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"The grand, leading principle,
towards which every argument unfolded in these pages directly converges,

is the absolute and essential importance of human development
in its richest diversity.'"

Wilhelm von Humboldt, Sphere and Duties o/Government.
[Trans. Joseph Coulthard I London : Chapman, 1854 t, p. 65.]



To the beloved and deplored memory of her who was the inspirer, and in

part the author, of all that is best in my writings--the friend and wife whose
exalted sense of truth and right was my' strongest incitement, and whose
approbation was my chief reward--I dedicate this volume. Like all that I
have written for many' years, it belongs as much to her as to me: but the
work as it stands has had, in a very' insufficient de_ee, the inestimable ad-
vantage of her revision, some of the most important portions having been
reserved for a more careful re-examination, which the}' are now never

destined to receive. Were I but capable of interpreting to the world one half
the great thoughts and noble feelings which are buried in her grave, I should
be the medium of a greater benefit to it, than is ever likely' to arise from
anything that I can write, unprompted and unassisted by her all but un-
rivalled wisdom.



CHAPTER I

Introductory

THE SUBJECT of this Essay is not the so-called Liberty, of the Will, so un-

fortunately opposed to the misnamed doctrine of Philosophical Necessity:
but Civil, or Social Liberty: the nature and limits of the power which can

be legitimately exerc__ised_bysoc!ety over the individual. A question seldom
stated, and hardl_ ever discussed, in general terms, but which profoundly'
influences the practical controversies of the age by its latent presence, and
is likely soon to make itself recognised as the vital question of the future. It
_s so far from being new, that, in a certain sense, it has divided mankind.

almost from the remotest ages: but in the stage of pro_ess into which the
more cMlized portions of the species have now entered, it presents itself
under new conditions, and requires a different and more fundamental treat-
ment.

The struggle between Liberty and Authority is the most conspicuous
feature in the pomons of history with which we are earliest familiar, par-
ticularlv in that of Greece, Rome. and England. But in old times this contest
was between subjects, or some classes of subjects, and the aGovernmenta.

By liberty, was meant protection against the tvrannx of the political rulers.
The rulers were conceived (except in some of the popular governments of
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 authorit_ from inheritance or conquest, 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, x_hatexer precautions

might be taken against its oppressive exercise. Thelr power w;_s regarded as
necessary, but also as highly" dangerous; as a weapon which the_ would at-
tempt to use against their subjects, no less than against external enemies. To
prevent the weaker members of the communitx from being preyed upon by
innumerable 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 defence
against his beak and claws. The aim, therefore, of patriots was to set limits

a-a591,592 government
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to the power which the ruler should be suffered to exercise over the com-
munity; 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 liberties or rights, which it was to be regarded 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 interests, 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 everywhere
the principal object of the lovers of liberty. And so long as mankind were
content to combat one enemy by another, and to be ruled by a master, on

condition of being guaranteed more or less efficaciously 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 themselvcs. 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 seemed, could

they have complete security that the powers of government would never be
abused to their disadvantage. By de_ees this new demand for elective and
temporary rulers became the prominent object of the exertions of the popu-
larparty, wherever an), such part?' existed: and superseded, to a consider-
able extent, the previous efforts to limit the power of rulers. As the struggle
proceeded for making the ruling power emanate from the periodical choice
of the ruled, some persons began to think that too much importance had
been attached to the limitation of the power itself. That (it might seem)

was a resource against rulers whose interests were habitually opposed to
those of the people. What was now wanted was, that the rulers should be
identified w!th the people; that their interest and will should be the interest
and will of the nation. The nation did not need to be protected 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
convenient for exercise. This mode of thought, or rather perhaps of feeling,
was common among the last generation of European lib_eralis_m,in the Conti-
nental section of which it still apparently predominates. Those who admit
any limit to what a government may do, except in the case of such govern-
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ments 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 circum-
stances which for a time encouraged it, had continued unaltered.

But, in political and philosophical theories, as well as in persons, success
discloses faults and infirmities which failure might have concealed from
observation. The notion, that the people have no need to limit their power
over themselves, might seem axiomatic, when popular government was a
thing only' dreamed about, or read of as having existed at some distant period
of the past. Neither was that notion necessarily disturbed by such temporary"
aberrations as those of the French Revolution, the worst of which were the

work of an usurping few, and which, in an}, case, belonged, not to the
permanent working of popular institutions, but to a sudden and convulsive , "
outbreak against monarchical and aristocratic despotism. In time. however,
a democratic republic came to occupy' a large portion of the earth's surface.
and made itself felt as one of the most powerful members of the community
of nations: and elective and responsible government became subject to the

observations and criticisms which wait upon a great existing fact. It was
now perceived that such phrases as "self-government,'" and "the power of
the people over themselves," do not express the true state of the case. The
"people" who exercise the power are not always the same people with those
over whom it is exercised: and the "'self-government" spoken of is not the
government of each by himself, but of each by all the rest. The will of the

people, moreover, practically means the will of the most numerous or the
most active part of the people: the majority, or those who succeed in making
themselves accepted as the majority: the people, consequently-, ram' desire
to oLef,_res___cs.a __a.gt_Qf their number: and precautions are as much needed
against this as against any other abuse of power. The limit ation,_therefore.
of the power of government over individuals loses none of its importance
when the holders of power are regularly accountable to the community, that
is, to the strongest party therein. This vie_ of things, recommending itself
equally' to the intelligence of thinkers and to the inclination of those impor-

tant classes in European society to whose real or supposed interests democ-
racy is adverse, has had no difficulty in establishing itself: and in political ,,
speculations "'the tyranny of the majority"I*l is now generally included
among the evils against which society requires to be on its guard.

Like other tyrannies, the tvranm of the majority was at first, and is still

vulgarly,, held in dread, ch_eflx as operatin,,e throueh_ the acts of the public
authorities. But reflecting persons perceived that when society is itself the
tyrant--society collectively, over the separate individuals who compose it--
its means of tyrannizing are not restricted to the acts which it may do by the

[*See Tocqueville, De la D&nocratic cn Am_riquc. Vol. II. p 142.]
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hands of its political functionaries. Society can and does execute its own
.. mandates: and if it issues wrong mandates instead of right, or any" man-

dates at all in things with which it ought not to meddle, it practises a social
tyranny more formidable than many kinds of political oppression, since,
though not usually upheld by such extreme penalties, it leaves fewer means
of escape, penetrating much more deeply" into the details of life, and enslav-

ing the soul itself. Protection, therefore, against the tyranny of the ma_ois-

trate is not enough" there nee_ds .protect!on _also against the tvrannv of the
prevailing opinion and feeling; against the tendency, of society to impose,
by other means than civil penalties, its own ideas and practices as rules of
conduct on those who dissent from them' to fetter the development, and, if

possible, prevent the formation, of any' indiv!du_a!!t)' not in harmony with
its ways, and compel all characters to fashion themselves upon the model
of its own. There is a limit to the legitimate interference of collective opin-
ion with individual independence: and to find that limit, and maintain it

against encroachment, is as indispensable to a good condition of human af-
fairs, as protection against political despotism.

But though this proposition is not likely to be contested in general terms.
the practical question, where to place the limit--how to make the fitting ad-
justment between individual independence and social control--is a subject
on which nearly everything remains to be done. All that makes existence
valuable to any one, depends on the enforcement of restraints upon the

actions of other people. Some rules of conduct, therefore, must be imposed,
by law in the first place, and by' opinion on many things which are not fit
subjects for the operation of law. What these rules should be, is the principal
question in human affairs: but if we except a few of the most obvious cases,
it is one of those which least progress has been made in resolving. No two
ages, and scarcely any two countries, have decided it alike: and the decision

of one age or country is a wonder to another. Yet the people of any given
age and country no more suspect any difficult 3, in it, than if it were a subject
on which mankind had always been agreed. The rules which obtain among
themselves appear to them self-evident and self-justifying. This all but uni-
versal illusion is one of the examples of the magical influence of custom,

which is not only, as the proverb says, a second nature, but is continually'
mistaken for the first. The effect of custom, in preventing any misgiving
respecting the rules of conduct which mankind impose on one another, is
all the more complete because the subject is one on which it is not generally"
considered necessary that reasons should be given, either by one person to
others, or by each to himself. People are accustomed to believe, and have
been encouraged in the belief by some who aspire to the character of phi-
losophers, that their feelings, on subjects of this nature, are better than

reasons, and render reasons unnecessary. The practical principle which
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guides them to their opinions on the regulation of human conduct, is the

feeling in each person's mind that everybody should be required to act as
he, and those with whom he sympathizes, would like them to act. No one,

indeed, acknowledges to himself that his standard of judgment is his own
liking: but an opinion on a point of conduct, not supported bx reasons, can
only count as one person's preference: and if the reasons, when given, are a
mere appeal to a similar preference felt by other people, it is still only many
people's liking instead of one. To an ordinar_ man, however, his own pret:-
erence, thus supported, is not only a perfectly satisfactory reason, but the

only one he generally has for any of his notions of morality, taste, or pro-
priety, which arc not expressly written in his religious creed: and his chief

guide in the interpretation even of that. Men's opinions, accordingly, on
what is laudable or Nameable. are affected by all the multifarious causes

which influence their wishes in regard to the conduct of others, and which

are as numerous as those which determine their wishes on any other subject.
Sometimes their reason--at other times their prejudices or superstitions:
often their socml affections, not seldom their antisocml ones. their envv or

jealousy, their arrogance or contemptuousness: but most commonly, their
desires or fears for themselves--their legitimate or illegitimate self-interest.
Wherever there is an ascendant class, a large portion of the morality of the
country emanates from its class interests, and its feelingq of class superiority.
The moralit_ between Spartans and Helots, between planters and negroes.
between princes and subject_, between nobles and roturiers, between men

and women, has been for the most part the creation of these class interests
and feelings: and the sentiments thus generated, react in turn upon the
moral fceling_ of the members of the ascendant class, m their relations
among themselves Where, on the other hand, a class, formert\ ascendant.

ha_ lo_t its ascendancy, or where its ascendancy is unpopular, the prevailing
moral sentiments frequentl_ bear the impre_s of an impatient dislike of

superiority. Another grand determining principle of the rules of conduct,
both in act and forbearance, which have been enforced bx lab or opinion.
has been the servilitx of mankind tov, ards the supposed preferences or aver-
sions of their t-dCmpo-ra-Imasters, or of their gods. This servilitx, though es-
sentiaIl', selfish, Is not hypocrisy: it gives rise to perfectl 3 genuine sentiments
of abhorrence: it made men burn magicians and heretics. Among so mare
baser influences, the general and obvious interests of society, have of course

had a share, and a large one, in the direction of the mora{ sentiments: less,
however, as a matter of reason, and on their own account, than as a conse-

quence of the sympathies and antipathies which grew out of them: and
sympathies and antipathies which had little or nothing to do with the interests
of societ,,, have made themselves felt in the establishment of moralities with

quite as great force.
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The lik_n_s_anddislik!ng _ of society, or of some powerful portion of it,
are thus the main thing which has practically determined the rules laid down
forgeneral observance, under the penalties of law or opinion. And in gen-
eral, those who have been in advance of society in thought and feeling, have

left this condition o(tll]ngs-u-nassailed in principle, however they may have
come into conflict with it in some of its details. They have occupied them-
selves rather in inquiring what things society ought to like or dislike, than
in questioning whether its likings or dislikings should be a law to indi-
viduals. The}" preferred endeavouring to alter the feelings of mankind on the
particular points on which they were themselves heretical, rather than make
common cause in defence of freedom, with heretics generally. The only case

in which the higher ground has been taken on principle and maintained with
consistency, by any but an individual here and there, is that of religious be-
lief: a case instructive in man}' ways, and not least so as forming a most
striking instance of the fallibility of what is called the moral sense: for the

odium theotogicum, in a sincere bigot, is one of the most unequivocal cases
of moral feeling. Those who first broke the yoke of what called itself the
Universal Church, were in general as little willing to permit difference of
religious opinion as that church itself. But when the heat of the conflict was
over. without giving a complete victory to any part}, and each church or

sect was reduced to limit its hopes to retaining possession of the ground it
already occupied; minorities, seeing that they had no chance of becoming
majorities, were under the necessity of pleading to those whom they could
not convert, for permission to differ. It is accordingly on this battle field.
almost solely, that the rights of the individual against society have been
asserted on broad grounds of principle, and the claim of societ 5 to exercise
authority over dissentients, openly controverted. The great writers to whom

the world owes what religious liberty it possesses, have mostly asserted
freedom of cgnscience as an indefeasible right, and denied absolutely that
a human being is accountable to others for his religious belief. Yet so natural
to mankind is intolerance in whatever they really care about, that religious
freedom has hardly anywhere been practically realized, except where re-
ligious indifference, which dislikes to have its peace disturbed by theo-
logical quarrels, has added its weight to the scale. In the minds of" almost
all religious persons, even in the most tolerant countries, the duty of tolera-

tion is admitted with tacit reserves. One person will bear with dissent in
matters of church government, but not of dogma; another can tolerate
everybody, short of a Papist or an Unitarian; another, every one who be-
lieves in revealed religion; a few extend their charity a little further, but
stop at the belief in a God and in a future state. Wherever the sentiment of

the majority is still genuine and intense, it is found to have abated little of
its claim to be obeyed.

In England, from the peculiar circumstances of our political history.
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though the yoke_of opinion is perhaps heavier, that of law is !.!ghter_:than
in most other countries of Europe: and there is considerable jealousy of

direct interference, by the legislative or the executive power, with private
conduct; not so much from any just regard for the independence of the
individual, as from the still subsisting habit of looking on the government
as representing an opposite interest to the public. The majority have not
yet learnt to feel the power of the government their power, or its opinions
their opinions. When they do so, individual liberty' will probably be as much
exposed to invasion from the government, as it already is from public
opinion. But, as vet, there is a considerable amount of feeling ready to be
called forth against an}' attempt of the law to control individuals in things
in which they have not hitherto been accustomed to be controlled bv it: and
this with very little discrimination as to whether the matter is, or is not.

within the legitimate sphere of legal control: insomuch that the feeling.

highly" salutary on the whole, is perhaps quite as often misplaced as well
grounded in the particular instances of its application. There is, in fact, no

recognised principle by which the propriety or impropriety of government
interference is customarily tested. People decide according to their personal
preferences. Some, whenever they see an,," good to be done, or evil to be
remedied, would willinelv instioate the eovernment to undertake the busi-

ness: while others prefer to bear almost any amount of social evil. rather
than add one to the departments of human interests amenable to govern-
mental control. And men range themselves on one or the other side in any

particular case, according to this general direction of their sentiments; or
according to the degree of interest which they feel in the particular thing
which it is proposed that the government shouid do, or according to the be-
hef they entertain that the government would, or would not. do it in the
manner they prefer; but very rareh' on account of an,,' opinion to _hich they
consistenth, adhere, as to what things arc fit to be done by a government.
And it seems to me that in consequence of this absence of rule or principle,
one side is at present as often wrong as the other: the interference of govern-

ment is. with about equal frequency', improperly' invoked and improperly
condemned.

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 wav
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, individualh'

or collectively, in interfering with the tibem of action of any of their num-
ber, is s,elf-protection. That the only" purpose for which power can be right-
fulh 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
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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 an) 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 s0me

one else. The only part of the conduct of any one, for which he is amenable
to societx,, 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, hardii,;-hece_'a_: {osav that this doctrine is meant to apply'

onh" 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 max 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 _ell as against external injury'. For the same reason, we may le_{ye out
of consideration those backwarcl states of society in which the race itself
may be considered as in its nonage. The early difficulties in the _av of
spontaneou_ progress are so great, that there is seldom any choice of mean_
for overcoming theln: and a ruler full of the spirit of improvement is war-
ranted in the use of any expedients that will attain an end. perhap_ other-

wise unattainable. Des,_potism is a legitmlate mode of government in dealing
with barbarians, provided the end be their improvement, and the means
justified b) actuall\ effecting that end. Liberty, as a principle, has no apph-
cation to any state of things anterior to the time when mankind have be-
come capable of being improved by free and equal discussion Until then,
there is nothing for them but implicit obedience to an Akbar or a Charle-
magne, 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 convic-
tion or persuasion (a period long since reached in all nations with whom wc
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 an',' advantage which could" be derived to
my argument from the idea of abstract right, as a thing independent of utilit_ _.
I regard utilit\ 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 i_-6)fessive 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 9ther people. If any one does an act
hurtful to others, there is a primd facie case for punishing him, by law, or,

where legal penalties are not safely applicable, b) general__.disapp._robqtion,.
There are also man}, positive acts for the benefit of others, which he may

r

/e
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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 enjoy s the protec-
tion: 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 obviousl_ a man's dutx to do, he max
rightfull 5 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 justl 5 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 anx 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 enou_h_ and _erave enotwh_ to
justify that exception. In all things which regard the external relations of
the individual, he i_ de lure amenable to those whose interests are con-
corned, and if need be. to societ\ as their protector. There are often good

reason, 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 ca,,c in which he is on the whole likely to act better, x_hen left to his own
discretion, than when controlled in anx wa; m x_h_ch societx ha\ e it in their

pox_er to control him: or because the attempt to exercise control would
produce other evils, greater than those which it would prexent. When such
re:sons as these preclude the enforcement of rcsponsibitit.x, thc con,c_encf
of the agent himself should step into the _acant judgment seat. an'g_rotect
tho,,e interests of others v,hich have no external protection: judging himself
all the more rlg_dl}, because the case does not admit of his beine made
accountable to the judgment of his fellow-creatures.

Bul there i_ a sphere of action m \_hich _ocietx. as distinguished from
the individual, has. if anx. onlx an indirect interest: comprehending all that

portion_9_l'Acpcr_on's life and conduct which affect_ ontx. hm>elf, or ff it
also affects others, onl\ with their free. voluntar\, and undeceived consent

and participation. \Vhcn I sa_ onl\ hlmsell, I mean &rectl\.. and in the first
instance: for whatever affects himself, ma\ affect others /'through _ himself:

and the objection which ma x be grounded on flus contingency, will receive
consideratton in the sequel. This. then. is the apprD2prigtg f_gi':_,no.f !?uman
libert,,. It comprises, first, the inx_ard domain of consciousness: demanding
liberty of conscience, in the most comprehensive sense: libertx of thought

and feel!lag: absolute freedom of opinion and sentiment on all subjects.

practical or spcculati',e, scientific, moral, or theological. The liberty of
cxpl"_ssinag.and pubhshing opinions max seem to fall under a different
principle, since it belongs to tha_ part of the conduct of an individual x_hich

/'- h591, 5 t_2 throuk, h
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concerns other people: but, being almost of as much importance as the
liberty' of thought itself, and resting in _eat part on the same reasons, is

practically inseparable from it. Sec0ondlD', the principle requires liberty of
tastes and pursuits: of framing the pla n of our life to suit our own character:
of doing as we like, subject to such consequences as max' follow: without
impediment from our fellow-creatures, so long as what we do does not harm
them, even though the}, 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 an','
purpose not involving harm to others: the persons combining being sup-
posed to be of full age, and not forced or deceived.

No societx 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 thex 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 themselves, 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 ha_ ex-
pended fully as much effort in the attempt (according to its lights) to com-
pel people to conform to its notions of personal, as of social excellence. The

ancient commonwealths thought themselves entitled to practise, and the
ancient philosophers countenanced, the regulation of every part of private
conduct by public authoritx, on the ground that the State had a deep interest
in the whole bodily and mental discipline of every one of its citizens: a mode
of thinking which may have been admissible in small republics surrounded

by powerful enemies, in constant peril of being subverted by foreign attack
or internal commotion, and to which even a short inter_,al of relaxed energy'
and self-command might so easily be fatal, that they could not afford to
wait for the salutary permanent effects of freedom. In the modern world,

the greater size of political communities, and above all, the separation be-
tween spiritual and temporal authority (which placed the direction of men's

consciences in other hands than those which controlled their worldly af-
fairs), prevented so great an interference by law in the details of private
life; but the engines_of moral repression have been wielded more strenu-

ously against divergence from the reigning opinion in self-regarding, than
even in social matters; r_on, the most powerful of the elements which
have entered into the formation of moral feeling, having almost always been
governed either by the ambition of a hierarchy', seeking control over every
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department of human conduct, or by the spirit of Puritanism. And some of
those modern reformers who have placed themselves in strongest opposi-
tion to the religions of the past. have been noway behind either churches or
sects in their assertion of the right of spiritual domination: M. Comte. in
particular, whose social system, as unfolded in his cSv._ti'mec de Politique

PositiveJ*l aims at establishing (though b) moral more than by legal ap-
pliances) a despotism of society over the individual, surpassing anything
contemplated in the political ideal of the most rigid disciplinarian among
the ancient philosophers.

Apart from the peculiar tenets of individual thinkers, there is also in the
world at large an increasing inclination to stretch unduly the powers of
society over the individual, both by the force of opinion and even by that

of legislation: and as the tendency of all the changes taking place in the
_orld is to strengthen society, and diminish the power of the individual, this

encroachment is not one of the evils which tend spontaneously to disappear,
but, on the contrarx, to grow more and more formidable. The disposition of '
mankind, whether as rulers or as fellow-citizens, to impose their own opin-
ions and inclinations as a rule of conduct on others, is so energeticalt) sup-
ported by some of the best and by some of the worst feelings incident to
human nature, that it is hardlx ever kept under restraint bx anything but

want of power: and as the power is not declining, but growing, unles_ a
strong barrier of moral conviction can be raised against the mischief, we
must expect, in the present circumstances of the world, to see it increase,

It will be convcnient for the argument, if, instead of at once entering upon
the _cn_firalthesis, we confine ourselve_ in the first instance to a single branch
of it, on which the principle here stated is. if not fullx, xet to a certain point.
recognised bx the current opinions. This one branch is the Libert\ 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 politJcal morality of all countrie,- which profess
religious toleration and free institutions, the grounds, both philosophical and
practical, on which they rest, arc perhaps not so familiar to the general
mind, nor so thoroughly appreciated bx. man\. even of the leaders of opinion.
as might have been expected. Those _,round,_. when nghtl) underqood, are

of much wider application than to only one division of the sub cot. 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 sub ect x_hich
for now three centuries has been so often d_scussed, 1 venture on one dis-
cussion more.

[*Syvtemc dc pohtique po_ittve, ou lrait_" dc _ociolot_ic tn_tituant la Religion
de l'humanitc, 4 vols. I Paris: Mathms, 1851-54 I.]
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CHAPTER III

Of Individuality, as One of the

Elements of Well-Being
SUCH BEING THE RE4SONS which make it imperative that human beings
should be free to form opinions, and to express their opinions without re-
serve: 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 fdlow-mdn,so iong as it is at their own risk and peril. This last
proviso is of course indispensable. No one pretends that acnons 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 consti-
tute their expression a positive instieation to some mischievous act. An
opinion that corn-dealers are starvers of the poor, or that private property
is robber},, 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 b}' ths? unfavour-
able sentiments, and, when needful, bv 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

F-" molestation, to carry his opinions into practice at his own cost. That man-
kind 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 recog-
nising 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
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different ex_er!ments 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 practical])', when an,,' one thinks fit to try them.
It is desirable, in short, that in things which do not primarily concern others.

_dividuality should assert itself. Where, not the person's own character, but
the traditzons or customs of other people are the rule of conduct, there i_
wanting one of the principal ingredients of human happiness, and quite the
chief ingredient of individual and social pro_ess.

In maintaining this principle, the greatest difficulty to bc 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 co-ordinate element with all that is designated by
the terms civilization, instruction, education, culture, but is itself a neces-

sary part and condition of all those things: there would be no danger that
liberty should be undervalued, and the adjustment of the boundaries be-

tween it and social control would present no extraordinary difficulty, But
the evil is. that individual spontaneity is hardly recognised by the common
modes of thinking, as having any intrinsic worth, or deserving an\ regard
on its own account. The majority-, being satisfied with the ways of mankind
as the\ now are _for it is they who make them what they are). cannot

comprehend why those ways should not be good enoueh 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 whrch \Vilhelm Von Humboldt. so eminent both as a savant

and as a politician, made the text of-a trf{tise--that "the end of man. or

that u hich is prescribed bx the eternal or immutable dictates of reason, and
not suggested bv vague and transient desires, is the highest and most har-
monious development of his powers to a complete and consistent whole:"
that, therefore, the object "towards which every human being must cease-

lcsslv direct his efforts, and on which especially those who design to influence
their fellow-men must ever keep their eves, is the indlviduahtv of power
and development;" that for this there are two requisites. "'freedom, and

variety of situations:" and that from the union of these arise "'individual
vigour and manifold diversity,'" which combine themselves in "'originality.""

Little, however, as people are accustomed to a doctrine like that of \on

*The Sphere and Dutwv of Government. from the German of Baron Wilhelm
yon Humboldt, pp. 11. 13.
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Humboldt, and surprising as it may be to them to find so high a value at-
tached 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 cop)' one another. No one would assert that
people ought not to put into their mode of life, and into the conduct of

their concerns, an,," 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 vet 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 exper-
ience. 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

wax'. It is for iaim 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 at such. have a
clai_ to his deference: but. in the first place, their experience may be too
narrow; or-they may not have interpreted it rightly. Secondly, their interpre-
tation of experience may be correct, but unsuitable to him. Customs are
made for cuqomarv circumstances, and customary" characters: and his cir-

cumstances or his character may be uncustomarv. Thirdh'. though the cus-
toms be both good as customs, and suitable to him, vet to conform to
custom, merely as custom, does not educate or deve!ope in him any of the
qualities which are the distinctive endowment of a human being. The human

facultie_ of perception, judgment, discriminative feeling, mental activity,

and even moral preference, are exercised onh 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 merel; because othert
do it, no more than by believing a tl_ing 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, bv hit
adopting it: and if the inducements to an act are not such as are consen-
taneous 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 imita-
tion. He who chooses his plan for himself, employs all his faculties. He
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must use observation to see, reasoning and judgment to foresee, activity to
gather materials for decision, discrimination to decide, and when he has
decided, firnmess and self-control to hold to his deliberate decision. And

these qualities he rcquire,_ and exercises exactly in proportion as the part
of his conduct which he determines according to his own judgn_nent and
feelings is a large one. It is possible that he might be guided in some good
path. and kept out of harm's wax,, without any of these things. But what
will be his comparatwe worth as a human being? It really is of importance,
not only what men do, but also what manner of men the) are that do it.

Among the works of man. which human life is rightIy employed in per-
fecting and beautifying, the first in importance surelx is man himself. Sup-
posing it were pos,sible to get houses built corn grown, battles fought.
causes tried, and even churches erected and prayers said, by machinerv--
bx automatons in human form--it would be a considerable lo_s to exchange
for these automatons even the men and women who at present inhabit the

more civilized parts of the world, and who assuredlx are but starved speci-
mens of what nature can and will produce. Human nature is not a machine
to be built after a model, and set to do exactl_ the work preacribed for it,

but a tree, ahich requires to grow and develope itself on all side_, accord-
ing to the tendencx of the inward force_ which make it a living thing.

It will probabl) be conceded that it is desirable people should exercise
their understandings, and that an intelligent following of custom, or even
occaslonallx an intelligent deviation from custom, is better than a blind and
s,mpl} mechanical adhesion to it. To a certain extent it is admitted, that

our understanding should be our own: but there is not the same willing-
ness to admit that our desires and impulses should be our own hkewise: or
that to possess impulses of our own, and of anx strength, i_ anything but
a peril and a snare. Yet desires and impulses are as much a part of a per-

fect human being, as beliefs and restraints: and strone lmpul,e., are only
perilous when not properly balanced: when one set of aims and inclinations
_sdeveloped rote strength, while others, which ought to co-exi,t with them,
remain weak and reactive. It is not because men's desire., are strong that
they act ill: it is because their conscience, are weak. There is no natural

connexion between strong impulses and a _eak conscience. The natural
connexion is the other wax. To say that one person's desires and feeling.,
are stronger and more various than those of another, is merely, to say that
he has more of the raw material of human nature, and is therefore capable.

perhaps of more evil, but certainly of more good. Strong impulses are but
another name for energy. Energy" may be turned to bad uses: but more
good may, always be made of an energetic nature, than of an indolent and
impassive one. Those who have most natural feeling, are always those whose

cultivated feelings may be made the strongest. The same strong suseep-
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tibilities which make the personal impulses vivid and powerful, are also the
_ource from whence are generated the most passionate love of virtue, and
the sternest self-control. It is through the cultivation of these, that society
both does its duty and protects its interests: not by rejecting the stuff of
which heroes are made, because it knows not how to make them. A person

whose desires and impulses are his own--are the expression of his own
nature, as it has been developed and modified by his own culture--is said
to have a character. One whose desires and impulses are not his own. has
no character_ no more than a steam-engine has a character. If. in addition
to being his own, his impulses are strong, and are under the government of
a strong will, he has an energetic character. Whoever thinks that individu-
ality of desires and impulses should not be encouraged to unfold itself,
must maintain that society has no need of strong natures--is not the better
for containing many persons who have much character--and that a high
general average of energy is not desirable.

In some early states of societ\', these forces might be. and were. too
much ahead of the power which society then possessed of disciplining and
controlling them. There has been a time when the element of spontaneity
and individuality was in excess, and the social principle had a hard struggle
with it. The difficult._ then was, to induce men of strong bodies or minds
to pay obedience to any rules which required them to control their im-
pulses. To overcome this difficulty', law and discipline, like the Popes
struggling against the Emperors. asserted a power over the whole man,
claiming to control all his life in order to control his character--which
society had not found any other sufficient means of binding. But society has
now fairly got the better of individuality: and the danger which threatens

human nature is not the excess, but the deficiency, of personal impulses and
preferences. Things are vastly changed, since the passions of those who
were strong by station or by personal endowment were in a state of habitual
rebellion against laws and ordinances, and required to be rigorously chained
up to enable the persons within their reach to enjoy any particle of security.
In our times, from the highest class of society down to the lowest, every one
lives as under the eye of a hostile and dreaded censorship. Not only in what
concerns-others, but in what concerns only themselves, the individual or
the family do not ask themselves--what do I prefer? or. what would suit
my character and disposition? or. what would allow the best and highest
in me to have fair play, and enable it to Uow and thrive? They ask them-
selves, what is suitable to my position? what is usually done by persons of
my station and pecuniary circumstances? or (worse still) what is usually
done by persons of a station and circumstances superior to mine? I do not
mean that thev choose what is customary, in preference to what suits their
own inclination. It does not occur to them to have any inclination, except
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for what is customary. Thus the mind itself is bowed to the yoke: even in
what people do for pleasure, conformity-is the first thing thought of; they
like in crowds; thev exercise choice only among things commonly done:

pecul_iarity of taste, eccentricity of conduct, are shunned equally' with _"
crimes: until by dint of not following their own nature, they have no nature
to f_._ollow:their human capacities are withered and starved: they-become
incapable of any strong wishes or native pleasures, and are generally with-
out either opinions or feelings of home growth, or properly their own. Now
is this, or is it not, the desirable condition of human nature?

It is so. on the Calvinistic theorv. According to that. the one great of-
fence of man is _'self-wilP. All the good of which humanity is capable, is
comprised in 'obedience C.You have no choice; thus you must do, and no
otherwisc: "whatever is not a dutx, is a sin." Human nature being radically
corrupt, there is no redemption for any one until human nature is killed
_ithin him. To one holding this theory of life, crushing out any of the
human faculties, capacities, and susceptibilities, is no evil' man needs no
capacity, but that of surrendering himself to the will of God: and if he uses
any of his faculties for any other purpose but to do that supposed will more
effectuallv, he is better without them. dThis d is the theory of Calvinism"

and it is held, in a m_tigated form, bx many who do not consider themselves
Calvinists: the mitigation consisting in giving a less ascetic interpretation to
the alleged will of God; asserting it to be his will that mankind should gratify
some of their inclinations; of course not in the manner thev themselves

prefer, but in the way of obedience, that is, in a way prescribed to them bx
authority: and, therefore, by the necessarx conditions of the case. the same
for all.

In some such insidious form there is at present a strong tendency to this
narrow theor 3 of life, and to the pinched and hidebound type of human
character which it patronizes. Many' persons, no doubt, sincerely think that
human beings thus cramped and dwarfed, are as their Maker designed them
to be: just as many have thought that trees are a much finer thing when
clipped into pollards, or cut out into figures of animals, than as nature made
them. But if it be any part of religion to believe that man was made by a good

_Being _. it is more consistent with that faith to believe, that this Being gave
all human faculties that the} might be cuhivated and unfolded, not rooted

out and consumed, and that he takes delight in every nearer approach made
by his creatures to the ideal conception embodied in them. every increase in
any of their capabilities of comprehension, of action, or of enjoyment. There
is a different type of human excellence from the Calvinistic: a conception of
humanity' as having its nature bestowed on it for other purposes than merel_

b-b50_. 5()2 Self-will ,-c59t, 502 Obedience
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to be abnegated. "Pagan seff-assenion"_ is one of the elements of human
worth, as well as "Christian self-denial.'"* There is a Greek ideal of self-

development, which the Platonic and Christian ideal of self-government
blends with, but does not supersede. It may be better to be a John Knox than
an Alcibiades, but it is better to be a Pericles than either: nor would a

Pericles, if wc had one in these days, be without anything good which be-
longed to John Knox.

It is not by wearing down into uniformity all that i_ individual in them-
selves, but b,,, cultivating it and calling it forih, within the limib imposed by
the rights and interests of others, that human beings become a noble and

beautiful obiect of contemplation: and as the works partake the character
of those who do them, by the same process human life also becomes rich,
diversified, and animating, furnishing more abundant aliment to high
thoughts and elevating feelings, and strengthening the tie which binds every
individual to the race, by makinc, the race infinitely better worth beloneine to.

In proportion to the development of his individuality, each person becomes
more valuable to himself, and is therefore capable of being more valuable to
others. There is a greater fulness of life about his own existence, and when
there is more life in the units there is more in the mass which is composed of
them. As much compression as is necessary to prevent the stronger speci-
mens of human nature from encroaching on the rights of others, cannot be

dispensed with: but for this there is ample compensation even in the point of
view of human development. The means of development which the in-
dividual loses by being prevented from gratifying his inclinations to the
injury of others, are chiefly obtained at the expense of the development of
other people. And even to himself there is a full equivalent in the better
development of the social part of his nature, rendered possible by the
restraint put upon the selfish part. To be held to rigid rules of justice for the
sake of others, developes the feelings and capacities which have the good
of others for their object. But to be restrained in things not affecting their
good. by their mere displeasure, developes nothing valuable, except such
force of character as may unfold itself in resisting the restraint. If acquiesced
in, it dulls and blunts the whole nature. To give any fair play to the nature
of each. it is essential that different persons should be allowed to lead differ-
ent lives. In proportion as this latitude has been exercised in any age, has that

age been noteworthy to posterity. Even despotism does not produce its worst
effects, so long as lindividualitv t exists under it: and whatever crushes in-
dividuality is despotism, by whatever name it may be called, and whether it
professes to be enforcing the will of God or the injunctions of men.

"[John] Sterling's E,_savs. ["Simonides,'" in E_vav_arid Tales, ed. Julius Charles
Hare. 2 vols ¢London: 1Sarker, 1848 ), Vol. I, p. 190.]
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Having said that Individuality is the same thing with development, and
that it is only the cultivation of individuality which produces, or can pro-
duce, well-developed human beings, I might here close the argument: for
what more or better can be said of any' condition of human affairs, than
that it brings human beings themselves nearer to the best thing they can
be? or what worse can be said of any obstruction to good, than that it pre-
vents this? Doubtless. however, these considerations will not suffice to con-

vince those who most need convincing: and it is necessary further to show,

that these developed human beings are of some use to the undeveloped--
to point out to those who do not desire liberty, and would not avail them-
selves of it, that they may be in some intellMble manner rewarded for

allowing other people to make use of it without hindrance.

In the first place, then, I would suggest that they might possibl 3 learn

something from them. It x_ill not be denied by' anybod.v, that o r!ginality is a
valuable element in human affair_. There is always need of persons not
only to discover new...... truths, and point out }_;he.n_what were qncetruths are
tr.ue no longer, but also to commence new practices, and set the example
of more enlightened conduct, and be{ier taste andsense in human life. This
cannot well be gainsaid by anvbodx who does not believe that the world

has already attained perfection in all its ways and practices. It is true that
this benefit is not capable of being rendered bx everybody alike" there are
but few persons, in comparison with the whole of mankind, whose experi-
ments, if adopted by others, would be likelx to be an', improvement on
established practice. But these few arc the salt of the earth: without them.
human life would become a stagnant pool. Not only is it they who intro-

duce _°°d thin,,sa,,which did not before exist: it is they who keep the life in
those which already existed. If there were nothing new to be done, would
human intellect cease to be necessary? Would it be a reason why those who
do the old thines should for_,et why the\ are done, and do them like cattle,

not like human beings? There is only too great a tendency in the best beliefs
and practmes to degenerate into the mechanical: and unles_ there were a

succession of persons whose ever-recurring originality prevents the grounds
of those beliefs and practices from becoming merely traditional, such dead
matter would not resist the smallest shock from anything reallx alive, and
there would be no reason why civilization should not die out, as in the

Byzantine Empire. Persons of genius, it is true, are, and are always likel\
to be, a small minority: but in order-to have them, it is necessary to preserve
the soil in which they grow. Genius can only breathe freely in an atmosphere
of freedom. Persons of genius are, ex vi termini, more individual than any

other people--less capable, consequently', of fitting themselves, without
hurtful compression, into any of the small number of moulds which society

provides in order to save its members the trouble of forming their own



268 ESSAYS ON POLITICS AND SOCIETY

character. If from timidity the), consent to be forced into one of these

'_ moulds, and to let all that part of themselves which cannot expand under
the pressure remain unexpanded, society will be little the better for their

¢j .- genius. If they are of a strong character, and break their fetters, the`,, be-
come a mark for the society which has not succeeded in reducing them to
commonplace, to point at with solemn warning as "wild,'" "'erratic," and
the like: much as if one should complain of the Niagara river for not flow-
ing smoothly between its banks like a Dutch canal.

I insist thus emphatically on the importance of_enius, and the necessity

of allowing it to unfold itself freely both in tho_ugbt and - !.n prz4ct!ce, being
well aware that no one will den`, the position in theory, but knowing also
that almost ever,," one, in reality, is totally indifferent to it. People think
genius a fine thing if it enables a man to write an exciting poem, or paint a
picture, But in its true sense, that of originality in thought and action.
though no one says that it is not a thing to be admired, nearlY: _{il,"at lleart,

think that the`,, can do very well without it. Unhappil 3 this is too natural _o
be wondered at. Originality is the one thing which unoriginal minds cannot
feel the use of. The`," cannot see what it is to do for them: how should the','?

If the`,- could see wl_at it would do for them, it would not be originality. The
first service which originality has to render them, is that of opening_their
eves" which being once full`,' done, the`,, would have a chance of being them-

' selves original. Meanwhile, recollecting that nothing was evcr vet done
which some one was not the first to do, and that all good things which exist
arc the fruits of originality, let them be modest enough to believe that there
is something still left for it to accomplish, and assure themselves that thex
are more in need of originality, the less the`,"are conscious of the want.

In sober truth, whatever homage may be professed, or even paid. to
real or supposed mental superiority, the general tendency of things through-
out the workt is to render mediocrity the ascendant power among mankind.
In ancient history, in the mi-d_e-a-ges, and in a diminishing degree through
the long transition from feudalitv to the present time, the individual was a

power in himself: and if he had either great talents or a high social position,
he was a considerable power. At present individuals are lost in the crowd.
In politics it is almost a triviality to s-@-{h-at Public opinion now rules the
world. The only' power deserving the name is that of masses, and of govern-
ments while the`, make themselves the organ of the tendencies and instincts
of masses. This is as true in the moral and social relations of private life as
in public transactions. Those whose opinions go by the name of public opin-
ion, are not always the same sort of punic: in America the`,' are the whole
white population: in England, chiefly the middle class. But they are always
a mass, that is to sa`,', collective mediocrity. And what is a still ereater nov-

elty, the mass do not now take their opinions from dignitaries in Church or



ON ElBERTa" 269

State, from ostensible leaders, or from books. Their thinking is done for

them by men much like themselves, addressing them or speaking in their
name, on the spur of the moment, through the newspapers. I am not com-

plaining of all this. I do not assert that anything better is compatible, as a
general rule, with the present low state of_ the human mind. But that does
not hinder the government of mediocrity from being mediocre government.
No government by a democracy or a numerous aristocracy, either in its "'"
political acts or in the o"-p;nl-_on--_squalities, and tone of mind which it fosters,
ever did or could rise above mediocrity, except in so far as thc sovereign
Man,,' have let themselves be guided (which in their best times they always
have done) by the counsels and influence of a more highly gifted and in-
structed One or Few. The initiation of all wise or noble things, comes and
must come from indMduals; ,,enerall,,' at first from some one indMdual.

The honour and glory of the average man is that he is capable of following
that initiative: that he can respond internally to wise and noble things, and
be led to them with his eves open. I am not countenancing the sort of "hero-
worship'" which applauds the stron_ man of genres for forcibl) seizing on the
government of the world and making it do his bidding in spite of itself, t*_
All he can claim is, freedom to point out the wax'. The power of compelling
others into it, is not only inconsistent with the freedom and development

of all the rest, but corrupting to the strong man himself. It does seem. how-
ever, that when the opinions of masses of merely average men are evera-
where become or becoming the dominant power, the counterpoise and cor-
rective to that tendency would be. the more and more pronounced indivi-

duality of those who stand on the higher eminences of thought. It is in these
circumstances most especially, that exceptional indMduals, instead of being
deterred, should be encouraged in acting differenth from the mass. In other
times there was no advantage in their doing so, unless they acted not only
differently, but better. In this age. the mere example of nonconformity, the
mere refusal to bend the knee to custom, is itself a servlce._reciselv because

the tvrann', of opinion is such as to make eccentricity a reproach, it is de-
sirable, in order to break throu,,h that tyranny, that people should be eccen-
tric. Eccentriciw has always abounded when and where strengt) of char-

acter has abounded: and the amount of eccentricity m a society has generall)

been proportional to the amount of genius, mental vigour, and moral cour-
age which it containea. That so few now dare to be eccentric, marks the
chief danger of the time.

I have said that it is important to give the freest scope possible to uncus-

tomary things, in order that it may in time appear which of these are fit to
be converted into customs. But independence of action, and disregard of

[*Undoubtedl) a reference to Thomas Carlvle, On Heroes. Hero-Worship,
and the Heroic m Hi.vtorv ILondon: Fraser. 18J,l ) ]
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custom, are not solely deserving of encouragement for the chance the)'
afford that better modes of action, and customs more worthy of general adop-

tion, may be struck out: nor is it only persons of decided mental superiority
who have a just claim to carry on their lives in their own way. There is no
reason that all human gexistence g should be constructed on some one or

some small number of patterns. If a person possesses an), tolerable amount

of common sense and experience, his own mode of laying out his existence
is the best, not because it is the best in itself, but because it is his own mode.

Human beings are not like sheep: and even sheep are not undistinguishably

alike. A man cannot get a coat or a pair of boots to fit him, unless they are
either made to his measure, or he has a whole warehouseful to choose from:

and is it easier to fit him with a life than with a coat, or are human beings

more like one another in their whole physical and spiritual conformation

than in the shape of their feet? If it were only that people have diversities of

taste, that is reason enough for not a[tempting to shape them all after 9n¢

model. But different persons also require different conditions for their spiri-
tual development: and can no more exist healthily in the same moral, than

all the variety of plants can in the same physical, atmosphere and climate.

The same things which are helps to one person towards the cultivation of his

higher nature, are hindrances to another. The same mode of life is a health)'

excitement to one, keeping all his faculties of action and enjoyment in their

best order, while to another it is a distracting burthen, which suspends or

crushes all internal life. Such are the differences among human beings in

their sources of pleasure, their susceptibilities of pain, and the operation on

them of different physical and moral agencies, that unless there is a corres-

ponding diversity in their modes of life, the)' neither obtain their fair share of

happiness, nor Row up to the mental, moral, and aesthetic stature of which

their nature is capable. Why then should tolerance, as far as the public senti-

ment is concerned, extend only to tastes and modes of life which extort

acquiescence by the multitude of their adherents? Nowhere (except in some

monastic institutions) is diversity of taste entirely unrecognised; a person

may. without blame, either like or dislike rowing, or smoking, or music, or

athletic exercises, or chess, or cards, or stud)', because both those who like

each of these things, and those who dislike them, are too numerous to be put
down. But the man, and still more the woman, who can be accused either of

doing "what nobody does." or of not doing "what everybody does," is the

subject of as much depreciator), remark as if he or she had committed some

grave moral delinquency. Persons require to possess a title, or some other

badge of rank, or of the consideration of people of rank, to be able to indulge

somewhat in the luxury of doing as the), like without detriment to their esti-

mation. To indulge somewhat, I repeat: for whoever allow themselves much
v-e59L 592 existences
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of that indulgence, incur the risk of something worse than dispara_ng

speeches--they are in peril of a commission de lunatico, and of having their

property" taken from them and given to their relations,*

There is one characteristic of the present direction of public opinion, pe-

culiarly calculated to make it intolerant of any marked demonstration of

individuality. The general average of mankind are not only moderate in in-
tellect, but also moderate in inclinations: they have no tastes or wishes

strong enough to incline-the-mt-o--clo-anything unusual, and they consequently
do not understand those who have, and class all such with the wild and in-

temperate whom they are accustomed to look down upon. Now, in addition

to this fact which is general, we have only to suppose that a strong move-

ment has set in towards the improvement of morals, and it is evident what

we have to expect. In the_e days such a movement has set in; much has

actually been effected in the way of increased regularity of.,conduct, and
discouragement of e_xce_sses; and there is a philanthropic spirit abroad, for

the exercise of which there is no more invitingtield than the moral and

prudential improvement of our fellow-creatures. These tendencies of the

times cause the public to be more disposed than at most former periods to

prescribe ge.neral rules of conduct, and endeavour to make every" one con-

form to the approved standard. And that standard, express or tacit, is to

desire nothing strongly'. Its ideal of character is to be without any marked
character: to maim by' compression, like a Chinese lady's foot, every part of

*There is something both contemptible and frightful in the sort of evidence
on which, of late years, an) person can be judicially declared unfit for the man-
agement of his affairs: and after his death, his disposal of his property can be set
aside, if there is enough of it to pay the expenses of litigation--_ hich are charged
on the property itself. All the minute details of his dailx life are pried into. and
whatever is found which, seen through the medium of- the percelving and des-
cribing faculties of the lowest of the tow, bears an appearance unlike absolute
commonplace, is laid before the jury as evidence of insaniI}, tii-id-oTte6 i._:_t-la-suc-
cess: the jurors being little, if at all, less vulgar and ignorant than the witnesses:

hile the judges, with that extraordinary want of knowledge of human nature
and life which continually astonishes us'in English lawyers, often help to mis-
lead them. The_e trials speak xolumes a_ to the state of feeling and opinion
among the vulgar _ ith regard to human liberty. So far from setting any value on
individuality--so far from respecting the hrighff' of each individualto act. in
things indifferent, as seems good to his own judgment and inclinations, judges
and juries cannot even conceive that a person in a state of sanit_ can desire such
freedom. In former davs. when it was proposed to burn atheists, charitable people
used to suggest putting them in a mad-house instead: it would be nothing sur-
prising now-a-days were we to see this done, and the doers applauding them-
selves, because, instead of persecuting for religion, they had adopted so humane
and Christian a mode of treating these unfortunates, not without a silent satis-
faction at their having thereby obtained their deserts.

h-h591, 59-_ rights
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human nature which stands out prominently, and tends to make the person
markedly dissimilar in outline to commonplace humanity.

As is usually the case with ideals which exclude one-half of what is desir-

able, the present standard of approbation produces only an inferior imitation
of the other half. Instead of great energies guided by vigorous reason, and
strong feelings strongly controlled by a conscientious will, its result is weak
feelings and weak energies, which therefore can be kept in outward con-
formitv to rule without any strength either of will or of reason. Already
energetic characters on any large scale are becoming merely traditional.
There is now scarcely any outlet for energy in this country except business.
The energy expended in _this' may still be regarded as considerable. What
little is left from that employment, is expended on some hobby: which may
be a useful, even a philanthropic hobby, but is always some one thing, and

generally a thing of small dimensions. The greatness of England is now all
collective: individually small, we only appear capable of anything great by

our habit of combining: and with this our moral.......and relioiouse:__ pihilanthrop_.ists
are perfectly contented. But it was men of another stamp than this that made
England what it has been: and men of another stamp will be needed to
prevent its decline.

The despotism of custom is everywhere the standing hindrance to human

advancemen't, being in unceasing antagonism to that disposition to aim at
something bettcr than customarv, which is called, according to circumstances,
the spirit of liberty, or that of progress or improvement. The spirit of im-
provement is not always a spirit of liberty, for it may aim at forcing improve-
ments on an unwilling people: and the spirit of liberty, in so far as it resists
such attempts, may all}' itself locally and temporarily with the opponents of
improvement: but the only .unfailing and permanent source of improvement

. is liberty, since bv it there are as many possible independent centres of im-

provement as there are individuals. The pro_ressive__rrinciple, however, in
either shape, whether as the love of liberty or of improvement, is antagonistic
to the sway of Custom, involving at least emancipation from that yoke: and

:. the-_6idtSe-sI-betvkeen the two constitutes the chief interest of the history of

mankind. The greater part of the world has, properly speaking, no history,
because the despotism of Custom is complete. This is the case over the whole
East. Custom is there, in all things, the final appeal: justice and right mean
conformity to custom: the argument of custom no one, unless some tyrant
intoxicated with power, thinks of resisting. And we see the result. Those

nations must once have had originality: they did not start out of the ground
populous, lettered, and versed in many of the arts of life: thev made them-

selves all this, and were then the greatest and most powerful nations iofJ the

_-i591.592 that
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world. What are they now? The subjects or dependents of tribes whose fore-
fathers wandered in the forests when theirs had magnificent palaces and
gorgeous temples, but over whom custom exercised only a divided rule with
liberty and progress. A people, it appears, may be progressive for a certain
length of time, and then stop: when does it stop? When it ceases to possess
individuality. If a similar change should befall the nations of Europe, it will ,,
not be in exactly the same shape: the despotism of custom with which these "
nations are threatened is not precisely stationariness. It proscribes singu- -
larity, but it does not preclude change, provided all change together. We have '_
discarded the fixed costumes of our forefathers; every one must still dress
like other people, but the fashion may change once or twice a vear. We thus
take care that when there is change it shall be for change's sake, and not from
any idea of beauty or convenience; for the same idea of beauty or conveni-
ence would not strike all the world at the same moment, and be simultane-

ously thrown aside by all at another moment. But we are progressive as well
as changeable: we continually make new inventions in mechanical things,
and keep them until they are again superseded by better: we are eager for
improvement in politics, in education, even in morals, though in this last our
idea of improvement chiefly consists in persuii_ng or forcing other people
to be as good as ourselves. It is not progress that we object to; on the con-
trary, we flatter ourselves that we are the most progressive people who ever
lived. It is individuality that we war against: we should think we had done
wonders if we had made ourselves all alike; forgetting that the unlikeness of
one person to another is generally the first thing which draws the attention
of either to the imperfection of his own type, and the superiority of another,

or the possibility, by combining the advantages of both, of producing some-
thing better than either. We have a warning exammp_e in Ch.ina--a nation of
much talent, and, in some respects, even wisdom, owing to the rare good for-

tune of having been provided at an early period with a particularly good set
of customs, the work, in some measure, of men to whom even the most en-

lightened European must accord, under certain limitations, the title of sages

and philosophers. They are remarkable, too, in the excellence of their ap-
paratus for impressing, as far as possible, the best wisdom they possess upon
every mind in the community, and securing that those who have appropriated
most of it shall occupy the posts of honour and power. Surely the people who _ _.
did this have discovered the secret of human progressiveness, and must have
kept themselves steadily at the head of the movement of the world. On the

contrary, they have become stationary--have remained so for thousands of
years: and if they are ever to be farther improved, it must be by foreigners.

They have succeeded beyond all hope in what E_12hi!anthr£_ist_s areso
industriousl working at--in making a people all alike, all _overnine their
thoughts and conduct by the same maxims_and rules: and these are the



274 ESSAYS ON POLITICS AND SOCIETY

fruits. The modern rdgime of public opinion is, in an unorganized form,
what the Chinese educational and political systems are in an organized: and
unless individuality shall be able successfully; to assert itself against this yoke,

Europe. notwithstanding its noble antecedents and its professgd Christia_n!t5,
will tend to become another China.

What is it that has hitherto preserved Europe from this lot? What has
made the European family' of nations an improving, instead of a stationary,
portion of mankind? Not any superior excellence in them, which, when it

exists, exists as the effect, not as the cause: but their remarkable dive rsjty_ of
character and culture. Individuals, classes, nations, have been extremely, un-
like one another: they' have struck out a great variety' of paths, each leading
to something valuable; and although at every period those who travelled in
different paths have been intolerant of one another, and each would have

thought it an excellent thing if all the rest could have been compelled to travel
his road, their attempts to thwart each other's development have rareh' had
any permanent success, and each has in time endured to receive the good
which the others have offered. Europe is, in my" judgment, wholly indebted

to this plurality' of paths for its pro_essive and many-sided development.
But it already' begins to possess this benefit in a considerably less degree. It
is decidedly, advancing towards the Chinese ideal of making all people alike.
M. de Tocqueville, in his last important work, remarks how much more the
Frenchmen of the present day resemble one another, than did those even of

the last generationJ*l The same remark might be made of Englishmen in a
far greater degree. In a passage already quoted from Wilhelm yon Hum-
boldt,{q he points out two things as necessarx conditions of human develop-
ment, because necessary to render people unlike one another: namely, free-
dom, and variety of situations. The second of these two conditions is in this

country every day diminishing. The circumstances which surround different
classes and individuals, and shape their characters, are dailx becoming more
assimilated. Formerly, different ranks, different neighbourhoods, different
trades and professions, lived in what might be called different worlds: at
present, to a great degree in the same. Comparatively speaking, they now

read the same things, listen to the same things, see the same things, go to the
same places, have their hopes and fears directed to the same objects, have
the same rights and liberties, and the same means of asserting them. Great as

are the differences of position which remain, they are nothing to those which
have ceased. And the assimdation is still proceeding. All the po!!tica! changes
of the age promote it, since they' all tend to raise the low and to lower the
high. Every extension of education promotes it, because education brings
people under common influences, and gives them access to the general stock

[*See Alexis de Tocqueville. L'Ancien regime (Paris. L_v_. 1856 I, p 119.1
l'See above, p. 261 .]
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of facts and sentiments. Improvements in the means of communication pro-

mote it, by bringing the inhabitants of distant places into personal contact,
and keeping up a rapid flow of changes of residence between one place and
another. The increase of commerce and manufactures promotes it, by dif-
fusing more w_deIv the advantages of easy circumstances, and opening all
objects of ambition, even the highest, to general competition, whereby the
desire of rising becomes no longer the character of a particular class, but of
all classes. A more powerful agency than even all these, in bringing about a
general similari!y among mankind, is the complete establishment, in this and
other free countries, of the ascendancy of public opinion in the State. As the
various social eminences which enabled persons entrenched on them to

disregard the opinion of the multitude, graduall) become l_evelled: as the
very idea of resisting the will of the public, when it is positively known that
the)" have a will, disappears more and more from the minds of practical

politicians: there cease.sto be a.n_' social sup_,9ort for nonconformity--any
substantive power in society, which, itself opposed to the ascendancy of

numbers, is interested in taking _under its protection opinions and tendencies
at varian, c_ewith those of the public.

The combination of all these causes forms so _eat a mass of influences

hostile t_yiduality, that it is not easy to see how it can stand its _ound.
It will do so with increasing difficulty, unless the intelligent part of the public
can be made to feel its value--to see that it is good there should be differ-
ences, even thoueh_ not for the better, even thour,he, as it may, appear to them,
some should be for the worse. If the claims of Individuality are ever to be

asserted, the time is now, while much is still wanting to complete the
enforced assimilation. It is only in the earlier stages that any stand can be
su-cce-ssfu)l_};made against the encroachment. The demand that all other
people shall resemble ourselves, grows by what it feeds on. If resistance waits
till life is reduced nearh" to one uniform type, all deviations from that type
will come to be considered impious, immoral, even monstrous and contrary
to nature. Mankind speedily become unable to conceive diversity, when they
have been for some time unaccustomed to see it.
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