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ON LIBERTY. 

--+-

CHAPTER J. 

INTRODUCTORY. 

THE subject of this Essay is not the so
called Liberty of the Will, so unfortunately 

opposed to the mignamed doctrine of Philo
sophical Necessity ; but Civil, or Social Lib
erty: the nature and limits of the power which 
can be legitimately exercised by society over 
the individual. A question seldom stated, and 
hardly ever discussed, in general terms, but 
which profoundly influences the practical con
troversies of the age by its latent presence, and 
is likely soon to make 'itself recognized as the 
vital question of the future. It is so far from 
being new, that, in a certain sense, it has di• 
vided mankind, almost from the remotest ages, 
but in the stage of progress into which the 
more civilized portions of the species have 
now entered, it presents itself under new con• 
ditions, and requires a different and more fun• 
damental treatment. 

'rhe struggle between Liberty and Author• 
ity is the most conspicuous feature in the por
tions of history .with which we are earlies1 

1* 



10 ON LIBERTY. 

familiar, particula~ly in that of Greece, Rome1 

and England. But in old times this contest 
was between subjects, ·or some classes of sub• 
jects, and the government. By liberty, ,,,as 
meant protection against the tyranny of the 
political rulers. The rulers were conceived 
(ex·cept in some ·of the popular governments 
of Greece) as in a necessarily antagonistic po• 
sition to the people whom they ruled. They 
consisted of a governing One, or a governing 
tribe or caste, who derived their authority from 
inheritance or conquest; who, at all events, did 
not hold it at the pleasure of ~he governed, and 
whosf. supremacy men did not venture, per• 
haps Jid not desire, to contest, whatever pre• 
cautions might be taken again~t its oppres
sive exercise. Their po\ver was regarded as 
necessary, but also as highly dangerous ; as 
a weapon which they would attempt to use 
against their subjects, no less than against ex• 
temal enemies. To prevent the weaker mem• 
bers of the community from being preyed upon 
by innumerable vultures, it was needful that 
there should be an animal of prey stronger 
t.han 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 . to the ·power which 
the rnler should be suffered to exercise <'Vet 
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the community; 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 Lield to be justifiable. A 
second, and generally a later expedient, was 
the establishment of constitutional checks ; by 
which the consent of the communitv, 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 gov• 
erning power. To the first of these modes of 
limitation, the ruling power, in most European 
countries, was compelled, more or less, to sub
mit. It was not so with the secoud ; and to 
attain this, or when already in some degree 
possessed, to attain it more completely, be
came everywhere the principal object of the 
lovers of liberty. And so long as mankind 
were content to combat one enemy by an 
other, and to be ruled by a master, on condi• 
tion of being guaranteed more or less effica• 
ciously against his tyranny, they did n_ot carry 
their aspirations beyond this point. 

A time, however, came, in the progre~s of 
human affairs, when men ceased to think it a , 
necessity of nature that their governors should 
be an independent power, opposed in interest 
to themselves. It appeared to them much bet, 

•• 



19 ON LIBERTY. 

ter that the various magistrates of the State 
should be their tenants or delegatee, revoca
ble 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 degrees, 
this new demand for elective and temporary 
mlers became the prominent object of the ex
ertions of the popular party, wherever any such 
party existed; and superseded, to a considera
ble 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 ihink 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 with the people; that their intorest 
and will should be the interest and will of the 
nation. The nation did not need to be pro
tected against its own will. There was no 
fear of its tyrannizing over itself. Let the 
rulers be effectually responsible to it, promptly 
removable by it, and it could afford. to trust 
them with power of which it could itself dic
tate the use to be made. Their power was 
but the nation's own power, concentrated, and 
in a form convenient for exercise. This mode 
o_f thought, or rather perhaps of fe~ling, was 
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wmmon among the last generation of Euro• 
pean liberalism, in the Continental 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
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 preva
lent in our own country, if the circumstances 
which for a time encouraged it had continued 
unaltered. 

But, in political and philosophical theories, 
a,s \Veil as in persons, success discloses faults 
and infirmities which failure might have con
cealed from observation. The notion, that the 
people have no need to limit their power over 
themselves, might seem axiomatic, when pop• 
ular 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 usurp
ing few, and which, in any case, belonged, not 
to the permanent working of popular · institu
tions, but to a sudden and convul5ive -outbreak 
against monarchical and aristocratic despot
ism. 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 

• • , ~,w 



14 ON LIBERTY, 

nations; and elective and responsible govern
ment 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, more
:>ver, practically means, the will of the most 
numerous or the most active part of the peo• 
ple; the majority, or those who succeed in 
making themselves accepted as the majority: 
the people, consequently, may desire to oppress 
a part of their number; and precautions are as 
much needed against this, as against any other 
abuse of power. The limitation, therefore, 
of the power of government over individuals, 
loses none of its importance when the holders 
of power are regularly accountable to the com
mu11ity, that is, to the strongest party therein. 
This view of things, recommending itself 
equally to the intelligence of thinkers and to 
the inclination of those important classes in 
European society to ,vhose real or supposed 
interests democracy is adverse, has had no dif. 
ficulty in establishing . itself; and in political 
speculations "the tyranny of the majority" is 
now generally included among the evils against 
which society requires to be on its guard. 
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Like other tyrannies, the tyranny of the ma
jority was at first, and is still vulgarly, held in 
dread, chiefly as operating through the acts of 
the public authorities. But reflecting persons 
perceived that when society is itself the tyrant 
- society collectively, over the separate indi
viduals who compose it- its means of tyran
nizing are not restricted to the acts ·which it 
may do by the hands of its political function• 
aries. Society can and does execute its owa 
mandates : aud if it issues wrong mandates 
instead of right, or any mandates 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 :ieeply into the details of life, and 
enslaving the soul itself. Protection, therefore, 
against the tyranny of the magistrate is not 
enough ; there needs protection also against the 
tyranny of . .the prevailing opinion and feeling; 
against the tendency of society to impose, by 
other means than civH penaltieit, 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 
individuality 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 
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16 ON LIBERTY, 

that limit, and maintain it against encroach• 
ment, is as indispensable to a good condition 
of human affairs, as protection against political 
despotism. 

But though this proposition is not likely tc 
be contested in general terms, the practical 
question, where to place the limit- how tc 
make the fitting adjustment betwee11 individ
ual independence and social control-is a sub• 
ject on which nearly everything remains to be 
done. All that makes existence valuable to 
any one, depends on the enforcement of re• 
straints 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. '\Vhat 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 difficulty in it, than if it were a 
subject on which mankind had always been 
agreed. The rules which obtain among them
selves appear to them self-evident and self-jus• 
tifying. This all but universal illusion is one 
of the examples of the magical influence of 
custom, which i5 not only, as the proverb say5t 
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a second nature, but is continually mistaken 
for the first. The effect of custom, in prevent
ing any misgiving respecting the rules of con• 
i.luct which mankind impose on one another, is 
all the more complete because the subject is 
one on which it is not generally considered ne
cessary that reasons should be given, either by 
one person to others, or by eacb to himself. Peo
ple are accustomed to believe, and have been 
encouraged in the belief by some who aspire 
to the character of philosophers, that their feel
ings, on subjects of this nature, are better than 
reasons, and render reasons unnecessary. The 
practical principle which guides them to their 
opinions on the regulation of human conduct, 
is the feeling in each person's mind that every
body 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 sup
ported by reason...", 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 in
stead of one. To an ordinary man, however, 
his own preference, thus supported, is not only 
a perfectly satisfactory reason, but the·only one 
he generally has for any of his notions of mo• 
rality, taste, or propriety, which are not express
ly writtenin his religious creed ; and his chief 
guide in the interpretation even of that. Men's 
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opinions, accordingly, on what is laudable 01 

b.t1.meable, are affected by all the multifarious 
causes which influence their wishes in regard 
to the conduct of others, and which are as nu
merous as those which determine their wishes 
on any other subject. Sometimes their reason 
-- at other times their prejudices or supersti-
1 ions : often their social affections, not seldom 
their antisocial ones, their envy or jealousy, 
their arrogance or contemptuousness : but 
most commonly, their desires or fears for them
selves-. their legi timate or illegitimate self-in
terest. Wherever there is an ascendant class, 
a large portion of the morality of the country 
emanates from its class interests, and its feel
ings of class superiority. The morality be
tween Spartans and Helots, between planters 
and negroes, between princes and subjects, be
tween nobles and roturiers, between men and 
women, has bP-en for the most part the creation 
of these class interests and feelings: and the 
sentiments tbus generated, reaet in turn upon 
the moral feelings of the members of the as
cendant. class, in their relations among them
selves. Where, on the other hand, a class, for
merly ascendant, has lost its ascendency, or 
where its ascendency is unpopular, the prevail• 
ing moral sentiments frequently bear the im
press of an impatient dislike of superiority 
Another grand determining prineiple of the 
roles of conduct, both in act and forbearance 
which ha,·e been enforced by law or opinion, hae 
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been the servility of mankind towards the SU[l 

posed preferences or aversions-of their tempr 
ral masters, or of their gods. This eervilit! 
though essentially selfish, is not hypocrisy; it 
gives rise to perfectly genuine sentiments of 
abhorrence; it made men burn magicians and 
heretics. Among so many bl'l&er influences, 
the general and obvious interests of society 
have of course had a share, and a large one, in 
the direction of the moral sentiments : less, 
however, as a matter of reason, and on their 
~wn account, than as a consequence of the 
sympathies and antipathies which grew out of 
them: and sympathies and antipathies which 
had little or nothing to do with the interest.s of 
society, have made themselves felt in the estab
lishment of moralities with quite as great force. 

The likings and dislikings of society, or 
of some powerful portion of it, are thus the 
main thing which has practically determined 
the rules laid down for general observance, un• 
der the penalties of law or opinion. And in 
general, those who have been in advance of 
society in though t and feeling, have left this 
condi tion of things unassailed in principle, 
however they may have come into conflict 
with it in some of its details. They havo 
occupied themselves rather iii inquiring what 
things society ought to 1ike or dislike, than in 
questioning whether its likings or dislikings 
should be a law to individuals. Tbey pre .. 
ferred endeavoring to alter the feelings of m·an•. 

-
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kind 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 relig• 
ious belief: a case instructive in many ways, 
and not least so as forming a most striking 
instance of the fallibility of what is called the 
moral sense~ for the odiurn theologicurn, 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 wilting to 

· permit difference of religious opinion as that 
church itself. But when the heat of the con• 
flict was over, without giving a complete vic• 
tory to any party, and each church or sect was 
reduced to limit its hopes to retaining posses
sion of the ground it already occupied; mi
norities, seeing that they had no chance of 
becoming majorities, were under the necessity 
of pleading to those whom they could not con• 
vert, for permission to differ. It is accmdingi:y 
on this battle-field, almost solely, that the rights 
of the individual against society have been as
serted on broad grounds of principle, and the 
claim of society to exercise authority over 
dissentients openly controverted. The grea1 
writers to whom the world owes what relig• 
io• s liberty it possesses, have mostly asserted 
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freedom of conscience as an indefeasible rh;ht, 
and denied absolutely that a human beirg is 
accountable to others for his religious b~liPf 
Yet so natural to mankind is intoleran :e in 
rvhatever they really care about, that reli ;ious 
freedom has hardly any\vhere been pracJ ically 
realized, except where religious' indifference, 
which dislikes to have its peace disturbed by 
theological quarrels, has added its weight to 
the scale. In the minds of almost all rn1.igious 
persons, even in the most tolerant countries, 
the duty of toleration is admitted with tacit 
reser,ves. One person will · bear with <lissent 
in matters of church government, but not of 
rlogma; another can tolerate everybody, short 
of a Papist or an Unitarian ; another, every 
one who believes 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 
geuuine and intense, it is found to have abated 
little of its claim to be obeyed. 

1u England, from the peculiar circumstances 
0£· our political history, though the yoke of opin
ion is perhaps heavier, that of law is lighter, 
than in most other countries of Europe ; and 
there is considerable jealousy of direct interfer
ence, by the legislative or the executive power 
with private conduct; not so much from any 
just regard for the independence of the indi• 
vidual, as from the still subsisting habit of 
looking on the government as representing an 
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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 libert) 
will probably be as much exposed to invasion 
from the government, as it already is from pub
lic opinion. But, as yet, there is a consider
able amount of feeling ready to be called forth 
again::;t any attempt of the law to control indi 
viduals in things in which they have not hith
erto been accustomed to be controlled by 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 "hole, 
is perhaps quite as ofte n misplaced as well 
grounded in the particular instances of it'l appli
cation. There is, in fact, no recognized principle 
by which the propriety or impropriety of govern• 
ment interference is customarily tested. People 
decide according to their personal preferences. 
Some, whenever they see any good to be done, 
or evil to be remedied, would willingly insti
gate the government to undertake the busi• 
uess; while others prefer to bear almost any 
amount of social evil, rather than add one to 
the departments of human interests amena• 
ble to governmental control. And men range 
themselves on one or the other side in any par• 
ticular case, according to this general direction 
of their sentiments; or according to the degree 
of • interest w bich they feel in the particular 
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thing which it is proposed that the government 
should do ; or according to the belief they en
tertain that the go vernment would, or would 
not, do it in the manner they prefer; but very 
rarely on account of any op'inion to which they 
1!onsistently adhere, as to what thirtgs are fit to 
be done by a go vernment. And it seems to 
me that, in con11equence of this absence of rnle 
or principle, one side is at present as often 
wrong as the other; the interference of goy. 
ernment is, with about equal frequency, im• 
pr_9.Perly invoked and improperly condemned. 
J..:Jhe object of this E ssay is to assert one 
very simple principle, as entitled to govern 
absolutely the dealings of society with the 
individual in the way of compulsion and con• 
trol, whether the means used be pby,:ical force 
in tbe form of legal penalties, or the moral 
coercion of public opinion. That principle is, 
that the sole encffor which mankind are war
ranted, individually or collectively, in in i('r fe r
ing wit h the liberty of action of any of their 
number, is self-protection. That the only pur• 
pose for which power can be rightfully exer• 
cised over any member of a civilized commu
nity, against bis will, is to prevent harm to 
others. His own g ood, eit~physical or moral, 
is not a sufficient warrant:.J He cannot right
fully be compelled to do or forbear because it 
will be better for him to do so, because it will 

.make him happier, because, in the opinions of 
:>thers, to do so would be wise, or even right 
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Tbese are good reasons for remom1trating with 
him, or reasoning with him, or persuading him 
or entreating him, but not for compelling him, 01 

visiting him with any evil, in case he do other 
wise. To justify that, the conduct from which 
it is desired to deter him must be calculated to 
produce evil to some one else. The only part 
of the conduct of any one, for which he is 
amenable to society, is that which concerns 
others. In the part w bich merely concerns 
himself, his independence is, of right, absolute, 
Over himself, over his own body"and mind, the 
individual is sovereign. 

It is, perhaps, hardly ni>cessary to say that 
this doctrine is meant to apply only to human 
beings in the maturity of their faculties. We 
are nut speaking of children, or of young per
sons below the age which the law may fix as 
that of manhood or womanhood. Those who 
are still in a state to require being taken care 
of by oi:.hers, must be protected against their 
own actions as well as against external injury. 
For the same reason, we may leave out of con• 
siderati(ln those backward states of society ;n 
which the race itself may be considered a., 'in 
its nonage. Tbe early difficulties in the way 

of spontaneous progress are so great, that there 
is seldom any choice of means for overcoming 
them; and a ruler full of the spirit of improve
ment is warranted in the use of any expedients 
that will attain an end, perhaps otherwise un• 
attainable. Despotism is a legitimate mode of 
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government in dealing with barbarians, pro
vided the end be their improvement, and the 
means ju::itified by actually effecting that end. 
Liberty, as a principle, has no application to 
any state of things anterior to the time when 
mankind have become capable of being im
proved by free and equal discussion. Until 
then, there is nothing for them but implicit 
obedience to an Akbar or a Charlemagne, ff 
they are so fortunate as to find one. But as 
soon as mankind have attained the capacity 
<>f being guided to their own improvement by 
conviction or persuasion (a period long sincn 
reached in all nations with whom . we need 
here concern ourselves), compulsion, either in 
the direct form or in that of pains and penal
ties for non-compliance, is no longer admis
Bible as a means to their own good, and justifi
able only for the security of others. 

It is proper to state that I forego any ad
vantage which could be derived to my argu
ment from the idea of abstract right, as a thing 
independent of utility. I regard utility as the 
ultimate appeal on all ethical questions; but 
it must be utility in the largest sense, ground
ed on the permanent interests of man as a 
progressive being. Those interests, I contend, 
authorize the subjection of individual dponta
neity to external control, only in respect to 
those actions of . each, which concern the inter
est of other people. If any one does an act 
hurtful to others, there is a primd f acie case for 
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punishing him, by law, or, where legal penal• 
ties are not safely applicable, by general disap• 
probation. There are also many positive acts 
for the benefit of others, which he may right
fully be compelled to perform ; such a.s, to give 
evidence in a court of justice; to bear his fair 
share in the common defence, or in any otner 
joint work necessary to the interest of the 
society of which he enjoys the protection ; 
and to perform certain acts of individual be
neficence, such as saving a fellow creature's 
life, or interposing to protect the defenceless 
ogainst ill-usage, things which whenever it is 
obviously a man's duty to do, he may right
fully be made responsible to society for not 
doing A person may cause evil to others not 
only by his actions but by his inaction, and in 
either case he is justly accountable ·to them for 
the injury. The latter case, it is true, requires 
a much more cautious exercise of compulsion 
than the former. To make any one answer
able for doing evil to others, is the rule ; tc 
make him answerable for not preventing evil, 
is, com para ti vely speaking, the exception. Yet 
there are many cases clear enough and grave 
enough to justify that exception. In all things 
which regard the external relations of the indi~ 
vidual, he is de Jure amenable to those who~e 
interests are concerned, and if need be, to 
society as their protector. There are often 
good reasons for not holding him to the re 
eponsibility; but these reasons must arise from 
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the spedal expediencies of the case : either 
because it is a kind of case in which he is on 
the whole likely to act better, when left to his 
own discretion, th~n when controlled in any 
way in which society have it in their power to 
control him; or because the attempt to exer
cise control would produce other evils, greater 
than those which it would prevent. When 
such reasons as these preclude the enforcement 
of responsibility, the conscience of the agent 
himself should step into the vacant judgment. 
seat, and protect those interests of others which 
have no external protection ; judging himself 
all the more rigidly, because the case. does not 
admit of his being made accountable to the 
judgment of his fellow-creatures. 

But there is a sphere of action in which so
ciety, as distinguished from the individual, has, 
if any, only an indirect interest; compr~hend
ing all that portion of a person's life and con
duct which affects only himself, or, if it also 
affects others, only with their free, voluntary, 
and undeceived consent and participation. 
When I say only himself, I mean directly, and 
in the first instance : for whatever affects him• 
self, may affect others through himself; and 
the objection which may be grounded on this 
contingency, will receive consideration in the 
sequel. This, then, is the appropriate region 
of human liberty. It comprises, first, the in• 
ward domain of consciousness ; demanding 
liberty of conscience, in the most comprehen• 

'" ,_. ~·: .. 
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9irn sen!'le; liberty of thought and feeling; ab
solute freedom of opinion and sentiment on 
all subjects, practical or speculative, scientific, 
moral, or theological. The liberty of express
ing and publishing opin:ons may seem to fall 
under a different principle, since it belongs to 
lhat part of the conduct of an individual which 
concerns other people ; but, being almost of as 
much importance as the liberty of thought it
self, and resting in great part on the same rea
sons, is practically inseparable from it. Sec
ondly, the principle requires libe;rty 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 thil= 
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 per:3ons com
bining being supposed to be of full age, and 
not forced or deceived. 

No society in which these liberties are not, 
011 the whole, respected, is free, whatever may 
be its form of government; and none is com• ' 
pletely free io which they do not exist abso
lute and unqualified. The only freedom which 
deserv~s the name, is that of pursuing our own 
good in our own way, so long as we do not 
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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 has 
expended fully as much effort in the attempt 
{according to its lights) to compel people to 
('.onform to its notions of personal, as of so• 
cial excellence. The ancient commonwealths 
thought themselves entitled to practise, and 
the ancient philosophers countenanced, the 
regulation of every part of private conduct by 
public authority, 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 ad• 
missible in small republics surrounded by pow
erful enemies, in constant peril of being sub• 
verted by foreign attack or internal commo
\ion, and to which even a short interval of 
relaxed energy and self.command might so 
easily be fata~ that they could not afford to 
wait for the salutary permanent effects of free
dom. fo the modern world, the greater size 
of political communities, and above all, tht 
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separation between the spiritual and temporal 
authority (which placed the direction of men's 
consciences in othPr hands than those which 
controlled their worldly affairs), prevented so 
great an interference by law in the detaiJ'3 
of private life; but the engines of moral re
pression have been v.'ielded more strenuously 
against divergence from the reigning opinion 
in self-regarding, than even in social matters; 
religion, 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 department of human con
duct, or by the spirit of Puritanism. And 
some of those modern reformers who have 
placed themselves in strongest opposition to 
the religions of the past, have been noway 
behind either churches or sects in their asser
tion of the right of spiritual domination : M. 
Comte, in particular, whose soc_ial systP-m, 
as unfolded in his Traite de Politique Posi
tfoe, aims at establishing (though by moral 
more than ~y legal appliances) a despotism 
of society over the individual, surpassing any
thiug contemplated in the political ideal of 
the most rigid disciplinarian among the an
cient 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 
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the force of opinion and even by that of legis
lation : and as the tendency of all the change1:.1 
taking place in the world is to strengthen so
ciety, and diminish the power of the individual, 
this encroachment is not one of the evils which 
tend spontaneously to disappear, but, on the 
contrary, 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 energetically supported by some 
of the best and by some of the worst feelings 
incident to human nature, that it is hardly ever 
kept under restraint by anything but want. of 
power; and as the power is not declining, but 
growing, unless a strong barrier of moral cou• 
viction can be raised against the mischief, we 
must expect, in the present circumstances of 
the w0rld, to see it increase. 

It will be convenient for the argument, if, 
instead of at once entering upon the general 
thesis, we confine ourselves in the first instan.ce 
to a single branch of it, on which the principle 
here stated is, if not fully, yet to a certain 
point, recognized by the current opinions. 
This one branch is the Liberty of Thought: 
from which it is impossible to · separate . the 
cognate liberty of speaking and of writing. 
Although these liberties, to some considerable 
a.mount, form part of the political morality of 
all countries which profess religious toleration 
and free institutions, the grounds, both philo-
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sopbical and practical, on which they rest, are 
perhaps not so familiar to the general mind, 
nor so thoroughly appreciated by many even 
of the leaders of opinion, as might have been 
expected. Those grounds, when rightly under• 
stood, are of much wider application than to 
only one division of the subject, and a thorough 
consideration of this part of the question will 
be found the best introduction to the remain• 
der. Those to whom nothing which I am 
about to say will be new, may therefore, I 
hope, excuse me, if on a subject which for now 
three centuries has been so often discussed, 1 
venture on one discussion more, 



CHAPTER Ill. 

OJ INDIVIDUALITY, AS ONE OF THE ELEMENTS OF WELL
BEING. 

SUCH being the reasons which make it im• 

perative that human beings should be free 
to form opinions, and to express their opinions 
without reserve; and such the baneful conse• 
quences to the intellectual, and through that to 
the moral nature of man, unless this liberty is 
either conceded, or asserted in spite of prohibi
tion; let us next examine whether the same 
reasons do not require that men should be free 
to act upon their opinions - to carry these out 
in their lives, without hindrance, either physical 
or moral, from their fellow-men, so long as it 
is at their own risk aud peril. This last pro• 
viso is of course indiBpensable. No one pre
tends that actions should be as free as opinions. 
On the contrary, even opinions lose their im
munity, when the circumstances in which they 
are expressed are such as _to constitute their 
expression a positive instigation to some mis
chievous act. An opinion that corn-dealers 
are starvers of the poor, or that private prop• 
erty is robbery, ought to be unmolested when 
simply circulated through the press, but may 
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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 t he form of a placard. Acts, 
of whatever kind, which, without justifiable 
cause, do harm to others, may be, and in t he 
more important cases absolutely require to be, 
controlled by the unfavorable sentiments, and, 
wh~n needful, by the active interference of 
mankind. The liberty of the individual must 
be thus far limited; he must not make himself 
a nuisance to other people. But if he refrains 
from molesting others in what concerns them, 
and merely acts according to his own inclina
tion and judgment in things which concern 
himself, the same reasons which show that 
opinion should be free, prove also that he 
should be allowed, without molestation, to 
carry his opinions into practice at his own 
cost. That mankind are not infallible; that 
their truths, for the most part, are only half
truths; that unity of opinion, unless resulting 
from the full est and frees t compari:-on of op
posite opinions, is not desirable, and diversity 
not an evil, but a good, u ntil mankind are 
much more capable tJ)an at present of recog
nizing all sides of the truth, are principles ap
plicable to men's modes of action, not less than 
to their opinions. As it is useful that while 
mankind are imperfect there should be different 
opinions, so is it that there should be different 
experiments of living; that free scope should 
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be given to varieties of character, short of in
jury to others; and that the worth of different 
modes of life should be proved practically, 
when any one thinks fit to try them. It is de
sirable, in short, that in things which do not 
primarily concern others, individuality should 
assert itself. v\7here, not the person's own 
character, but the traditions or customs ,,f other 
people are the rule of conduct, there is "anting 
one of the principal ingredients of human hap
piness, and quite the chief ingredient of indi
vidual and social progress. 

In maintaining thi s principle, the greatest 
difficulty to be encountered does not lie in the 
appreciation of means toward:::; an acknowl
edged 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 essential::; of well-being; that it is 
not only a coordinate element ·with all that is 
designated by the terms civilization, ipstruc
tion, education, culture, but is itself a neces• 
sary part and condition of all those things ; 
there would be no danger that liberty shouJd 
be undervalued, and the adjustment of the 
boundaries between it and social control would 
present no extraordinary difficulty. But the 
evil is, that individual spontaneity is hardly 
recognized by the common modes of thinking 
as having any intrinsic worth, or deserving any 
regard on its own account. The majority, be 
ing satisfied with the ways of mankind as thr.y 
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now are (for it is they who make them what 
they are), cannot comprehend why those ways 
should not be good enough for everybody; anci 
what is more, spontaneity forms no part of the 
ideal of the majority of moral and social re• 
formers, but is rather looked on with jealousy, 
as a troublesome and perhaps rebellious ob
struction to the general acceptance of what 
these reformers, in their own judgment, t hink 
would be best for mankind. Few pertsons, out 
of Germany, even comprehend the meaning of 
the doctrine which Wilhelm von Humboldt, 
so eminent both as a savant and as a politi
cian, made the text of a treatise - that "the 
end of man, or that which is prescribed by the 
eternal or immutable dictates of reason, and 
not suggested by vague and transient desires, 
is the highest and most harmonious develop
ment of his powers to a complete and consist
ent whole;" that, therefore, the object "towards 
which every human bP.ing must ceaselessly 
direct his efforts, and on which especially those 
who design to influence their fellow-men must 
ever keep t heir eyes, is the individuality of 
power and development;" that for this there 
are two requisites, "freedom, and a variety of 
situations ; " and thaf,.from the union of these 
arise "indh1idual vigor and manifold diversity," 
which combine themselves in "originality." • · 

Little, however, as people are accustomed 
to a doctrine like that of Von Humboldt, and 

• Tht- Sphen and Dutiu of Gove:rnment, from the Germ&o ol 
Baroa Wilh-1lm von Humboldt, pp. 11-13. 
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surpnsmg as it may be to them to find so 
high a value attached to individuality, the 
question, one must nevertheless think, can 
only be one of degree, No one's idea of ex
cellence in conduct is that people should do 
absolutely nothing but copy one another. No 
one would assert that people ought not to 
put into their mode of life, and into the con
duct of thi>ir concerns, any impress whatever 
of their own judgment, or of their own indi
vidual character. On the other hand, it would 
be absurd to pretend that people ought to 
live as if nothing whatever had been known 
in the world before they came into it; as if 
experience had as yet done nothing towards 
showing that one mode of existence, or of 
conduct, is preferable to another. Nobody 
denies that people should be so taught and 
trained in youth, as to know and benefit by 
the ascertained reRults of human experience. 
But it is the privilege and proper condition 
of a human being, arrived at the maturity of 
his faculties, to use and interpret experience 
in his own way. It is for him to find out 
what oart of recorded experience is proper
') applicable to his own circumstances and 
character. The traditions and customs of oth
er people are, to a certain extent, evidence of 
what their experience has taught them,· pre• 
sumptive evidence, and as such, have a claim 
to his deference : but, in the first place, their 
experience may be too narrow; or they maJ 
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not have interpreted it rightly. Secondly, theii 
interpretation of experience may be correct_ 
but unsuitable to him. Customs are made for 
customary circumstances, and customary char• 
acters: and bis circumstances or his character 
may be uncustomary. Thirdly, though the 
customs be both good as customs, and suitable 
to him, yet to conform to custom, merely as 
custom, does not educate or develop in him 
any of the qualities which are the distjnctive 
endowment of a human being. 'fhe human 
facu1ties of perception, judgment, discrimina• 
tive feeling, mental activity, and even moral 
preference, are exercised only in making a 
choice. He who does anything because it is 
the custom, makes no choice. He gains no 
practice either in discerning or in desiring what 
is best. The mental and moral, like the mus
cular powers, are improved only by being used. 
The faculties are called into 110 exercise by do
ing a thing merely because others do it, no more 
than by believing a thing only because others 
believe it. If the grounds of an opinion are 
not conclusive to the person's own reason, his 
reason cannot be strengthened, but is likely to 

be weakened by hie adopting it: and if the in
ducements to an act are not such as are con• 
sentaneous to his own feeli ngs and character 
(where affection, or the rights of others, are not 
concerned), it is so much done towards render .. 
ing his feelings and character inert and torpi<l: 
instead of ac:tive and energetic. 

o• 
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He who lets the world, or bis own portion 
of it, choose his plan of life for him, has no need 
of any other faculty than the ape-like one of 
imitation. He who chooses his plan for him
self, employs all his faculties. He must use 
qbservation to see, reasoning and judgment to 
foresee, activity to gather materials for decis
ion. discrimination to decide, and when he has 
decided, firmness and self-control to hold to 
his deliberate decision. And these qualities 
be requires and exercises exactly in proportion 
as the part of his conduct which he determines 
according to his own judgment and feelings is 
a large one. It is possible . that he might be 
guided in some good path, and kept out of 
harm's way, without any of these things. But 
what will be his comparative worth as a human 
being? It really is of importance, not only 
what men do, but also what manner of men 
they are that do it. Among the works of man, 
which human life is rightly employed in per• 
fecting and beautifying, the first in importance 
surely is man himself. Supposing it were pos• 
sible to get houses built, corn grown, battles 
fought, causes tried, and even churches erected 
and prayers said, by machinery- by automa• 
tons in human form - it would be a consider• 
able loss to exchange for these automatons 
even the men and women who at present in• 
habit the more civilized parts of the world, and 
who assuredly are but starved specimens of 
what nature can and will produce. Human 
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nature is not a machine to be built after a 
model, and set to do exactly the work pre• 
scribed for it, but a tree, which requires to 
grow and develop itself on all sides, accor<l• 
ing to the tendency of th~ inward forces whicJ
muke it a living thing. 

lt will probably be conceded that it is de 
sirable people should exercise their under• 
stanJiogs, and that an intelligent following 
of custom, or even occasionally an intelligent 
deviation from custom, is better than a blind 
and simply mechanical adhesion to it. To a 
rertain extent it is admitted, that our under 
standing should be our own: but there is not 
the same willingness to admit that our desires 
aud impulses should be our own likewise ; or 
that to possess impulses of our own, and of 
any strength, is anything but a peril and a 
snare. Yet desires and impulses are as much 
a part of a perfect human being, as beliefs and 
restraints : and strong impulses are only peril
ou!I when not properly balanced ; when one 
set of aims and inclinations is developed into 
strength, while others, which ought to coexist 
with them, remain weak and inactive. It is 
not because men's desires are strong that they 
ac.t ill ; it is because their consciences are 
,veak. There is no natural connection be
tween strong impulses and a weak C()nscience. 
The natural connection is the other way. To 
say that one person's desires and feelings are 
stronger and more various than those of an• 
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nthc-r, is merely to say that he has more of the 
raw material of human nature, an<l is there
fore capable, perhaps of more . evil, but cer

\aiuly of more good. Strong jmpulses n.re but 
another name for energy. Energy may he 
turned to bad uses ; but more go0d may al
ways be made of an energetic nature, than of 
an indolent and impassive one. Those who 
have most natural feeling, are alway:, those 
whose cultivated feelings may be made the 
strongest. The same strong susceptibilities 
which make the personal impulses vivid and 
powerful, are also the source 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 reject• 
ing 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 -
js said to have a character. One whose de
sires 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 ener• 
getic character. Whoever thinks that individ• 
uality of desires and impulses should not be 
encouraged to unfold itself, must maintain 
that society has no need of strong natures 
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- iia not the better for containiug many per 
sons who have much character - and that a 
high general average of energy is not desira
ble. 

In some early states of society, these forces 
might be, and were, too much ahead of the 
power which society then possessed of disci
plining 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 
difficulty 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 tbe whole 
man, claiming to control all his life in order to 
control bis character - \vhich society had not 
found any other sufficient means of binding. 
But society has now fairly got the better of 
individuality i and the danger which threatens 
human nature is not the excess, but the defi
ciency, of personal impulses and preferences. 
Things are vastly changed, since the passions 
of those who were str-0ng by station or by per• 
sonal endowment were in a state of habitual 
rebellion against laws and ordinances, and re• 
quired to be rigorously chained up to enable 
the persons within their reach to enjoy any 
particle of security. In om times, from the 
highest class of society down to the lowest 
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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 growand 
thrive ? They ask themselves, what is suitable 
to my position 1 what is usually done by per• 
sons of my station and pecuniary circum~ 
stances 1 or (worse still) what is usually done 
by persons of a station and circumstances 
superior to mine ? I do not mean that they 
choose what is customary, in preference to 
what suits their own inclination. It does not 
occur to them to have any inclination, except 
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; they exercise choice 
only among things commonly done : peculiarity 
of taste, eccentricity of conduct, are shunned 
equally with crimes: until by dint of not fol
lowing their own nature, they have no nature 
to follow: their human capacities are withered 
r1.nd starved : they become incapable of any 
'ltrong wishes or native pleasures, and are gen 
erally without either opinions or feelings of 
home growth, or properly their own. Now is 
this, or is it not, the desirable condition ~f hu• 
man nature 1 
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lt is so, on the Calvinistic theory. Accord 
ing to that, the one great offence of man is 
Self-will. All the good of which humanity is 
capable, is comprised in Obedience. You have 
no choice; thus you must do, and no other
wise: " whatever is not a duty is a sin." Hu
man nature being radically corrupt, there is no 
redemption for any one until human nature is 
killed within him, To one holding this theory 
of life, crnshing out any of t he 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 bis faculties for any other purpose but to do 
that supposed will more effectually, he is better 
without them. That is the theory of Calvin• 
ism ; and it is held, in a mitigated form, by 
many who do not consider themselves Calvin
ists; the mitigation consisting in giving a less 
ascetic interpretation to the alleged will of 
God ; asserting it to be bis will that mankind 
should gratify some of their inclinations ; of 
course not in the manner they themselves prefer, 
but in the way of obedieRce, that is, in a way 
prescribed to them by authority ; and, therefore, 
by the necessary conditions of the case, the 
same for all. 

In some such insidious form there is at pres
sent a strong tendency to this narrow theory 
of life, and to the pinched and hidebound type 
of human character which it patronizes. Many 
persons, no doubt, sincerely think that human 

, · 
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beings thus cramped and dwarfed, are as theu 
Maker designed them to be; just as many have 
thought th at 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 
macle by a good Being, it is more consistent 
with that faith to believe1 that t hi s Being gave 
all human faculties that they might be culti
vated and unfolded, not rooted out and con
sumed, and that be takes delight in every 
nearer approach made by his creatures to the 
ideal conception embodied in them, every in
crease in any of their capabilities of compre• 
bension, of action, or of enjoyment. There is 
a different type of human excellence from the 
Calvinistic; a conception of humanity as hav
ing its nature bestowed on it for other purposes 
than merely to be abnegated. " Pagan self
assertion" 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 super
sede. 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 
we had one in these days, be without anything 
good which belonged to John Knox. 

It is not by wearing down into uniformit) 
nU t.h.at is individual in themselves, but by cul 

• Sterling's Eua.,. 
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tivating it and calling it forth, within the limit" 
imposed by tbe rights and interests of others, 
that human beings become a noble and beauti• 
ful object 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 elevat
ing feelings, and strengthening the t ie which 
binds every individual to the race, by ~aking 
the race infinitely better worth belonging to. 
In proportion to the development of his indi
viduality, 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. 
;\s much compression as is necessary to pre• 
vent the stronger specimens o.f human nature 
from encroaching on the rights of others, can
not be dispensed with; but for this there is 
ample compensation even in the point of view 
of human development. Tbe means of devel 
opment which the individual loses by being 
prevented from gratifyi'ng bis inclinations tc 
the injury of others, are chiefly obtained at the 
expense of the development of other people. 
And even to himself there is a full equivaleni 
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 
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rules of justice for the sake of others, <level, 
ops 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 di:-pleasure, developes nothing vA.lu• 
able, except :rnch force of character as may 
unfold itself in resisting the restraint. If ac• 
quiesced in, it dulls and blunts the whole 
nature. To give any fair play to the nature 
of eaGh, it is essential that different persons 
should be allowed to lead different lives. In 
proportion as this latitude has been exercised 
in any age, has that age been note\vorthy to 
posterity. Even despotism does not produce 
its worst effects, so long as Individuality exist:, 
!lnder it; and whatever crushes individuality 
is despotism, by whatever name it may be 
called, and whether it professes to be enforc
ing the will of God or the injunctions of 
men. 

Having said that Individuality is the same 
thing with development, and that it i,.. only the 
cultivation of individuality which produces, or 
can produce, well-developed human beings, I 
might here close the argument: for what more 
or better can be said of any condition of hu
man affairs, than that it brings human being:, 
themselves nearer to the best thing they can 
be ? or what worse can be said of any ob

struction to good, than that it prevents this? 
.Doubtless, however, these considerations will 
not suffice to convince those who moF-t need 
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convincing; and it is necessary further to 
show, that these developed human beings are 
of some use to the undeveloped - to point o·ut 
to those who do not desire liberty, and would 
not avail themselves of it, that they may be in 
some intelligible manner rewarded for allow
ing other people to make use of it without 
hindrance. 

In the first place, then, I would suggest that 
they might possibly learn something from 
t.hem. It will not be denied by anybody, that 
originality is a valuable element in human 
affairs. There io always need of persons not 
only to ·discover new truths, and point out 
when what were once truths are true no longer, 
but also to commence new practices, and set 
tbe example of more enlightened conduct, and 
better taste and sense in human life. Tbis 
cannot well be gainsaid by anybody 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 by everybody alike: there are but few 
persons, in comparison with the whole of man~ 
kind, whose experiments, if adopted by others, 
would be likely to be "'any improvement on 
established practice. But these few are th& 
salt of the earth; without them, human life 
would become a stagnant pool. Not only is 
it they who introduce good things which did 
not before exist ; it is they who keep the life 
in. those which already existed. If there were 
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nothing new to be done, would human intel• 
lect cease to be necessary ? Would it be a 
reason why those who do the old things should 
forget why they are done, and do them like 
cattle, not like human beings? There is oniJ 
too great a tendency in the best beliefs and 
practices to degenerate into the mechanical; 
and unless there were a succession of persons 
whose ever-recurring originality prevents the 
grounds of those beliefs and prar.tices from be
coming merely traditional, such dead matter 
would not resist the smallest shock from any
thing really alive, and there would be no rea
son why civilization should not die out, as in 
the Byzantine Empire. Persons of genius, it 
:s true, are, and are ahvays likely 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 character. If 
from timidity they 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 wil1 be 
little the better for their genius. If they are 
of a strong character, and break their fetters, 
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they become a mark for the society which has 
not succeeded in reducing them to common
place, to point at with solemn ·warning as 
"wild," "erratic," and the like; much as if 
one should complain of the Niagara river for 
not flowing smoothly between its banks like a 
Dutch canal. 

I insist thus emphatically on the importan~e 
of genius, and the necessity of allowing it to 
unfold itself freely both in thought and in 
practice, being well aware that no one will 
deny the position in theory, but knowing also . 
that almost every one, in reality, is totally in
different to it. People think geuius a fine 
thing if it enables a man to write an exciting 
poem, or paint a picture. But in its true 
Eense, that of originality in thought and ac
tion, though no one says that it is not a thing 
to be admired, nearly all, at heart, think that 
they can do very well ~ithout it. Unhappily 
this is too natural to be wondered at. Origi
nality is the one thing which unoriginal minds 
cannot feel the use of. They cannot see what 
it is to do for them : how should they ? If 
they could see what it \v9uld do for them, it 
would not be originality. The first service 
which originality has to render them, is that 
of opening their eyes : which being once fully 
done, they would have a chance of being them• 
selves original. Meanwhile, recollecting that 
nothing was ever yet done which some one 
was not the first to do, and that all good thingi:i 
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which exist are the fruits of originality, le1 
them be modest enough to believe that ther€ 
is something still left for it to accomplish, and , 
assure them:;;elves that they are more in need 
of originality, the less they are conscious of 
the want. 

In sober truth, whatever homage may be 
professed, or even paid, to real or supposed 
me11tal superiority, the general tendency of 
things i hroughout the world is to render me
diocrity the ascendant power among mankind, 
In ancient history, in the Middle Ages, and in 
a diminishing degree through the long transi
tion from feudality to the present time, the in
dividual was a po\ver in himself; and if he 
had either great talents or a high social posi
tion, he was a considerable power. At present 
individuals are lost in the crowd. In politics 
it is almost a triviality to say that public opin
ion now rules the world. The only power de
serving the name is that of masses, and of gov
ernments while they make ~-~ilelves the organ 
of the tendencies and iQstincte of masses. This 
is· as true in the moral and social relations of 
private life as in public transactions. Thosa 
whose opinions go by tbe name of public opin
ion, are not always the same sort of public: in 
America, they are the whole white population 

-in England, chiefly the middle class. But they 
are. always a mass, that is to say, collective me• 
diocrity. And what is a still greater novelty, 

-the mass do not now take their opinions from 
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•Jignitaries in Church or Statf-l, from ostensible 
leaders: or from books. Their thinking is done 
for them by men much like themselves, addrr s ;:;. 
ing them or speaking in their name, on the spur 
of the moment, through the new,,,papers. I am 
not complaining of all this. I do not assert 
that anything better is compatible, as a gen
eral rule, with the present low state of the 
human mind. But that does not hinder the 
government of mediocrity from being medio
cre government. No government by a democ
racy or a numerous aristocracy, either in its 
political acts or in the opinions, qualities, and 
tone of mind which it fos ter~, ever did or could 
rise above mediocrity, except in so far as the 
sovereign Many have let thernsf:' lvr s be guided 
(which in their best times they always have 
done) by the counsels and iufluence of a more 
highly gifted and instructed One or Few. The 
initiation of all wise or noble things, comes and 
must come from individuals; generally at first 
from some one individual. The honor and 
glory of the average man is that he is capable 
of following that initiative ; that he can re
spond internallv to wise and uoble things, anc.i 
be led to them 

0

with his eyes open. I am not 
countenancing the sort of " hero-worship " 
which applauds the strong man of genius for 
forcibly seizing on . the government of the 
world and making it do his bidding in spite 
of itself. All he can claim is, freedom to poiut 
out the way. The power of compelling othr.rs 
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into it, is not only inconsistent with the free, 
dom and development of all the rest, but cor. 
rupting to the strong man himself. It does 
seem, however, that when the opinions of 
masses of merely average men are every• 
where become or becoming the dominant 
power, the counterpoise and corrective to 
that tendency would be, the more and more 
pronounced individuality of those who stand 
on the higher eminences of thought. It i::; in 
.he::;e circumstances most especially, that ex
ieptional individuals, instead of being deter• 
ed, should be encouraged in acting different• 

1y 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 non•conforrnity, the 
mere refusal to bend the knee to custom, is it
self a service. Precisely because the tyranny of 
opinion is such as to make eccentricity a re• 
proach, it is desirable, in order to break through 
that tyranny, that people :::hould be eccentric. 
Eccentricity has always abounded when and 
where strength of character has abounded; 
and the amount of eccentricity in a society 
has generally been proportional to the amount 
.lf gcnim,, mental vigor, and moral courage 
which it contained. That so few now dare 
to be eccentric, ri1arks the chief danger of th~ 
time. 

I have said tha.t it is important to give thP. 
freest scope poi:isible to uncust-Omary things, in 
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order that it may in time appear which of these 
are fit to be converted into customt'l. But inde
pendence of action, and disregard of custoin 
arc not solely deserving of encouragement for 
the chance they afford that better modes of 
action, and customs more worthy of general 
adoption, may be struck out; nor is it only 
persons of decided mental superiority who have 
a just claim to carry on their li vcs in their own 
way. There is no reason that all human exist
ences should be constructtd on some one, or 
some small number of patterns. If a person 
possesses any 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 undist inguishably alike. A 
man cannot get a coat or a pair of boots to fit 
him, unless they are eithei· made to his meas
ure, or he has a whole warehouseful to choose 
from : and is it easier to fit him with a life than 
wHh a coat, or are human beings more like 
'.JUe another in their whole physical and spirit
ual conformation than in the shape of their 
feet? If it were only that ✓people have diver
sities of taste, that is reason enough for not at
tempting to shape them all after one model. 
But different persons also require different con• 
ditions for their spiritual development; and can 
no more exist healthily in the same moral, than 
a.11 the variety of plants can in the same physi 

6 
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cal, atmosphere and climate. The same thiugs 
which are helps to one person towards the cul
tivation of his higher nature, are hindrances 
to another. The same mode of life is a healthy 
excitement to one, keeping all his faculties of 
action and enjoyment in their best order, while 
to another it is a distracting burden, which sus
pends or crushe3 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 corre
sponding diversity in their modes of life, they 
neither obtain their fair share of happines$1 

nor grow up to the mental, moral, and resthetic 
stature of which their nature is capable. Why 
then should tolerance, as far as the public sen• 
timent is concerned, extend only to tastes and 
modes of life which extort acquiescence by the 
multi tude of their adherents ? Nowhere (ex• 
cept in some monastic institutions) is diversity 
of taste entirely unrecognized ; a person may 
without blame, either like or dislike rowing, ot 
smoking, or music, or athletic exercises, or 
chess, or cards, or study, 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 
docs," or of not doing" what everybody does," 
i~ the subject of as much depreciatory remark 
as if be or she had committed some grave 
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moral delinquency. Persons require to possess 
a title, or some other badge of rarik, or the 
consideration of people of rank, to be able to 
indulge somewhat in the luxury of doing as 
they like without detriment to their estimation. 
To indulge somewhat, I repeat : for whoever 
allow themselves much of that indulgence, in
cur the risk of something worse than diBparag
ing speeches - they are in peril of a commis
sion de lunatico, and of having their property 
taken from them and given to their rela• 
tions.• 

• There is s01nething both contemptible and frightful in tile 30II 

of evidence on which, of late years, any person can be j udicially 
declared unfit for the management of his affairs; and after his 
ue:,th, hi$ disposal of his property can be set aside, if there ia 
enotigh of it to pay the expen~es of litigation -which are charged 
Oll the property iuelf. All the minute details of his daily life are 
prie,i into, and whate\' er is found which, eetn through the medium 
of the percei\'iug and describing faculties of the lowest of the low, 
bears an appearance unlike absolute commonplace, is laid before 
the jury as evidence of insanity, and often with success; the ju
rors being little, if 11t all, Jt,ss vulgar and ignorant than the wit• 
nesses; while the judges, with th!lt. extr~ordinary want of knowl
edge of human nature and life which continually astonishes us in 
f'.ngli~h lawyers, often help t.o mi€1ead them. These trials speak 
,·olumes as to the state of feeling and opinion among the vulgar 
with rtgard to human liberty. So far fr.om setting any value on 
individuality-so far from respecting the rights of each individual 
to acr, in things indifferent, as seems ~ood to bis own jndgrnent 
and incliaatioa,i, j udges and juries cannot e\'en conceive that a 
person in a srate of sanity can desire such freedom. Io former 
d~ys, when it was proposed to bum atli~i!ts, cbarit.able people 
used to suggest putting them in a madhouse instead: it would 
.>e nothing surprising now-a-days were '11'8 to eee this done, t.nd 
,he doers applauding 1heu1selvee, because, iostaad of pen1ecuting 
for religion, they had adopted so humane nod Christian a mode or 
treating these unfortuuatea, not without a silent aatiafactiou at their 
\avmg thereby )btained their desert.. 
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'!'here is one charaderistic of the present dj. 
rection of public opinion, peculiarly calculated 
to make it intolerant of any marked demonstra
tion of individuality. The general average of 
mankind are not only moderate in intellect, but 
also moderate in inclinations: they have no 
tastes or wishes strong enough to incline them 
to do anything unusual, and t hey consequently 
do not understand those who have, and class 
all such with the wild and intemperate 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 ex• 
pect. In these days such a movement bas set 
in ; much has actually been effected in the way 
of increased regu~arity of conduct, and discour 
agement of excesses; and there is a philan • 
t hropic spirit abroad, for the exercise of whi .;h 
there is no more inviting field than the ll'ural 
aud prudential improvement of our f,;J}ow• 
creatures. These tendencies of the times 
cause the public to be more disposed than 
at most former periods to prescribe gcmeral 
rules of conduct, and endeavor to make every 
one conform to the approved stand~rd. 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 
cnmpression, like a Cbinese lady's foot, every 
pa.rt of human nature which stands out promi-
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nently, and tends to make the person mark• 
edly dissimilar in outline to commonplace 
humanity. 

As is usually the case with ideals which ex
clude one half of what is dei.irable, the ·present 
standard of approbation produces only an in• 
ferior imitation of the other half. Instead of 
great energies guided by vigorous reason, and 
!i-trong feelings strongly controlled by a con
. cientious will, it:::- result is weak feelings and 
weak energies, which therefore can be kept 
in outward conformity to rule without an; 
trength either of will or of rea:;on. Already 

energ~tic characters on any large scale are 
bi:coming merely traditional. There is nov. 
:;carcely any outlet for energy in this country 
except business. The energy expended in that 
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 dimen
sions. The greatness of England is now all 
collective: individually small, we only appea1 
capable of anything great Q.Y our habit of com
bining; and with this our moral and religious 
philanthropists are perfectly contented. But it 
was men of another stamp than this that made 
England what it has been; and men of an• 
other stamp will be needed to prevent its de• 
cline. 

The despotism of custom is ev~rywhere thi 
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standing hindrance to human advancemenl: 
being in unceasing antagonism to that dispo
sition to aim at something better than cus
tomary, which is called, according to circum
stances, the spirit of liberty, or that of progress 
or improvement. The spirit of improvement 
is not always a spirit of liberty, for it may aim 
at forcing improvements on an unwilling peo
ple; and the spirit of liberty, in so far as it re
lllists such attempts, may ally itself locally and 
temporarily with the opponents of improve• 
ment; but the only unfailing and permanent 
source of improvement is liberty, since by it 
there are as many possible independent centres 
of improvement as there are individuals. The 
progressive principle, however, in either shape, 
whether as the love of liberty or of improve
ment, is antagonistic to the sway of Custom1 

involving at least emancipation from that yoke; 
and the contest between the two constitutes the 
chief interest of the history of mankind. The 
greater part of the world has, properly speak
ing, no history, becausP- the despotism of Cus
tom is complete. This is the case over the 
whole East. Custom is there, in all things, 
the final appeal; justice and right mean con
formity to custom; the argument of custom no 
one, unlet-1s some tyrant intoxicated with pow• 
er, thinks of resisting. And we see the result. 
Those nations must once ha Ye had originality; 
they did not start out of the ground populous: 
lettered, and versed in rnany of the arts of life 
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they made themselves all this, and were then 
the greatest and most powerful nations in the 
world. What are they now ? The subjects or 
<l ependents of tribes whose for efathers wan• 
dered in the forests when theirs had magnifi 
~cnt palaces and gorgeous temples, but ove1 
whom custom exernised only a divided rule with -
liberty and progress. A people, it appears, may 
be progressive for a certain length of t irnf' , 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 threat
ened is not precisely stationariness. It pro
scribes singularity, but it does not preclude 
change, provided all change together. We 
have dh;carded the fixed costumes of our fore
fathers ; everv one must sti.11 dress like other 
people, but the fashion may change once or 
twice a year. We thus take care that when 
there is change, it shall be for change's sake, 
and not from any idea of beauty or conven
ience; for the same idea of beauty or con~ 
venience would not strike all the world at the 
same moment, and be sim~Uaneously thrown 
aside by all at an-other moment. But we are 
progressive as well as changeable: we continu• 
ally make new inventions in mechanical t hings) 
and keep them until they are again superseded 
by better ; we are eager for improvement in 
politics, in education, even in morals, t hougt 
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in this last our idea of improvement chiefl) 
consists in persuading or forcing other people 
to be as good as ourselves. It is not progress 
that we object to; on the contrary, we flatte1 
ourselves that we are the most progressive peo
ple who evn lived. It is individuality that we 
,var 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 something better than 
either. We have a warning example in China 
- a nation of much talent, and, in some re
spects, even wisdom, owing to the rare good 
fortune 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 enlightened European must ac• 
cord, under certain limitations, the title of sages 
and philosophers. They are remarkable, too, 
in the excellence of their apparatus for im
pressing, as far as _possible, the best wisdom 
they possess upon every mind in the commu
nity, and securing that those who have appro• 
priated most of it shall occupy the posts of 
honor and power. Surely the pl'ople who did 
this have discovered ~the secret of human pro• 
gressiveness, and must have kept themselves 
steadily at the head of the movement of the 
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world. On the contrary, they have become 
stationary - have remained so for thousands 
of years; and if they are ever to be farther im
proved, it mast be by foreigners. They have 
:-ucceeded beyond all hope in what English 
philanthropists are so indmltriously working at 
- in making a people all alike, all governing 
their thoughts and conduct by the same max• 
ims and rules ; and these ar,e the fruits. The 
modern regime of public opinion is, in a n un
organized 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, not
withstanding its noble antecedents and its pro
fessed Christianity, will tend to become another 
China. 

What is it that has hitherto preserved Eu
rope from this lot? What has made the E1l

ropean family of nations an improving, insteacl 
of a stationary port.ion of mankind? Not q_ny 
1mperior excellence in them, which wheu it 
exists, exists as the effect, not as tne cause ; 
but their remarkable diversity of character and 
culture. Ind ividuals, classes,,JJations, have been 
extremely unlike one a nother: they have struck 
out a great variety of paths, each leading to 
something valuable ; and although at every 
period those who travelled in different path11 
have been intolera nt of one another, and eacr 
would have thought it an excellent thing if ali 
the rest could have been compelled to travel 

()'4' 
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his road, their attempts to thwart each other's 
development have rarely had any permanen1 
success, and each has in time endured to rP.• 
ceive the good ,vhich the others have offered, 
Europe is, in my judgment, wholly indebted 
to this plurality of paths for its progressive and 
many-sided development. But it already be
gins to possess this benefit in a considerably 
less degree. It is decidedly advancing towards 
the Chinese ideal of making all people alike. 
l\'.[. 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 generation. . The same 
remark might be made of Englishmen in a far 
greater degree. In a passage already quoted 
from Wilhelm von Humboldt, he points out 
two things as necessary conditions of human 
development, because necessary to render peo
ple unlike one another; namely, freedom, and 
variety of situations. The second of these two 
conditions is in this country every day dimin• 
ishing. The circumstances which surround 
different classes and individuals, and shape 
their characters, are daily .-becoming more as• 
similated. Formerly, different ranks, different 
neighborhoods, different trades and professions, 
lived in what miisht be called different worldi, 
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 
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their hopes and fears directed to the same ob
ject~, have the same rights and liberties, and 
the same means of asserting them. Great as 
are th~ differences of positiou which remain, 
they are nothing to those which have ceased. 
And the assimilation is still proceeding. All 
the political changes of the age promote it, 
since they all tend to raise the low and to 
lower the high. Every exteQsion of education 
promotes it , because education brings people 
un<ler common influences, and gives them 
access to the general stock of facts and 
sentiments. Improvements in the means of 
communication promote it, by bringing the 
inhabitants of distant plac·es into personal con
tact, and keeping up a rapid flow of changes 
of residence between onP. place and another. 
The increase of commerce and manufactur1·s 
promotes it, by diffusing more ~,,icJely the ad
vantages of easy circumstances, and opening 
all objects of ambition, even the higherst, to 
general competition, whereby the desire of 
ri,,ing becomc-s no longer the character of & 

particular class, but of all dasses. A more 
powerful agency than even all these, in bring
ing about a general similarity among mankind, 
is the complete establishment, in t hi;; and other 
free countries, of the ascendency of public opin
ion in the S tate. As the various social emin• 
ences which enabled persons entrenched on 
them to disregard the opinion orthe mu1titude. 
gradually become levelled ; as the very idea of 
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resisting the will of the public, when it is posi• 
tively known that they have a will, disappears 
more and more from the minds of practical 
politicians ; there ceases to be any social sup
port for non-conformity - any substantive 
power in society, which, itself opposed to the 
ascendancy of numbers, is interested in taking 
under its protection opinions and tendencies at 
variance with those of the public. 

The combination of all these causes forms so 
great a mass of influenc,es hostile to Individu
ality, that it is not easy to see how it can 
stand its ground. It will do so with increas
ing difficulty, unless the intelligent part of the 
public can be made to feel its valu e - to see 
that it is good there should be differences, even 
though not for the better, even though , as it 
may appear to them, some should be for t he 
wori:e. If the claims of Individuality are ever 
to be asserted, the time is now, while much is 

atill wanting to complete t he enforced assimi 
lation. It is only in the earlier stages that any 
stand can be successfully made aga·inst the en
croachment. T he demand that all other people 
shall resemble ourselves, grows by what it feeds 
on. If resistance wa its till life is reduced near• 
ly to one uniform type, all deviations from that 
type will come to be considered impious, im• 
moral, even monstrous and contrary to nature. 
Mankind speedily become unable to conceive 
diversity, when t hey have been for some tiJn~ 
unaccustomed to see it. 



CHAPTER IV. 

or 'l'BE LilUTS TO THE AUTHORITY OF SOCIETY OVER TRB 
INDITIDUAL. 

11THAT, then, is the rightful limit to the 
VV sovereignty of the indiYidual over him

self? Where does the authority of society 
begin 1 How much of human life should be 
assigned to individuality, and how much to 
society? 

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

Though society is not founded on a con
tract, and though no good purpose is answered 
by inventing a contract in order to deduce 
social obligations from it, ey_ery one who re
ceives the protection of society owes a return 
for the beriefit, and the fact of living in society 
renders it indispensable that each should be 
bound to observe a certain line of conduct tow
ards the rest. This conduct consists, first, in 
not injuring the int~rests of one another; or 
rather certain interests, wLich, either by express 
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lega1 provision or by tacit understanding, ough 
to be considered as rights; and secondly, in 
each person's bearing his share {to be fixed ou 
some equitable principle) of the labors and sac• 
rifices incurred for defending the society or its 
members from injury and molestation. These 
conditions society is justified in enforcing, at 
all costs to those who endeavor to withhold 
fulfilment. Nor is this all that society may do. 
The acts of an individual may be hurtful to 
others, or wanting in due consideration for 

their welfare, without going the length of vio• 
lating any of their constituted rights. The 
offender may then be justly punished by opin
ion, though not by law. As soon as any part 
of a person's conduct affects prejudicially 
the interests of others, society has jurisdiction 
over it, and the question whether the general 
welfare will or will not be promoted by inter• 
fering with it, becomes open to discussion. 
But there is no room for entertain,ng any such 
question when a person's conduct affects the 
interests of no persons besides himself, or 
neeus not affect them unless they like ( all the 
persons concerned being of full age, and the 
ordinary amount of understanding). 1u all 
such cases there should be perfect freedom, 
legal and social, to do the action and stand 
the consequences. 

It would be a great misunderstanding of 
this doctrine, to suppose that it i1; one of self• 
ish indifference, which pretend9 that human 
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beings have no bu~iness with each other's con• 
duct in life, and that they should not concern 
themselves about the well-doing or well-being 
of one another, unless their own interest is in
volved. Instead of any diminution, there is 
need of a great increase of disinterested exer• 
tion to promote the good of others. But dis• 
interested benevolence can find other instru
ments to persuade people to their good, than 
whips and scourges, either of the literal or the 
metaphorical sort. I am the last person to 
undervalue the self-regarding virtues; they are 
only second in importance, if even second, to 
the social. It is equally the business of educa
tion to cultivate both. But even education 
works by conviction and persuasion as well as 
by compulsion, and it is by the former only 
that, when the period of education is past, the 
self-regarding virtues should be inculcated 
Human beings owe to each other help to dis• 
tinguish the better from the wor;ie, and encour• 
agement to choose the former and avoid the 
latter. They should be forever stimulatinR 
each other to increased exercise of their higher 
faculties, and increased dire,etion of their feel• 
ings and aims towards wise instead of foolish, 
elevating instead of degrading, objects and 
contemplations. But neither one person, nor 
any number of persons, is warranted in saying 
to another human creature of ripe years, that 
he snail not do with his life for his own ben• 
efit what be chooses to do with t. He is the 
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person most interested in his own well•being 
the interest which any other person, except ir 
cases of strong personal attachment, can have 
in it, is trifling, compared \\Tith that which he 
himself has; the interest which society has in 
him individually (except as to his conduct to 
others) is fractional, and altogether indirect: 
while, with respect to his own feelings and cir• 
cumstances, the most ordinary man or woman 
has means of knowledge immeasurably sur• 
passing those that can be possessed by any 
one else. The interference of society to over
rule his judgment and purposes in what only 
regards himself, must be grounded on general 
presumptions; which may be altogether wrong, 
and even if right, are as likely as not to be 
misapplied to individual cases, by persons no 
better acquainted with the circumstances of 
such cases than those are who look at them 
merely from without. In this department! 
therefore, of human affairs, Individuality ha:. 
its proper field of action. In the conduct of 
human beings towards one another, it is neces• 
sary that general rules should for 1be most 
part be observed, in order that people may 
know what they have to expect; but in each 
person's own concerns, his individual sponta, 
neity is entitled to free exercise. Considera• 
tions to aid his judgment, exhortations to 
strengthen bis will, may be offered to him, even 
obtruded on him, by others ; but he, himself, is 
the final judge. All errors which he is likely 
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to commH against advice and warning, are fa1 

outwejghed by the evil of allowing others to 
constrain him to what they deem his good. 

I do not mean that the feelings with which 
a person is regarded by others, ought not to be 
in any way affected by bis self-regarding quali
ties or deficiencies. This is neither possible 
nor desirable. If he is eminent in any of the 
qualities which conduce to bis own good, he 
is, so far, a proper object of admiration. He 
is so much the nearer to the ideal perfection 
of human nature. If he is grossly deficient in 
those qualities, a sentiment the opposite of ad• 
miration will follow. There is a degre~ of 
folly, and a degree of what may be called 
(though the phrase is not unobjectionable} 
lowness or depr:1 e.tion of taste, whii:h, though 
it cannot justify doing harm to the person 
wbo manifests it, renders him necessarily and 
properly a subject of distaste, or, in extreme 
cases, even of contempt: a person could not 
have the opposite qualities in due strength 
wHhont entertaining these feelings. Though 
doing no wrong to <i.ny one, a person may so 
act as to compel us to j11dge~ him, and feel to 
him, as a fool, or as a beirig of an inferior 
or~er: anc since this judgment and feeling 
a.re a fact which he would prefer io avoid, it 
i.; doing him a service to warn him of it ".lefore
hand, as of any other disagreeable consequence 
to which he exposes himself. It would be well, 
indeed, if this good office were ,nuch more 
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freely rendered than the common notions of 
politeness at present permit, and if one person 
could honestly point out to another that he 
thinks him in fault, without being considered 
unmannerly or presuming. We have a right, 
also, in various ways, to act upon our m:"<i.vor
able opinion of any one, not to the oppression 
of his individuality, bt1t in the exercise of ours. 
~ c are not bound, for example, to seek his 
uocicty; we have a right to avoid it (though 
not to parade the avoidance), for we have a 
right to choose the society most acceptable to 
us. We have a right, and it may be our duty 
to caution others against him, if .we think hie 
example or conversation likely to have a per• 
nicious effect on those with whom he as~o
ciates, We may give others a preference over 
him iu optional good offices, except those 
which tend to his improvement. In these 
various modes a person may suffer very severe 
penalties at the hands of others, for faults 
which directly concern only himself; but he 
suffers these penalties only in i:-o far as they 
are the natural, and, as it were, the spontane• 
ous consequences of the faults themselves, not 
because they are purposely inflicted on him for 
the sake of punishment. A person w ho show~ 
rashness, obstinacy, self-conceit- w ho cannot 
live within moderate means - who cannot 
restrain himself from hurtful indulgences -
who pursues animai pleasures at the expense 
of those of feeling and intellect - must expect 
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to be lowered in the opinion of others, and to 
have a less share of their favorable sentiments, 
but of this he has no right to complain, unless 
be has merited their favor by special excellence 
in his social relations, and has thus established 
a t.itle to their good offices, which is not af. 
fe~ted by his demerits towards himself. 

What I contend for is, that the inconven• 
tences which are strictly inseparable from the 
unfavorable judgment 2-_f others, are the only 
ones to ,vhich a person should ever be subject 
ed for that portion of his conduct and characte1 
which concerns his own good, but which does 
not affect the interests of others in their rela. 
tions ,vith him. Acts injurious to others re• 
quire a totally different treatment. Encroach• 
ment on their rights; infliction on them of any 
loss or damage not justified by his own rights; 
falsehood or duplicity in dealing with them ; 
unfair or ungenerous use of advantages over 
them; even selfish abstinence from defending 
them against injury - these are fit objects of 
moral reprobation, and, in grave cases, of moral 
retribution and punishment. And not only 
these acts, but the disposition:; which lead to 
them, are properly immoral, and fit subjects of 
rlisapprobation which may rise to abhorrence. 
Cruelty of disposition; malice and ill-nature; 
that most anti-social and odious of all pas• 
~ions, envy ; dissimulation and insincerity; 
irascibility on insufficient cause, and resent• 
ment disproportioned to the provoc:ition ; the 
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love of domineering over others; the desire to 
engross more than one's share of advantages 
(the -rrAEmUa of the Greeks); the pride which 
derives gratification from the abasement of 
others; the egotism which thinks self and its 
concerns more important than everything else, 
and decides all doubtful questions in his own 
favor; -these are moral vices, and constj. 
tute a bad and odious moral character: unlike 
the self-regarding faults previously mentioned, 
which are not properly immoralities, and to 
whatever pitch they may be carried, do not 
constitute wickedness. They may be proofs 
of any amount of folly, or want of personal 
dignity and self-respect; but they are only a 
subject of moral reprobation when they in• 
volve a breach of duty to others, for whose 
sake the individual is bound to have care for 
himself. What are called duties to ourselves 
are not socially obligatory, unless circumstances 
render them at the same time duties to others. 
The term duty to oneself, when it means any
thing more than prudence, means self-respect 
or self-development ; and for none of these is 
any one accountable to his fellow-creatures, 
because for none of them i;i it for the good of 
mankind that he be held accountable to them. 

The distinction between the loss of consider-
11tion which a person may rightly incur by de• 
feet of prudence or of personal dignity, and 
the reprobation which is due to him for an 
offence against the rights of others, is not a 
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merely nominal distinction. It makes a vast 
difference both in our feelings and in our con
duct towards him, whether he displeases us in 
things in which we think we have a right to 
control him, or in things in which we know 
that we have not. If he displeases us, we may 
express our distaste, and we may stand aloof 
from a person as well as from a thing that di~• 
pleai-es us ; but we shall not therefore feel 
called on to make his life uncomfortable. We 
shall reflect that he already bearil, or will bear, 
the whole penalty of his error ; if he spoils his 
life by mismanagement, we shall not, for that 
reason, desire to spoil it still further: instead 
of wishing to punish him, we shall rather en• 
deavor to alleviate his punishment, by showing 
him how he may avoid or cure the evils his 
conduct tends to bring upon him. He may be 
to us an object of pity, perhaps of dit;Jike, but 
not of anger or resentment; we shall not treat 
him like an enC:'my of society : the worst we 
shall think ourselves justified in doing is leav
ing him to himself, if we do not interfere be
nevolently by showing interest OJ concern for 
him. It is far otherwise if he bas infringed 
the rules necessary for the protection of his fe}. 

low-creatures, individually or collectively. The 
evil consequences of his acts do not then fall 
on himself, but on others ; and society, as the 
protector of all its members, must retaliate on 
him; must inflict pain on him for the express 
purpose of punisbment, and must take f'!are 
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that it be sufficiently severe. In the one cas~ 
he is an offender at our bar, and we ure called 
on not only to sit in judgment on him, bu't, in 
one shape or another, to execute our own sen• 
tence : in the other case, it is not our part to 
inflict any suffering on him, except what may 
incidentally follow from our using the same 
liberty in the regulation of our own affairs, 
which we allow to him in his. 

'rhe dii;tinction here pointed out between 
the part of a person's life which concerns only 
himself, and that which concerns others, many 
persons will refuse to admit. How (it may be 
asked) can any part of the conduct of a mem
ber of society be a matter of indifference to 
the other members? No person is an entirely 
isolated being; it is impo:;sible for a person to 
do anything seriously or permanently hurtful 
to himself, without mischief reaching at least 
to his near connections, and often far beyond 
them. If he injures his property, he does harm 
to those who directly or indirectly derived sup• 
port from it, and usually diminishes, by a 
greater or less amount, the general resources of 
the community. If he deteriorates hjs bodily 
or mental faculties, he not only brings evil 
upon all who depended on him for any portion 
of their happiness, but disqualifies himself for 
rendering the services which be owes to hi.s 
fellow~creatures generally ; perhaps becomes a 
~urden on their affection or benevolence ; and 
tf sach conduct were very frequent, harclJy aHy 
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offonce that is committed would detrac,t more 
from the general sum of good. Finally, if by 
his vices or follies a person does no direct harm 
to others, he is nevertheless (it may be sai<l) 
injurious by his example ; and ought to be 
compelled to control himself, for the sake of 
those whom the sight or knowledge of his con .. 
duct might corrupt or mislead. 

And even (it will be added) if the conse
q• ences of misconduct could be confined to 
the vfoious or thoughtless individual, ought 
society to abandon to their own guidance those 
who are manifestly unfit for it? If protection 
against themselves is confessedly d• e to chil
dren and persons un<ler age, is not society 
equally bound to afford it to persons of mature 
years who are equally it1capable of self-govern
ment? If garnbliug, or drunkenness, or incon• 
tinence, or idleness, or uncleanliness, are as in
j_urious to happiness, and as great a hindrance 
to improvement, as many or most of the acts 
prohibited by law, why (it may be asked) should 
not law, so far as is consistent with practica
bHity and social convenience, endeavor to re• 
press these also? And as a supplement to the 
unavoidable imperfections of law, ought not 
opinion at least to organize a powerful police 
against these vices, and visit rigidly with social 
penalties those who are known to practise 
them ? There is no question here (it may be 
aaid) about restricting individuality, or imped• 
ing the trial of new and original experiment!:! 
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in living. The only things it is sought to pre• 
vent are things which have been tried and con
:lemned from the beginning of the world unti. 
now; things which experience has shown not to 
be useful or suitable to auy person's individual
ity. There must be some length of time and 
amount of experience, after which a moral or 
prudential truth may be regarded as established: 
and it is merely desired to prevent generation af
ter generation from falling over the same preci~ 
pice which has been fatal to their predecessors. 

I folly admit that the mischief which a per• 
son does to himself, may seriously affect, both 
t hrough their sympathies and their interests, 
those nearly connected with him, and in a mi
nor degree, society at large. When, by con
duct of this sort, a person is led to violate a 
distinct and assignable obligation to any other 
person or persons, the case is taken out of the 
self-regarding class, and becomes amenable to 
moral disapprobation in the proper sense of 
the term. If, for ~xample, a man, through in
tempern.uce or extravagance, becomes unable to 
pay his debts, or, having undertaken the moral 
responsibility of a family, becomes from the 
same cause incapable of supporting or edu
cating then1, he is deservedly reprobated, and 
might be justly punished; but it is for the 
breach -of duty to hii:1 family or creditors, not 
for the extravagance. If the resources which 
ought to have been devoted to them, had been 
diverted from them for the most prudent in~ 
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vestment, the moral culpability would havE: 
been the same. George Barnwell murdered 
his uncle to get money for his mistress, but if 
he had done it to set himself up in business, 
be would equally have been hanged. Again, 
in the frequent case of a man who causes grief 
to his family by addiction to bad habits, he 
deserves reproach for his unkindness or ingrat
itude; but so he may for cultivating habits 
not in themselves vicious, if they are painful 
to those with whom he passes his life, or who 
from personal ties are dependent on him for 
their comfort. Whoever fails iu the consider
ation generally due to the interests and feel• 
ings of others, not being compelled by some 
more imperative duty, or justified by allowable 
self-preference, is a subject of moral disappro• 
bation for that failure, but not for the cause of 
it, nor for the errors, merely personal to him• 
self, which may have remotely led to it. In 
like manner, when a person disables himself, 
by conduct purely self-regarding, from the per• 
formance of some definite duty incumbent on 
him to the public, he is guilty of a.. social of
fence. No person ought to be punished sim 
ply for being drunk; but a soldier or a police• 
man should be punished for being drunk on 
duty. Whenever, in short, there is a definite 
damage, or a definite risk of damage, either to 
an individual or to the public, the case is taken 
out of the province of liberty, and placed in 
that of morality or law. 

7 
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But with regard to the merely contingent, 
or, as it may be called, constructive injury 
which a person causes to society, by conduct 
which neither violates any specific duty to the 
public, nor occasions perceptible hurt to any 
assignable individual except himself; the in
convenience is one which society can atforcl to 
bear, for the sake of the greater good of human 
freedom. If grown persons are to be punished 
for not taking proper care of themselves, I 
would rather it were for their own sake, than 
under pretence of preventing them from im• 
pairing their capacity of rendering to society 

·benefits which society does not pretend it has 
a right to exact. But I cannot consent to ar• 
gue Hie point as if society had no means of 
bringing its weaker members up to its ordi• 
nary standard of rational conduct, except wait
ing till they do something irrational, ancl theu 
punishing them, legally or morally, for it. So
ciety has had absolute power over them during 
all the early portion of their exidtence: it has 
bad the whole period of childhood and nonage 
in which to try whether it could make them 
capable of rational conduct in life. The ex
isting generation is master both of the train• 
ing and the entire circumstances of the gener
ation to come; it cannot indeed make them 
perfectly wise and good, because it is itself so 
lamentably deficient in goodness and wisdom; 
and its best efforts are not always, in individ
ual cases, its most successful ones ; but it ;a 
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perfectly well able to make the rising genera• 
tion, as a whole, as good as, and a little bet, 
ter than, itself. If society lets any consider. 
able number of its members grow up mere 
children, incapable of being acted on by ra
tional consideration of distant motives, so• 
ciety has itself to blame for the consequences. 
Armed not only with all t he powers of educa• 
tion, but with the ascendency which the au
thority of a received opinion always exercises 
over the minds who are least fitted to judge 
for themselves; and aided by the natural pen• 
altie:s which cannot be prevented from falling 
on i.hose who incur the distaste or the con 
tempt of those who know them; let not so• 
c-jety 11refond that it needs, besides all this, the 
power to issue commands and enforce obedi 
ence in the personal concerns of individuals, 
ia which: on all principles of justice and pol
icy, the decision ought to rest with those who 
are to· abide the consequences. Nor is there 
anything which tends more to discredit and 
frustrate the better means of influencing con• 
duct, than a resort to the worse. If there be 
among those whom it is attempted to coerce 
into prudence or temperance, any of the mate
rial of which vigorous and independent charac~ 
ters are made, they will infallibly rebel against 
the yoke. No such person will ever feel that 
others have a r½'ht to control him in bis con• 
cerns, such as they have to prevent him from 
injuring them in theirs ; and it easily comes tc 
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be considered a mark of spirit and courage to 
fly in the face of such usurped authority, and 
do with ostentation the exact opposite of what 
it enjoins; as in the fashion of grossness which 
succeeded, in the time of Charles II., to the 
fanatical moral intolerance of the Puritans 
With respect to what is said of the necessity 
of protecting society from the bad example set 
to others by the vicious or the self-indulgen't; 
it is true that bad example may have a perni
cious effect, especially the example of doing 
wrong to others with impunity to the wrong
doer. But we are now speaking of conducl 
which, while it does no wrong to other:::1, is 
supposed to do great harm to the agent him• 
self: and I do not see how those who believe 
this, can think otherwise than that the exam• 
pie, on the whole, must be more salutary than 
hurtful, since, if it displays the misconduct, it 
displays also the painful or degrading conse
quences which, if the conduct is justly cen
sured, must be supposed to be in all or most 
cases attendant on it. 

But the strongest of all the arguments 
against the interference of the public with 
purely personal conduct, is that when it does 
interfere, the odds a·re that it interferes wrong
ly, and in the wrong place. On questions of · 
social morality, of duty to others, the opinion 
of the public, that is, of an overruling ma
jority, though often wrong, is likely to be still 
oftener right ; because on such questions they 
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are only required to judge of their own Llter
e:sts; of the manner in which some mode of 
conduct, if allowed to be practised, would 
affect themselves. But the opinion of a sim
ilar majority, imposed a!:I a law on the minor
i!y, on questions of self-regarding conduct, is 
quite as likely to be wrong as right; for in 
these ca::;es public opinion means, at the best, 
8(,me people's opinion of what is good or bad 
fm other people; while very often it does not 
even mean that; the public, with the most pt1r• 
feet indifference, pa sing over the pleasure or 
convenience of those whose conduct they cen
sure, and considering only their own prefer
ence. There are many who consider as no 
injury to themselves any conduct which they 
have a distaste for, and resent it as an outrage 
to their feelings ; as a religious bigot, when 
charged wi th disregarding the religious feel
ings of others, has been known to retort that 
they disregard his feelings, by persisting in 
their abominable worship or creed. But there 
is no parity between the feeling of a person 
for his own opinion, and the feeling of another 
who is offended at his holding it; no more 
than between the desire of a thief to take a 
purse, and the desire of the right owner to 
keep it. And a person's taste is as much his 
own J)eculiar concern as · his opinion or his 
pur::ie. It is easy for any one to imagine an 
ideal public. which leaves the freedom and 
choice of individuals in all uncertain matte-.rs 
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undisturbed, and only requires them to abstaiu 
from modes of conduct which universal experi
ence ha~ condemned. But where has there been 
13een a public which set any such limit to its cen
t1orship? or when does the public trouble itself 
about universal experience ? In its interferen
ces with personal conduct it is seldom thinking 
of anything but the euormity of acting or feel
ing differently from itself; and this standard of 
judgment, thinly disguised, is held up t o man• 
kind as the dictate of religion and philosophy, 
by nine tenths of all moralists and speculative 
writers. These teach that things are right be
·cause they are right; because we feel them to 
be so. They tell us to search in our own minds 
and hearts for laws of conduct binding on our• 
selves and on all others. What can the poor 
public do but apply these instructions, and 
make their own personal feelings of good and 
eva, if they are tolerably unanimous in them, 
obligatory on all the world ? 

The evil here pointed out is not one which· 
exists only in theory ; and it may perhaps 
be expected that I should specify the in
stances in which the public of this age and 
country improperly invests its own prefereuces 
with the character of moi:al laws. I am nof 

writing an essay on the aberrations of existing 
moral feeling. That is too weighty a subject 
to be discussed parenthetically, and by· way of 
illustration. Yet examples are necessary, to 
show that the principle I maintain is of seri 
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Jus and practical moment, and that I am noi 
endeavoring to erect a barrier against imagin• 
ary evils. And it is not difficult tu show, by 
cibun<lant instances, that to extend the bonnds 
of what may be called moral police, until it 
encroaches 011 the most unquestionably legiti
mate liberty of the individual, is one of the 
most universal of all human propensities. 

As a first instance, consider the antipathies 
which men cherish on no better grounds than 
that persons whose religious opinions are dif
ferent from theirs, do not practise their relig
ious observances, especially their religious ab
stinences. To cite a rather trivial example, 
nothing in the creed or practice of Christians 
does more to envenom the hatred of Mahome
dans against them, than the fact of their eat
ing pork. There are few acts which Christians 
and Europeans regard with more unaffected 
disgust, than Mussulmans regard this partic
ular mode of satisfying hanger. It is, in the 
first place, an offence against their religion ; 
but this circumstance by no means explains 
either the degree or the kind of their repug
nance ; for wine also is forbidden by their 
religion, and to partake of it is by all Mul'lsul• 
mans accounted wrong, but not disgusting. 
Their aversion to the flesh of the '' unclean 
beast" is, on the contrary, of that peculia1 
character, resembling an instinctive antipathy, 
which the idea of uncleanness, when oncfl it 
thoroughly sinks into the feelings, seems aJ 
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ways to excite even in thrn~e wbO"le personal 
habits are anything but scrupulously cleanly, 
and of which the sentiment of religious im
purity, so intense in the Hindoos, is a remark
able example. Suppose now that in a people, 
of whom the majority were Mossulmans, that 
majority should insist upon not permitting 
pork to be eaten within the limits of t he coun
try. This would be nothing new in Mahome
<lan countries.• Woulrl it he a legitimate ex
ercise of the moral authority of public opinion? 
and if not, why not ? The practice is really 
revolting to such a public. They also sincerely 
think that it is forbidden and abhorred by the 
Deity. Neither could the prohibition be cen• 
sured as religious persecution. It might be re
ligious in its origin, but it would not be per
secution for religion, ~ince nobody's religion 
makes it a duty to eat pork. 'fhe only tena
ble ground of condemnation would be, that 
with the personal tastes and self-regarJing 
concerns of individuals the public has no busi
ness to interfere. 

• The case of the Bombay Parsees is a curious iustaace in point. 
When this industrious and enterprising tribe, the descendants of 
the Persian fire-worshippers, flying from their nath·e country be
fore the Caliphs, arrived hi Western India, they were admitted to 
toleration by the Hindoo sovereign~, on condition of not eating 
beef. When those regions afl:envards fell under the dc>minion of 
Mahomedan conquerors, the Parsees obtained from them a con
tinuance of indulgence, on condition of refraining from pork. 
What was at first obedience to authority became a second na, 
lure, and the Parsees to this day ab~tain both from beef and pork. 
Though not required by their religion, the double abstinence Jiu 
111\d time to grow into a ca«tom of their tribe; and custom, In th• 
Ea.it, is a religion. 
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To come somewhat nearer home : the major• 
ity of Spaniards consider it a gross impiety, 
offensive in the highest degree to the Supreme 
Beihg, to worship him in any other manner than 
the Roman Catholic; and no other public wor, 
ship is lawful on Spanish soil. The people of 
all Southern Europe look upon a married clergy 
a::. not only irreligious, but unchaste, indecent, 
gross, disgu::;ting. What do Protestants think 
of these perfectly sincere feelings, and of the 
attempt to enforce them against non-Catho
lics? Yet, if mankind are justified in inter• 
fering with each other's liberty in things which 
do not concern the interests of others, on what 
principle is it possible consistently to exclude 
these cases ? or who can blame people for de
siring to suppress ,vbat they regard as a scan
dal in the sight of God and man ? No stronger 
case can be shown for prohibiting anything 
which is regarded as a personal immorality, 
than is made out for suppressing these prac
tices in the eyes of those who regard them a~ 
impieties; and unless we are willing to adopt 
the logic of persecutors, and to ~ay that we 
may persecute others because we are righ~ 
and that they must not persecute us because 
they are wrong, we must beware of admitting 
a principle of which we should resent as·a gross 
injustice the application to ourselves. 

'rhe preceding instances may be objected to, 
allhough unreasonably, as drawn from contin• 
gencies impossible among us: opinion, in thi& 

7• 



154 ON LIBEBff. 

couatry, not being likely to enforce abstinence 
from meats, or to interfere with people for wor
shipping, and for either marrying or not marry
ing, according to their creed or inclination. 
The next example, however, shall be taken 
from an interference with liberty which we 
have by no means passed all danger of: 
Wherever tbe Puritans have been sufficiently 
powerful, as in New England, and in Great 
Britain at the time of the Commonwealth, 
they have endeavored, with considerable suc
cess, to put down all public, and near]y all 
private, amusements: especially music, danc
ing, public games, or other assemblages for 
purposes of diversion, and the theatre. There 
are still in this country large bodies of persons 
by whose notions of morality and religion these 
recreations are condemned ; and those persons 
belonging chiefly to tbe middle class, who are 
the ascendant power in the present social and 
political condition of the kingdom, it is by no 
means impossible that persons of these senti• 
ments may at some time or other command a 
majority in Parliament.. How will the remain 
ing portion of the community like to have the 
amusements that shall be permitted to them 
regulated by the religious and moral senti• 
ments of the stricter Calvinists and Method
ists ? Would they not, with considerable 
peremptoriness, desire these intrusively pious 
members of sodety to mind their own busi• 
eess 7 This is precisely wha~ should be said 
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to every government and every public, who 
have the pretension that no person shall enjoy 
any pleasure which they think wrong. But if 
the principle of the pretension be admitted, nC' 
one can reasonably object to its being acted on 
in the sense of the majority, or other prepon• 
derating power in the country ; and all persons 
must be ready to conform to the idea of a 
Christian commonwealth, as understood by the 
early settlers in New England, if a religious 
profession similar to theirs should ever succeed 
in regaining its lost ground, as religions sup 
posed to be declining have so often been known 
to do. 

To imagine another contingency, perhaps 
more likely to be realized than the one last 
mentioned. There is confessedly a strong ten
dency in the modern world towards a demo• 
~'.ratic constitution of society, accompanied or 
not by popular political institutions. It is af
firmed that in the country where this tendency 
is most completely realized-where both so
ciety and the government are most democratic 
-the United States-the feeling of the ma
jority, to whom any appearance of a more 
showy or costly style of living than they can 
hope to rival is disagreeable, operates as a tol .. 
erably effectual sumptuary law, and that in 
many parts of the Union it is really difficult 
for a person possessing a very large income, to 
find any mode of spending it, which will not 
incur popular disapprobation. Though such 
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statements as these are doubtless much exag. 
gerated as a representation of existing facts, 
the state of things they describe is not only a 
co.nceivable and possible, but a probable result 
of democratic feeling, combined with the no• 
tion that the public has a right to a veto on 
the manner in which individuals shall spend 
their incomes. We have only further to sup
pose a considerable diffusion of Socialist opin
ions, and it may become infamous in the eyes 
of the majority to possess more property than 
some very small amount, or any income not 
earned by manual labor. Opinions similar in 
principle to these, already prevail widely among 
the artisan class, and weigh oppressively on 
those who are amenable to the opinion chiefly 
of that class, namely, its own members. It is 
known that the bad workmen who form the 
majority of the operatives in many branches 
of industry, are decidedly of opinion that bad 
workmen ought to receive the same wages as 
good, and that no one ought to be allowed, 
through piecework or otherwise, to earn by 
superior skill or industry more than others can 
without it. And they employ a moral police, 
which occasionally becomes a physical one, to 
deter skilful workmen from receiving, and em• 
players from giving, a larger remuneration for 
a more useful service. If the public have an~ 
jurisdiction over private concerns, I cannot see 
that these people are in fault, or that any indi• 
vidual's particular public can be blamed for as• 
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serting the same authority over nis individual 
conduct, which the general public asserts ovet 
people in general. 

But, without dwelling upon supposititious 
cases, there are, in our own day, gross usurpa• 
tions upon t he liberty of private life actually 
practised, and still greater ones threatened with 
some expectation of success, and opinions pro• 
posed which assert an un[ mited right in the 
public not only to prohibit by law everything 
which it thinks wrong, but in order to get at 
what it thinks wrong, to prohibit any number 
of things which it admits to be innocent. 

Under the name of preventing intemperance, 
the people of one English colony, and of 
nearly half the United States, have been inter• 
dieted by law from making any use whatever 
of fermented drinks, except for medical pur
poses: for prohibition of their sale is in fact, 
as it is intended to be, prohibition of their use, 
And thoogh the impracticability of executing 
the law has caused its repeal in several of the 
States which had adopted it, including the one 
from which it derives its name, an attempt has 
notwithstanding been commenced, and is pros
ecuted with considerable zeal by many of the 
professed philanthropists, to agitate for a simi
lar Jaw in this country. T he associatiOJ1, or 
" Alliance" as it terms itself, which bas been 
formed for this purpose, has acquired some 
notoriety through the publicity given to a cor• 
reepondenee betweer. its Secretary and one of 
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the very few English public men who hold that 
a politician's opinions ought t-0 be founded on 
principles. Lord Stanley's share in this cor• 
responden~e js calculated to strengthen the 
hopes already built on him, by those who know 

. how rare such qualities as are manifested in 
some of his public appearances, unhappily are 
among those who figure in political life. The 
organ of the AJliance, who would "deeply 
deplore the recognition of any principle which 
could be wrested to justify bigotry and perse• 
cution," undertakes to point out the " broad 
and impassable barrier" which divides such 
principles from those of the association. " All 
matters relating to thought, opinion, con• 
science, appear to me," he says, u to be with
out the sphere of legislation ; all pertaining to 
social act, habit, relation, subject only to a dis• 
cretionary power vested in the State itself, and 
not in -the individual, to be within it." No 
mention is made of a third class, different from 
either of these, viz., acts and habits which are 
not social, but individual; although it is to 
this class, surely, that the act of drinking fer
mented liquors belongs. Selling fermented 
liquors, however. is trading, and trading is a 
social act. But the infringement complained 
of is not on the liberty of the seller, but on 
that of the bnyer and consumer; since the 
State might just as well forbid him to drink 
wine, as purposely make it impossible for him 
to obtain it. The Secretary, however, says, " T 
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claim, as a citizen, a right to legislate when• 
ever my social rights are invaded by the social 
act of another." And now for the definition 
of these " social rights." " If anything invades 
my social rights, certainly the traffic in strong 
drink does. It destroys my primary right of 
security, by constantly creating and stimulating 
social disorder. It invades my right of equal• 
ity, by deriving a pro.fit from the creation of_ a 
misery, I am taxed to support. It impedes my 
right to free moral and intellectual develop• 
ment, by surrounding my path wHh dangers, 
and by weakening and demoralizing society, 
from which I have a right to claim mutual aid 
and intercourse." A theory of " social rights," 
the like of which probably never before found 
its way into distinct language - being nothing 
short of this - that it is the absolute social 
right of every individual, that every other in
dividual shall act in every respect exactly as 
he ought; that who ,oever fails thereof in the 
smallest particular, violates my social right, 
and entitles me to demand from the legislature 
the removal of the grievance. So monstrous 
a principle is far more dangerous than any 
single interference with liberty; there is no 
violation of liberty which it would not justify; 
it acknowledges no right to any freedom what. 
tver, except perhaps to that of holding opin
ions in secret, without ever disclosing them : 
for the moment an opinion which I consider 
noxious, passes any one's lips, it invades all 
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the "social rights" attributed to me by the 
Alliance. The doctrine ascribes to all mankind 
a vested interest in each other's moral, intel
lectual, 4nd even physical perfection, to be de
fined by each claimant according to his own 
&tandard. 

Another important example of illegitimate 
interference with the rightful liberty of the in
dividual, not simply threatened, but long since 
carried into triumphant effect, is Sabbatarian 
legislation. Without doubt, abetinence on one 
day in the week, so far as the exigencies of 
life permit, from the usual daily occupation, 
though in no respect religiously binding on 
any except Jews, is a highly beneficial custom. 
And inasmuch as this custom cannot be ob
served without a general consent to that effect 
among the industrious classes, therefore, in so 
far as some persons by working may impose 
the same necessity on others, it may be allow
able and right that the law should guarantee 
to each, the observance by others of the cus• 
tom, by suspending the greater operations of 
industry on a particular day. Bat this justi
fication, grounded on tbe direct interest which 
others have in each individual's observance of 
the practice, does not apply to the self-chosen 
occupations in which a person may think fit 
to employ his leisure; nor does it hold good, 
in the smallest degree, for legal restrictions on 
amusements. It is true that the amusement 
of some is the day's work of others; but the 
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p.easurc, not to say the useful recreahon, of 
rna.ny, is worth the labor of a few, provide(. 
the occupation is freely chosen, and can be 
freely resigned. The operatives are perfect}) 
right in think~og that if all worked on Sunday 
seven days' work would have to be given f01 
<Eix days' wages: but so long as the great mass 
of employments are suspended, the small num~ 
ber who for the enjoyment· of others must stil1 
work, obtain a proportional increase of earn• 
ings; and they are not obliged to follow those 
occupations, if they prefer leisure to emolu
ment. If a further remedy is sought , it might 
be found in the establishment by custom of a 
holiday on some other day of the week for 
tho~e particular classes of persons. 'l'he only 
ground, therefore, on which restrictions on 
Sunday amusements can be defended, must be 
that they are religiously wrong; a motive· of 
legislation which never can be too earnestly 
protested against. '' Deorum injnrire Diis 
curre." It remains to be proved that society 
or any of its officers holds a commission from 
on high to avenge any supposed offence to 
Omnipotence, which is not also a wrong to our 
ft.llow-creatures. The notion that it is one 
man's duty that another should be religiom, 
was the foundation of all tbe religious perse• 
cutions ever perpetrated, and if admitted, 
would fully justify them. Though the feeling 
whjch breaks out in the repeated attempts to 
i,,top railway travelling on Sunday. in thn re• 
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sistance to the opening of Museum,, and the 
like, has not the cruelty of the old persecutors, 
the state of mind indicated by it is fundamen
tally the same. It is a determination not to 
tolerate others in doing what is permitted by 
their religion, because it is not permitted by 
the persecutor's religion. It is a belief that 
Ood not only abominates the act of the mis
believer, but will not hold us guiltless if wt 
leave him unmolested. 

I cannot refrain from adding to these ex
amples of the little account commonly made 
of human liberty, the language of downright 
per~ecution which breaks out from the press 
of this country, whenever it feels called on tu 
notice the remarkable phenomenon of Mor
monism. Much might be said on the unex
pected and instructive fact, that an alleged 
new revelation, and a religion founded on 1t, 
the product of palpable imposture, not even 
supported by the prestige of extraordinary 
qualities in its founder, is believed by hun
dreds of thousands, and has been made the 
foundation of a society, in the age of news• 
papers, railways, and the electric telegraph. 
What here concerns us is, that this religion, 
like other and better religions, has its martys; 
that its prophet and founder was, for his teach
ing, put to death by a mob; that others of its 
adherents lost their lives by the same lawless 
violence; that they were forcibly expelled, in 
a body, from the country in which· they firsi 
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grew up ; while, now tbat they have been 
chased into a solitary recess in the midst of a 
desert, many in this country openly declare 
that it would be right (only that it is not con
,·cnient) to send an expedition against them, 
and compel them by force to conform to the 
opinions of other people. The article of the 
Mormonite doctrine which is the chief provo
cative to the antipathy which thus breaks 
through the ordinary restraints of religious 
tolerance, is its sanction of polygamy; which, 
tho•gh permitted to Mahomedans, and Hin
doos, and Chinese, seems tr excite unquench
able animosity when practised by persons who 
speak English, and profess to be a kind of 
Christians. No one bas a deeper disapproba
tion than I have of this Mormon institution; 
both for other reasons, and because, far from 
being in any way countenanced by the prin
ciple of liberty, it is a direct infraction of that 
principle, being a mere riveting of the chains 
of one half of the community, and an emanci
pation of the other from reciprocity of obliga
tion towards them. Still, it must be remem
bered that this relation is as much voluntary 
,,n the part of the women concerned in it, and 
who may be deemed tbe sufferers by it, as is 
the case with any other form of the marriage 
institution ; and however surprising this fact 
may appear, it has its explanation in the com• 
mon ideas and customs of the world, which 
teaching women to think marriage the one 
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thing needfu., make it intelligible that man) 

a woman shoul<l prefer being one of severa. 
wives, to not being a wife at all. Other coun
trie::. are not asked to recognize such unions, 
or release any portion of their inhabitants from 
their own laws on the score of Morrnonite 
op1mo11s. But when the dissentients have 
concede<l to the hostile sentiments of others, 
far more than could justly be demanded ; 
·when they have left the countries to which 
their doctrines were unacceptable, and estab 
lished themselves in a remote corner of the 
earth, which they have been the first to render 
habitable to human beings; it is difficult to 
see on what principles but those of tyranny 
they can be prevented from living there under 
what laws they please, provi<led they commit 
no aggression on other nations, and allow per
fect freedom of departure to those who are 
dissatisfied with their ways. A recent writer, 
iu some respects of com;iderable merit, pro• 
poses (to use his own words,) not a crusade, 
but a civilizade, against this polygamous com• 
munity, to put an end to what seems to him a 
retrograde step in civilization. It also appears 
so to me, but I am not aware that any com
munity has a right to force another to be civ• 
ilized. So long as the sufferers by the bad law 
do not invoke assistance from other comm u• 
nities, I cannot admit that persons entirely 
unconnected with them ought to step in and 
require that a condition of things with which 
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all who are directly interested appear to be 
satisfied, should be put an end to because it 
is a scandal to persons some thousands of 
miles distant, who have no part or concern in 
it. Let them send missionaries, if they please, 
tu preach against it ; and let them, by any 
fair means ( of which silencing the teachers is 
not one,) oppose the progress of similar doc
trines among their own people. If civilization 
has got the better of barbarism when bar
barism had the world to itself, it is too much 
to profess to be afraid lest barbarism, after 
having been fairly got under, should revive 
and conquer civilization. A civHization that 
can t hus succumb to its vanquished enemy 
must first have bL•come so degenerate, that 
neither its appointed priests and teachers, nor 
anybody else, has the capacity, or wi!J take 
the trouble, to ,stand up for it. If this be so, 
the sooner such a cizilization receives notice 
to quit, the better. It can ouly go on from 
bad to worse, until - destroyed and regenerated 
(like the Western Empire) by energetic bar4 

barians. 
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UTILIT .A.RI.ANISJ\1. 

CHAPTER I. 

GENERAL REM.ARKS. 

THERE are few circumstances, among 
those which make up the present condi
tion of human knowledge, more unlike 
what might have been expected, or more 
significant of the backward state in which 
speculation on the most important sub
jeuts still Hngers, than the little progress 
which bas been made in the decision of 
the controversy respecting the criterion 
of r ight and wrong. From the dawn of 
philosophy , the question concerning the 

' sum,1num bonum, or, what is t he same 
thing , concerning the foundation of moral
ity, has been accounted the main problem 
in speculative thought, has occupied the 
most gifted intellects, and divided them 
into sects and schools, carrying 9n n. vjg
orous warfare against one another. And 
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after more than two thousand years the 
same discussions continue, philosophers 
are still ranged under the same contend-.... 
ing bam;iers, and neither thinkers nor 
mankind at large seem nearer to being 
unanimous on the subject, than when the 
youth Socrates listened to the old Protag-

-----~~:S,_ .al)d ~sRerted (if Plato's dialogue be 
grounded on a real conversation) the the
ory of utilitarianism against the popular 
morality of the so-cailed sophist. 

It is true that similar confusion and 
uncertainty, and in some cases similar 
discordance, exist respecting the first prin
ciples of all the sciences, not excepting 
that which is deemed the most certain of 
them, mathematics; without much im
pairing, generally indeed without impair
ing at all, the trustworthiness of the 
conclusions of those sciences. An appar
ent anomaly, the explanation of which is 
that the detailed doctrines of a science are 
not usually deduced from, nor depend for 
their evidence upon, what are called its 
£.Tst princi_ples. Were it not so, there 
would be no science more precarious, 
or whose conclusions were more insuffi-
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ciently made out, than algebra ; which 
derives none of its certainty from what 
are commonly taught to learners as Hs 
elements , since these, as laid down by 
some of its 111ost eminent teachers, are as 
full of fictions as English law, and of mys
teries as theology. The truths which are 
ultimately accepted as the first principles 
of a science, are really the last results of 
metaphysical analysis, practised on the 
elementary notions with which the science 
is conversant ; and their relation to the 
science is not that of foundations to an 
edifice, but of roots to a tree, which may 
perform their office equally well though 
they be neyer dug down to and exposed 
to light. But though in science the par
ticular truths precede the general theory, 
the contrary might be expected to be the 
case with a practical art, such as morals 
or legislation. All action is for the sake 
of some end, and rules of action, it seems 
natural to suppose, must take their whole 
character and color from the end to which 
fl?ey are subservient. When we engage 
in a pursuit, a clear and precise conception 
of what we are pursuing would seem to lJe 
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the first thing we need, instead of the last 
we are to look forward to. A test of 
right and wrong must be the means, one 

· would think, of ascertaining what is right 
or wrong, and not a consequence of having 
already ascertained it. 

The difficulty is not avoided by having 
recourse to the pop~Jar theory of a natural 
faculty, a sense or instinct, informing us 
of right and wrong. For-besides tbat 
t he existence of such a moral instinct is 
itself one of the matters in dispute - those 
believers in it who have any pretensions 
to philosophy, have been obliged to aban
don the idea that it discerns what is right 
or wrong in the particular case in hand, as 
our other senses discern the sight or sound 
actually present. . Our moral faculty, ac
cording to all those of its interpreters who 
are entitled to the name of thinkers, sup
plies us only with the gP-neral principles 
of moral judgments ; it is a branch of our 
reason, not of our sensitive faculty ; aml 
must be looked to for the abstract doc
trines of morality, not for perception of it 
in the concrete. The intuitive, no less 
than what may be termed the inductive, 
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school of ethics insists on the necessity of 
general laws. They both agree thut the 
morality of an individual action is not a 
question of direct perception, but of the 
application of a law to an individual cuse. 
They recognize also, to a great extent, the 
same moral laws ; but differ as to their 
evidence, and the source from which they 
derive their authority. .According to the' 
one opinion, the p rinciples of morals are 
evident a priori, requiring nothing to com
mand assent, except that the meaning of 
the terms be understood. According to~ 
the other doctrine, r ight and wrong, as •. 
well as truth and falsehood, are questions 
of observation and experience. But both 
hold equally that morality must be de
duced from principles; and the intuitive 
school affirm as strongly as the inductive, 
that there is a science of morals. Yet 
they seldom attempt to make out a list of 
the a 1Jrio1·i principles which are to serve 
as the premises of the science ; still more 
rarely do they make any effort to reduce 
these various princjples to one first pri n
ciple , or cmnrnon ground of obligation. 
They either assume the ordinary precepts 
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of morals as of a prio'ri authority, or they 
lay down as the common groundwork of 
those maxims some generality much less 
obviously authoritative than the maxims 
themselves, and which has never succeeded 
in gaining popular acceptance. Yet to 
support their pretensions there ought 
either to be some :fundamental princi pie 
or law, at the root of all morality, or if 
there be several , there should be a deter
minate order of precedence among them ; 
and the one principle, or the rule for de
ciding between the various principles when 
they conflict, ought to be self-evident. 

To inquire how far the bad effects of 
this deficiency have been mitigated in 
practice, or to what extent the morn.I be
liefs of mankind have been vitiated or 
made uncertain by the absence of any dis
tinct recognition of an ultimate standard, 
would imply a complete survey and criti
cism of past and present ethical doctrine. 
It would, however, be easy to show that 
whatever steadiness or consistency these 
moral beliefs have attained, has been 
mainly due to the tacit influence of u 
standard not recognized. Although the 
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non-existence of an acknow I edged first 
principle has made ethics not so much a 
guide ~s n. consecration of men's actual 
sentiments, still, as men's sentiments, both 
of favor and of aversion, are greatly influ
enced by what they suppose to be the 
eftects of things upon their happiness, the 
principle of utility, or as Bentham latterly 
called it, the greatest happiness principle, 
has had a large share in forming the moral 
doctrines even of those who most scorn-
fully reject its authority. Nor is there 
any school of thought which refuses to 
admit that the influence of actions on hap
piness is a most material and even pre
iominant. consideration in many of the 
details of morals, however unwilling to 
acknowledge it as the fundamental prin-
ciple of morality, and the source of moral 
obligation. I might go much further, and I~'~ 
say that to all those a p1·iori moralists ~~;; _,. 
who deem it necessary to argue at all,/' ,,:: 
utilitarian arguments are indispensable. p..,..~")'.I ' 

It is not my present purpose to criticise 
these thinkers ; but I cannot help refer-
.ring, for illustration, to a systematic trea-
tise by one of the most illustrious of 
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them, the l,fetapliysics of Ethics, by Kant. 
This remarkable man, whose system of 
thought will long remain one of the land
marks in the history of philosophical spec
ufa,tion , does, in the treatise in question, 
lay down an universal first principle as 
the origin and ground of moral obliga-

-- tion; it is this: "So act, that ~he rule 
on which thou actest would admit of being 
adopted as a law by all rational beings.'' 
But when he begins · to deduce from this 
precept any of the actual duties of mora 1-
ity, he fails, almost grotesquely, to show 
that there would be any contradiction, any 
logical ( not to say physical) impossibility, 
in the adoption by all rational beings of 
the most outrageously immoral rules of 
conduct. A U he shows is that the conse
quences of their universal adoption would 
be such as no one would choose to incur. 

On the present occasion, I shall, with
out further discussion of the other theo
ries, attempt to contribute something to
wards the understanding and appreciation 
of the Utilitarian or Happiness theory, 
and towards such proof as it is suscepti
ble of. It is evident that this cannot be 
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proof in the ordinary und popular mean
ing of the term. Questions of ultimate 
ends are not amenable to direct proof. 
,Yhutever can be proved to be good, must 
be so by being shown to be a means to 
something admitted to be good without 
proof. The medical art is proved to be 
good, by its conducing to health; but 
how is it possible to prove that health is 
good? The art of music is good, for the 
reason, among others, that it produces 
pleasure ; but what proof is it possible to 
give that pleasure is good? If, then, it 
is asserted that there is a comprehensive 
formula, including all things which are 
in therpselves good, and that whatever 
else is good, is not so as an end, but as 
a mean, the formula may be accepted or 
rejected, but is not a subject of what is 
commonly understood by proof. We are 
not, however, to infer that its acceptance 
or rejection must depend o,n blind im
pulse, or arbitrary choice. There is a 
larger meaning of the word proof, in 
which this question is as amenable to it 
as any other of the disputed questions of 
philosophy. The subject is within the 

T 
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cognizance of the rational faculty ; and 
neither does that faculty deal with it solely 
in the way of intuition. Considerations 
may be presented capable of determining 
the intellect either to give or withhold 
its assent to the doctrine ; and this is 
equivalent to proof. 

We shall examine presently of wh9.t 
nature are these considerations; in what 
manner they apply to the case, and what 
rational grounds, therefore, can be given 
for accepting or rejecting the utilitarian 
formula. But it is a preliminary condi
tion of rational acceptance or rejection, 
that the formula should be correctly un
derstood. I believe that the very im
perfect notion ordinarily formed of its 
meaning, is the chief obstacle which im
pedes its reception; and that could it be 
cleared, even from only the grosser mis
conceptions, the question would be greatly 
simplified, and a large proportion of its 
difficulties removed. Before, therefore, 
I attempt to enter into the philosophical 
grounds which can be given for assenting 
to the utilitarian standard, I shall offer 
some illustrations of the doctrine itself; 

T 
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with the view of showing more clearly 
what it is, distinguishing it from what it 
is not, and disposing of such of the prac
tical objections to it as either originate in, 
or are closely connected with, mistaken 
interpretations of its meaning. Having 
thus prepared the ground, I shall after
wards endeavor to throw such light as I 
can upon the question, considered as one 
of philosophical theory. 

lJT 



CHAPTER II. 

WHAT UTIL~TARIANISM rs. 

A PASSING remark is all that needs be 
given to the ignorant blunder of supposing 
that those who stand up for utility as the 
test of right and wrong, use the term in 
that restricted and merely colloquial sense 
in which utility is opposed to pleasure. 
An apology is due to the philosophical 
opponents of utilitarianism, for even the 
momentary appearance of confounding 
them with any one capable of so absurd a 
misconception; which is the more extraor
dinary, inasmuch as the contrary accusa .. 
tion, of referring everything to plea~mre, 
and that too in its grossest form, is another 
of the common charges against utilitarian
ism; and, as has been pointedly remarked 
by an able writer, the same sort of per_ 
son::;, and often the very same persons, 
denounce the theory <c as impracticably 
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dry when the word utility precedes the 
word pleasure, and as too practicably 
voluptuous when the word pleasure pre
cedes the word utility." Those who know 
anything about the matter are aware that 
every writer, from Epicurus to Bentham, 
who maintained the theory of utility, 
1neant by it, not something to be contra
distinguished from pleasure, but pleasure 
itself, together with exemption from pain ; 
and instead of opposing the useful to the 
agreeable or the ornamental, have always 
declared that the useful rr eans these, 
among other things. Yet the common 
hera, including the herd of writers, not 
only in newspapers and periodicals, but 
in books of weight and pretensjon, are 
perpetually falling into this shallow mis
take. Having caught up the word utilita
rian, while knowing nothing whatever 
about it but its sound, they habitually 
express by it the rejection, or the neglect, 
of pleasure in some of its forms ; of 
beauty, of ornament, or of amusement. 
Nor is the term thus ignorantly misap
plied solely in disp&ragement, but occa
sionally in compliment; as though it 
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implied :.,;uperiority to frivolity and the 
mere pleasures of the moment. And 
this perverted us.e is the only one in 
which the word is popularly known, and 
the one from which the new generation 
are acquiring their sole notion of its mean
ing. Those who i~troduced the word, but 
who had for many years discontinued it 
as a distinctive appellation, may well feel 
themselves called upon to resume it, if by 
doing so they can hope to contribute any
thing towards rescuing it from this utter 
degradation.* 

The creed which accepts as the founda
tion of morals, Utility, or the Greatest 

* The author of this essay has reason for believ
irig him!.elf to be the first person who brought the 
wo1·cl utilitarian into use. He did Dot invent it, but 
adapted it from a passing expression in Mr. Galt's 
A nnals of the Parish. After using it as a designa
tion for several years, he and others abandoned it 
from n. growing dislike to anything resembling a 
badge or watchword of sectarian distinction. But 
as a name for one single opinion, not a set of opin
ions, - to denote the recognition of utility as a 
stanclarcl, not any paTticular way of applying it, -
the term supplies a want in the language, and offers, 
in many cases, a convenient mode of avoiding tire
some circumlocution. 

T 
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Happiness Principle, holds that actions 1 

are right in proportion as they tend to \ 
promote happiness, wrong as they tend to l 
produce the reverse of happiness. By 
happiness is intended pleasure, and the 
absence of pain ; by unhappiness, pain, 
and the privation of pleasure. To give a 
clenr view of the moral standard set up 
by the theory, much more requires to be 
said·; in particular, what things it includes 
in the ideas of pain and pleasure ; and to 
what extent this is left an open question. 
But these supplementary explanations do 
not affect the theory of life on which this 
theory of morality is grounded, - namely, 
that pleasure, and freedom from pain, are 
the only things desirable as ends; and 
that all desirable things (which are as 
numerous in the utilitarian as in any other 
scheme) are desirable either for the pleas
ure inherent in Lbemselves, or as means 
to the promotion of pleasure and the pre
vention of paiµ . · 

Now, such a theory of life excites in 
· many minds , and amoeg them in some of 

the most esthnuble in feeling and purpose, 
inveterate dislike. To suppose that life 

fr 
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has ( as they express it) no higher end 1 ' 

than pleasure, - no better and nobler ob-
ject of desire and pursuit, - they desig
nate as utterly n1ean and grovelling; as a 
doctrine worthy only of swine, to whom 
the followers of Epicurus were, at a very 
early period, contemptuously likened; and 
modern holders of the doctrine are occa
sionally made the subject of equally polite 
comparisons by its German, F rench, and 
English assailants. 

I 
J 
I 

i 
I • 

When thus attacked, the Epicureans • 
have always answered, that it is not they, ,

1 but their accusers, who represent human 

1
. 

nature in a degrading light ; since the ac
cusation supposes human beings to be ca-

1 

pable of no pleasures except those of which .. _ 
I 

swine are capable. If this supposition 
were true, the charge could not be gain
said, but would then be no longer au im
putation; for if the sources of pleasure 
were precisely the same to human beings 
and to swine, the rule of life which is 
good enough for the one would be good 
enough for the other. The comparisou 
of the Epicurean life to that of beasts 
is felt as degrading, precisely because a 
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beast' pleasures do not satisfy n human 
being's conceptions of happiness. I-Iuman 
beings have faculties more elevated than 
the animal appetites, and when once made 
conscious of them, do not regard anything 
as happiness which does not include their 
gmtification. I do not, indeed, consider 
the Epicureans to have been by any means 
faultless in drawing out their scheme of 
consequences from the utilitarian princi
ple. To do this in any sufficient manner, 
many Stoic, as well as Christian elements 
require to be inclu<led. But there is no 
known Epicurean theory of life which 
does not assign to the pleasures of the 
intellect, of the feelings and imagination, 
and of the moral sentiments, a much 
higher value as pleasures than to those of 
mere sensation. It must be admitted, 
however, that utilitarian writers in general 
have placed the superiority of mental over 
bodily pleasures chiefly in the greater 
permanency, safety, uncostliness, etc., of 
the former, - that is, in their circumstan
tial advantages rather than in their iotri nsic 
nature. And on all these points utilita
rians hu ve fully proved their case ; but 

2 
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they might have taken the other, and, as 
it muy be called, higher ground, with 
entire consistency. It is quite compati
ble with the principle of utility to recog
nize the fact, that some kinds of pleasure 
are more desirable and more valuable than 
others. It would be absurd that while, in 
estimating all ~ther things , quality is con
si<lered as well as quantity, the estimation 
of pleasure should be supposed to depend 
on quantity alone. 

If I am asked what I mean by differ
ence of quality in pleasures, or what makes 
one pleasure more valuable than an ether, 
merely as a pleasure, except its being 
greater in amount, there is but one pos-

1 sible answer. Of two pleasures, if there 

( 
be one to which all or almost n.11 who have 

. experience of both give a decided prefer
ence, irrespective of any feeling of moral 
obligation to prefer it, that is the more 
desirable pleasure. If one of the t wo is, 
by those who are competently acquainted 
with both, placed so far above tho other 
that they prefer it, even though knowing 
it to be attended with a greater amount of 
discontent, and would not resign it for 



ITS MEANI::VG. 19 

any quantity of the other pleasure which 
their nature is capable of, we are j ustified 
in ascribing to the preferred enjoyment a 
superiority in quality, so far outweighing
quantity as to render it, in comparison, of 
small account. 

Now it is an unquestionable fact that 
those who are equany acquainted with, 
and equa11y capable of appreciating and en
joying both, do give a most marked pref
erence to the manner of existence which 
employs their higher faculties. Few hu
man creatures would consent to be changed 
into any of the lower animals, for a prom
ise of the fullest allowance of a beast's 
pleasures ; no intelljgent human being 
would consent to be a fool, no instructed 
person would be an ignoramus, no person 
of feeling and conscience would be selfish 
and base, even though they should be per
suaded that the fool, the dunce, or the 
rascal is better satisfied with his lot than 
they are with theirs. They would not 
resign what they possess more than he, 
for the most complete sath,faction of all 
the desires which they have in common 
with him. If they ever fancy they would, 
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it is only in cases of unhappiness so ex
treme, that to escape from it they would 
exchange their lot for almost any other, 
however undesirable in their own eyes. 
A being of higher faculties requires more 
to make him happy, is capable probably 
of more acute suff~ring, and is certainly 
accessible to it at more points, than one 
of an inferior type ; but in spite of these 
liabilities, he can never really wish to sink 
into what he feels to be a lower grade of 
existence. We may give what explana
tion we please of this unwillingness ; we 
may attribute it to pride, a name which is 
given indiscriminately to some of the most 
and to some of the least estimable feelings 
of which mankind are capable ; we may 
refer it to the love of liberty and personal 
independence, an appeal to which was with 
the Stoics one of the most effective means 
for the inculcation of it; to the love of 
power, or to the love of excitement, both 
of which do really enter into and contribute 
to it; but its most appropriate appellatiqn , 
js a sense of dignity, which all human 
beings possess in one form or other, and 
in some, though by no means in exact, 
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proportion to their higher faculties, and 
which is so essential a pa.rt of the happi
ness of those in whom it is strong, that 
nothing which conflicts with it could be, 
otherwise than momentarily, an object of 
desire to them. Whoever supposes that 
this preference takes place at a sacrifice of 
happiness - that the superior being, in 
anything like equal circumstances, is nbt 
happier than the inferior - confounds the 
two very different ideas, of happiness , 
and content. It is indisputable that the 
being whose capacities of enjoyment are 
low, has the greatest chance of having 
them fully satisfied ; and a highly endowed 
being will al ways feel that any happiness 
which be can look for, as the world is 
constituted, is imperfect. But he can 
learn to bear jts imperfections , if they are 
at all bearable; and they will not make 
him envy the being who is inGJ.eed uncon
scious of the imperfections, but only be
cause he feels not at all the good which 
th~se impeifections qualify. It is better 

} to be a human being dissatisfied than a 

1 pig satisfied; better to be Socrates dis
satisfied than a fool satisfied. A.nd if the 

T 
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fool, or the pig, is of a different opinion, 
it is because they only know their own 
side of the question. The other party to 
the comparison knows both sides. 

It may be objected, that many who are 
capable of the higher pleasures, occasion
ally, under the influence of temptation, 
postpone them to the lower. But this is 
quite compatible with a full appreciation 
of the intrinsic superiority of the higher. 
1\tlen often, from infirmity of character, 
make their election for the nearer good, 
though they know it to be the less valua
ble; and this no less when the choice is 
between two bodily pleasures, than when 

. it is between bodily and mental. They 
pursue sensual indulgences to the injury 
of health, though perfectly aware that 
health is the greater good. It may be 
further objected, that many who begin 
with youthful enthusiasm for everything 
noble, as they advance in years sink into 
indolence and selfishness. But I do not 
believe that those who undergo this very 
common change, volnntarily choose the 
lower description of pleasures in prefer
ence to the higher. I believe that before 
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they devote them~elves exclusively to the 
one, tbey have already becorne incapable 
of the other. Capacity for the nobler 
feelings is in most natures a very tender 
plant, easily k illed, not only by hostile in
fluences, but by mere want of sustenance; 
and in the majority of young persons it 
speedily die8 atfay if the occupations to 
which their posjtiou in life hns devoted 
them, and the society into which it has 
thrown them, are not favorable to keeping 
that higher capacity in exercise. Men 
lose their high aspirations as they lose 
their intellectual tastes, because they have 
not time or opportunity fo r indulging 
them; an<l they addict themselves to infe
rjor pleasures, not because they deliber
ately prefer them, but because they are 
either the only ones to which they have 
access, or the ouly ones which they are 
any longer capable of enjoying. It may 
be questioned whether any one who has re
mained equaUy susceptible to both classes , 
o~ pleasures, eve1· knowingly and calmly

1 
preferred the lower; though many, in all \ 
ages, have broken down in an ineffectual \ 
attempt to combine both. 
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From this verdict of the only compe
tent jrrdges, I apprehend there can Le no 
appeal. On a question which is the best 
worth having of two pleasures, or which of 
two modes of existence is the most grate
ful to the feelings, apart from its moral 
nttrihutes and from its consequences, the 
judgment of those ~ho are qualified by 
knowledge of both, or,. if they differ, that 
of the majority among them, must be ad
mitted as final. And there needs be the 
less hesitation to accept this judgment 
respecting the quality of pleasures, since 
there is no other tribunal to be referred 
to even on the question of quantity. What 
means are there of determining which is 
the acutest of two pains, or the intensest 
of two pleasurable sensations, except the 
general suffrage of those who are familiar 
with both? Neither pains nor pleasures 
are homogeneous, and pain is al ways het
erogeneous with pleasure. What is there 
to decide whether a particular pleasure 
is worth purchasing at the cost of a par 
ticular pain, except the feelings and judg
ment of the experienced? When, there
fore, those feelings and judgment declare 
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the pleasures derived from the higher 
faculties to be pre fern hle in l.;ind, apart 
from the question of intensity, to those 

1
\ 

of which the animal nature, disjoined 
from the higher faculties, is susceptible, 
they are entitled on this subject to the 
same regard. 

I have dwelt on this point, as being a 
necessary part of a perfectly just concep
tion of Utility or Happiness, considered 
as the directive rule of human conduct. 
But it is by no means an indispensable 
condition to the acceptance of the utilita
rian standard ; for that standard is not 
the agent's own greatest · happiness, but 
the greatest amount of happiness alto
gether; and if it may possibly be doubted 
whether a noble character is always the 
happier for its nobleness, there can be no 
doubt that it makes other people happier, 
and that the world in general is immensely 
a gainer by it. Utilitarianism, therefore., . 

I 

could only attain its end by the general 
cultivation of nobleness of character, even 

. if each individual were only benefited by 
the nobleness of others, and his own, so 
far as happiness is concerned, were a sheer 

C by 0 nal f 

NTERNET ARCHIVE Ut,.; VERSITY OF CONNECTICUT 



26 UTILITARIANIS.'11. 

deduction from the benefit. But the bare 
enunciation of such an absurdity as this 
last, r enders refutation superfluous. 

According to the GreatesL Happiness 
Principle, as above explained, the ulti
mate end, with reference to and for the 
sake of which all other things are desira
ble ( whether we are consideTing our own 
good or t hat of other . people), is an exist
ence exempt as far as possible from pain , 
and as rich as possible in enjoyments, 
both in point of quantity and quality; 
the test of quality, aud the rule for meas
uring i t against quantity, being the pref
erence felt by those who, in their oppor
tunities of experience, to which must be 
added their ha.bits of self-consciousness 
and self-observation, are best furnished 
with the means of comparison. This be
ing, acc01·diog to the utilitarian opinion, 
the end of human action, is necessarily 
also the standard of morality ; which may 
accordingly be defined, the rules and pre
cepts for human conduct, by the obser v
ance of wbich an existence such as bas 
been described might be, to the greatest 
extent possible, secured to all mankind; 
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and not to them only, but, so far as the 
nature of things admits~ to the whole sen
tient creation. 

Against this doctrine, however, rises 
another class of objectors, who say thnt 
happiness , in any form, cannot be the 
1·ational purpose of human life and action ; 
because, in the first place, it is unattniu
able; and they contemptuously ask, What 
right hast thou to be happy? a question 
which Mr. Curlyle clinches by the addi
tion, What rjght, a short time ago, hndst 
thou even to be°I Next, they say that 
men can do wit/tout hnppiness ; that all 
noble human beings have felt this, and 
could not have become noble but by learn
ing the lesson of Entsagen, or renuncia
tion; which lesson, thoroughly learned and 
submitted to, they affirm to he the begin
ning and necessary condition of all virtue. 

The first of these obj ections would go 
to the root of the matter, were it well 
founded; for if no happiness is to be had 
at all by human beings, the attainment of 
it cannot be the end of morality, or of any 
rational conduct. Thoegb, even in that 
case, something might still be said for the 

[i o r 
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utilitarian theory; since utility includes 
not solely tbe pursuit of happiness, but 
the prevention or mitigation of unhappi
ness ; and if the former aim be chimerical, 
there wi11 be all the greater scope and 
more imperative need for the latter, so 
long, at least, as mankind think fit to live, 
and do not take refuge in the simultaneous 
act of suicide recommended under certain 
conditions by Novalis. When, however, 
it is thus positively asserted to be impos
sible that human life should be happy, 
the assertion, if not something like a ver
bal quibble, is at least an exaggeration. 
If by happiness be meant a continuity of 
highly pleasurable excitement, it is evi
dent enough that this is impossible. A 
stnte of exalted pleasure lasts only mo
ments, or in some cases, and with some 
intermissions, hours or days, and is the 
occasional brilliant flash of enjoyment, not 
its permanent and steady flame. Of this 
the philosophers who have taught that 
happiness is the end of l ife were as fully 
aware as those who taunt them. The hap
piness which they meant was not a life 
of rapture; but moments of such, in an 
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e~istence made up of few and transitory 
pain~) muny ancl various pleasures, with a 
decided predominance of the active over 
the passive, and having as the foundation 
of the whole, not to eA11ect more from 
life than it is capable of bestowin'y .A. 
life thus composc<l, to those who have 
been fortunate enough to obtain it, has 
always appeared worthy of the name of 
happiness. And such an existenee is even 
now the lot of many, during some consid
erable portion of their lives. The present 
wretched education, and wretchecl social 
arrangements, are the only real hindrance 
to its being attainable by almost all. 

The objectors perhaps may doubt whether 
human beings, if taught to consider happi
ness as tlle end of life, would be satisfied 
with such a moderate share of it. But 
great numbers of manking have been sat
isfied with much less. (X'he main constit
uents of a satisfiecl life appear to be two, 
either of which by itself is often found 
sufficient for the purpose: tranquillity 
and excitement. With much tranquillity, 
many find that they can be content with 
very little pleasure; with much excite-

T 
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ment, many can reconcile themselves to 
n. considerable quantity of pai!) There 
is assul'edly no inherent impossibility in 
enabling even the mass of mankind to 
unite both ; since the two are so far from 
being incompatible that they are in natural 
alliance, the pro1ongation of either being 
a preparation for, and exciting a wish for, 
the other. It is only those in whom in
dolence amounts to a vice, that do not 
desire excitement after an interval of 
repose; it is only those in whom the need 
of exciten1e11t is a disease, that feel the 
tranquillity which follows excitement dull 
and insipid, instead of pleasurable in di
rect proportion to the excitement which 
preceded it. When people who are tol
erably fortunate in their outward lot do not 
find in life sufficient enjoyment to make it 
valuable to them, the cau ·e generally is, 
caring for nobody but themselves. To 
those who have neither public nor private 
affections, the excitements of life arc much 
curtailed, and in any case dwindle in value 
as the time approaches when all selfish 
interests must be terminn.ted by death ; 
@le those who leave after them objects 

ti 
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of personal :.rffection, and especially those 
"·ho haYe also cultivated a fellow-feeling 
with the collective interests of mankind, 
retain as lively an interest in life on the 
eve of death as in the vigor of youth a11d 
healthY°Next to selfishness, the principal 
cau~hicb niakes life unsatisfactory is 
want of mental cultivatio~ A cultivated 
mind- I do not mean tliat of ft philoso
pher, but any mind to which the , foun
tains of know ledge have been opened, and 
which has been t aught, in any tolerable 
degree , to exercise its faculties - finds 
sources of inexhaustible interest in all that 
surrounds it.; in the objects of nature, The 
achievements of art, the imag inations of 
poetry, the incidents of history, the ways 
of mankind past and present, and their 
prospects in the future. It is possible, 
h1deed, to become indifferent to all this, 
and that too without having exhausted a 
thousandth part of it; but only when one 
has had from the beginning no moral or 
human interest in these things, and has 
sought in them only the gratification of 
curiosity. 

Kow there is absolutely no reason 1n 

T 
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the nature of things why an amount of 
mental culture sufficient to give an intelli
gent interest in these objects of contem
plation should not be the inheritance of 
every one born in a civilized country. 
As little is there an inherent necessity 
that any human being should be a selfish 
egotist, devoid of every feeling or care 
but those which centre in his own miser
able individuality. Something far supe
rior to this is sufficiently common, even 
now, to give nmple earnest of what the 
human species mn.y be made. Genuine 
private affections and a sincere interest 
in the public good are possible, though in 
unequal degrees, to every rightly brought 
up human being. lfE. a world in which 
there jg so much to interest, so much to 
enjoy, and so much also to correct and 
improve, every one who has this moderate 
amount of moral and intellectual requisites 
is capable of an existence which may be 
called enviab@ and unless such a person, 
through bad laws, or subjection to the will 
of others, is denied the liberty to u:;e the 
sources of happiness within his reach, he 
will not fail to find this enviable existence, 
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if he escape the posith-e e-vils of life, the 
great sources of physicnl nnd mental suf
fering- such as indigence, disease, and 
the unkinclne$s, worthlessness, or prema
ture loss of objects of affection. The 
main stress of the problem lies, therefore, 
in the contest with these calamities, from 
which it is a rare good fortune entirely to 
escape; which, as things now are, cannot 
be obviated, and often cannot be in any 
material degree mitigated. [! et no one 
whose opinion deserves a moment's con
sideration can doubt that most of the 
great positive evils of the world are in 
themselves removable, and will, if human 
affairs continue to improve, be in the end 
reduced within narrow limits] Poverty, 
in any sense implying suffering, may be 
completely extinguished by the wisdom 
of society, combined with the good sense 
and providence of individuals. Even that 
most intractable of enemies, disease, mny 
be indefinitely reduced in dimensions by 
good physical ancl moral education, and 
proper control of noxious influences; while 
the progress of science holds out a prom
ise for the future of still more direct con-

UT 
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quests over this detestable foe. And 
every advance in that direction relieves 
us from some, not only of the chances 
which cut short our own lives, but, what 
concerns us still more, which deprive 
us of those in whom our happiness is 
wrapped up. As for vicissitudes of for
tune, and other · disappoiutments con
nected with worldly circumstances, these 
are principally the effect either of gross 
imprudence, of ill-reguln.ted desires, or of 
bad or imperfect social institutions. G-:1 
the grund sources, in short, of hum::in 

'--' 

suffering are in a great degree, many of 
them almost entirel~conqueruble hy hu
man care and effo~ and thougli their 
removal is grievously slow, - though a 

long succession of generations will perish 
in the breach before the conquest i:; com
pleted, anrl this world becomes all th~tt, 
if will and knowledge were not wanting, 
it might easily be made, -yet every mind 
sufficiently intelligent and generous to 
bear a part, however smull and uncon
spicuous, in the endeavor, will draw a 
noble enjoyment from the contest itself, 
which he would not for any bribe in the 
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form of selfish indulgence consent to be 
without. 

And this leads to the true estimation of 
what is said by the objectors concerning 
the possibility, and the obligation, of learn_ 
ing to do without happiness. U nquestion
ably it is possible to do without happiness ; 
it is done involuntarily by nineteen twen
tieths of mankind, even in those parts of 
our present world which are least deep in 
barbarism; and it often has to be done 
voluntarily by the hero or the martyr, for 
the sake of something which he prizes 
more than his individual happiness. But 
this something, what is it, unless the hap
piness of others, or some of the requi
sites of happiness? It is noble to be 
c3pab]e of resigning entirely one's own 
portion of happiness, or chances of it: 
but, after all, this self-sacrifice must be 
for some end ; it is not its own ecd ; and 
if we are told that its end is not happi
ness, but virtue, which is better than hap
piness, I ask, would the sacrifice be made 
if_ the hero or martyr did not believe that 
it would earn for others immunity from 
similar sacrifices? Would it be made, if 

UT 
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he thought that his renunciation of happi
ness for himself would produce no fruit for 
any of his fellow-creatures, but to make 
their lot like his, and place them also in 
the condition of persons who have re
nounced happiness? r'A.11 honor to those 
who can abnegate for tli"emselves the per
sonal enjoyment of life, when by such re
nunciation they contribute worthily to in
crease the amount of happiness in the 
world; but he who does it, or professes to 
do it, for any other purpose, is no more 
deserving of admirat~· than the ascetic 
mounted on his pillar. He may be an 
inspiriting proof of w at men can do, but 
assuredly not an example of what they 
slw11,ld. 
~ Though it is only in a very imperfect 

state of the world's arrangements that any 
one can best serve the happiness of others 
by the absolute sacrifice of his own, yet 

so !01~:r the world ia in that imperfect 
state, fully acknowledge that the readi
ness to make such a sacrifice is the~gh
est virtue which can be found in man. I 
will ad<l, that in this condition of the 
world, paradoxical as the assertion may 
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be, the conscious ability to do without 
happiness gives the best prospect of real
izing such happiness as is attainable. For 
nothing except that consciousness can raise 
a person above the chances of life, by 
making him feel that, let fate and fortune 
do their worst, they have not power to 
subdue him: which, .once felt, frees him 
from excess of anxiety concerning the evils 
of life, and enables him, like many a 
Stoic in the worst times of the Roman 
Empire, to cultivate in tranquillity the 
sources of satisfaction accessible to him, 
without concerning himself about the un
certainty of their duration, any more than 

, about their inevitable end. 
I\rieanwhile, let utilitarians never cease 

to claim the morality of self-devotion as 
a possession which belongs by as good a 
right to them as either to the Stoic or 
to the Transcendentalist. (The utilitarian 
morality does recognize in human beings 
the power of sacrificing their own greatest 
good for the good of others. It only re
fuses to admit that the sacrifice is itself a 
good. A sacrifice which does not in
crease, or tend to increase, the sum total 
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of happiness, it considers as wasted. The 
only self-renunciation which it npplauds, 
is devotion to the happiness, or to s01ne 
of the menns of happiness, of others; 
either of mankind collectively, or of in
dividuals within the limits i~sed by the 
collective interests of manki~ 
Qmust again rep.eat, what the assailants 

of utilitarianism seldom have the justice 
to acknowledge, that t he happiness which 
forms the uti1itari::m standard of what is \ 
right in conduct, is not the agent's own } 
happiness, but that of all concerned. As 
between his own happiness and that of 
others, utilitarinnism requires him to be 
as strictly impartial as a disinterested and 
benevolent spectatop In the golden rule / 
of Jesus of N azaret , we read the com
plete spirit of the ethics of utility. (io 
do as one would be done by, and to love 
one's neighbor as one's self, constitute the 
ideal perfection of utilitarian morailli} 

/As the means of making the nearest ap
proach to this ideal, utility would enjoin, 
first, that laws and social arrangements 
should place the happiness, or ( as speak
ing practically it may be called) the in-

T 
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terest, of every indi viduul as nenrly as 
possible in harmony with the interest of 
the whole; and secondly, that education 
an<l opinion, which have so vast a power 
over human character, should so use that 
power as to establish in the mind of 
every iudividral an indissoluble associa
tion between his own happiness and the 
good of the whole, especially between 
his own happiness and the practice of 
such modes of conduct, negative and 
positive, as r~gard for the universal hap
piness prescribes; so that not only he 1nay 
be unable to conceive the possibiiity of 
happiness to himself, consistently with 
conduct opposed to the general good, but 
also that a direct impulse to promote the 
general good may be in every individual 
one of the habitual motives of action, and 
the sentiments connected therewith may 
fill a large and prominent place in every 
human being's sentient existence. If the' 
impugners of the utilitarian morality rep
resented it to their own minds in this its 
b;ue character, I know not what recom
mendation possessed by any other morality 
they could possibly affirm to be wanting 

T 



40 UTILITARIANISM. 

to it, what more beautiful or more ex
alted developments of human na.ture any 
other ethical system can be supposed to 
foster, or what springs of action, not ac
cessible to the utilitarian, such systems 
rely on for giving effect to their mandates. 

The qpjectors to utilitarianisll!, cannot 
always be charged with representing it in 
a discreditable light. On the contrary, 
those among them who entertain anything 
like a just idea of its disinterested char
acter, sometimes find fault withQ.ts ~and
ard as being too high for humanit~ 'l._They 1 
say it is exacting too much to require that lj 

people shall always act from the induce- / 
ment of promoting the general interests 
of society' But this is to mistake the 
very meaning of a standard of morals, 
and to confound the rule of action with 
the motive of it. It is the business of 
ethics to tell us what are our duties, or by 
what test we may know them ; hut no 
system of ethics requires that the sole 
motive of all we do shall be a feeling of 
du~y; on the coutrnry, ninety-nine hun
dredths of all our autions are done from 
other motives, and rightly so done, if the 
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rule of duty does not condemn them. (rt 
is the more unjust to utilitarianism that 
this particular misapprehension should be 
made a ground of objection to it, inasmuch 
as utilitarian moralists have gone beyond) 
almost all others in affirming that the ? 

motive has nothing to do with the morality 
of the action~hongh much with the worth 
of the agenLJ He who saves a fellow
creature from drowning does what is mor
ally right, whether his motive be duty, or 
the hope of being paid for his trouble; he 
who betrays the friend that trusts him, is 
guilty of a crime, even if his object be to 
serve another friend to whom he is under 
greater obligations.* But to speak only 

* An opponent, whose intellectual and moral fair
ness it is a pleasure to acknowledge (the Rev. J . 
Llewelyn Da~ies), llas objected to this passage, say
ing, " Surely the rightness or wrongness of saving 
a man from drowning does depend very much upon 
the motive with which it is done. Suppose that a 
tyrant, i"'hen his enemy jumped into the sea to es
cape from him, saved him from dl'owning simply 
in order that he might inflict upon him more ex
quisite tortures, would it tend to clearness to speak 
of that rescue as ' a morally right action '? Or sup
pose again, according to one of the stock illustra
tions of ethical inquiries, that a man betrayed a 
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of actions done from the motive of duty, 
antl in direct obedience to principle; it is 
a misapprehension of the utilitarian mode 
of thought, to conceive it as implying thnt 
people should fix their minds upon so wide 
a gen~rality as the world, or society at 
large.) The great majorityof good actions 
are intended, not f0r the benefit of the 
world, but for that of individuals, of 
which the good of the world is made up; 
and the thoughts of the most virtuous 
man need not on these occasions travel 
beyond the particular persons concerned, 
except so far as is necessary to assure 

trust r eceived from a friend, because the discharge 
of it would fatally injure that friend, himself or 
some one belonging to him, would utilitarianism 
compel one to call the betrayal ' a crime 'as much as 
if i t had been done from the meanest motive?" 

I submit that he who saves another from drown
ing in order to kill him by torture afterwards, does 
not differ only in motive from him who does the 
same thing from duty or benevolence i the act itself 
is different. The rescue of the man is, in the case 
supposed, only the necessary fir st step of an act far 
mo1·e atrocious than leaving him t~rowu would 
have been. Had Mr. DaYies said, '\.The rightness 
or w1·ongness of saving a man from drowning does 
depend very much" -not upon the motive, but
" upon the intention ' no utilitarian would have dif -
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himself that in benefiting them be is not 
violating the rights - that is, the legiti
mate and authorized expectations - of 
any one else( vThe multiplication of hap
piness is, according to the utilitarian v 

ethics, the object of virtue; the occasions 
on which any person ( except one in a 
thousand) has it in his power to do this 
on an extended scale, in other words, to 
be a public benefactor, are but excep
tional ; and on these occasions alone is he 
called on to consider public utility ; in 
every other ease,tprivute ut ility, the in
terest or happine~ of some few persons, 

fered from him. Mr . . Davies, by an oversight too 
common not to be quite venial, has in this case con
founded the very different ideas of motive and in
tention. ( Ther e is no point which utilitar ian 
thinkers (and Bentham pre-eminently) have taken 
more pains to illustrate than tlns. The morality of 
the action depends entirely upon the intention -
that is, upon what the agent wills to do. Eut the 
motive, that is, the feeling which makes him wil1 

so to do, when i t makes no difference iu the act, 
makes none in the morality; though it makes a 
great difference in our moral estimation of the 
agent, especially if it indicates a good or a bad 
habitual disposition - a bent of character from 
which useful~ or from which hurtful actions are 
likely to arise 
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is all he has to attend t~ Those alone 
the influence of whose actfons extends to 
society in general, need concern them
selves habitually about so large .an object. 
In the · case of abstinences indeed-of 
things which people forbear to do, from 

I 
moral considerations, though the conse- l, 
quences in the particular case might be 
beneficial - it would be unworthy of an 
intelligent agent not to be conscious]y 
aware that the action is of a class which, v,..-, 
ff practised generally, would be generally t 
injurious, and that this is the ground of 
the obUgntion to abstain from it. The 
amount of regard for the public interest \ 
implied in this recognition, is no greater 
than is demanded by every system of 
morals; for they all enjoin to abstain 
from whatever is manifestly pernicious to 
society. 

The same considerations dispose of 
another reproach against the doctrine of 
utility, founded on a still grosser miscon .. 
ception of the purpose of a standard of 
morality, and of the very meaning of the 
words right and wrong. It is often af
firmed that ulilitarianism renders men 
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cold and unsympathizing ; that it chills 
their moral feelings towards individuals; 
that it makes them regard only the dry 
and hard consideration of the conse
quences of actions, not taking into their 
moral estimate the qualities from which 
those actions emanate. If the assertjon 
means that they do not allow their j udg
ment respecting the rightness or wrong
ness of an action to be influenced by their 
opinion of the qualities of the person who 
does it, this is a complaint not against 
utilitarianism, but against having any 
standard of morality at all; for certainly 
no known ethical standard decides an ac
tion to he good or·bad because it is done 
by a good or a bad man, still less because 
done by an amiable, a brave, or a benev
olent man, or the contrary. These con
siderations are relevant, not to the esti
mation of actions, but of persons ;(and 
there is nothing in the utilitarian theor'y 
inconsistent with the fact that there are -
other things which interest us in persons 
besides th~~~ghtoess and wrongness of 
their actio~ The Stoics, indeed, with 
the paradoxical misuse of language which 

0 gnalt." 
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was part of, ~heir system, and by which r I 
they strove to_ raise themselves above all 1• 

concern about anything but virtue, were 
·fond of saying that he who has t hat has 
everything; that he, and only he, is rich, 
is beautiful, !s a Icing. But no c laim of 
this description is made for the vil uous 

/ man by the ut i litarian doctrine. ~ Utili
tarians are quite aware that there are 
other desirable possessions and qualities 
besides virtue, and are perfectly willing· , 
to allow to all of them their full wort~ 1 

They are also a ware that a right action_,,· 
does not necessarily indicate a virtu
ou·s character, and that actions which are 
blamable often proceed from qualities en
titled to praise~ vVhen this is apparent 
in any particular case, it modifies their 
estimation, not certainly of the act, but 
of the ageut. \ I grant tha~ they are, not~ 
withstanding, of opinion, that in the long 
run the best proof of a good char:wter is 
good actions r and r esolutely refuse to 
consider any mental dbposition as good, 
of which the predominant tendency is to 
p roduce had conduct. This makes them 
unpopular with many people; but it 1s an 
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unpopularity which they must share with 
every one who regards the distinction be
tween right and wrong in a serious light; 
and the repl'oach is noi one which a con
scientious utilitarian need be anxious to 
repel. 

If no more be meant by the objection 
than tbut many utilitarians look on the 
morality of ac~ions, as measured by the 
utilitarian standard, with too exclusive a 
regard, and do not lay sufficient stress 
upon the other beauties of character which 
go toward.~ making a human being lovable 
or admirable, t his may be admitted. Util
itarians who have cultivated their moral 
feelings, but not their sympathies nor 
their artistic perceptions, do fall into this 
mistake ; and so do ail other moralists 
under the same conditions. vVhat can be 
said in excuse for other moralists is 
equal1y available for them, namely, that 
if there is to be any error, it is better that 
it should be on that side. As a matter of 
fact, we may affirm that among utilitarians 
a~ among adherents of other systems there 
is every imaginable degree of rigidity and 
of laxity in the application of their stand-
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a.rd; some are even puritanically rigorous, 
while o.thers are as indulgent as can possi
bly be desired by sinner or by sentimental
ist. But on the whole, a doctrine which 
brings pr<;>minently forward the interest 
that mankind have in the repression and 
prevention of conduct which violates the 
moral law is likely to be infer ior to no 
other in turning the sanctions of opinion 
against such violations. It is t rue, the 
question, What does violate the moral law r 
is one on which those who recognize dif
ferent standards of morality are likely now 
and then to differ. But difference of opin
ion on moral questions was not first intro
duced into the world by utilitarianism, 
while that doctrine does supply, if not 
always an easy, at. all events a tangible 
and intelligible mode of deciding such dif
ferences. 

It may not be superfluous to notice a few 
more of the common misupprehensions of 

1 utilitarian ethics, even those which are so 
obvious and gross that it might appear 
impossible for any person of candor and 
intelligence to fall into them; since per
sons, even of considerable mental endow-

01 tlze!I by 

INTERNET ARCHIVE 
O nal fr 

UNIVERSITY OF CONNECTICUT 



• 

ITS MEANING. 49 

rnents, often give themselves so little 
trouble to un<lerstand the bearings of any 
opinion against which they entertain a prej
udice and men are in general so little 
conscious of thjs voluntary ignorance as a 
defect, that the vulgarest misunderstand
ings of ethical doctrrnes are continually 
met with in the deliberate writings of per
sons of the greatest pretensions both to 
hjgb principle and to philosophy.~ e not 
uncommonly hear the doctrine ~utilit 
inveighed against as a godless doctrine. 
If it be necessary to say anything at all 
against so mere an assumption, we may 
say that the question depends upon what 
idea we have formed of the moral charac
ter of the Deity. @ it be a true belief 
that God desires, above all things, the 
happiness of his creatures, and that this 
was his purpose in their creation, utility is 
not only not. a godless doctrine, but more 
profoundly religious than any ot~ If 
it be meant that utilitarianism does not 
recognize the revealed will of God as the 
supreme law of morals, I answer, that an 
utilitarian who believes in the perfect good
ness and wisdom of God, necessarily be-

T 
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lieves that whatever God has thought fit 
to reveal on tho subject of morals, must 
fulfil the requirements of utility in a su
preme degree. But others besides utilita
rians have been of opinion that the Chris
tian revelation was intended, and is fitted, 
t-0 inform the hearts and minds of mankind 
with a spirit which should enable them to 
find for themselves what is right, and in
cline them to do it when found, rather than 
to tell them, except in a very general way, 
what it is; and that we need a doctrine of 
ethics, carefully followed out, to inte1p1·et 
to us the will of God. Whether this opin
ion is correct or not, it is superfluous here 
to discuss; since whatever aid religion, 
either natural or revealed, can afford to 
ethical investigation, is as open to the util
itarian moralist as to any other. He can 
use it as the testimony of God to the use
fulness or hurtfulness of any given course 
of action, by as good a right as others can 
use it for the indication of a. transcenden
tal law, having no connection with useful
ness or with happiness. 

Again, Utility is often summarily stig
matized as an immoral doctrine by giving 
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it the name of Expediency, and taking 
advantage of the popular use of that term 
to contrast it with Principle. But the 
Expedient, in the sense in which it is op
posed to the Right, generally means that 
which is expedient for the particular inter
est of the agent hi1nself ; as when a min
ister sacrifices the interest of his country 
to keep himself in place. When it means 
anything better than this , it means that 
which i:; expedient for some immediate ob
ject, some temporary purpose, but which 
violates a rule whose observance is expe
dient in a much higher degree. The Ex
pedient, in this sense, instead of being the 
same thing with the useful, is a branch of 
the hurtful. Thus, it would often be ex
pedient, for the purpose of getting over 
some momentary embarrassment, or attain
ing some object immediately u~l to 
ourselves or others , to tell a lie. But in
asmuch as the cultivation in ourselves of a 
sensitive feeling on the subject of veracity, 
is one of the most useful, and the enfeeble
ment of that feeling one of the most hurt
ful, things to which our conduct can be 
instrumental ; and inasmuch as any, even 
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uuiuteutioual, deviation from trut~ docs 
that much towards weakening the trust
worthiness of human assertion, wnich is 
not only the princiP,al support of all pres
ent social well-being, but the insufficiency 
of which does mo1~ than any one thing 
that can be named to keep back civiliza
tion, virtue, everything on which human 
happiness on the large~t scale depends ; 
we feel that the violation, for a present 
advantage, of a rule of such transcendent 
expediency, is not expedient, and that he 
who, for the sake of a convenience to him
self or to some other individual, does what 
depends on him to deprive mankind of the 
good, and inflict upon them the evil, in
volved in the greater or less reliance 
which they can place jn each other's word, 
acts tb~art of one of their worst ene
mies. Yet that even this rule, sacred as it 
is, admits of possible exceptions, is ac
knowledged by a11 moralists; the chief of 
which is when the withholding of some 
fact ( us of information from a malefactor, 
or of bad news from a person dangerously 
ill), would preserve some one ( especially 
a person other than one's self), from great 
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and unmerited evil, and when the wit~ 
holding can only be effected by de~l. __..1: 
But in order that the exception may not __,, 
extend itself beyond the need, and may 
hnve the least possible effect in weakening 
reliance on veracity, it ought to be recog
nized, and, if possible, its limits defined; 
and jf the principle of utility is good 
for anything, it must be good for weigh-
ing these conflicting utilities against one 
another, and marking out the region with-
in which one or the other preponderates. 

Again, defenders of utility often find 
themselves called upon to reply to such 
objections as this - that there is not time, 
previous to action, for calculating and 
weighing the effects of any line of conduct 
on the general happiness . This is_ exactly 
as if any one were to say that it is impos
sible to guide our conduct by Christianity, 
because there is not time, on every occa
sion on which anything has to be done, to 
read through the Old and New Testa-

'-' 

m~nts. 'J;'he answer to the objection is, 
that there has been ample time, namely, 
the whole pnst duration of the human 
species. During all that time mankind 

T 
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have been learning by experience the teu
dencies of actions; on which experience 
all the prudence, as well as all the morality 
of life, is dependent. P eople talk as if 
the commencement of this course of ex
perience bad hitherto been put off, and as 
if, at the moment when some man feels 
tempted to meddle with the property or 
life of another, he had to begin considering 
for the the first time whether murder and 
theft are injurious to human bappinesB. 
Even then I do not think that he would 
find the question very puzzling; but, at 
all events, the matter is now done to bis 
hand. It is truly a whimsical supposition, 
that if mankind were agreed in consider
ing utility to be the test of morality, they 
would remain without any agreement as to 
what is useful, and would take no meas
ures for having their notions on the subject 
taught to the young, and enforced by law 
and opinion. There is no difficulty in 
proving any ethical standard whatever to 
work ill, if we suppose universal idiocy 
to be conjoined with i.1, hut on any hy
pothesis short of that, mankind must by 
this time have acquired positive beliefs as 



• 

ITS MEANING. 55 

to the effects of some actions on their h:i.p
piness; and the beliefs whjch have thus 
come down nre the rules of morality fm· 
the multitude, and for the philosopher 
until he has succeeded in finding better. 
That philosophers n1ight easily do this, 
eYen now, on many subjects ; that the re
ceived code of ethics is by no means of 
di vine right; and that mankind have still 
much to learn as to the effects of actions 
on the general happiness , I admit, or 
rather, earnestly maintain. The corol
laries from the principle of utility, like 
the precepts of every practical art, admit 
of indefinite improvement, and, in a pro
gressive state of the human mind, their 
improvement is perpetually going on. But 
to consider the rules of morality as im
provable, is one thing; to pass over the 
intermediate generalizations entirely, and 
endeavor to test each individual action 
directly by the first principle, is another. 
It is a strange notion that the acknowledg
ment of a first principle is inconsistent 
with the admission of secondary ones. 
To inform a traveller respecting the place 
of his ultimate destination, is not to forbid 

T 
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the use of landmarks and direction-posts 
on the way. The proposition that happi
ness is the end and aim of morality, does 
not mean that no road ought to be bid 
down to that goal, or that persons going 
thither should not be advised to take one 
direction rather than another. l\fen rea11y 
ought to leave off ·talking a kind of non
sense on this subject, which they would 
neither talk nor listen to on other matters 
of practical concernment. Nobody argues 
that the art of navigation is not founded 
on astronomy, because sailors cannot wait 
to calculate the Nautical Almanac. Being 
rational creatures, they go to sea with it 

,_., 
1 ready calculated; and all rational crea-

.. / tures go out upon the sea of life with their ' ' 
minds made up on the common questions 
of right and wrong, as well as on many ., 
of the far more difficult q nestions of wise 
and foolish. And this, as long as fore
sight is a human quality, it is to be pre
sumed they will continue to do. vVhat
ever we adopt as the fundamental princi
ple of morality, we require subordinate 
principles to apply it hy; the impossibil
ity of doing without them, being common 
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to all systems, can afford no argument 
against any one in particular; but gravely 
to argue as if no such secondary princi
ples could be had, and as if mankind had 
remained till now, and always must remain, 
without drawing any general conclusions 
from the experience of human l ife, is as 
high a pitch, I think, as ah$urdity has 
ever reached in philosophicnl controversy. 

The remainder of the stock arguments 
against utilitarianism mostly consist in 
laying to its charge the common infirmi
ties of human nature, and the general 
difficulties which embarrass conscientious 
persons in shaping iheir cotU?se through 
life. We are told that an utilitarian will 
be apt to make his own particular case an 
exception to moral rules, and, when under 
temptation, will see an ..ut,il~ in the 
breach of a rule, greater than he will see 
in its observance. But is utility the only 
creed which jg able to furnish us with ex
cuses for evil doing, and means of cheat
ing our own conscience? They are afforded 
in ahnndance by all doctrines which rec
ognize as a fact in morals the existence 
of conflicting considerations • which all 
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doctrines do, that have been believed hy 
sane persons. It is not the fault of any 
creed, but of the con1plicated nature of 
human affairs, that rules of conduct cannot 
be so frn.med as to Tequire no exceptions, 
and that hardly any kind of action can 
safely be ]aid down as either~w~s oblig
atory or always condemnable. There is 
no ethical creed which does n~ temper 
the rigidity of its laws, by giving a cer
tain latitude, under the moral r esponsibil
ity of the agent, for accommodation to 
peculiarities of circumstances; and un<ler 
every creed, at the opening thus made, self
deception and dishonest casuistry get in . 
There exists no n1oral system under which 
there do not arise unequivocal cases of 
conflicting obligation. These are the real 
difficulties, the knol(y points both in the 
theory of ethics, and in the conscientious 
guidance of personal conduct. They are 
overcome practically with greater or with 
less success accor<ling to the intellect and 
Yirtne of the individual; but it cnn hardly 
he pretended that anyone will be the less 
qualified for <leuling with them, fro1n pos
sessing an ultimate standard to which con-
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:flicting rights and duties can be referred. 
If utility is the ultimate source of moral 
obligations, utility may be invoked to 
decide between them when their demands 
are incompatible. Though the application 
of the standard may be difficult, it is 
better than none at all; while in other 
systems, the moral laws all claiming in
dependent authority, there is no common 
umpire entitled to interfere between them ; 
their claims to precedence one over another 
rest on little better than sophistry, and 
unless determined, as they generally are, 
by the unacknow ]edged influence of con
siderations of utility, afford a free scope 
for the action of personal desires and par
tialities. W e must remember that only 
in these cases of conflict between second
ary principles is it r equisite that first prin
ciples should be appealed to. There is no 
case of moral obligation in which some 
secondary principle ·is not involved; and 
if only one, there can seldom be any real 
doubt which one it is, in the mind of any 
person by whom the principle itself is 
recognized. 
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"CHAPTER XII" 

Of the Logic of Practice, or Art; 

Including Morality and Policy 

§ 1. [Morality not a Science, but an Art] In the preceding chapters we 
have endeavoured to characterize the present state of those among the 
branches of knowledge called Moral, which are sciences in the only proper 
sense of the term, that is, inquiries into the course of nature. It is customary, 
however, to include under the term moral knowledge, and even (though im
properly) under that of moral science, an inquiry the results of which d~ 
express themselves in the indicative, but in the iJOperative mood, or in peri
phrases equivalent to it; what is called the knowledge of b duties; practical 
ethics, or morality. 

Now, the imperative mood is the characteristic of art, as distinguished 
from science. Whatever speaks in rules, or precepts, not in assertions respect
ing matters of fact, is art: and ethics, or morality, is properly a porti~ of the 
art corresponding to the sciences of human nature and society c • • 

The Method, therefore, of Ethics, can be no other than that of Art, or 
Practice, in general: and the portion yet uncompleted, of the task which we 
proposed to ourselves in the concluding Book, is to characterize the general 
Method of Art, as distinguished from Science. 

§ 2. [Relation between rules of art and the theorems of the co"esponding 
science] In all branches of practical business, there are cases in which "indivi
duals are bound to conform their practice to a pre-established rule, while 

*[51] It is almost superfluous to observe, that there is another meaning of the 
word Art, in which it may be said to denote the poetical department or aspect of 
things in general, in contradistinction to the scientific. In the text, the word is used 
in its older, and I hope, not yet obsolete sense. 

-Ms, 43, 46, 51, 56 Chapter XI 
bMS our 
cMS, 43, 46 : the remainder consisting of prudence or policy, and the art of educa

tion 
a-a~MS, 43, 46 an individual is bound to conform his practice ... of his task ... 

which he is to govern his 
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there are others in which it is part of their task to find or construct the rule 
by which they are to govern their" conduct. The first, for example, is the case 
of a judge, under a definite written code. The judge is not called upon to 
determine what course would be intrinsically the most advisable in the parti
cular case in hand, but only within what rule of law it falls; what the D}egisla
tureb has 0ordainedc to be done in the kind of case, and must therefore be 
presumed to have intended in the individual case. The method must here be 
wholly and exclusively one of ratiocination, or syllogism; and the process is 
obviously, what in our analysis of the syllogism we showed that all ratiocina
tion is, namely the interpretation of a formula. 

In order that 4our' illustration of the opposite case may be taken from the 
same class of subjects as the former, we will suppose, in contrast with the 
situation of the judge, the position of •the• legislator. As the judge has laws 
for his guidance, so the legislator has rules, and maxims of policy; but it 
would be a manifest error to suppose that the legislator is bound by these 
maxims in the same manner as the judge is bound by the laws, and that all 
he has to do is to argue down from them to the particular case, as the judge 
does from the laws. The legislator is bound to take into consideration the 
1reasons1 or grounds of the maxim; the judge has nothing to do with those of 
the law, except so far as a consideration of them may throw light upon the 
intention of the law-maker, where his words have left it doubtful. To the 
judge, the rule, once positively ascertained, is final; but the legislator, or 
other practitioner, who goes by rules rather than by their reasons, like the 
old-fashioned German tacticians who were vanquished by Napoleon, or the 
physician who preferred that his patients should die by rule rather than 
recover contrary to it, is rightly judged to be a mere pedant, and the slave of 
his formulas. 

Now, the reasons of a maxim of policy, or of any other rule of art, can be 
no other than the theorems of the corresponding science. 

The relation in which rules of art stand to doctrines of science may be thus 
characterized. The art proposes to itself an end to be attained, defines the 
end, and hands it over to the science. The science receives it, considers it as a 
phenomenon or effect to be studied, and having investigated its causes and 
conditions, sends it back to art with a theorem of the combinations of 
circumstances by which it could be produced. Art then examines these com
binations of circumstances, and according as any of them are or are not in 
human power, pronounces the end attainable or not. The only one of the 
premises, therefore, which Art supplies, is the original major premise, which 
asserts that the attainment of the given end is desirable. Science then lends 

1>--bMS, 43, 46, 51, 56, 62, 65, 68 legislator [printer's error?] 
~MS, 43, 46 commanded "-443, 46, 51 an [printer's e"or?J 
r-rMS, 43, 46, SI, 56, 62, 65, 68 a f-fMS, 43, 46, 51, 56 reason 
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to Art the proposition ( obtained by a series of inductions or of deductions) 
that the performance of certain actions will attain the end. From these 
premises Art concludes that the performance of these actions is desirable, 
and finding it also practicable, converts the theorem into a rule or precept. 

§ 3. [What is the proper function of rules of art?] It deserves particular 
notice, that the theorem or speculative truth is not ripe for being turned into 
a precept, until "the whole, and not a part merely, of the operation which 
belongs to science, has been" performed. Suppose that we have completed 
the scientific process only up to a certain point; have discovered that a 
particular cause will produce the desired effect, but bhaveb not ascertained 
all the negative conditions which are necessary, that is, all the circumstances 
which, if present, would prevent its production. If, in this imperfect state of 
the scientific theory, we attempt to frame a rule of art, we perform that 
operation prematurely. Whenever any counteracting cause, overlooked by 
the theorem, takes place, the rule will be at fault: we shall employ the means 
and the end will not follow. No arguing from or about the rule itself will then 
help us through the difficulty: there is nothing for it but to tum back and 
finish the scientific process which should have preceded the formation of the 
rule. We must re-open the investigation, to inquire into the remainder of the 
conditions on which the effect depends; and only after we have ascertained 
the whole of these, are we prepared to transform the completed law of the 
effect into a precept, in which those circumstances or combinations of cir
cumstances which the science exhibits as conditions, are prescribed as means. 

It is true that, for the sake of convenience, rules must be formed from 
something less than this ideally perfect theory; in the first place, because the 
theory can seldom be made ideally perfect; and next, because, if all the 
counteracting contingencies, whether of frequent or of rare occurrence, were 
included, the rules would be too cumbrous to be apprehended and remem
bered by ordinary capacities, on the common occasions of life. The rules of 
art do not attempt to comprise more conditions than require to be attended 
to in ordinary cases; and are therefore always imperfect. In the manual arts, 
where the requisite conditions are not numerous, and where those which the 
rules do not specify are generally either plain to common observation or 
speedily learnt from practice, rules may coftenc be safely acted on by persons 
who know nothing more than the rule. But in the complicated affairs of life, 
and still more in those of states and societies, rules cannot be relied on, with
out constantly referring back to the scientific laws on which they are founded. 
To know what are the practical contingencies which require a modification 

-Ms, 43 all that part of ... been completely 
"-b+51, 56, 62, 65, 68, 72 
o--c+56, 62,65, 68, 12 
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of the rule, or which are altogether exceptions to it, is to know what combina
tions of circumstances would interfere with, or entirely counteract, the con
sequences of those laws: and this can only be learnt by a reference to the 
'theoretic" grounds of the rule. 

By a wise practitioner, therefore, rules of conduct will only be considered 
as provisional. Being made for the most numerous cases, or for those of most 
ordinary occurrence, they point out the manner in which it will be least 
perilous to act, where time or means do not exist for analysing the actual 
circumstances of the case, or where • we cannot trust our judgment in esti
mating them. But they do not at all supersede the propriety of going through 
( when circumstances permit) the scientific process requisite for framing a 
rule from the data of the particular case before us. At the same time, the 
common rule may very properly serve as an admonition that a certain mode 
of action has been found by ourselves and others to fbe well adapted tot the 
cases of most common occurrence; so that if it be unsuitable 11toD the case in 
hand, the reason of its being so will be likely to arise from some unusual 
circumstance. 

§ 4. [Art cannot be deductive] The error "is therefore" apparent, of those 
who would deduce the line of conduct proper to particular cases, from sup
posed universal practical maxims; overlooking the necessity of constantly 
referring back to the principles of the speculative science, in order to be sure 
of attaining even the specific end which the rules have in view. How much 
greater still, then, must the error be, of setting up such unbending principles, 
not merely as universal rules for attaining a given end, but as rules of conduct 
generally; without regard to the possibility, not only that some modifying 
cause may prevent the attainment of the given end by the means which the 
rule prescribes, but that success itself may conflict with some other end, which 
may possibly chance to be more desirable. 

This is the habitual error of many of the political speculators whom I have 
characterized as the geometrical school; especially in France, where ratio
cination from rules of practice forms the staple commodity of journalism and 
political oratory; a misapprehension of the functions of Deduction which has 
brought much discredit, in the estimation of bother countriesh, upon the spirit 
of generalization so honourably characteristic of the French mind. The com
mon-places of politics, in France, are large and sweeping practical maxims, 
from which, as ultimate premises, men reason downwards to particular ap
plications, and this they call being logical and consistent. For instance, they 

IHIMS, 43 theoretical 
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are perpetually arguing that such and such a measure ought to be adopted, 
because it is a consequence of the principle on which the form of government 
is founded; of the principle of legitimacy, or the principle of the sovereignty 
of the people. To which it may be answered, that if these be really practical 
principles, they must rest on speculative grounds; the sovereignty of the 
people ( for example) must be a right foundation for government, because a 
government thus constituted tends to produce certain beneficial effects. Inas
much, however, as no government produces all possible beneficial effects, but 
all are attended with more or fewer inconveniences; and since these cannot 
•usually' be combated by means drawn from the very causes which produce 
them; it would be often a much stronger recommendation of some practical 
arrangement, that it does not follow from what is called the general principle 
of the government, than that it does. Under a government of legitimacy, the 
presumption is far rather in favour of institutions of popular origin; and in a 
democracy, in favour of arrangements tending to check the impetus of 
popular will. The line of argumentation so commonly mistaken in France for 
political philosophy, tends to the practical conclusion that we should exert 
our utmost efforts to aggravate, instead of alleviating, whatever are the 
characteristic imperfections of the system of institutions which we prefer, or 
under which we happen to live. 

§ 5. ["Every Art consists of' truths of Science, arranged in the order 
suitable for hsomeb practical use] "The grounds, then, of every rule of art, are 
to be found in the theorems of science.• An art, or a body of art, consists of 
the rules, together with as much of the speculative propositions as comprises 
the justification of those rules. The complete art of any matter, includes a 
selection of such a portion from the science, as is necessary to show on what 
conditions the effects, which the art aims at producing, depend. And Art in 
general, consists of the truths of Science, arranged in the most convenient 
order for practice, instead of the order which is the most convenient for 
thought. Science groups and arranges its truths, so as to enable us to take in 
at one view as much as possible of the general order of the universe. Art, 
though it must assume the same general laws, follows them only into such of 
their detailed consequences as have led to the formation of rules of conduct; 
and brings together from parts of the field of science most remote from one 

c-<,+62, 65, 68, 72 
,._,.MS, 43, 46 Art consists of the 
"-b+51, 56, 62, 65, 68, 72 
,,_,,MS, 43, 46 The Logic of Art (it appears from all that has now been said) con

sists essentially of this one principle, that inquiry and discussion should take place on 
the field of science alone. The rules of art are required to conform to the conclusions 
of science, not to principles or premisses of its own. [paragraph] 
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another, the truths relating to the production of the different and hetero
geneous conditions necessary to each effect which the exigencies of practical 
life require to be produced.• 

"Science, therefore, following one cause to its various effects, while art 
traces one effect to its multiplied and diversified causes and conditions; there 
is need ofd a set of intermediate scientific truths, derived from the higher 
generalities of science, and destined to serve as the generalia or first principles 
of the various arts. The scientific operation of framing these intermediate 
principles, M. Comte 6characterizese as one of those results of philosophy 
which are reserved for futurity.l•l The only complete example which he 
1points1 out as actually realized, and which can be held up as a type to be 
imitated in more important matters, is the general theory of the art of Des
criptive Geometry, as conceived by M. Monge.ltl It is not, however, difficult 
to understand what the nature of these intermediate Dprinciples must gener
ally9 be. After framing the most comprehensive "possible conception11 of the 
end to be aimed at, that is, of the effect to be produced, and determining in 
the same comprehensive manner the set of conditions on which that effect 
depends; there remains to be taken, a general survey of the resources which 
can be commanded for realizing this set of conditions; and when the result of 
this survey has been embodied in the fewest and most extensive propositions 
possible, those propositions will express the general relation between the 
available means and the end, and 'will constitute the general scientific theory 
of the art; from which its practical methods will follow as corollaries.• 

"'[72] Professor Bain [see Logic, Pt. I, pp. 28ff.] and others call the selection 
from the truths of science made for the purposes of an art, a Practical Science; 
and confine the name Art to the actual rules. 

["'Cours, Vol. I, pp. 66ff.] 
[tlbid., p. 68. The reference is to Gaspard Monge. Application de /'analyse a 

la geometrie. 4th ed. Paris: Bernard, 1809.] 

4--<IMS, 43 On this natural difference between the order of the propositions of 
Science and those of Art (science following ... conditions), a principle may be 
grounded, which has been suggested with his usual sagacity, but not dwelt upon or 
accompanied with the necessary explanations, by M. Comte. It is, that there ought to be 
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corollaries. But the further development of this idea may be left to those who have the 
means, and on whom the special office devolves, of practically applying it for the pur
pose of constructing, on scientific principles, the general theories of the different arts•. 
[foot11ote:] • A systematic treatise on the general means which man possesses of acting 
upon nature, is one of the works which M. Comte bolds out the hope of his producing 
at some future time [Cours, Vol. VI, pp. 892-3]; and no subject affords a larger scope 
for the faculties of so original and comprehensive a mind. 



OF THE LOGIC OF PRACTICE, OR ART 949 

§ 6. a[Teleology, or the Doctrine of Ends] But though the reasonings 
which connect the end or purpose of every art with its means, belong to the 
domain of Science, the definition of the end itself belon~ exc~~~~~. 
and forms its peculiar province. Every art has one first principle, or general 
major premise, not borrowed from science; that which enunciates the object 
aimed at, and affirms it to be a desirable Q\>,kct. The builder's art assumes 
that it is desirable to have buildings; architecture ( as one of the fine arts), 
that it is desirable to have them beautiful or imposing. The hygienic and 
medical arts assume, the one that the preservation of health, the other that 
the cure of disease, are fitting and desirable ends. These are not propositions 
of science. Propositions of science assert a matter of fact: an existence, a 
coexistence, a succession, or a resemblance. The propositions now spoken of 
do not assert that anything is, but enjoin or recommend that something 
should be. They are a class by themselves. A proposition of which the predi
cate is expressed by the words ought or should be, is generically different 
from one which is expressed by is, or will be. It is true, that in the largest 
sense of the words, even these propositions assert something as a matter of 
fact. The fact affirmed in them is, that the conduct recommended excites in 
the speaker's mind the feeling of approbation. This, however, does not go to 
the bottom of the matter; for the speaker's approbation is no sufficient reason 
why other people should approve; nor ought it to be a conclusive reason 
even with himself. For the purposes of practice, every one must be required 
to justify his approbation: and for this there is need of general pre1!_!!ses, 
determining what are the pro~ objects__9.l,\l,ppx2!?iJJion, and what the proper 
order of precedence among those objects. 

These general premises, together with the principal conclusions which may 
be deduced from them, form (or rather might form) a body of doctrine, 
which is properly the A_rt ?f !,!~'2 i~!ts ~~~~e ~~~~s, Morality, Prudence 
or Policy, and l'Esthetics; the Right, the Expedient, and the Beautiful or 
Noble, in human conduct and works. To this art, (which, in the main, is 
unfortunately still to be created,) all other arts are subordinate; since its 
principles are those which must determine whether the special aim of any 
particular art is worthy and desirable, and what is its f lace in the scale of 
desirable thi~. Every art is thus a joint result of laws o nature disclosed by 
sctence, and of the general principles of what has been called Teleology, or 
the Doctrine of Ends;• which, borrowing the language of the German meta-

•[56] The word Teleology is also, but inconveniently and improperly, em
ployed by some writers as a name for the attempt to explain the phenomena of 
the universe from final causes. 

a-a952Uor MS, 43, 46 versions of §6, which was replaced by new §§6 and 1 in 51, see 
Appendix H] 
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physicians, may also be termed, not improperly, the principles of Practical 
Reason. 

A scientific observer or reasoner, merely as such, is not an adviser for 
practice. His part is only to show that certain consequences follow from 
certain causes, and that to obtain certain ends, certain means are the most 
effectual. Whether the ends themselves are such as ought to be pursued, and 
if so, in what cases and to how great a length, it is no part of his business as 
a cultivator of science to decide, and science alone will never qualify him for 
the decision. In purely physical science, there is not much temptation to 
assume this ulterior office; but those who treat of human nature and society 
invariably claim it; they always undertake to say, not merely what is, but 
what ought to be. To entitle them to do this, a complete doctrine of Teleology 
is indispensable. A scientific theory, however perfect, of the subject matter, 
considered merely as part of the order of nature, can in no degree serve as a 
substitute. &Jn this respect the various subordinate arts afford a misleading 
analogy. In them there is seldom any visible necessity for justifying the end, 
since in general its desirableness is denied by nobody, and it is only when 
the question of precedence is to be decided between that end and some other, 
that the general principles of Teleology have to be called in: but a writer on 
Morals and Politics requires those principles at every step. & The most elabor
ate and well-digested exposition of the laws of succes.sion and coexistence 
among mental or social phenomena, and of their relation to one another as 
causes and effects, will be of no avail towards the art of Life or of Society, if 
the ends to be aimed at by that art are left to the vague suggestions of the 
intellectus sibi permissus, or are taken for granted without analysis or 
questioning. c 

l>-b+S6, 62, 6S, 68, 72 
cSJ [1JaragraphJ This, in my conception, is the fundamental logical error of M. 

Comte. His theory of the natural history of society is far superior to any which pre
ceded it, and explains and connects, in a ~cry instructive manner, the leading facts of 
universal history. But he seems to think that a theory of the natural history of society 
is the whole of social philosophy, practical as well as theoretical, and that any attempt 
at an accurate definition or philosophical estimation of Ends is a needless, if not mis
chievous, subtlety. In this respect the various subordinate arts afford a misleading 
analogy. In them there is seldom any visible necessity for justifying the end, since in 
general its desirableness is denied by nobody, and it is only when the question of pre
cedence is to be decided between that end and some other, that the general principles 
of Teleology have to be called in: but a writer on Morals and Politics requires those 
principles at every step. M. Comte, however, lays down no gtneral doctrine of Tele
ology; but proceeds apparently on the conviction, that if be can produce a theory of 
society as it is, and as it tends to become, there is nothing more to be done. Instead, 
however, of confining himself to establishing theorems concerning the effects of causes, 
he gives decisions freely respecting right and wrong, every one of which necessarily in
volves some teleological principle; but having assumed no general teleological standard 
by which to try all subordinate ends, the particular teleological notions to which he 
appeals in each instance pro h8c vice are, like those of common men, a mere com-
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§ 7. [Necessity of an ultimate standard, or first principle of Teleology] 
There is, then, a Philosophia Prima peculiar to Art, as there is one which 
belongs to Science. There are not only first principles of Knowledge, but first 
principles of Conduct. There must be some standard by which to determine 
the goodness or badness, absolute and comparative, of ends, or objects of 
desire. And whatever that standard is, there can be but one: for if there were 
several ultimate principles of conduct, the same conduct might be approved 
by one of those principles and condemned by another; and there would be 
needed some more general principle, as umpire between them. 

Accordingly, writers on moral philosophy have mostly felt the necessity 
not only of referring all rules of conduct, and all judgments of praise and 
blame, to principles, but of referring them to some one principle; some rule, 
or standard, with which all other rules of conduct were required to be con
sistent, and from which by ultimate consequence they could all be deduced. 
Those who have dispensed with the assumption of such an universal standard, 
have only been enabled to do so by supposing that a moral sense, or instinct, 
inherent in our constitution, informs us, both what principles of conduct we 
are bound to observe, and also in what order these should be subordinated 
to one another. 

The theory of the foundations of morality is a subject which it would be 
out of place, in a work like this, to discuss at large, and which could not to 
any useful purpose be treated incidentally. I shall content myself therefore 
with saying, that the doctrine of intuitive moral principles, even if " true, 
would provide only for that portion of the field of conduct which is properly 
called moral. For Ilie remainder of the practice of life some general principle, 
orstaJi'aaro, must still be sought; and if that principle be rightly chosen, it 
will be found, I apprehend, to serve quite as well for the ultimate principle of 
Morality, as for that of Prudence, Policy, or Taste. 

Without attempting in this place to justify my opinion, or even to define 
the kind of justification which it admits of, I merely declare my conviction, 
that the general principle to which all rules of practice oug'l!! to conform, and 
the test by which they should be tried, is that of conduciveness to the happi
ness of mankind, or rather, of all sentient beings: in other words, that the 
promotion of happiness is the ultimate principle of Teleology.• 

*[65) For an express discussion and vindication of this principle, see the little 
volume entitled Utilitarianism. 

pound, in varying proportions, of the old moral and social traditions, with the sugges
tions of his own idiosyncracies of feeling. The consequence seems to me to be, that no 
writer, who has contributed so much to the theory of society, ever deserved less atten
tion when taking upon himself the office of making recommendations for the guidance 
of its practice. 

0 51, 56 it were 
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I do not mean to assert that the promotion of happiness should be itself 
the end of all actions, or even of all rules of action. It is the justification, and 
ought to be the controller, of all ends, but is not itself the sole end. There are 
many virtuous actions, and even virtuous modes of action ( though the cases 
are, I think, less frequent than is often supposed) by which happiness in the 
particular instance is sacrificed, more pain being produced than pleasure. 
But conduct of which this can be truly asserted, admits of justification only 
because it can be shown that on the whole more happiness will exist in the 
world, if feelings are cultivated which will make people, in certain cases, 
regardless of happiness. I fully admit that this is true: that the cultivation of 
an ideal nobleness of will and conduct, should be to individual human beings 
an end, to which the specific pursuit either of their own happiness or of that 
of others (except so far as included in that idea) should, in any case of 
conflict, give way. But I hold that the very question, what constitutes this 
elevation of character, is itself to be decided by a reference to happiness as 
the standard. The character itself should be, to the individual, a paramount 
end, simply because the existence of this ideal nobleness of character, or of a 
near approach to it, in any abundance, would go further than all things else 
towards making human life happy; both in the comparatively humble sense, 
of pleasure and freedom from pain, and in the higher meaning, of rendering 
life, not what it now is almost universally, puerile and insignificant-but such 
as human beings with highly developed faculties can care to have. 0 

0 § 8.0 [Conclusion] With these remarks we must close this summary view 
of the application of the general logic of scientific inquiry to the moral and 
social departments of science. Notwithstanding the extreme generality of the 
principles of method which I have laid down, ( a generality which, I trust, is 
not, in this instance, synonymous with vagueness) I have indulged the hope 
that to some of those on whom the task will devolve of bringing those most 
important of all sciences into a more satisfactory state, these observations 
may be useful; both in removing erroneous, and in clearing up the true, 
conceptions of the means by which, on subjects of so high a degree of 
complication, truth can be attained. Should this bhope be realiz.ed,b what is 
probably destined to be the great intellectual achievement of the next two or 
three generations of European thinkers •will have been in some degree 
forwarded0

• 

-MS, 43, 46 ~7. 
1>-bMS, 43, 46 have been accomplished, something not unimportant will have been 

contributed towards] 51 have been accomplished, 
c-cMS, 43, 46 : although, for the realization of the important results, of which it 

has been thus indirectly attempted to facilitate the attainment, mankind must ever be 
principally indebted to the genius and industry of ethical and sociological philosophers, 
whether of the present or of future times 




