a 
person causes to society, 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.  

… 

With respect to what is said of the necessity of protecting society from the bad example set 
to others by the vicious or the self-indulgent; it is true that bad example may have a 
pernicious effect, especially the example of doing wrong to others with impunity to the 
wrong-doer. But we are now speaking of conduct which, while it does no wrong to others, is 
supposed to do great harm to the agent himself: and I do not see how those who believe 
this, can think otherwise than that the example, on the whole, must be more salutary than 
hurtful, since, if it displays the misconduct, it displays also the painful or 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 public with purely 
personal conduct, is that when it does interfere, the odds are 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 overruling majority, though often wrong, is likely to be still oftener 
right; because on such questions they are only required to judge of their own interests; 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 self-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 perfect 
indifference, passing over the pleasure or convenience of those whose conduct they 
censure, and considering only their own preference. There are many who consider as an 
injury to themselves any conduct which they have a distaste for, and resent it as an outrage 
to their feelings; as a religious bigot, when charged with disregarding the religious feelings 
of others, has been known to retort that they disregard his feelings, by persisting in their 
abominable worship or creed. But there is no parity between the feeling of a 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.  

… 

 
CHAPTER V  

APPLICATIONS 

… 

Again, it is a proper office of public authority to guard against accidents. If either a public 
officer or any one else saw a person attempting to cross a bridge which had been 
ascertained to be unsafe, and there were no time to warn him of his danger, they might 
seize him and turn him back without any real infringement of his liberty; for liberty consists 
in doing what one desires, and he does not desire to fall into the river. Nevertheless, when 
there is not a certainty, but only a danger of mischief, no one but the person himself can 
judge of the sufficiency of the motive which may prompt him to incur the risk: in this case, 
therefore, (unless he is a child, or delirious, or in some state of excitement or absorption 
incompatible with the full use of the reflecting faculty,) he ought, I conceive, to be only 
warned of the danger; not forcibly prevented from exposing himself to it.  

… 

It was pointed out in an early part of this Essay, that the liberty of the individual, in things 
wherein the individual is alone concerned, implies a corresponding liberty in any number of 
individuals to regulate by mutual agreement such things as regard them jointly, and regard 
no persons but themselves. This question presents no difficulty, so long as the will of all the 
persons implicated remains unaltered; but since that will may change, it is often necessary, 
even in things in which they alone are concerned, that they should enter into engagements 
with one another; and when they do, it is fit, as a general rule, that those engagements 
should be kept. Yet in the laws probably, of every country, this general rule has some 



exceptions. Not only persons are not held to engagements which violate the rights of third 
parties, but it is sometimes considered a sufficient reason for releasing them from an 
engagement, that it is injurious to themselves. In this and most other civilized countries, for 
example, an engagement by which a person should sell himself, or allow himself to be sold, 
as a slave, would be null and void; neither enforced by law nor by opinion. The ground for 
thus limiting his power of voluntarily disposing of his own lot in life, is apparent, and is very 
clearly seen in this extreme case. The reason for not interfering, unless for the sake of 
others, with a person's voluntary acts, is consideration for his liberty. His voluntary choice is 
evidence that what he so chooses is desirable, or at the least endurable, to him, and his 
good is on the whole best provided for by allowing him to take his own means of pursuing 
it. But by selling himself for a slave, he abdicates his liberty; he foregoes any future use of 
it, beyond that single act. He therefore defeats, in his own case, the very purpose which is 
the justification of allowing him to dispose of himself. He is no longer free; but is 
thenceforth in a position which has no longer the presumption in its favor, that would be 
afforded by his voluntarily remaining in it. The principle of freedom cannot require that he 
should be free not to be free. It is not freedom, to be allowed to alienate his freedom.  

… 

 

	


