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CHAPTER 11
OF THE LIBERTY OF THOUGHT AND DISCUSSION

THE time, it is to be hoped, is gone by when any defence would be necessary of the "liberty
of the press" as one of the securities against corrupt or tyrannical government. No
argument, we may suppose, can now be needed, against permitting 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 political discussion, except during some
temporary panic, when fear of insurrection drives ministers and judges from their
propriety;[1] 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 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 conceives to be their voice. But I deny the right of
the people to exercise such coercion, either by themselves or by their government. 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
dissent from the opinion, still more than those who hold it. If the opinion is right, they are
deprived of the opportunity of 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.

It is necessary to consider separately these two hypotheses, each of which has a distinct
branch of the argument corresponding to it. We can never be sure that the opinion we are
endeavouring to stifle is a false opinion; and if we were sure, stifling it would be an evil still.

First: the opinion which it is attempted to suppress by authority may possibly be true. Those
who desire to suppress it, of course deny its truth; but they are not infallible. They have no
authority to decide the question for all mankind, and exclude every other person from the
means of judging. To refuse a hearing to an opinion, because they are sure that it is false,
is to assume that their certainty is the same thing as absolute certainty. All silencing of
discussion is an assumption of infallibility. Its condemnation may be allowed to rest on this
common argument, not the worse for being common.



Unfortunately for the good sense of mankind, the fact of their fallibility is far from carrying
the weight in their practical judgment, which is always allowed to it in theory; for while
every one well knows himself to be fallible, few think it necessary to take any precautions
against their own fallibility, or admit the supposition that any opinion of which they feel very
certain, may be one of the examples of the error to which they acknowledge themselves to
be liable. Absolute princes, or others who are accustomed to unlimited deference, usually
feel this complete confidence in their own opinions on nearly all subjects. People more
happily situated, who sometimes hear their opinions disputed, and are not wholly unused to
be set right when they are wrong, place the same unbounded reliance only on such of their
opinions as are shared by all who surround them, or to whom they habitually defer: for in
proportion to a man's want of confidence in his own solitary judgment, does he usually
repose, with implicit trust, on the infallibility of "the world" in general. And the world, to
each individual, means the part of it with which he comes in contact; his party, his sect, his
church, his class of society: the man may be called, by comparison, almost liberal and
large-minded to whom it means anything so comprehensive as his own country or his own
age. Nor is his faith in this collective authority at all shaken by his being aware that other
ages, countries, sects, churches, classes, and parties have thought, and even now think, the
exact reverse. He devolves upon his own world the responsibility of being in the right
against the dissentient worlds of other people; and it never troubles him that mere accident
has decided which of these numerous worlds is the object of his reliance, and that the same
causes which make him a Churchman in London, would have made him a Buddhist or a
Confucian in Pekin. Yet it is as evident in itself as any amount of argument can make it, that
ages are no more infallible than individuals; every age having held many opinions which
subsequent ages have deemed not only false but absurd; and it is as certain that many
opinions, now general, will be rejected by future ages, as it is that many, once general, are
rejected by the present.

The objection likely to be made to this argument, would probably take some such form as
the following. There is no greater assumption of infallibility in forbidding the propagation of
error, than in any other thing which is done by public authority on its own judgment and
responsibility. Judgment is given to men that they may use it. Because it may be used
erroneously, are men to be told that they ought not to use it at all? To prohibit what they
think pernicious, is not claiming exemption from error, but fulfilling the duty incumbent on
them, although fallible, of acting on their conscientious conviction. If we were never to act
on our opinions, because those opinions may be wrong, we should leave all our interests
uncared for, and all our duties unperformed. An objection which applies to all conduct can
be no valid objection to any conduct in particular.

It is the duty of governments, and of individuals, to form the truest opinions they can; to
form them carefully, and never impose them upon others unless they are quite sure of
being right. But when they are sure (such reasoners may say), it is not conscientiousness
but cowardice to shrink from acting on their opinions, and allow doctrines which they
honestly think dangerous to the welfare of mankind, either in this life or in another, to be
scattered abroad without restraint, because other people, in less enlightened times, have
persecuted opinions now believed to be true. Let us take care, it may be said, not to make
the same mistake: but governments and nations have made mistakes in other things, which
are not denied to be fit subjects for the exercise of authority: they have laid on bad taxes,
made unjust wars. Ought we therefore to lay on no taxes, and, under whatever provocation,
make no wars? Men, and governments, must act to the best of their ability. There is no
such thing as absolute certainty, but there is assurance sufficient for the purposes of human
life. We may, and must, assume our opinion to be true for the guidance of our own conduct:
and it is assuming no more when we forbid bad men to pervert society by the propagation
of opinions which we regard as false and pernicious.



I answer, that it is assuming very much more. There is the greatest difference between
presuming an opinion to be true, because, with every opportunity for contesting it, it has
not been refuted, and assuming its truth for the purpose of not permitting its refutation.
Complete liberty of contradicting and disproving our opinion, is the very condition which
justifies us in assuming its truth for purposes of action; and on no other terms can a being
with human faculties have any rational assurance of being right.

When we consider either the history of opinion, or the ordinary conduct of human life, to
what is it to be ascribed that the one and the other are no worse than they are? Not
certainly to the inherent force of the human understanding; for, on any matter not self-
evident, there are ninety-nine persons totally incapable of judging of it, for one who is
capable; and the capacity of the hundredth person is only comparative; for the majority of
the eminent men of every past generation held many opinions now known to be erroneous,
and did or approved numerous things which no one will now justify. Why is it, then, that
there is on the whole a preponderance among mankind of rational opinions and rational
conduct? If there really is this preponderance--which there must be, unless human affairs
are, and have always been, in an almost desperate state--it is owing to a quality of the
human mind, the source of everything respectable in man, either as an intellectual or as a
moral being, namely, that his errors are corrigible. He is capable of rectifying his mistakes
by discussion and experience. Not by experience alone. There must be discussion, to show
how experience is to be interpreted. Wrong opinions and practices gradually yield to fact
and argument: but facts and arguments, to produce any effect on the mind, must be
brought before it. Very few facts are able to tell their own story, without comments to bring
out their meaning. The whole strength and value, then, of human judgment, depending on
the one property, that it can be set right when it is wrong, reliance can be placed on it only
when the means of setting it right are kept constantly at hand. In the case of any person
whose judgment is really deserving of confidence, how has it become so? Because he has
kept his mind open to criticism of his opinions and conduct. Because it has been his practice
to listen to all that could be said against him; to profit by as much of it as was just, and
expound to himself, and upon occasion to others, the fallacy of what was fallacious. Because
he has felt, that the only way in which a human being can make some approach to knowing
the whole of a subject, is by hearing what can be said about it by persons of every variety
of opinion, and studying all modes in which it can be looked at by every character of mind.
No wise man ever acquired his wisdom in any mode but this; nor is it in the nature of
human intellect to become wise in any other manner. The steady habit of correcting and
completing his own opinion by collating it with those of others, so far from causing doubt
and hesitation in carrying it into practice, is the only stable foundation for a just reliance on
it: for, being cognizant of all that can, at least obviously, be said against him, and having
taken up his position against all gainsayers knowing that he has sought for objections and
difficulties, instead of avoiding them, and has shut out no light which can be thrown upon
the subject from any quarter--he has a right to think his judgment better than that of any
person, or any multitude, who have not gone through a similar process.

Let us now pass to the second division of the argument, and dismissing the Supposition that
any of the received opinions may be false, let us assume them to be true, and examine into
the worth of the manner in which they are likely to be held, when their truth is not freely
and openly canvassed. However unwillingly a person who has a strong opinion may admit
the possibility that his opinion may be false, he ought to be moved by the consideration that
however true it may be, if it is not fully, frequently, and fearlessly discussed, it will be held
as a dead dogma, not a living truth.



There is a class of persons (happily not quite so numerous as formerly) who think it enough
if @ person assents undoubtingly to what they think true, though he has no knowledge
whatever of the grounds of the opinion, and could not make a tenable defence of it against
the most superficial objections. Such persons, if they can once get their creed taught from
authority, naturally think that no good, and some harm, comes of its being allowed to be
questioned. Where their influence prevails, they make it nearly impossible for the received
opinion to be rejected wisely and considerately, though it may still be rejected rashly and
ignorantly; for to shut out discussion entirely is seldom possible, and when it once gets in,
beliefs not grounded on conviction are apt to give way before the slightest semblance of an
argument. Waiving, however, this possibility--assuming that the true opinion abides in the
mind, but abides as a prejudice, a belief independent of, and proof against, argument--this
is not the way in which truth ought to be held by a rational being. This is not knowing the
truth. Truth, thus held, is but one superstition the more, accidentally clinging to the words
which enunciate a truth.

If the intellect and judgment of mankind ought to be cultivated, a thing which Protestants at
least do not deny, on what can these faculties be more appropriately exercised by any one,
than on the things which concern him so much that it is considered necessary for him to
hold opinions on them? If the cultivation of the understanding consists in one thing more
than in another, it is surely in learning the grounds of one's own opinions. Whatever people
believe, on subjects on which it is of the first importance to believe rightly, they ought to be
able to defend against at least the common objections. But, some one may say, "Let them
be taught the grounds of their opinions. It does not follow that opinions must be merely
parroted because they are never heard controverted. Persons who learn geometry do not
simply commit the theorems to memory, but understand and learn likewise the
demonstrations; and it would be absurd to say that they remain ignorant of the grounds of
geometrical truths, because they never hear any one deny, and attempt to disprove them."
Undoubtedly: and such teaching suffices on a subject like mathematics, where there is
nothing at all to be said on the wrong side of the question. The peculiarity of the evidence of
mathematical truths is, that all the argument is on one side. There are no objections, and
no answers to objections. But on every subject on which difference of opinion is possible,
the truth depends on a balance to be struck between two sets of conflicting reasons. Even in
natural philosophy, there is always some other explanation possible of the same facts; some
geocentric theory instead of heliocentric, some phlogiston instead of oxygen; and it has to
be shown why that other theory cannot be the true one: and until this is shown and until we
know how it is shown, we do not understand the grounds of our opinion. But when we turn
to subjects infinitely more complicated, to morals, religion, politics, social relations, and the
business of life, three-fourths of the arguments for every disputed opinion consist in
dispelling the appearances which favor some opinion different from it. The greatest orator,
save one, of antiquity, has left it on record that he always studied his adversary's case with
as great, if not with still greater, intensity than even his own. What Cicero practised as the
means of forensic success, requires to be imitated by all who study any subject in order to
arrive at the truth. He who knows only his own side of the case, knows little of that. His
reasons may be good, and no one may have been able to refute them. But if he is equally
unable to refute the reasons on the opposite side; if he does not so much as know what
they are, he has no ground for preferring either opinion. The rational position for him would
be suspension of judgment, and unless he contents himself with that, he is either led by
authority, or adopts, like the generality of the world, the side to which he feels most
inclination. Nor is it enough that he should hear the arguments of adversaries from his own
teachers, presented as they state them, and accompanied by what they offer as refutations.
This is not the way to do justice to the arguments, or bring them into real contact with his
own mind. He must be able to hear them from persons who actually believe them; who
defend them in earnest, and do their very utmost for them. He must know them in their



most plausible and persuasive form; he must feel the whole force of the difficulty which the
true view of the subject has to encounter and dispose of, else he will never really possess
himself of the portion of truth which meets and removes that difficulty. Ninety-nine in a
hundred of what are called educated men are in this condition, even of those who can argue
fluently for their opinions. Their conclusion may be true, but it might be false for anything
they know: they have never thrown themselves into the mental position of those who think
differently from them, and considered what such persons may have to say; and
consequently they do not, in any proper sense of the word, know the doctrine which they
themselves profess. They do not know those parts of it which explain and justify the
remainder; the considerations which show that a fact which seemingly conflicts with another
is reconcilable with it, or that, of two apparently strong reasons, one and not the other
ought to be preferred. All that part of the truth which turns the scale, and decides the
judgment of a completely informed mind, they are strangers to; nor is it ever really known,
but to those who have attended equally and impartially to both sides, and endeavored to
see the reasons of both in the strongest light. So essential is this discipline to a real
understanding of moral and human subjects, that if opponents of all important truths do not
exist, it is indispensable to imagine them and supply them with the strongest arguments
which the most skilful devil's advocate can conjure up.

To abate the force of these considerations, an enemy of free discussion may be supposed to
say, that there is no necessity for mankind in general to know and understand all that can
be said against or for their opinions by philosophers and theologians. That it is not needful
for common men to be able to expose all the misstatements or fallacies of an ingenious
opponent. That it is enough if there is always somebody capable of answering them, so that
nothing likely to mislead uninstructed persons remains unrefuted. That simple minds,
having been taught the obvious grounds of the truths inculcated on them, may trust to
authority for the rest, and being aware that they have neither knowledge nor talent to
resolve every difficulty which can be raised, may repose in the assurance that all those
which have been raised have been or can be answered, by those who are specially trained
to the task.

Conceding to this view of the subject the utmost that can be claimed for it by those most
easily satisfied with the amount of understanding of truth which ought to accompany the
belief of it; even so, the argument for free discussion is no way weakened. For even this
doctrine acknowledges that mankind ought to have a rational assurance that all objections
have been satisfactorily answered; and how are they to be answered if that which requires
to be answered is not spoken? or how can the answer be known to be satisfactory, if the
objectors have no opportunity of showing that it is unsatisfactory? If not the public, at least
the philosophers and theologians who are to resolve the difficulties, must make themselves
familiar with those difficulties in their most puzzling form; and this cannot be accomplished
unless they are freely stated, and placed in the most advantageous light which they admit
of. The Catholic Church has its own way of dealing with this embarrassing problem. It
makes a broad separation between those who can be permitted to receive its doctrines on
conviction, and those who must accept them on trust. Neither, indeed, are allowed any
choice as to what they will accept; but the clergy, such at least as can be fully confided in,
may admissibly and meritoriously make themselves acquainted with the arguments of
opponents, in order to answer them, and may, therefore, read heretical books; the laity, not
unless by special permission, hard to be obtained. This discipline recognizes a knowledge of
the enemy's case as beneficial to the teachers, but finds means, consistent with this, of
denying it to the rest of the world: thus giving to the elite more mental culture, though not
more mental freedom, than it allows to the mass. By this device it succeeds in obtaining the
kind of mental superiority which its purposes require; for though culture without freedom
never made a large and liberal mind, it can make a clever nisi prius advocate of a cause.



But in countries professing Protestantism, this resource is denied; since Protestants hold, at
least in theory, that the responsibility for the choice of a religion must be borne by each for
himself, and cannot be thrown off upon teachers. Besides, in the present state of the world,
it is practically impossible that writings which are read by the instructed can be kept from
the uninstructed. If the teachers of mankind are to be cognizant of all that they ought to
know, everything must be free to be written and published without restraint.

If, however, the mischievous operation of the absence of free discussion, when the received
opinions are true, were confined to leaving men ignorant of the grounds of those opinions, it
might be thought that this, if an intellectual, is no moral evil, and does not affect the worth
of the opinions, regarded in their influence on the character. The fact, however, is, that not
only the grounds of the opinion are forgotten in the absence of discussion, but too often the
meaning of the opinion itself. The words which convey it, cease to suggest ideas, or suggest
only a small portion of those they were originally employed to communicate. Instead of a
vivid conception and a living belief, there remain only a few phrases retained by rote; or, if
any part, the shell and husk only of the meaning is retained, the finer essence being lost.
The great chapter in human history which this fact occupies and fills, cannot be too
earnestly studied and meditated on.

It is illustrated in the experience of almost all ethical doctrines and religious creeds. They
are all full of meaning and vitality to those who originate them, and to the direct disciples of
the originators. Their meaning continues to be felt in undiminished strength, and is perhaps
brought out into even fuller consciousness, so long as the struggle lasts to give the doctrine
or creed an ascendency over other creeds. At last it either prevails, and becomes the
general opinion, or its progress stops; it keeps possession of the ground it has gained, but
ceases to spread further. When either of these results has become apparent, controversy on
the subject flags, and gradually dies away. The doctrine has taken its place, if not as a
received opinion, as one of the admitted sects or divisions of opinion: those who hold it
have generally inherited, not adopted it; and conversion from one of these doctrines to
another, being now an exceptional fact, occupies little place in the thoughts of their
professors. Instead of being, as at first, constantly on the alert either to defend themselves
against the world, or to bring the world over to them, they have subsided into acquiescence,
and neither listen, when they can help it, to arguments against their creed, nor trouble
dissentients (if there be such) with arguments in its favor. From this time may usually be
dated the decline in the living power of the doctrine. We often hear the teachers of all
creeds lamenting the difficulty of keeping up in the minds of believers a lively apprehension
of the truth which they nominally recognize, so that it may penetrate the feelings, and
acquire a real mastery over the conduct. No such difficulty is complained of while the creed
is still fighting for its existence: even the weaker combatants then know and feel what they
are fighting for, and the difference between it and other doctrines; and in that period of
every creed's existence, not a few persons may be found, who have realized its fundamental
principles in all the forms of thought, have weighed and considered them in all their
important bearings, and have experienced the full effect on the character, which belief in
that creed ought to produce in a mind thoroughly imbued with it. But when it has come to
be an hereditary creed, and to be received passively, not actively--when the mind is no
longer compelled, in the same degree as at first, to exercise its vital powers on the
questions which its belief presents to it, there is a progressive tendency to forget all of the
belief except the formularies, or to give it a dull and torpid assent, as if accepting it on trust
dispensed with the necessity of realizing it in consciousness, or testing it by personal
experience; until it almost ceases to connect itself at all with the inner life of the human
being. Then are seen the cases, so frequent in this age of the world as almost to form the
majority, in which the creed remains as it were outside the mind, encrusting and petrifying
it against all other influences addressed to the higher parts of our nature; manifesting its



power by not suffering any fresh and living conviction to get in, but itself doing nothing for
the mind or heart, except standing sentinel over them to keep them vacant.

But what! (it may be asked) Is the absence of unanimity an indispensable condition of true
knowledge? Is it necessary that some part of mankind should persist in error, to enable any
to realize the truth? Does a belief cease to be real and vital as soon as it is generally
received--and is a proposition never thoroughly understood and felt unless some doubt of it
remains? As soon as mankind have unanimously accepted a truth, does the truth perish
within them? The highest aim and best result of improved intelligence, it has hitherto been
thought, is to unite mankind more and more in the acknowledgment of all important truths:
and does the intelligence only last as long as it has not achieved its object? Do the fruits of
conquest perish by the very completeness of the victory?

I affirm no such thing. As mankind improve, the number of doctrines which are no longer
disputed or doubted will be constantly on the increase: and the well-being of mankind may
almost be measured by the number and gravity of the truths which have reached the point
of being uncontested. The cessation, on one question after another, of serious controversy,
is one of the necessary incidents of the consolidation of opinion; a consolidation as salutary
in the case of true opinions, as it is dangerous and noxious when the opinions are
erroneous. But though this gradual narrowing of the bounds of diversity of opinion is
necessary in both senses of the term, being at once inevitable and indispensable, we are
not therefore obliged to conclude that all its consequences must be beneficial. The loss of so
important an aid to the intelligent and living apprehension of a truth, as is afforded by the
necessity of explaining it to, or defending it against, opponents, though not sufficient to
outweigh, is no trifling drawback from, the benefit of its universal recognition. Where this
advantage can no longer be had, I confess I should like to see the teachers of mankind
endeavoring to provide a substitute for it; some contrivance for making the difficulties of
the question as present to the learner's consciousness, as if they were pressed upon him by
a dissentient champion, eager for his conversion.

It still remains to speak of one of the principal causes which make diversity of opinion
advantageous, and will continue to do so until mankind shall have entered a stage of
intellectual advancement which at present seems at an incalculable distance. We have
hitherto considered only two possibilities: that the received opinion may be false, and some
other opinion, consequently, true; or that, the received opinion being true, a conflict with
the opposite error is essential to a clear apprehension and deep feeling of its truth. But
there is a commoner case than either of these; when the conflicting doctrines, instead of
being one true and the other false, share the truth between them; and the nonconforming
opinion is needed to supply the remainder of the truth, of which the received doctrine
embodies only a part. Popular opinions, on subjects not palpable to sense, are often true,
but seldom or never the whole truth. They are a part of the truth; sometimes a greater,
sometimes a smaller part, but exaggerated, distorted, and disjoined from the truths by
which they ought to be accompanied and limited. Heretical opinions, on the other hand, are
generally some of these suppressed and neglected truths, bursting the bonds which kept
them down, and either seeking reconciliation with the truth contained in the common
opinion, or fronting it as enemies, and setting themselves up, with similar exclusiveness, as
the whole truth. The latter case is hitherto the most frequent, as, in the human mind, one-
sidedness has always been the rule, and many-sidedness the exception. Hence, even in



revolutions of opinion, one part of the truth usually sets while another rises. Even progress,
which ought to superadd, for the most part only substitutes one partial and incomplete truth
for another; improvement consisting chiefly in this, that the new fragment of truth is more
wanted, more adapted to the needs of the time, than that which it displaces. Such being the
partial character of prevailing opinions, even when resting on a true foundation; every
opinion which embodies somewhat of the portion of truth which the common opinion omits,
ought to be considered precious, with whatever amount of error and confusion that truth
may be blended. No sober judge of human affairs will feel bound to be indignant because
those who force on our notice truths which we should otherwise have overlooked, overlook
some of those which we see. Rather, he will think that so long as popular truth is one-sided,
it is more desirable than otherwise that unpopular truth should have one-sided asserters
too; such being usually the most energetic, and the most likely to compel reluctant
attention to the fragment of wisdom which they proclaim as if it were the whole.

We have now recognized the necessity to the mental well-being of mankind (on which all
their other well-being depends) of freedom of opinion, and freedom of the expression of
opinion, on four distinct grounds; which we will now briefly recapitulate.

First, if any opinion is compelled to silence, that opinion may, for aught we can certainly
know, be true. To deny this is to assume our own infallibility.

Secondly, though the silenced opinion be an error, it may, and very commonly does, contain
a portion of truth; and since the general or prevailing opinion on any object is rarely or
never the whole truth, it is only by the collision of adverse opinions that the remainder of
the truth has any chance of being supplied.

Thirdly, even if the received opinion be not only true, but the whole truth; unless it is
suffered to be, and actually is, vigorously and earnestly contested, it will, by most of those
who receive it, be held in the manner of a prejudice, with little comprehension or feeling of
its rational grounds. And not only this, but, fourthly, the meaning of the doctrine itself will
be in danger of being lost, or enfeebled, and deprived of its vital effect on the character and
conduct: the dogma becoming a mere formal profession, inefficacious for good, but
cumbering the ground, and preventing the growth of any real and heartfelt conviction, from
reason or personal experience.



