
I. THE PHILOSOPHY OF LIBERTY

59. JOHN STUART MILL: On Liberry
(1859) 

(A) 

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 specu
lative, 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 combi.ning
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 
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A Government cannot have too much of· the kind of 
activity which does not impede, but aids and stimulates, 
individual exertion and development. The mischief begins 
when, instead of calling forth the activity and powers of 
individuals and bodies, it substitutes its own activity for 
theirs; when, instead of informing, advising, and, upon 
occasion, denouncing, it makes them work in fetters, or bids 
them stand aside and does their work instead of them. The 
worth of. a State, in the long run, is the worth of the indi
viduals composing it; and a State which postpones the 
interests of their mental expansion and elevation to a little 
more of adminstrative skill, or of that semblance of it which 
practice gives, in the details of business; a State which dwarfs 
its men, in order that they may be more docile instruments 
in its hands even for beneficial purposes—will find that 

• with small men no great thing can really be accomplished;
and that the perfection of machinery to which it has
sacrificed everything will in the end avail it nothing, for
want of the vital power which, in order that the machine
might work more smoothly, it has preferred to banish.
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