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Thomas Hobbes 
[1 588-16791 

Before he was fifteen years old, Thomas Hobbes entered Ox­
ford and immediately acquired a dislike for universities which 
lasted the rest of his life. On his own account he became a 
classical scholar and, after he had passed his fortieth year, 
turned to philosophy by way of mathematics. In 1640 he 
abandonC;d England for France because of the threatening 
civil war. For eleven years he lived in close association with 
the most eminent philosophers and scientists of Paris, and 
there wrote his master work, Leviathan, of which Of Com­
monwealth is Part Two. The essence of the commonwealth is, 
according to Hobbes, " •.. a great multitude, by mutual con­
sents one with another, have made themselves every one the 
author, to the end that he [the sovereign power of the com­
monwealth] may use the strength and means of them all, as he 
shall think expedient, for the peace and common defense." 
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CHAPTER XVII 

Of tbc Causes, Geucrations, and Defi1lition of a 
C mmllmzwealtb 

The final cause, end, or design of men who naturally love 
liberty and dominion o\"er others, in the introduction of that 
restraint upon themselves in which we sec them live in com­
monwealths, is the foresight of their own preservation, and 
of a more contented life thereby; that is to say, of getting 
thcmseh·es out from that miserable condition of war, which 
is necessarily consequent, as hath been shown in Chapter 
XIII, to the natural passions of men, when there is no visible 
power to l.:ecp them in awe, and tic them by fear of punish­
ment to the performance of their covenants and obscn•ation 
of those laws of nature set down in the fourteenth and fif­
teenth chapters. 

For the laws of nature, as justice, equity, modesty, mercy, 
and, in sum, doing to otbcrs as we would be done to, of them­
selves, without the terror of some power to cause them to 
be observed, arc contrary to our natural passions, that carry 
us to partiality, pride, revenge, and the like. And covenants, 
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without the sword, are but words, and of no strength to se­
cure a man at all. Therefore notwithstanding the laws of na­
ture, which everyone hath then kept, when he has the will 
to keep them when he can do it safely; if there be no power 
erected, or not great enough for our security, every man will, 
and may, lawfully rely on his own strength and art, for cau­
tion against all other men. And in all places where men have 
lived by small families, to rob and spoil one another has been 
a trade, and so far from being reputed against the law of na­
ture, that the greater spoils they gained, the greater was their 
honor; and men observed no other laws therein but the laws 
of honor; that is, to abstain from cruelty, leaving to men their 
lives, and instruments of husbandry. And as small families did 
then; so now do cities and kingdoms, which arc but greater 
families, for their own security enlarge their dominions, upon 
all pretenses of danger and fear of invasion, or assistance that 
may be given to invaders, and endeavor as much as they can 
to subdue or weaken their neighbors, by open force and se­
cret arts, for want of other caution, justly; and arc remem­
bered for it in after ages with honor. 
No~ is it the joining together of a small number of men, 

that. ~tvcs them this security; because in small numbers, small 
addmons on the one side or the other make the advantage of 
strength so great, as is sufficient to carry the victory, and 
there~ore gives encouragement to an invasion. The multitude 
suffictent to confide in for our security, is not determined by 
any certa?t number, but by comparison with the enemy we 
fear; and IS then sufficient when the odds of the enemy is not 
of so visible and conspicu~us moment, to determine the event 
of war, as to move him to attempt. 
A~d be there never so great a multitude, yet if their actions 

be dtrected according to their particular judgments and par­
ticu~ar app~tites, they can expect thereby no defense nor pro­
~e~tl~n, netther against a common enemy nor against the 
IOJU~tes ~f one another. For being distracted _in opinions con­
ccrmng the best use and application of thetr strength, they 
do not help but hinder one another; and reduce their strength 
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hy mutual opposition to nothing: whereby they arc easily. 
not only subdued by a very few that agree together; hut also 
when there is no common enemy, they make war upon each 
other, for their particular interests. For if we could suppose 
a great multitude of men to consent in the observation of 
justice, and other laws of nature, without a common power 
to keep them all in awe, we might as well suppose all man­
kind to do the same; and then there neither would be, nor 
need to be any civil government or commonwealth at :all. 
because there would be peace without subjection. 

Nor is it enough for the security, which men desire should 
last all the time of their life, that they be governed and di­
rected by one judgment for a limited time, as in one battle 
or one war. For though they obrain a victory by their unani­
mous endeavor against a foreign enemy; yet afterwards, when 
either they have no common enemy, or he tlmt by one parr 
is held for an enemy, is by another part held for a friend, 
they must needs by the difference of their interests dissolve, 
and fall again into a war amongst themselves. 

It is true that certain living creatures, as bees and ants, live 
sociably one with another, which arc therefore by Aristotle 
numbered amongst political creatures; and yet have no other 
direction than their particular judgments and appetites; nor 
speech, whereby one of them can signify to another what he 
thinks expedient for the common benefit: and therefore some 
man may perhaps desire to know why mankind cannot do the 
same. To which I ans·wcr: 

First, that men arc continually in competition for honor 
:md dignity, which these creatures arc not; and consequently 
amongst men there ariscth on that ground, envy and hatred. 
and finally war; but amongst these not so. 

Secondly, that amongst these creatures, the common good 
diffcrcth not from the private; and being by nature inclined 
to their private, they procure thereby the common benefit. 
But man, whose joy consisteth in comparing himself with 
other men, can relish nothing but what is eminent. 

Thirdly, that these creatures, having not, as man, the usc 
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of reason, do not see, nor think they sec, any fault in the ad­
ministration of their common business; whereas amongst men, 
there are very many that think themselves wiser, and able to 

govern the public better, than the rest; and these strive to re­
form and innovate, one this way, another that way; and 
thereby bring it into distraction and civil war. 

Fourthly, that these creatures, though they have some usc 
of voice in making known to one another their desires and 
other affections; yet they want that art of words by which 
some men can represent to others, that which is good in the 
likeness of evil, and evil in the likeness of good, and augment 
or diminish the apparent greatness of good and evil; discon­
tenting men and troubling their peace at their pleasure. 

Fifthly, irrational creatures cannot distinguish between in­
jury and damage; and therefore as long as they be at case, 
they are not offended with their fellows: whereas man is then 
most troublesome when he is most at case; for then it is that 
he loves to shew his wisdom, and control the actions of them 
that govern the commonwealth. 

La~tly, the agreement of these creatures is natural; that of 
?Ien lS by covenant only, which is artificial: and therefore it 
15 no wonder if there be somewhat else required, besides cove­
nant, to make their agreement constant and lasting; which is 
a c~mmon power, to keep them in awe, and to direct their 
acttons to the common benefit. 

The only way to erect such a common power, as may be 
~b.le to defend them from the invasion of foreigners and the 
In . 

JUnes of one another, and thereby to secure them in such 
son as that, by their own industry, and by the fruits of the 
earrh, they may nourish themselves and live contentedly; is, 
to COnfer all their power and strength upon one man, or upon 
one a:>sembly of men, that may reduce all their wills, by 
plurahty of voices unto one will: which is as much as to say, 
to a · ' ppomt one man or assembly of men, to bear their person; 
and ' f everyone to own and acknowledge himself to be author 
0 whatsoever he that so bearcth their person, shall act or 
cause to be acted in those things which concern the common 
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peace and safety; and therein to submit their wills, everyone 
to his will, and their judgments, to his judgment. This is more 
than consent, or concord; it is a rcalunin• of them all, in one 
and the same person. made by co\·cnan~ of e\·cry man with 
e\·crv man, in such manner as if c\·etT man should sav to 
ever~· man, "/ mabori=c ,m,f p,h:c up 11;y rigbt of g07.'l'~ning 
mysdf to rJ..is m.m, or to rl:h •1SSt"mbly of men, 011 tbis condi­
tion, tb.u tbou gh·c.• up rby rigbt to bim, muf ,wrborize ,Jl/ bis 
actious in like.• 111.1111/t'r." This done, the multitude so united in 
one person, is called a commoln.:.:c.lltb, in Latin cit·it,Is. This 
is the generation of that great LHIATII:\S, or rather, to speak 
more reverently, of that mortal god, to which we owe under 
the immort.1/ God, our peace and defense. For by this au­
thority, given him by every particular man in the common­
wealth, he hath the usc of so much power and strength con­
ferred on him, that by terror thereof he is enabled to perfonn 
the wills of them all, to peace at home and mutual aid against 
their enemies abroad. And in him consisteth the essence of 
the commonwealth; which, to define ir, is one person, of 
'l.l.:bose •lCtS •7 gn•,Jt 11111/tituJe, /Jy 11lllttt.J/ C07..'C1la1ltS 01/t: witb 
a110tbcr, bm.:c 111<1dc tbcmsd...,·cs C'L'cry one tbc autbor, to tbc 
end be may usc tbe strengtb ,md means of tbcm ,111, as be sball 
think exfJcdicnt, for tbcir peace a11d coumro1l defense. 

And he that carrieth this person, is called sovercig;n, and 
said to have sovereign power; and everyone besides, his sub­
ject. 

The attaining to this sovereign power is by two ways. One, 
by natural force; as when a man maketh his children to sub­
mit themselves and their children to his government, as being 
able to destroy them if they refuse; or by war subducth his 
enemies to his will, giving them their lives on that condition. 
The other, is when men agree amongst themselves to submit 
to some man, or assembly of men, voluntarily, on confidence 
to be protected by him against all others. This btter, may be 
called a political commonwealth, or commonwealth by insti­
tutio1l; and the former, a commonwealth by acquisition. And 
first, I shall speak of a commonwealth by institution. 
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CHAPTER XVIII 

Of tbe Rights of SoveTeigns by lustitution 

A commonwealth is said to be institllted, when a multitUtlc of 
men do agree and covenant, everyone with everyone, that to 
whatsoever man, or assembly of men, shall be given by tht: 
major part the right to present the person of tht:m all, that 
is to say, to be their representative; everyone, as well he that 
voted for it as he that voted against it, shall :mthorize all tht: 
actions and judgments of that man, or assembly of men, in 
the same manner as if they were his own, to the end to li\·e 
peaceably amongst themselves and be protected against other 
men. 

From this institution of a commonwealth arc derived all the 
rights and faculties of him, or them, on whom sovereign 
pov.:cr is conferred by the consent of the people assembled. 

First, because they covenant, it is to be understood they arc 
not obliged by former covenant to anything repugnant here­
unto. And consequently they that have already instituted a 
co~monwcalth, being thereby bound by covenant to own the 
actions and judgments of one, cannot lawfully make a ne\\' 
coven~nt amongst themselves, to be obedient to any other, in 
anythmg whatsoever, without his permission. And therefore, 
they that arc subject to a monarch, cannot without his leave 
cas:t off monarchy, and return to the confusion of a dis­
United multitude; nor transfer their person from him that 
beareth it, to another man, or other assembly of men: for 
they are bound, every man to every man, t? own_, :~.nd be re­
puted author of all, that he that already IS thc1r sovereign 
~hall do and judge fit to be done; so that any one man disscnt­
mg! all the rest should break their covenant made to that man, 
which is · · · · . InJUStice: and they have also every man g1vcn the 
sovereignty to him that beareth their person; and therciore if 
they depos~ h.im, they take from him that which is his own, 
and so a~am It is injustice. Besides, if he that attcmptcth to 
depose h1s sovereign, be killed or punished by him for such 
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~Httmpr. lll' is :lllrlwr of his mn1 punishment, as being by tlw 
imrit11tion. ~tutlwr of all his son:n:is-n slull do; and because 
it is injustiCL' for a m~m to do an~·rhing ior which he m:1y be 
punishc,J by his own ~Htthorir~·. hl· is also upon that title, un­
just. :\nd '' hnc~1s some men h:~,·c prctciHkll for their dis­
ohcdicnn: to their sm·acign. a Ill'\\" co\·cn:mt, m:Hie not with 
men bur with ( ;od, this :~!so is unjust: for thl·rl' is no cm·etunt 
with ( ;ud, hut b~· ml·di:ltiun of somebody th:lt represcntcth 
Cod's person; which twrH.: doth bm Gtlll's lieutenant, who 
h:~th th<: so\"Crcigm~· undcr Coli. But this pretense of co,·e­
n:mt with God, is so <:\"illcnt a lie, e\·en in the pretenders' own 
consciences, that it is not only an act of an unjust, but also of 
a vile and unmanly disposition. 

Sccondly, bcc:HIS<: the right of be:1ring the person of them 
:!11, is giv~:n to him they make sm·crcign, by cm·en:mt only of 
one to anorhcr, and not of him to :my of them; there can hap­
pen no br~:ach of cm·enant on the part of the sm·crcign; and 
consequently none of his subjects, by an~· pretense of forfei­
ture, c:m he frccd from his subjection. That he which is m:Hie 
sovereign maketh no cm-cn:mt with his subjects beforehand, 
is manifest; because either he must make it with the whole 
multitude, as one party to the covenant, m· he must make a 
several covenant with every man. \Vith the whole, as one 
pany, it is impossible, because as yet they arc not one person: 
and if he make so many several covenants as there be men, 
those covenants after h.c hath the sovereignty arc void; be­
cause what act soever can be pretended by any one of them 
for breach thereof, is the act both of himself and of all the 
re!>1:, because done in the person, and by the riGht of every 
one of them in particular. Besides, if any one, or more of 
them, pretend a breach of the co,·enant made by the sov­
ereign at his institution; and others, as one other of his sub­
jects, ~r. him~elf alone, pretend there was no such breach: 
there IS m thts case, no judge to decide the controversy; it 
returns therefore to the s\vord again; and every man recov­
ereth the right of protecting himself by his own strength, 
contr_ary t_o the design they had in the institution. It is there­
fore m vam to grant sovereignty by way of precedent cove-



10 Til 0:\1 AS II 0 !IllES 

nant. The opinion that any monarch reccivcth his power by 
covenant, that is to say, on condition, procccdeth from want 
of understanding this easy truth, that covenants being hut 
words and breath, have no force to oblige, contain, constrain, 
or protect any man, but what it has from the public sword; 
that is, from the untied hands of that man, or assembly of men 
that hath the sovereignty, and whose actions arc avouched 
by them all, and performed by the strength of them all, in 
him united. But when an assembly of men is made sovereign. 
then no man imagincth any such covenant to have passed in 
the institution; for no man is so dull as to say, for example, the 
people of Rome made a covenant with the Romans, to hold 
the sovereignty on such or such conditions; which not per­
formed, the Romans might lawfully depose the Roman peo­
ple. That men sec not the reason to be alike in a monarchy 
and in a. popular government, procccdcth from the ambition 
of some that arc kinder to the government of an assembly. 
wh~reof they may hope to participate, than of monarchy. 
Whic~ they despair to enjoy. 

Th~rdly, because the major part hath by consenting voices 
declared a sovereign, he thai: dissented must now consent with 
the rest; that is, be contented to avow all the actions he shall 
do,_ or else justly be destroyed by the rest. For if he volun­
tarily entered into the conaregation of them that were assem­
ble?, he sufficiently decla;ed thereby his will, and therefore 
tacitly covenanted to stand to what the major part should 
ordain; and therefore if he refuse to stand thereto, or make 
prot~tation against any of their decrees, he docs contrarv 
to his covenant and therefore unjustly. And whether he l;e 
of h ' · t e congregation or not, and whether h1s consent be 
~sked or not, he must either submit to their decrees, or be left 
m the c d" · · b f I · . on ItlOn of war he was 10 e ore; w 1erem he might 
Without· · · J InJUStice be destroyed by any man w latsocver. 

£Fourthly, because every subject is by this institution author 
o all th · f h · · 
f e actiOns and judgments o t e sovcre1gn Instituted; it 
allows th h h · b · · . at w atsocver he dot , It can e no Injury to anv 

of hiS b" ' . . su Jects, nor ought he to be by any of them accused 
of m · JUstice. For he that doth anything by authority from 
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:mothl:r, doth therein no 111JllrY to him by whose authority 
he actl:th: but by this institution of a commonwealth, c\·ery 
particular man is author of all the sovereign doth: and con­
sequently he that compbineth of injury from his sovereign, 
compbincth of rh:tt whereof he himself is author; and there­
fore oue;ht not to accuse am· man but himself; no nor himself 
of inju~\', because to do in)ury to one's self, is impossible. It 
is true that they that have sovereign power may commit 
iniquity, but not injustice, or injury, in the proper significa­
tion. 

Fifthly, and consequently to that which was said last, no 
man that hath sovereign power can justly be put to death, 
or otherwise in any manner by his subjects punished. For see­
ing every subject is author of the actions of his sovereign, he 
punisheth another for the actions committed by himself. 

And because the end of this institution, is the peace and 
defense of them all, and whosoe\·er has right to the end has 
right to the means; ·it belongeth of right, to whatsoever man 
or assembly that hath the so\·ereigmy, to be judge both of 
the means of peace and defense, and also of the hindrances 
:md disturbances of the same; anl1 to do whatsoc\·er he shall 
think necessary to be done, both beforehand, for the preserv­
ing of peace and security, by pre\·ention of discord at home 
and hostility from abro:ul, and, when peace and security arc 
lost, for the recovery of the same. And therefore, 

Sixthly, it is ann.excd to the sovereignty, to be judge of 
\Vhat opinions and doctrines arc :n-erse, and what conducing 
to peace; and consequently, on what occasions, how far, and 
what men arc to be trusted withal, in speaking to multitudes 
of people; and who shall examine the doctrines of all books 
before they be published. For the actions of men proceed 
from their opinions; and in the weB-governing of opinions 
consistcth the weB-governing of men's actions, in order to 
their_ peace and concord. And though in matter of doctrine 
nothmg ought to be regarded but the truth, yet this is not 
repugnant to regulating the same by peace. For doctrine re­
pugnant to peace can no more be true, than peace and con­
cord can be against the law of nature. It is true that in a com-
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monwealth, where, by the negligence or unskillfulness of 
governors and teachers, false doctrines arc by time generally 
received; the contrary truths may be generally offensive. Yet 
the most sudden and rough bursting in of a new truth th:tt 
can be, does never break the peace, but only sometimes awakt· 
the war. For those men that arc so remissly governed, that 
they dare take up arms to defend or introduce an opinion, ~rc 
still in war; and their condition not peace, but only a cess:ttlon 
of arms for fear of one another; and they live, as it were, in 
the precincts of battle continually. It bclongcth therefore to 
him that hath the sovereign power, to be judge, or constitute 
all judges of opinions and doctrines, as a thing neces.'iary to 
peace; thereby to prevent discord and civil war. 

Sevcnthly, is annexed to the sovereignty, the whole power 
of prescribing the rules, whereby every man may know what 
g~ds he may enjoy, and what actions he may do, without 
bemg molested by any of his fellow-subjects; and this is it 
men call propriety. For before constitution of sovereign 
po_wer, as hath already been shown, all men had right to all 
thmgs_; which necessarily causeth war: and therefore this 
p~opnety, being necessary to peace, and depending on sover­
etgn power, is the act of that power, in order to the public 
peace. These rules of propriety, or meum and tuum, and of 
good, evil, lawful, and unlawful in the actions of subjects, 
are the civil laws; that is to say, the laws of each common­
wealt~ in particular: though the name o~ civil law be now 
restramcd to the ancient civil laws of the City of Rome· which 
h_eing the head of a great part of the world, her laws' at that 
tim~ were in these parts the civil law. 

Elghthly, is annexed to the sovereignty, the right of judi­
caru:c; that is to say, of hearing and deciding all contro­
versies which may arise concerning law, either civil or natural, 
or concerning fact. For without the decision of controversies, 
there is no protection of one subject against the injuries of 
another: the laws concerning meum and tuum arc in vain; 
and to every man remaineth, from the natural and neccs­
s~ry appetite of his own conservation, the right of protecting 
himself by his private strength, which is the condition of war, 
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ami contr:tn· to the end for which every commonwealth is 
in:.tiruted. 

Ninrhly, is :mnexed to the sovereignty, the right of making 
w:tr and peace with other nations and commonwealths; th~u 
is to say, of judging when it is for the public good, and how 
great forces arc to he as.~cmhlell, armed, and p~tid for that 
crHl; and to kvy mom·y upon the subjects, to defray the ex­
penses thl·rcof. For the powl·r by which the people arc to 
he defended, consisteth in their armies; and the strength of 
an army, in rhe union of their strength under one command: 
which cormn:md the Stl\"ereign instituted, therefore hath; 
because the comm:md of the miliri~t. without other institution, 
makcth him that hath it sovc:reign. And therefore whosoever 
is made general of an army, he ;h:tt hath the sovereign power 
is always generalis.simo. 

Tenrhly, is annexed to the sovereignty, the choosing of ~111 
counsellors, ministers, magistrates, :md offices, both in peace 
and war. For seeing the so\"Creign is ch:ugcd with the end, 
which is the common peace and defense, he is understood 
to have power to usc such means :ts he shall think most fit 
for his discharge. 

Elcvenrhly, to the so\·creign is committl·d the power of re­
warding with riches, or honor, and of punishing with cor­
poral or pecuniary punishment, or with ignominy, every 
subject according to the law he h~tth fonncrly m:tde; or if 
there he no law made, according as he shall judge most to 
conduce to the encouraging of men to serve the common­
wealth, or deterring of them from doing disservice to the 
:.am c. 

Lastly, considering what value men arc naturally apt to set 
upon themselves, what respect they look for from others, 
and how little they value other men; from whence con­
tinually arise amongst them, emulation, quarrels, factions, 
and at last war, to the destroying of one another and diminu­
tion of their strength against a common enemy: it io; neces­
sary that there he laws of honor, and a public rate of the 
worth of such men as have deserved or arc able to deserve 
well of the commonwealth; and that there be force in the 
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hands of some or other, to put those laws in execution. But 
it hath already been shown, that not only the _wh~le militia, or 
forces of the commonwealth, but also the JUdtcaturc of all 
controversies is annexed to the sovereignty. To the so\·crcign 
therefore it bclongeth also to gi~c ~ides of honor; and to 

appoint what order of place and ~tgmty ~ach man s~all hold; 
and what signs of respect, in public or pnvatc meetmgs, they 

shall give to one another. 
These are the rights which make the essence of sovereignty, 

and which arc the marks whereby a man may discern in 
what man, or assembly of men, the sov~rcign power is placed 
and resideth. For these are incommumcablc and inseparable. 
The power to coin money, to dispose of the estate and per­
sons of infant heirs, to have pre-emption in markets, and all 
o~her statute prerogatives, may be tra~sferr_cd by the sover­
etgn; and yet the power to protect hts subjects be retained. 
But if he transfer the militia, he retains the judicature in vain, 
for want of execution of the laws; or if he grant a\\:ay the 
power of raising money, the militia is in vain; or if he give 
away the government of doctrines, men will be frighted into 
rebellion with the fear of spirits. And so if we consider any 
one of the said rights, we shall prcscnt~y see that the holding 
of all the rest will produce no effect m the conservation of 
peace and justice, the end for which all commonwealths arc 
mstituted. And this division is it whereof it is said, a kingdom 
divided in itself cannot stand: for unless this division precede, 
division into opposite armies can never happen. If there had 
not first been an opinion received of the greatest part of 
England, that these powers were divided between the King 
and the Lords and the House of Commons, the people had 
never been divided and fallen into this civil war; first between 
those that disagreed in politics, and after between the dis­
senters about the liberty of religion: which have so instructed 
~en in this point of sovereign right; and there be few now 
m England that do not sec that these rights arc inseparable 
and will be so generally acknowledged at the next return of 
peace; and so continue till their miseries arc forgotten; and 
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no lon!!er, except the n!lgar be better t:mght than they have 
hitherto been. 

And because they arc csscnti:1l and inseparable rights, it 
follows necL·ssarily that in whatsoc\·cr words any of them 
sL:cm to he ~ranted away, yet if the sovereign power itself be 
not in direct terms renounced, ailll the name of so\·crci{!n 
no more ~iven by the grantees to him that grants them, tlll! 
~rant is void: for when he has ~ranted all he can, if we rrrant 
l1ack the sm·creignty, all is res~ored, as inseparably an~xcd 
thereunto. 

This great authority being indi,·isihlc, and inseparably an­
n<:xed to the soverei~nt\·, there is little ground for the 
opinion of them that s~n- .of sonreign kin{!s,~ thou{!h thC\· be 
sin.c.,ru/is m.1jorcs, of gr~ater power ~than ~,·cry o~c of their 
subjects, yet they be rmh·asis minort'S, of less power than 
them all to{!ether. For if by "all together" the\· mean not the 
collecti\·e b~ody as one per~on, then~ ''all togctl;cr" and "every 
one" signify the same, :md the speech is absurd. But if b)· 
"all together" they understand them as one person, which 
person the soverci~n bears, then the power of all together is 
the same with the sovereirrn 's power, and so again the speech 
is absurd: which absurdi~' the\· sec well cn~ugh when the 
sovereignty is in an asscmblv or" the people, but in a monarch 
they sec it not; and yet the· power of sovereignty is the same 
in whomsoever it be placed. 

And as the power, so also the honor of the sovereign, ought 
to be greater than that of any or all the subj~ct~ .. For in the 
sovereignty is the fountain of honor. The d~gmt1cs of lord, 
carl, duke, and prince arc his creatures. As Ill the presence 
of the master, the scn·ams arc equal and without any honor 
at all; so arc the subjects, in the presence of the sovereign. 
And though they shine some more, some less,_ when they 
arc out of his sight; yet in his presence, they shmc no more 
than the stars in the presence of the sun. 

But a man may here object that the condition of subjects 
is very miserable, as being obnoxious to the lusts, a~d other 
irregular passions, of him or them that: have so unhmited a 
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power in their hands. And commonly they that lin: under a 
monarch, think it the fault of monarchy; and they that live 
under the government of democracy, or other so\·ereign 
assembly, attribute all the inconvenience to that form of 
commonwealth; whereas the power in all forms, if they be 
perfect enough to protect them, is the same: not considering 
that the state of man can never be without some incom­
modity or other; and that the greatest that in any form of 
government can possibly happen to the people in general, is 
scarce sensible, in respect to the miseries and horrible ca­
lamities that accompany a civil war, or that dissolute condi­
tion of mastcrlcss men, without subjection to laws and a 
coercive power to tie their hands from rapine and revenge: 
nor considering that the greatest pressure of sovereign gov­
ernors, procccdeth not from any delight or profit they can 
expect in the damage or weakening of their subjects, in whose 
vigor consistcth their own strength and glory; but in the 
restiveness of themselves, that unwillingly contributing to 
their own defense, make it necessary for their governors to 
draw from them what they can in time of peace, that they 
may have means on any emergent occasion or sudden need, 
to resist or take advantage on their enemies. For all men arc 
by nature provided of notable multiplying glasses, that is 
their passions and self-love, through which every little pay­
ment appeareth a great grievance; but ar~ ?csti~te of those 
prospective glasses, namely moral and c1vil sc1ence, to .see 
afar off the miseries that hang over them, and cannot With­
out such payment be avoided. 

CHAPTER XIX 

Of the Several Kinds of Commonwealtb by Insti­

tution, and of Succession to tbe Sovereign Power 

The difference of commonwealths consisteth in the differ­
ence of the sovereign, or the person representative of all and 
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eH·rv one of the multitu,lc .. \nd bec:msc the sm·creignty is 
cith~r in one man, or in :1n a-.scmbh· of more than o~c; ":md 
into th:n a""eJHhl;; either eH·ry m:1;1 h:Jth right to enter, or 
not eH"I"\"onc, Inn ccrr::in men di-.tin(!uish irom the rest; it is 
lll:mifl:"r: there c:m be but three kind~ oi cmnmonwc:~lth. For 
the reprc"cnuti\·e llllJ"t needs be one m:m, or more; and if 
more, then it is the :1"sembly of :111, or but of a parr. ""hen 
rhe n:presenrarin· is one nun, then is the commonwc:1lrh :.1 

uw7J.1rcl.'y; when an assembly of all that will come together, 
then ir is a d cmocr.t,·y. or popuhr cnmmmn,·ealth; when an 
assembly of :1 parr onl~·. then ir is c:1llcd an ,Jristocr,tcy. 
Other kind of coJ1111Hlll\\Talth there can be none; for either 
one, or more, nr :~11, must h:n·e the S(n-crcign power, which 
I h:n·c shown to he indi,·isibk, entire. 

There be other names of government in the histories and 
hool.:s of policy; as ryr.wny, :lllll o/ig.rrcby; but they arc not 
the names of other forms of go,·crnment, bur of the s:1me 
forms misliked. For they that arc discontented under 111011-

arcby, call it tyr.mny; and they that arc displeased with 
aristocr.1cy, call it oli.I!,,Jrcl.•y; so also, they which tlnd them­
selves gric\·ed under a dcmocr.1cy, call· it an.rrcby, which 
signifies want of gm·crnmcnt; and yet I think no man be­
lieves, that want of government, is any new kind of govern­
ment; nor hy the same re:~son ought they to believe, th:lt 
the government is of one kind, when they like it. and :tnother, 
when they mislike it, or arc oppressed by the governors. 

It is manifest, that men who arc in absolute liberty, may, 
if they please, gi,·c authority to one man, to represent them 
every one; as well as gi,·e such authority to any assembly of 
men whatsoever; and consequently may subject themselves, 
if they think good, to a monarch, as absolutely, as to any 
other rcprcsenrati\"e. Therefore, where there is already erected 
a sovereign p(m:cr, there can be no other representative of 
the same people, but only to certain particular ends, by the 
sovereign limited. For that were to erect two sovereigns; and 
every man to h:wc his person represented by two actors, that 
by opposing one another, must needs divide that power, 
which, if men ·will live in peace, is indivisible; and thereby 
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reduce the multitude into the condition of war, contrary to 
the end for which all sovereignty is instituted. And there­
fore as it is absurd, to think that a sovereign assembly, inviting 
the people of their dominion, to send up their deputies, with 
power to make known their advice, or desires, should there­
fore hold such deputies, rather than themselves, for the 
absolute representatives of the people; so it is absurd also, to 

think the same in a monarchy. And I lmow not hO\v this 
so manifest a truth, should of late be so little observed; that 
in a monarchy, he that had the sovereignty from a descent 
of six hundred years, was alone called sovereign, had the title 
of Majesty from every one of his subjects, and was notwith­
standing never considered as their representative; the name 
without contradiction passing for the title of those men, 
which at his command were sent up by the people to carry 
their petitions, and give him, if he permitted it, their advice. 
Which may serve as an admonition, for those that arc the 
true, and absolute representative of a people, to instruct men 
in the nature of that office, and to take heed how they admit 
of any other general representation upon any occasion what­
soever, if they mean to discharge the trust committed to 
them. 

The difference between these three kinds of common­
wealth, consisteth not in the difference of power; but in the 
difference of convenience, or aptitude to produce the peace, 
and security of the people; for which end they were insti­
tuted. And to compare monarchy with the other two, we 
may observe; first, that whosoever beareth the person of the 
people, or is one of that assembly that bears it, bcareth also 
his own natural person. And though he be careful in his 
politic person to procure the common interest; yet he is 
more, or no less careful to produce the private good of him­
self, his family, kindred and friends; and for the most part, 
if the public interest chance to cross the private, he prefers 
the private: for the passions of men, are commonly more 
potent than their reason. From whence it follows, that where 
the public and private interest are most closely united, there 
is the public most advanced. Now in monarchy, the private 
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intne't i-; the ~;1111e with the public. The riches, power, and 
honor of a nJnnarch arise onh· from the riches, strength, and 
rqnn:~tion of his subjects. i:or no king can be rfd1, nor 
gloriou~. nor sn·urc..·, whose subjects arc either poor, or con­
tc..·mpt ible, or too weak through want or dissention, to main­
tain :1 W:l\' :l!.!:linst their cncmic..·s: whereas in a tkmocrac\·, 
or arisroc~ac~:. the public prosperity confers not so much to 
the pri,·ate fortune of nne that is corrupt, or :unbitious, as 
doth many times a perfidious advice, a treacherous action, 
nr a civil war. 

Secondly, that a monarch receh·cth counsel of whom, 
when, ami where he plcaseth; and consequently may hear the 
opinion of men versed in the matter about which he delib­
erates, of what rank or quality sne,·cr, and as long before the 
time of action, and with as much secrecy, as he will. But 
when a sovereign assembly has need of counsel, none arc 
admitted but such as ha,·c a right thereto from the begin­
ning; which for the most part arc of those who have been 
versed more in the acquisition of wealth than of knowledge; 
and arc to gi,·e their ad\·icc in long discourses, which may, 
and do commonly excite men to action, but not govern them 
in it. For the zmdcrstmuiing is by the flame of the passions 
never enlightened, hut dazzled. Nor is there any place, or 
time, wherein an assembly can receive counsel with secrecy, 
because of their own multitude. 

Thirdly, that the resolutions of a monarch arc subject to 
no other inconstancy than that of human nature; but in as­
semblies, besides that of nature, there ariseth an inconstancy 
from the number. For the absence of a few, that would have 
the resolution once taken, continue firm, which may happen 
by security, negligence, or private impediments, or the dili­
gent appearance of a few of the contrary opinion, undoes 
today, all that was concluded yesterday. 

Fourthly, that a monarch cannot disagree with himself, 
out of envy, or interest; but an assembly may; and that to 
such a height, as may produce a civil war. 

Fifthly, that in monarchy there is this inconvenience; that 
any subject, by the power of one man, for the enriching of 
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a favorite or flatterer, may be deprived of all he ~osscsseth; 
which I confess is a great and inevitable inconvemence. Bur 
the same may as well happen, where the sovereign power ~~ 

in an assembly: for their power is the same; and they arc a~ 
subject to evil counsel, and to be seduced by orators, as a 
monarch by flatterers; and becoming one another's flatten:r~. 
serve one another's covcteousncss and ambition by tnrno;. 
And whereas the favorites of monarchs arc few, and they 
have none else to advance but their own kindred; the fa­
vorites of an assembly, are many; and the kindred much nw_rc 
numerous, than of any monarch. Besides, there is no favontc 
of a monarch, which cannot as well succor his friends, as 
hurt his enemies; but orators, that is to say, favorites of sov­
ereign assemblies, though they have great power to hurt. 
?ave li~e to save. For to accuse, requires less elo_quencc, such 
IS mans nature, than to excuse· and condemnation, than ah­
solu_tion more resembles justic~. 

SIXthly, that it is an inconvenience in monarchy, that the 
s~vereignty may descend upon an infant, or one that cannot 
discern between good and evil; and consisteth in this, that the 
use of his power, must be in the hand of another man, or of 
som~ a~cmbly of men, which arc to govern by his right. 
and m _hiS name; as curators, and protectors of his person, and 
authonty. But to say there is inconvenience, in putting the 
use of the sovereign power, into the hand of a man, or an 
assemb~y of men; is to say that all government is more in­
convcmcnt, than confusion, and civil war. And therefore all 
the ?anger that can be pretended, must arise from the con­
tention of those, that for an office of so great honor, and 
profit, m~y become competitors. To make it appear, that this 
mconvemence, proccedeth not from that form of govern­
ment we call monarchy, we arc to consider, that the preccd­
ei.lt _monarch hath appointed who shall have the tuition of 
his Infant succ~sor, either expressly by testament, or tacit! Y • 
by no.t controllmg the custom in that case received; and then 
such mconvcnicnce, if it happen, is to be attributed, not to 

~he mona_rch~, but to the ambition, and injustice of the sub­
JCCts; wh1ch m all kinds of government, where the people arc 
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not wel1 instructed in their duty, :md the rights of SO\"er­
l·igmy, is the s:une. Or else the precedent monarch hath not 
:tt all taken order for such tuition; and then the bw of nature 
hath provided this sufllcient rule, that the tuition shall be in 
him, that hath hy nature most interest in the preservation of 
the authority of the inLmt, and to whom least benefit can 
:tL'l·rue hy his death, or diminution. For seeing e\"ery man by 
nature ~cclicth his own bendit, and promotion; to put an 
infant into the powa of those, that c:m promote themscl\"es 
hy his dc~truction, or damage, is not tuition, bur treachery. 
So that ~ufliciem pro\'ision being t:tkl·n, ag:tinst all just quar­
rd, ahour the ~overnment unda :1 child, if any contention 
arise to the di~~turhance of the public peace, it· is not to be 
attributed to the form of mmtarcln-, hut to the ambition of 
'uhjects, and i~norance of their ;lut\'. On the other side, 
there is no gr;at commoll\\'l•alth, th~ so\'ereignty whereof 
is in a great aS$l'mhly, which is not, as to consultations of 
peace, and war, and making of laws, in the s:unc condition, 
as if the gm·crnment were in a child. For :ts a child w:mts 
the judgment to dissent from counsel gi\·en him, and is 
thereby necessitated to take the :tlh·ice of them, or him, to 
whom he is committed; so an assembly wanteth the liberty, 
to dissent from the counsel of the major part, be it good, or 
bad. And as a child has need of a tutor, or protector, to 
preserve his person and authority; so also, in great common­
wealths, the sovereign assembly, in al1 great dangers and 
rroubles, have need of crmod,•s libcrtatis; that is, of dictators, 
or protectors of their authority; which arc as much as tem­
porary monarchs, to whom, for a time, they may commit 
the entire exercise of their power; and have, at the end of 
that time, been oftener deprived thereof, than inf:mt kings, 
by their protectors, regents, or any other tutors. 

Though the kinds of sovereignty be, as I have now shown, 
hut three; that is to say, monarchy, where one man has it; 
or democracy, where the general assembly of subjects hath 
it; or aristocracy, were it is in an assembly of certain persons 
nominated, or otherwise distinguished from the rest; yet he 
that shall consider the particular commonwealths that have 
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been, and are in the world, will not perhaps easily reduce 
them to three, and may thereby be inclined to think there be 
other forms, arising from these mingled together. As for 
example, elective kingdoms; where kings have the sovereign 
power put into their hands for a time; or kingdoms, wherein 
the king hath a power limited; which governments, arc never­
theless by most writers called monarchy. Likewise if a popu­
lar, or aristocratical commonwealth, subdue an enemy's coun­
try, and govern the same, by a president, procurator, or other 
magistrate; this may seem perhaps at first sight, to be a 
democratical, or aristocratical government. But it is not so. 
For elective kings, are not sovereigns, but ministers of the 
sovereign; not limited kings, sovereigns, but ministers of 
them that have the sovereign power; nor arc those provinces 
which are in subjection to a democracy or aristocracy of 
another commonwealth, democratically or aristocratically 
governed, but monarchically . 
. ~nd first, concerning an elective king, whose power is 

lm_uted to his life, as it is in many places of Christendom at 
this day; or to cenain years or months, as the dictator's power 
amongst the Romans; if he have right to appoint his suc­
cessor, he is no more elective but hereditary. But if he have 
no power to elect his successor, then there is some other man, 
or assembly known, which after his decease may elect anc\v, 
or else the commonwealth dieth, and dissolvcth with him, and 
returneth to the condition of war. If it be known who have 
the power to give the sovereignty after his death, it is known 
a~so that the sovereignty was in them before; for none ha\·c 
nght to give that which they have not right to possess, and 
keep to themselves, if they think good. But if there be none 
that can give the sovereignty, after the decease of him that 
was first elected; then has he power, nay he is obliged by the 
law of nature, to provide, by establishing his successor, to 
keep ~hose that had trusted him with the government, from 
relapsmg into the miserable condition of civil war. And con­
sequently he was, when elected, a sovereign absolute. 

Se~ondly, that king whose power is limited, is not superior 
to him, or them that have the power to limit it; and he that 
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is not supl·rior, is not supreme; that is to say not sm·crcign. 
The so\'creignty therefore was always in that assembly 
which h:Jll the right tn limit him; and by consequence the 
(!o\·ermlll'nt not 111nnardn·. hut either democran·, or aristoc­
;acy; :1s olnld time in Sp:~rt:l; whL-re the l.:ings h~d a pri,·ikgc 
to kad their armiL·s; hm the so\'ereignry was in the Ephori. 

Thirdly, whereas heretofore the Roman people gm·crned. 
the land of j1Hka, for ex:unple, by a president; yet was not 
Judea thl·rcfore a (kmocran·; because they were not gm·­
l"rncLI IJ\· :111\' assemhh·, int<; the whid1, a;w of them,-had 
ri[!ht to. ent~r; nor a1; aristocracY; because· they were not 
g<~\·crned hy any assembly. into \\:hich, any man 'could enter 
hy their election: hut they were gm·erned by one person, 
·which, though as to the people of Rome, was an assembly of 
the people, or democracy; yet as to the people of jlllk:t, 
which had no right at all of participating in the gm•crnment, 
was a monarch. For though where the people arc go\'crncd 
by an assemhh·, chosen bv thcmsch·es out of their own num­
ber, the gm·c~nmcnt is ~ailed a democracy, or :lristocracy; 
yet when they arc go,·crncd by an assembly, not of their 
own choosing. it is a monarchy; not of one man, over an­
other man; hut of nne people, over another people. 

Of all these forms of gm·ernment, the matter being mortal, 
so that not onh• monar~hs, but also whole assemblies die, it 
is necessary for. the conscn·ation of the peace of men, that as 
there was order taken for an artificial man, so there be order 
also taken, for an artificial eternity of life; without which, 
men that arc go\'crncd by an assembly, should return into 
the condition of war in every age; and they that arc go\'­
crned by one man, as soon as their governor dicth. This 
artificial eternity, is that which men call the right of succes­
sion. 

There is no perfect form of government, ,.,·here _the dis­
posing of the succession is not in the prcsc?t sovcrc1gn. F~r 
if it be in any other particular man, or priVate assembly~ It 
is in a person subject, and may be assumed_ by th.e soverc1gn 
at his pleasure; and consequently the right JS m hu.nsclf. An~ 
if it be in no particular man, but left to a new ch01cc; then JS 
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24 . \ · \ n 
lth dissolved· and the right is m 11m t \at ca 

the commonwea ' d'd · · th · . trarv to the intention of them that I mstttute c 
get It; con al-th J for their perpetual, and not temporary se-
commonwe , 
curity. l f '\ l In a democracy, the whole asscmb y cannot :u • un ess 
the multitude that arc to be governed fail. And therefore 
questions of the right of succession, have in that form of 
government no place at all. . 

In an aristocracy, when any of the assembly d1cth, the 
election of another into his room belongeth to the assembly. 
as the sovereign, to whom bclongcth the choosing of all 
counsellors and officers. For that which the representative 
doth, as actor, every one of the subjects doth, as author. And 
though the sovereign assembly may give power to others, to 
elect new men, for supply of their court; yet it is still by 
their authority, that the election is made; and by the same 
it may, when the public shall require it, be recalled. 

The greatest difficulty about the right of succession, is in 
monarchy: and the difficulty ariseth from this, that at first 
sight, it is not manifest who is to appoint the successor; nor 
many times, who it is whom he hath appointed. For in both 
these cases, there is required a more exact ratiocination, than 
every man is accustomed to usc. As to the question, who shall 
appoin~ the successor, of a monarch that hath the sovereign 
~utho_nty; that is to say, who shall determine of the right of 
mhent~nce, (for elective kings and princes have not the 
sove~e1gn power in propriety, but in usc only), we arc to 
cons1der, that either he that is in possession, has right to dis­
~?se 1 of the succession, or else that right is again in the 

ISSo v~d multitude. For the death of him that hath the 
sovere1gn powe · . 1 h 
any . r m propnety, caves t e multitude without 

sovereign at 11· h . . h 
whom th h a ' t at IS, Wit out any representative in 

. ey s ould be unit d d b bl f . actJOn at all· e • an c capa co domg any one 
• and therefore t1 · bl any new mo h ley are mcapa c of election of 
narc . every m h . 

himself to such as h h' ks an avmg equal right to submit 
can, protect himselfe ~ 1~. best able to protect him; or if he 
confusion, and t h Y ~ ?wn sword; which is a return to 

0 t e cond1t1on of f a war o every man against 
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evcrv • 111:111, cuntnr . I l f . first in .
1 

· . . ·. ~ ro t ll' l'IH or wh1ch monarclw had irs 
. s ltut mn. II . ·f . . . . . . . . nun of lt n on tt ~~ lllarllf est, that 11\' the msnru-

mon:trcln· t1 . 1· .· · · . left to 
1 

• . . • lt t 1 ~po~1ng ot the successor, IS :1lwa\'S 
t lt Jlld"m. I 'II . . And f 

0 
.~ til r. :llh w 1 ot the pn·sent possessor. 

. r the <Jilt'''ton I . I . . I . Is tint tl ' · w 11c 1 m:n· anse somcrnnes, w 10 1t 

· lC mon·trch · · ·I · ccssiun I . · . Ill posses~1n11. uth tlcslgl1ed to the suc-
:1!1< mlwnt. . . · 1 · . . • . . cx

1
)r . . .lilt e ot liS power; It IS Jerermmed bv h1~ 

c.ss words . I . . . . . ficicnt. • .lilt testament; or by other t:tctt s1gns suf-

Bv ex . . . press words I . . l 1 .1 l l . 1n his l'f. . . · • or test:Hnent, w ten It IS ( cc :treu t\' um 
I Ctllllt' ~.... "' . l . . . . of Rome 

1 
.. j · ·' '1 • 0 ' <'. or 1~· wntmg; as the l!rst emperors 

heir d .. < ~:c :1n·d who shnultl he tht·ir heirs. For the word 
ocs not of .. ·If . . . of a lll:ll . 

1 
Its~: Imply the d11hlren, or ne:trest kmdred 

· 1 • lilt wh . would 1 omsoen·r a man sh:1ll an\' w:n· declare, he 
l:lvc to su .... I I . . I . . . arch de 

1 
· ccc.:c.:t 11111 111 liS estate. If therefore a mon-

. 1 c :trc ex1)re · ·) · I I I II I · I · crt tcr hy . · ss _) • t 1:1t sue 1 :1 man s 1:1 be us 1e1r, 

I 
\\onlor\\"ft. I . I . J' I f t tc den.. . f . 1 mg. t 1cll 1s t 1:1t man tll1llleu rate v :1 ter 

.lse 0 hiS ) • . . f. • monarch. · pret ccessor, Jll\'ested m the nght o bern!_! 

But where tc. natural 
5

- st:tmcnt, and express words arc wantin~. other 
• ' • 1gns of tl • . 'II · 1s custo A 1c \\I arc to be followed; whereof the one 
of kin(:11• 

1 
nd therefore where the custom is, that the next 

k;nd'Cd 't 
1 
ah:olurdy succecdcrh, rhcrc also rhc next of 

him tl tat 1 nght to the succession; for th;lt, if the will of 

I l:J.t \V"lS . • • • l:tvc d 
1 

• · 111 possessron h:lCI been othcn\'lse, he llll£!ht 
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n stand. ~ 
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advance their own children than the children of other men; 
and of their own, rather a ~1alc than a female; because 111cn, 

are naturally fitter than women, for actions of labor arHl 
danger. Thirdly, where his own issue faileth, rather a brother 
than a stranger; and so still the nearer in blood, rather than 
the more remote; because it is always presumed that the 
nearer of kin, is the nearer in affection; and it is c\·ident 
that a man receives always, by reflection, the most honor 
from the greatness of his nearest kindred. 

But if it be lawful for a monarch to disoosc of the succes­
~ion by words of contract, or testament, m~n may perhaps ob­
Ject a great inconvenience; for he may sell, or give his right 
of governing to a stranger; which, because strangers, that is, 
?'en not used to live under the same government, nor spc:lk­
mg the same language, do commonly undervalue one another, 
may turn to the oppression of his subjects; which is indeed 
a great inconvenience; but it proceedeth not necessarily from 
th~ subjection to a stranger's government, but from the un­
skil~~lness of the governors, ignorant of the true rules of 
pohttcs, And therefore the Romans when they had subdued 
many nations, to make their government digestible, were 
wont to take away that grievance, as much as they thought 
~ecessary, by giving sometimes to whole nations, and some­
tunes to principal men of every nation they conquered, not 
only the privileges, but also the name of Romans; and tool< 
many of them into the senate and offices of charge, even in 
the Roman city. And this w~s it our most wise king, King 
James, aimed at, in endeavoring the union of his two realms 
~f E?gland and Scotland. Which if he could have obtained, 
bad m all likelihood prevented the civil wars, which make 
t~th those kingdoms, at this present, miserable. It is not 
tr~ore any injury to the people, for a monarch to dispose 

0 • t e ~ccession by will; though by the fault of many 
P1 rmfces, lt hath been sometimes found inconvenient. Of the 
aw ulness f · h' · · o lt, t lS also 1s an argument, that whatsoever m-
convenience . b . . 1 . . can arnve y g1vmg a nngdom to a stranger, 
may arnve also by so marrying with strangers as the right of 
suce . ' . 

esslon may descend upon them; yet this by all men IS 
accounted lawful. 
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CHAPTER XX 

Of Dominirm PatL'Tiltll, and /)cspotical 

A commonwe:tlth hy ,Jc,Juisition, is th:tt, where the so,·ereign 
power is an1uireJ hy force; :mJ it is acquired by force, when 
men singly, or m:tny together by plurality of Yoices. for fear 
of death, or bonds, Jo authorize all the actions of th:tt m:tn, 
or :tssembly, that hath their lives and liberty in his power. 

And this kind of dominion or sm·ereig-nt\·, diffcreth from 
sovcreignry by institution, oniy in this, tl;at .men who choose 
their soYereign, do it for fear of one another, and not of him 
whcm they ~institute; but in this case, they subject them­
selves, to him they arc :tfraid of. In both cases they do it for 
fear; which is to be noted bv them, that hold all such cm·e­
n:tnts, :ts proceed from fear ~f de:tth or Yiolcnce, void; which 
if it were true, no 111:1n, in any kind of commonwe:tlth, could 
be obli(!ed to obedience. It i~ true, th:tt in a commonwe:tlth 
once instituted, or acquired, promises proceeding from fear 
of death or violence, :tre no co,·en:tnts, nor obliging, when 
the thing promised is contrary to the bws; but the reason is 
not, because it w:ts made upon fear, but because he that 
promiseth, hath no right in the thing promised. Also, when 
he m:ty lawfully perform, and doth not, it is not the in­
validit_'r· of the coven:tnt, th:tt absoh·eth him, but the sentence 
of the sovereign. Otherwise, whensoeYer a man lawfully 
promiseth, he unbwfully bre:tketh; but when the soYercign, 
who is the actor, acquitteth him, then he is acquitted by him 
that extorted the promise, as by the author of such absolution. 

But the rights, and consequences of sovereignty, arc the 
same in both. His power cannot, without his consent, be 
tr:tnsferred to another; he cannot forfeit it; he cannot be 
~ccuscd by any of his subjects, of injury; he c:tnnot be pun­
Ished. by them; he is judge of what is necessary for peace; 
and Judge of doctrines; he is sole legislator; and supreme 
judge of controversies; and of the times, and occasions of 
war, and peace; to him it bclongcth to choose magistrates, 
counsellors, commanders, and all other officers, and min-
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isters; and to determine of rewards, and punishments, honor, 
and order. The reasons whereof, arc the same which an.: 
alleged in the precedent chapter, for the same rights, and 
consequences of sovereignty by institution. 

Dominion is acquired two ways; by ge.nera~ion, and .by 
conquest. The right of dominion by generatiOn, IS that, which 
the parent hath over his children; and is called fJ.7tan.JI. 
And is not so derived from the generation, as if therefore the 
parent had dominion over his child because he begat him; 
but from the child's consent, either express, or by other suf­
ficient arguments declared. For as to the generation, God hath 
ordained to man a helper; and there be always two that an· 
equally parents: the dominion therefore over the child, should 
bcl~ng .equally to both; and he be equally subject to Loth, 
wh1ch 1s impossible; for no man can obey two masters. And 
whereas some have attributed the dominion to the man on I y, 
as being of the more excellent sex; they misreckon in it. F;,r 
there is not always that difference of stren~:,rth, or prudence 
betwee? the man and the woman, as that the right can be 
dete~med without war. In commonwealths, this contro­
versy ls decided by the civil law; and for the most part, but 
~t always, the sentence is in favor of the father; because for 
~ e most part commonwealths have been erected Ly the 
athe~s, not by the mothers of families. But the question lieth 

lnow m the state of mere nature· where there arc supposed no 
aws of · ' b matnmony; no laws for the education of children; 
ut the law of nature, and the natural inclination of the sexes, 

one to another, and to their children. In this condition of 
mere nature · h h 1 1 · 
f h • Cit er t e parents between t 1emse ves dispose o t e d · · 

h omm1on over the child by contract; or do not dis-
pose ~.ereof at all. If they dispose thereof, the right passctl1 
accor mg to the contract. We find in history that the Ama-
zons contracted · h h h . 1 b . . 

h Wit t e men of t e ne1g 1 ormg countnc~. 
to w om they h d f · 1 ) · 1 h ld b a recourse or 1ssue, t 1at t 1c 1ssuc ma c 
s ouh he sent back, but the female remain with themselves: 
sot at t e d · · · · If omm1on of the females was m the mother. 
. there b~ ~o contract, the dominion is in the mother. For 
m the cond1t10n of mere nature, where there arc no matri-
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mania! laws, it cannot be known who is the father, unless it 
be dechred by the mother; and therdore the right of do­
minion over the child dependeth on her will, and is conse­
quently hers. Again, seeing the infant is first in the power of 
the mother, so as she m:n· either nourish, or expose it; if she 
nourish it, it mn:th its fife to the mother; and is therefore 
obli~cd to obcv her, rather than an\' other; and h\' consc­
gue~ce the dm~1inion onr it is hers. But if she expo;e it, ailll 
another find and nourish it, the dominion is in him that 
nourisheth it. For it ou!.!ht to obe\· him h\' whom it is pre­
sen·ed; hec:mse presen·;tion of lif~ being the end, for which 
one man becomes subject to another, e\·ery m:m is supposed 
to promise obedience, to him, in whose power it is to sa\·e, or 
destroy him. 

If the mother he the father's subject, the child, is in the 
father's power; and if the father be the mother's subject, a~ 
when a sovereign (]Ueen marrieth one of her subjects, the 
child is subject to the mother; because the father also is her 
subject. 

If a man and woman, monarchs of two se\·eral kingdoms, 
have a child, and contract concerning who shall have the 
dominion of him, the right of the dominion passeth by the 
contract. If they contract not, the dominion followeth the 
dominion of the place of his residence. For the sovereign of 
each country hath dominion o\"er all that reside therein. 

He that hath dominion o\·er the child, hath dominion also 
over the children of the child; and o\"er their children's 
children. For he that hath dominion over the person of a 
man, hath dominion over all that is his; without which, do­
minion were but a title, without the effect. 

The right of succession to paternal dominion, proceedeth 
in the same manner, as doth the right of succession of mon­
archy; of which I have already sufficiently spoken in the 
precedent chnpter. 

Dominion acquired by conquest, or victory in war, is that 
which some writers call desfJotical, from At:U7T"OT7)s, which 
signifietl1 a lord, or 111aster; and is the dominion of the master 
over his servant. And this dominion is then acquired to the 
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victor, when the vanquished, to avoid the present strol.:c of 
death covenanteth either in express words, or by othc_r suf­
ficient signs of the will, that so long as his life, and the hberty 
of his body is allowed him, the victor shall have the usc 
thereof, at his pleasure. And after such covenant made, the 
vanquished is a servant, and not before: for by the word 
servant whether it be derived from servire, to serve, or from 
servare: to save, which I leave to grammarians to dispute, _is 
not meant a captive, which is kept in prison, or bonds, nil 
the owner of him that took him, or bought him of one that 
did, shall consider what to do with him: for such men, com­
monly called slaves, have no obligation at all; but may break 
their bonds, or the prison; and kill, or carry away captive 
their master, justly: but one, that, being taken, hath corporal 
liberty allowed him; and upon promise not to run away, nor 
to do violence to his master, is trusted by him. 

It is not therefore the victory, that giveth the right of 
dominion over the vanquished, but his own covenant. Nor is 
he obliged because he is conquered; that is to say, beaten, 
and taken, or put to flight; but because he cometh in, and 
submitteth to the victor:; nor is the victor obliged by an 
enemy's rendering himself, without promise of life, to spare 
him for this his yielding to discretion; which obliges not the 
victor longer, than in his own discretion he shall think fit. 

And that which men do, when they demand, as it is now 
called, quarter, which the Greeks called Zw-ypia taking alive, . , 
IS to evade the present fury of the victor, by submission, and 
to compound for their life, with ransom, or service: and 
therefore he that hath quarter, hath not his life given, but 
deferred till farther deliberation; for it is not a yielding on 
condition of life, but to discretion. And then only is his life 
in security, and his service due, when the victor hath trusted 
him with his corporeal liberty. For slaves that work in pris­
ons; or fetters, do it not of duty, but to avoid the cruelty of 
their taskmasters. 

The master of the servant, is master also of all he hath: and 
may exact the usc thereof; that is to say, of his goods, of his 
labor, of his servants, and of his children, as often as he 
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shall think fit. For he holdcth his life of his master, by the 
covenant of obedience; that is, of owning, and authorizing 
whatsoever the master shall do. And in case the master, if he 
refuse, kill him, or cast him into bonds, or otherwise punish 
him for his disobedience, he is himself the author of the 
same; and cannot accuse him of injury. 

In sum, the rights and consequences of both patcm.1l and 
dcsjJotical dominion, arc the very same with those of a sov­
ereign by institution; and for tl;c same reasons; which rca­
sons arc set down in the precedent chapter. So that for a man 
that is monarch of di,·ers nations, whereof he hath, in one, 
sovereignty hy institution of the people assembled, and in 
another by conquest, that is by the submission of each par­
ticular, to avoid death or bm;ds; to demand of one nation 
more than of the other, from the title of conquest, as being 
a conquered nation, is an act of ignorance of the rights of 
sovereignty; for the so\·crcign is absolute m·cr both alike; or 
else there is no sovcrcig-nrv at all; and so c\·crv m:m may 
lawfully protect himself,~ if itc can, with his own s~vord, which 
is the condition of war. 

By this it appears; that a great family, if it be not part of 
some commonwealth, is of itself, as to the rights of sover­
eignty, a little monarchy; whether that family consist of a 
man and his children; or of a man and his servants; or of a 
man, and his children, and servants together; wherein the 
father or master is the sovereign. But yet a family is not 
properly a commonwealth; unless it be of that power by its 
own number, or by other opportunities, as not to be subdued 
without the hazard of war. For where a number of men are 
manifestly too weak to defend themselves united, everyone 
may usc his own reason in time of danger, to save his own 
life, either by flight, or by submission to the enemy, as he 
shall think best; in the same manner as a very small company 
of soldiers, surprised by an army, may cast down their arms, 
and demand quarter, or run away, rather than be put to 
the sword. And thus much shall suffice, concerning what I 
find by speculation, and education, of sovereign rights, from 
the nature, need, and designs of men, in erecting of com-
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monwcalths, and putting themselves under monar~hs, or as­
semblies, entrusted with power enough for thcrr protec-

tion .•.. 

CHAPTER XXI 

Of the Uberty of Subjects 

Liberty, or freedom, signifieth, properly, the absence of op­
position: by opposition, l mean external impediments of mo­
tion; and may be applied no less to irrational and inanimate 
creatures, than to rational. For whatsoever is so tied, or en­
vironcd, as it cannot move but within a certain space, which 
space is determined by the opposition of some external l~o~l Y. 
we say it hath not liberty to go further. And so of all hnn~ 
creatures, whilst they arc imprisoned or restrained, with walls 
or chains, and of the water whilst it is l\ept in by banb or 
vcssds, that otherwise would spread itself into a larger ~pace, 
we usc to say, they arc not at liberty to move in such man­
ncr, as without those external impediments they would. But 
when the impediment of motion is in the constitution of the 
thing itself, we usc not to say it wants the liberty, hut the 
power to move; as when a stone lieth still, or a man is f:tstened 
to his bed by sic\mess. 

And according to this proper and generally received mean­
ing of the word, a "freeman" is he that in those tbings r..v/Jic/; 
by his strengtb and wit be is able to do, is uot hindered to du 
what he has a will to. But when the words "free" and "liberty" 
are applied to anything but bodies, they arc abused; for that 
which is not subject to motion is not subject to impediment: 
and therefore, when it is said, for example, the way is free, 
no liberty of the way is signified, but of those that walk in it 
without stop. And when we say a gift is free, there is not 
meant any liberty of the gift, but of the giver, that was not 
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hound by any ]a,.., or cm·cnant to give it. So when we "speak 
freely," it is not the liberty of voice or pronunciation, but of 
the man, whom no law hath obli.,.cd to speak otherwise than 
he did. Lastlv, from the usc of th~ word frcc:-'" .. dll, no liberty 
can he infe~red of the will, desire, or inclination, but ti{c 
liberty of the man; which consistcth in this, that he finds no 
stop, in doing what he has the will, desire, or inclination 
to do. 

Fear :md liberty arc consistent; as when a man throwcth 
his goods into the sea for f ~'.1T the ship should sin I.:, he doth it 
ne\·erthclcss very willingh·, and may refuse to do it if he 
\viii; it is therefore the a~t-ion of onc.that was frc~·: so a man 
son~etimes pays his debt, only for fear of imprisonment, 
wluch because nobmh- hindered him from detaining, was the 
action of a man at i/bcrtv. And gcncralh· all acti~ns which 
men do in commonwealtils, for f~ar of the law, arc actions 
which the doers had liberty to omit. 

Liberty and necessity arc consistent: as in the water, that 
hath not only liberty, but a necessity of descending by the 
channel; so likewise in the actions which men voluntarily 
do: which, because they proceed from their will, proceed 
from liberty; and yet, because every act of man's will, and 
every desire, and inclination procccdcth from some cause, 
and that from another cause, in a continual chain, whose first 
link is in the hand of God the first of all causes, proceed from 
7lccessity. So that to him that could sec the connection of 
those causes, the necessity of all men's voluntary actions, 
would appear manifest. And therefore God, that sccth and 
disposcth all things, sccth also that the liberty of man in doing 
what he will, is accompanied with the necessity of doing that 
which God will, and no more nor less. For though men may 
do many things which God docs not command, nor is there­
fore author of them; yet they can ha,·e no passion nor ap­
petite to anything of which appetite God's will is not the 
cause. And did not His will assure the 11cccssity of man's will, 
and consequently of all that on man's will depcndeth, the 
liberty of men would be a contradiction, and impediment 
to the omnipotence and liberty of God. And this shall suf-
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fice, as to the matter in hand, of that natural liberty, \vhich 
only is properly called liberty. . 

But as men, for the attaining of peace and conservation of 
themselves thereby, have made an artificial man, which _we 
call a commonwealth; so also have they made artificial chams, 
called civil laws, which they themselves, by mutual cove­
nants, have fastened, at one end, to the lips of that man or 
assembly to whom they have given the sovereign p<n:er, an_d 
at the other end to their own cars. These bomb, m their 
own nature but weak, may nevertheless be made to hold, by 
the danger, though not by the difficulty, of breaking them. 

In relation to these bonds only it is, that I am to speak 
now of the liberty of subjects. For seeing there is no com­
monwealth in the world wherein there be rules enough set 
down, for the regulating of all the actions and words of men; 
as being a thing impossible: it followeth necessarily that in 
all kinds of actions by the laws pretermitted, men have the 
liberty of doing what their own reasons shall suggest, for the 
most profitable to themselves. For if we take liberty in the 
proper sense for corporal liberty; that is to s:ty, freedom 
from chains and prison; it were very absurd for men to 
clamor as they do, for the liberty they so m:tnifestly enjoy. 
Again, if we take liberty for an exemption from laws, it is 
no less absurd for men to demand as they do, that liberty 
by which all other men may be masters of their lives. And 
yet, as absurd as it is, this is it they demand; not knowing that 
~he laws arc of no power to protect them, without a sword 
m the hands of a man, or men, to cause those laws to be put 
~nto execution. The liberty of a subject lieth therefore only 
1~ those things which in regulating their actions, the sover­
eign hath pretermitted: such as is the liberty to buy, and 
sell, and otherwise contract with one another; to choose their 
own abode, their own diet, their own trade of life, and insti­
tute their children as they themselves think fit; and the like. 

Nevertheless we arc not to understand that by such lib­
erty, the sovereign power of life and death is either abolished 
or limited. For it has been already shown that nothing the 
sovereign representative can do to a subject, on what pre-
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tense soe\·er, c:m properly be called injustice, or injury; 
because every subject is author of e\·ery act the sovereign 
doth; so that he ne,·er wanreth right to anything, otherwise 
than as he himself is the subject of God, and bound thereby 
to obsen·e the laws of nature. And therefore it m:w, and doth 
often happen in commonwealths, that a subject I~ay be put 
to death, by the command of the sm·ereign power, and yet 
neither do the other wrong; as when Jephtha caused his 
daughter to be sacrificed: in which, and the like cases, he that 
so dicth, had liberty to do the action for which he is, never­
theless, without infury put to death. And the same holdeth 
also in a sovereign prince that putteth to death an innocent 
subje~t. for though the action be against the law of nature, 
as bemg contrary to equity, as was the killing of Uriah by 
David; yet it was not an injury to Uriah, but to God. Not to 
David, because the rirTht to do what he pleased was given 

0 ~ 

him by Uriah himself; and yet to God, because David was 
God's subject, and prohibited all iniquity by the law of 
nature: which distinction, David himself, when he repented 
the fact, e\·idently confirmed, saying, "To Thee only have 
I sinned." In the same manner, the people of Athens, when 
they banished the most potent of their commonwealth for 
ten years, though they committed no injustice; and yet they 
never questioned what crime he had done, but what hurt he 
would do: nay they commanded the banishment of they 
knew not whom; and every citizen bringing his oystershell 
into the market place, written with the name of him he 
desired should be banished, without actually accusing him, 
sometimes b:mished an Aristides, for his reputation of justice, 
and sometimes a scurrilous jester, as Hyperbolus, to make a 
jest of it. And yet a man cannot say the sovereign people of 
Athens wanted right to baoish them, or an Athenian the 
liberty to jest, or to be just. 

The liberty whereof there is so frequent and honorable 
mention in the histories and philosophy of the ancient Greeks 
and Romans, and in the writings and discourse of those that 
from them have received all their learning in the politics, is 
not the liberty of particular men, but the liberty of the 



THOMAS JIOBIIF.S 

commonwealth; which is the same with that which every 
man then should have, if there were no civil laws nor com­
monwealth at all. And the effects of it also be the same. For 
as amongst masterless men, there is perpetual war of every 
man against his neighbor; no inheritance, to transmit to the 
son, nor to expect from the father; no propriety of gomh 
or lands; no security; but a full and absolute liberty in every 
particular man: so in states, and commonwealths not de­
pendent on one another, every commonwealth, not every 
man, has an absolute liberty, to do what it shall judgc--thar 
is to say, what that man, or assembly that represcntcth it. 
shall judge-most conducing to their benefit. But withal. 
they live in the condition of a perpetual war, and upon the 
confines of battle, with their frontiers armed, and cannons 
planted against their neighbors round about. The Athenians 
and Romans were free; that is, free commonwealrhs: not that 
any panicular men had the liberty to resist their own repre­
sentative, but that their representative had the liberty to 
resist or invade other people. There is written on the turrets 
of the city of Lucca in great characters at this day, the word 
libertas; yet no man can thence infer that a particular man 
has more liberty or immunity from the service of the com­
monwealth there than in Constantinople. Whether a com­
monwealth be monarchical or popular, the freedom is still 
the same. 

But it is an easy thing for men to be deceived by the 
specious name of liberty; and, for want of judgment to dis­
tinguish, mistake that for their private inheritance and birth­
right, which is the right of the public only. And when the 
same error is confirmed by the authority of men in reputation 
for their writings on this subject, it is no wonder if it produce 
sedition and change of government. In these western parts 
of t~e v:orl~, we are made to receive our opinions concerning 
the mstltutton and rights of commonwealths from Aristotle, 
Cicero, and other men, Greeks and Romans, that living under 
popular state!>, derived those rights not from the principles 
of nature, but transcribed them into their haoles out of the 
practice of their own commonwealths, which were popular; 
as the grammarians describe the rules of language out of the 
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practice of the time, or the rules of poetry out of the poems 
of Homer and Virgil. And because the Athenians were 
taught, to keep then; from desire of changing their govern­
ment, that they were f rcemen, and :1ll that li,·ed under mon­
archy were slaves; therefore Aristotle puts it down in his 
l'olitics (Lib. VI, C:tp. ii), "In democracy, liberty is to be 
supposed; for it is commonlv held th:lt no man is free in :1m· 
other govemment." And :1~ Aristotle, so Cicero and oth~r 
writers h:tve grounded their civil doctrine on the opinions 
of the Rom:tns, who were taught to hate monarchy, :lt first. 
by them that having deposed their sm·creign, shared :tmongst 
them the sm·ereignty of Rome; and aftcrw:tnls by their 
successors. And by rc:tding of these Greek :md Latin authors, 
men from their childhood have gotten a habit, under a false 
show of liberty, of f:woring tun~ults, and of licentious con­
trolling the :tctions of their sovercirrns and :1g:1in of con-o ' ~ 
trolling those controllers; with the clfusion of so much blood, 
:1s I think I may truly s:ty, there was never anything so dearly 
bought as these western parts have bought the lc:trning of 
the Greek :1nd Latin tongues. 

To come now to th; particulars of the true ~iberty of a 
subject-that is to s:l\', what :1rc the things wh1ch, though 
commanded by the s;>vcreign, he may ne,·erthcless. without 
injustice refuse to do,-we arc to consider, what r~ght~ we 
pass aw:ty when we make a commonwealth; <~r, wluch IS all 
one, what liberty we deny ourseh·cs by ownmg all the ac­
tions, without exception, of the man, or assembly, we ~nake 
our sovereign. For in the act of our sulnnission cons•steth 
both our ol;/ig.uiou and our liberty; which must therc~ore be 
· f 1 re bemrr no 
Ill erred by arguments taken from thence: t lC o 

obligation on any man \vhich ariseth not from some act of 
I · f \.nd bec·mse 
liS own; for all men equally arc by narure ree. r • · 

I · ress words such arguments must either be drawn from t te cxp . · ' 
"I authorize all his actions," or from the intentiol~ of !11111 that 
submittcth himself to his power, which int~nt1on IS to h_c 
understood by the end for which he so subnuttetl.l; the ?bh­
gation, and liberty of the subject, is to be denved either 
from those words or others equivalent, or else from the 
end of the institution of sovereignty, namely, the peace of 
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the subjects within themselves and their defense against 

a common enemy. . . . . . 
First therefore, seeing sovereignty by mst1tut1on 1s by 

covenant of everyone to everyone; and sovereignty hy :lC­
quisition, by covenants of the vanquished to the vi:ror, or 
child to the parent; it is manifest th:lt every subject has 
liberty in all those things, the right whereof cannot by co\·e­
nant be transferred. I have shewn before, in the fourteenth 
chapter, that covenants not to defend a man's own body :1re 
void. Therefore: 

If the sovereign command a man, though justly condemned, 
to kill, wound, or maim himself; or not to resist those th:lt 
assault him; or to abstain from the usc of food, air, metlicine, 
or any other thing, without which he cannot live; yet hath 
that man the liberty to disobey. 

If a man be interrogated by the sovereign, or his authority, 
concerning a crime done by himself, he is not bound, -..vithout 
assurance of pardon, to confess it; because no man, as 1 ha\·c 
shown in the same chapter, can be obliged by coven:1nt to 

accuse himself. 
Again, the consent of a subject to sovereign power is con­

tained in these words, "I authorize, or take upon me, all his 
actions"; in which there is no restriction at all of his own 
former natural liberty: for by allowing him to l<ill me, I am 
not bound to kill myself when he commands me. It is one 
thing to say, "Kill me, or my fellow, if you please"; another 
thing to say, "I will kill myself, or my fellow." It followeth 
therefore, that: 

No man is bound by the words themselves, either to kill 
himself or any other man; and consequently, that the obliga­
tion a man may sometimes have, upon the command of the 
sovereign to execute any dangerous or dishonorable office, 
dcpendeth not on the words of our submission, but on the 
intention, which is to be understood by the end thereof. 
When therefore our refusal to obey, frustrates the end for 
which the sovereignty was ordained, then there is no liberty 
to refuse; otherwise there is. 

Upon this ground, a man that is commanded as a soldier 
to fight against the enemy, though his sovereign have right 
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enough to punish his rcfus:1l with de:1th, m:1y nevertheless in 
m:my cases refuse, without injustice; :lS when he substituteth 
:1 sufficient soldier in his pbcc: for in this c:1se he desertcth 
not the sen·ice of the commonwe:1lth. And there is :11lowancc 
to be made for n:1tural timorousness; not only to women, of 
whom no such dangerous duty is expected, but :1lso to men 
of feminine courage. \ Vhen :1rmies fight, there is on one side, 
or both, :1 running- :lW:l\'• vet when thev do it not out of 
tre:1chery, but fea;, the}; ~r~ not es-reemed to do it unjustly, 
but dishonorablY. for the s:1mc reason, to :lYoid b:1ttle is not 
injustice, but ~owanlicc. But he that enrolleth himself a 
soldier, or taketh imprest moncv, taketh :nvay the excuse of 
a timorous nature; :md is obliged not only to go to the battle, 
but also not run from it, without his c:1ptain's le:n-e. And 
when the defense nf the commonwealth requireth at once 
the help of all that arc able to bear anns, everyone is obliged; 
bec:1usc otherwise the institution of the commonwc:1lth, which 
they ha\'C not the purpose or coungc to prcscn·c, was in 
vain. 

To resist the sword of the commonwc:1lth in defense of 
another m:1n, guilty or innocent, no man h:1th liberty; be­
cause such liberty takes aw:1y from the sovereign the means 
of protecting us, :1nd is therefore destructive of the very 
essence of govcmment. But in case a grc:1t many men together 
have :1lrcady resisted the sovereign power unjustly, or com­
mitted some capital crime, for which cYcry one of them 
cxpcctcth dc:1th, whether h:1Vc they not the liberty then to 
join together, and assist and defend one another? Certainly 
they have; for they but defend their lives, which the guilty 
man may as well do :1s the innocent. There was indeed in­
justice in the first brc:1ch of their duty; their bearing of 
arms subsequent to it, though it be to maintain \Vh:lt they 
hav.c done, is no new unjust act. And if it be only to defend 
their persons, it is not unjust at all. But the offer of pardon 
taketh from them, to whom it is offered, the plea of self­
defense, and makcth their perseverance in assisting, or de­
fending the rest, unlawful. 

As for other liberties, they depend on the silence of the 
law. In cases where the sovereign has prescribed no rule, 
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there the subject hath the liberty to do, or forbear, acconling 
to his own discretion. And therefore such liberty is in sonH.: 
places more, and in some less; and in some times more, in 
other times less, according as they that have the sovereignty 
shall think most convenient. As for example, there was a 
time when in England a man might enter into his own land, 
nnd dispossess such as wrongfully possessed it, by force. But 
in after times, that liberty of forcible entry was tal, en :nvay. 
by a statute made, by the king, in parliament. And in some 
places of the world, men have the liberty of many wives; in 
other places such liberty is not allowed. 

If a subject have a controversy with his sovereign, of debt, 
or of right of possession of lands or goods, or concerning 
any service required at his hands, or concerning any penalty, 
corporal, or pecuniary, grounded on a precedent law; he 
hath the same liberty to sue for his right as if it "vere against 
a subject, and before such judges as arc appointed hy th~.: 
sovereign. For seeing the sovereign demandeth by force of 
a former law and not by virtue of his power, he cleclarcth 
thereby, that he requireth no more than shall appear to be 
due by that law. The suit therefore is not contrary to the will 
of the sovereign; and consec1uently the subject hath the lib­
erty to demand the hearing of his cause, and scnt~.:nce, ac­
cording to that law. But if he demand or take anything by 
pretense of his power, there lieth, in that case, no action of 
law; for all that is done by him in virtue of his power, is 
done by the authority of every subject, and consequently he 
t~at brings an action against the sovereign, brings it against 
himself. 

If a monarch, or sovereign assembly, grant a liberty to 
all or any of his subjects, which grant standing, he is disabled 
to provide for their safety, the grant is void; unless he di­
rectly renounce, or transfer the sovereignty to another. For in 
that he might openly, if it harl heen his will, and in plain 
terms, have renounced or transferred it, and did not; it is 
to be understood it was not his will, but that the grant pro­
~eeded from ignorance of the repugnancy between such a 
hberty and the sovereign power; and therefore the sover­
eignty is still retained; and consequently all those powers, 
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-..vhich arc nccessarv to the exerc1smg thereof; sucb as arc 
the power of war: :md pe:1ce, of judicature, of appointing 
of1iccrs, and councillors, of levying money, and the rest 
n:u11cd in the eighteenth chapter. 

The obligation of subjects to the sm·ercign, is understood 
to bst as long, and no longer, than the power lasteth by 
which he is ahle to protect them. For the right men have by 
nature to protect thcmsch·es, when norw else can protect 
them, can hy no cm·cnant he relinquished. The sovereignty 
is the soul of the conmmnwe:tlth; which once dep:1rted from 
the body, the memhcrs do no more recei\·e their motion from 
it. The end of obedience is protection; which, wheresoever 
a man sceth it, either in his own or in another's sword, nature 
applieth his obcllience to it, and his endea\·or to maintain 
it. And thou!!;h sovereiCTnty in the intention of them that 
make it, be i;mnortal; )~et i~ is in its own nature, not only 
subject to violent de:1th, bv foreign war; but also through 
the ignorance, and passion~ of me~n, it hath in it, from rite 
very institution, many seeds of a natural mortality, by in­
testine discord. 

If a suhject he tal.:en prisoner in war, or his person or his 
means of life he within the guards of the enemy, and hath his 
life and corporal liberty given him on condition to be subject 
to the victor, he hath liberty to accept the condition; and 
having accepted it, is the subject of him that took him, because 
he had no other way to presen·c himself. The case is the 
same, if he be detained on the same terms in a foreign coun­
try. But if a m:1n be held in prison, or bonds, or is not 
trusted with the liberty of his body, he cannot be under­
stood to be bound by covenant to subjection; and therefore 
may, if he can, make his escape by any means whatsoever. 

If a monarch shall relinquish the sovereignty both for him­
self and his heirs, his subjects return to the absolute liberty 
of nature; because, though nature may declare who arc his 
sons, and who arc the nearest of his kin; yet it dcpendeth on 
his own will, as hath been said in the precedent chapter, who 
shall be his heir. If therefore he will have no heir, there is 
no sovereignty, nor subjection. The case is the same, if he 
die without known kindred, and without declaration of his 
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heir. For then there can no heir be known, and consequently 
no subjection be due. 

If the sovereign banish his subject; during the banishmenr. 
he is not subject. But he that is sent on a message, or hath 
leave to trwcl, is still subject; but it is by contract het\\'cen 
sovereigns, not by virtue of the covenant of subjection. For 
whosoever entereth into another's dominion, is subject to all 
the laws thereof; unless he have a privilege of the amity of 
the sovereigns, or by special license. 

If a monarch subdued by war, render himself subject to 
the victor; his subjects arc delivered from their former obi ig:J­
tion, and become obliged to the vic.or. If he be held prisoner. 
or have not the liberty of his own body, he is not under­
stood to have given away the right of sovereignty; :1nd there­
fore his subjects arc obliged to yield obedience to the magis­
trates formerly placed, governing not in their own name, bur 
in his. For, his right remaining, the question is only of the 
administration; that is to say, of the magistrates and officers; 
which, if he have not means to name, he is supposed to ap­
prove those which he himself had formerly appointed .... 1 

CHAPTER XXIX 

Of Those Things That Weaken, or Tend to 
the Dissolution of a Commonwealtb 

Though nothing can be immortal, which mortals make; yet, 
if men had the usc of reason they pretend to, their common­
wealths might be secured, at least from perishing by internal 
diseases. For by the nature of their institution, they arc de­
signed to live, as long as mankind, or as the laws of nature, 

1 In Chapters XXII-XXVIII Hobbes discusses the various par­
ticular powers and functions of the sovereign.-Editor. 
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or :JS justice itsdf, which gives them life. Therefore when 
they come to be dissolved, not U\" external violence, but 
intestine disorder, the fault is not .in men, as they :-~re the 
matter; hut :1s they arc the m.zkcrs, and orderers of them. 
For IIH:n, as they become at last \\·e;try of irregular jostling, 
and hewing one :Jnurher, and desire with all their hearts, to 
conform themselves into one firm and lasting edifice; so for 
want, both of the art of making fit laws, to ~<>quare their ac­
tions hy, and also of humility, and patience, to sutfer the 
rude and cumbersome points of their present greatness to be 
taken olf, they cannot without the help of a very able archi­
tect, he compiled into an'; other th:-~n a craz\· building, such 
as hardly lasting out their. own time, must ass~tredly fall upon 
the heads of their posterity. 

Amongst the infirmities therefore of a commonwealth, I 
will reckon in the first place, those that arise from an imper­
fect institution, and resemble the diseases of a natural body, 
which proceed from a dcfectuous procreation. 

Of which, this is one, tb.zt ,z 11/all to obtain a ki11gdom, is 
sometimes C071tellt 'U.'it!J Jess power, tb,ll/ tO t/.Je pe.zcc, und 
defense of tbe commo717.VC.rltb is 11eccss.zrily rcquirt'd. From 
whence it cometh to pass, that when the exercise of the power 
laid by, is fur the public safety to be resumed, it hath the 
resemblance of an unjust act; which disposeth great numbers 
of men, when occasion is presented, to rebel; in the same 
manner as the bodies of children, gotten by diseased parents, 
arc subject either to untimely death, or to purge the ill 
quality, derived from their vicious conception, by breaking 
out into oil and scabs. And when kings deny themselves some 
such necessary power, it is not always, though sometimes, 
out of ignorance of what is necessary to the office they under­
take; but many times out of a hope to recover the same again 
at their pleasure. vVherein they reason not well; because such 
as will hold them to their promises, shall be maintained against 
them by foreign commonwealths; who in order to thl.! good 
of their own subjects let slip few occasions to weakt'n the 
estate of their neighbors. So was Thomas Becket, archbishop 
of Canterbury, supported against Henry the Second, by the 
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Pope; the subjection of ecclesiastics to the commonwcaltl~, 
having been dispensed with by William tl~e ~nqueror .at h1s 
reception, when he took an oath, not to mfrmgc the liberty 
of the Church. And so were the barons, whose power was hy 
\Villiam Rufus, to have their help in transferring the suc­
cession from his elder brother to himself, incn.:ased to a de­
gree inconsistent with the sovereign power, maintained in 
their rebellion against King John, by the french. 

Nor docs this happen in monarchy only. for whereas the 
style of the ancient Roman commonwealth, was, tbc sen.ltc 
and people of Rome; neither senate, nor people pretended to 

the whole power; which first caused the seditions, of Tihcrius 
Gracchus, Caius Gracchus, Lucius Saturninus, and others; 
and afterwards the wars between the senate and the people, 
under Marius and Sylla; and again under Pompey and Caesar, 
to the extinction of their democracy, and the setting up of 
monarchy. 

The people of Athens bound themselves but from one only 
action; which was, that no man on pain of death should pro­
pound the renewing of the war for the island of Salamis; and 
yet thereby, if Solon had not caused to be given out he was 
~ad, and afterwards in gesture and habit of a madman, :md 
m verse, propounded it to the people that flocked about him, 
they had had an enemy perpetually in readiness, even at the 
gates of their city; such damage, or shifts, arc all common­
wealths forced to, that have their power never so little 
limited. 

In the second place, I observe the diseases of a common­
wealth, that proceed from the poison of seditious doctrines, 
whereof one is, that eve1·y private man is judge of good and 
evil actions. This is true in the condition of mere nature, 
where .there are no civil laws; and also under civil govern­
ment, m such cases as arc not determined bv the law. But 
otherwise, it is manifest, that the measure o{ good and evil 
actions, is the civil law; and the judge the legislator, who is 
always representative of the commonwealth. from this false 
doctrine, men arc disposed to debate with themselves, and 
dispute the commands of the commonwealth; and afterwards 
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w obey, or disobey them, as in their pri\·ate judgments they 
~hall think lit; whereby the commonwealth is distracted and 
r,.;x,7/.:C71Cd. 

Another doctrine repugnant to civil society, is, that r..vb.lt­
sol't'cr a m.m docs .Tg.Timt bis conscio/cc, is sin; and it dc­
pendeth on the presumption of m:tking himself jullgc of good 
and evil. For a m:m's conscience, :md his judgment is the same 
thing, and as the judgment, so also the conscience may be 
erroneous. Therefore, though he that is subject to no ci,·il 
law, sinncth in all he docs ;rrainst his conscience, because he.: 
has no other rulc to follow b~t his own rcason; yet it is not so 
with him that lives in a commom\·ealth; hl'l':lliSC the.: law is the 
public conscience, b\· which he hath already undertaken to 
he guided. OthL-rwis~, in such di\·crsity, as tl~cre is of private 
consciences, which arc but pri\·atc opinions, the common­
wealth must needs be distracted, and no man dare to obey the.: 
~m·ercign power, furthcr than it shall seem good in his own 
eyes. 

It hath been also cmmnonly taught, tb,Tt f.Titb .md sanctity, 
.rre TlOt to be attained by study and rcason, but by supcnwt­
ural insfJiration, or infusion. \Vhich granted, I se~ not why 
;~ny man should render a rc:1son of his faith; or why c\'Cr)' 
Christian should not be also a prophet; or why any man 
should take the Jaw of his country, rather than his own in­
spiration, for the rule of his actia"n. And thus we fall again 
in the fault of taking upon us to judge of good and evil; or 
to mal'c judges of it, such private men as prctmd to be super­
naturally inspired, to the dissolution of all civil government. 
Faith comes by hearing, and hearing by those accidents, 
which guide us into the presence of them that speak to us; 
which accidents arc :til contrived bv God Almightv; and 
yet arc not supernatural, but only, f~r the great ,;m1;ber of 
them that concur to every effect, unobservable. Faith and 
sanctity, arc indeed not very frequent; but yet they arc not 
mir~clc..o;, but brought to pass by education, discipline, cor­
rectiOn, and other natural ways, by \vhich God \vorketh them 
in his elect, at such times as he thinkcth fit. And these three 
opinions, pernicious to peace and government, have in this 
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part of the world, proceeded ch~e~y. from the tongues, :tnd 
pens of unlearned divines, who JOmmg the words of Hnl~· 
Scripture together, otherwise tha~ is agreeable. to re:t:;on, 
do what they can, to make men tlunk, that s:mcttty :tnd nat­
ural reason, cannot stand together. 

A fourth opinion, repugnant to the nature of a comtnon­
wealth, is this tbat he that hath the sovereign power ir ruhjcct 
to the civil laws. It is true, that sovereigns arc :til subject to 

the laws of nature; because such laws be divine, and c:mnor 
by any man, or commonwealth be abrogated. Rut to those 
laws which the sovereign himself, that is, which the common­
~ealth maketh, he is not subject. for to be subject to laws. 
IS to be subject to the commonwealth, that is to the sovereign 
representative, that is to himself; which is not subjection, hut 
freedom from the laws. Which error, because it setteth the 
laws above the sovereign, setteth also a judge above him, and 
a power to punish him; which is to make a new sovereign; 
and again for the same reason a third, to punish the seconJ; 
~d SO continually without end, to the confusion, and dissolu­
tiOn of the commonwealth. 

A fifth doctrine that tendeth to the dissolution of a com­
m~nwe~lth, is, that every private man has an absolute fJTO­

P:zety m his goods; such, as excludeth the ri.~ht of the sovcr­
e~~· Every man has indeed a propriety that excludes the 
ng t ?f every other subject; and he has it only from the 
so~eretgn power; without the protection whereof, every o: er man should have equal right to the sallie. But if the 
r~ght of the sovereign also be excluded, he cannot perform 

bt e office they have put him into; which is, to defend them 
oth from f · · I · · · f 
h oretgn enemtes and from t 1c In JUnes o one an-

or er· and ' · 1 1 A ' . consequently there 1s no longer a commonwea t 1. 

h nd If the propriety of sub)' ects, exclude not the rit~ht of 
t e sov . ~ 
h . eretgn representative to their goods; much less Jo 

t el! offices of judicature, or execution, in which they repre­
sent the sovereign himself. 

There is a sixth doctrine, plainly, and directly against the 
essence of a commonwealth; and it is this, tbat tbe sovcreig11 
power may he divided. For what is it to divide the power of 
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:1 commonwc:tlth, hut to dissoh·c it; for powers dh·idcd mu­
m:tlly destroy each other. And for these doctrines, men arc 
chiefly beholding to some of those that, making profession of 
the l:tws, ende:n-or to mal.:c them depend upon their own 
karning, :tncl not upon the lcgisbti,·c power. 

And as false doctrine, so also oftentimes the cx:unplc of 
different governml'llt in a neighboring n:ttion, disposcth men 
to :tlter:ttion of the form already settled. So the people of 
the Jews were stirred up to reject God, and to call upon the 
prophet Samuel, for a l.:ing after the manner of the nations: 
so also the lesser cities of Greece, were continualh· disturbed, 
with seditions of the aristocratical, and democr:lti~al factions; 
nne part of almost every commonwealth, desiring to imit:ttc 
the Lacedemonians; the other, the Athenians. And I doubt 
not, but many men have been contented to sec the late trou­
bles in England, out of an imitation of the Low Countries; 
supposing they needed no more to grow rich, th:m to change, 
as they had done, the form of their government. For the con­
stimtion of man's nature, is of itself subject to desire nm·elty. 
\Vhen therefore they arc pnwoked to the same, by the neigh­
borhood also of those that h:we been enriched by it, it is 
almost impossible for them, not to be content with those that 
solicit them to change; and lo,·e the first beginnings, though 
they be grieved with the continuance of disorder; like hot­
bloods, that having gotten the itch, tear themselves with their 
own nails, till they can endure the sm:trt no longer. 

And as to rebellion in particular against monarchy; one of 
the most frequent causes of it, is the reading of the books of 
policy, and histories of the ancient Greeks, and Romans; 
from which, young men, and all others that arc unprovided 
of the antidote of solid reason, receiving a strong, and delight­
ful impression, of the great exploits of war, achieved by the 
conductors of their armies, receive withal a pleasing idea, of 
all they have done besides; and imagine their great prosperity, 
not to have proceeded from the emulation of particular men, 
but from the virrue of their popular form of government: not 
considering the frequent seditions, and civil wars, produced 
by the imperfection of their policy. From the reading, I say, 
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of such books, men have undertaken to kill their kings, he­
cause the Greek and Latin writers, in their hooks, and dis­
courses of policy, make it lawful, and laudable, for any man 
so to do; provided, before he do it, he call him tyrant. For· 
they say not regicide, that is, killing a l<ing, hut t yr.nmirid<·, 
that is, killing of a tyrant is lawful. From the same hool•s, tlH:y 
that live under a monarch conceive an opinion, that the sub­
jects in a popular commonwealth enjoy liberty; hut that in a 
monarchy they arc all slaves. I say, they that live under a 
monarchy conceive such an opinion; not they that live under 
a popular government: for they find no such matter. In smn, 
I cannot imagine, how anything can be more prejudicial to a 
monarchy, than the allowing of such boob to he publicly 
read, without present applying such correctives of discreet 
masters, as arc fit to tal<c away their venom: which venom I 
will not doubt to compare to the biting of a mad dog, which 
is a disease the physicians call bydro[Jbobia, or fear of water. 
For as he that is so bitten, has a continual torment of thir.-;t, 
and yet abhorreth water; and is in such an estate, as if the 
poison endeavored to convert him into a dog; so when a 
monarchy is once bitten to the quick, by those democratical 
~riters, that continually snarl at thnt est~te; it wameth nuth­
mg more than a strong monarch, which nevertheless out of 
a certain tyrannopbobia, or fear of being strongly governed. 
when they have him, they abhor. 

As there have been doctors, that hold there be three souls 
in a man; so there be also that think there may be more souls, 
that is, more sovereigns, than one, in a commonwealth; and 
set up a supremacy against the sovereignty; canous against 
laws; and a ghostly authority against the civil; working on 
men's minds, with words and distinctions, that of thcnt-;clves 
signify nothing, but betray by their obscurity; that there 
wal.kcth, as some think, invisibly another kingtlom, as it were 
a kmgdom of fairies, in the dark. Now seeing it is manifest, 
~hat the civil power, and the power of the commonwealth 
~s the same thing; and that supremacy, and the power of mak­
~ng canons, and granting faculties, implieth a commonwc.1lth; 
tt followeth, that where one is sovereign, another supreme; 
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where one c:m make laws, and another make canons; there 
must neetls he two commonwealths, of one and the same 
subjects; which is a kingtlom di,·id;:d in itself, and cannot 
st:uHI. For non\·ithstand ing the insignificant distinction of 
tt.,JfJOral and gbosrlv, the\· arc still two kin~doms, and every 
subject is subject to ~wo n~astcrs. For seeing ;he g!Josrly power 
challengeth the ri!.!ht to decbre what is sin, it challen~eth bv 
conseq;1cnce to d:clare what is law, sin being nothing ~but tl{e 
transgression of the bw; and again, the ci\·il power chal­
lenging to declare wlut is law, c\·en· subject must obey t\\'O 
masters, who borh will have their c~mm:mds be obsen·ed as 
b\\·; which is impossible. Or, if it be but one kirl'rdom, either 
the ch•il, which is the power of the conm10ll\\·e:~th, must be 
subordinate to the ghostly, and then there is no so\·ereignty 
hut the ghostly; or the ghostly must be subordinate to the 
u~mporal, and then there~ is no. suf7r<'111.1C)' hut the tOJJfJOr.Tl. 

\Vhen therefore these t\\·o powers oppose one another, the 
conm1onwealth cannot but be in g-reat danc:cr of ci\·il war 
and dissolution. For the ci\·il :mtl;ority bei;1g more visible, 
and standing in the clearer light of natural reason, cannot 
choose Lut draw to it in all times a very considerable part of 
the people; and the spiritu.1/, though it stand in the darkness 
of School distinctions, and hard words, yet because the fear 
of darkness and ghosts, is greater than other fears, cannot 
want a parry sufficient to trouble, and sometimes to destroy a 
commomvealth. And this is a disease which not unfitly may 
be compared to the epilepsy, or falling sickness, which the 
Jews took to be one kind of possession by spirits, in the body 
natural. For as in this disease, there is an unnatural spirit, or 
wind in the head that obstructeth the rr.ors of the nerves, and 
moving them violently, taketh away the motion which nat­
urally they should have from the power of the soul in the 
brain, md thereby causeth violent, and irregular motions, 
which men call convulsions, in the parts; insomuch as he that 
is seized therewith, falleth dmvn sometimes into the water, 
and sometimes into the fire, as a man depri\·ed of his senses; 
so also in the body politic, when the spiritual power, moveth 
the members of a commonwealth, by the terror of punish-
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ments, and hope of rewards, which arc the nerves of ir, other­
wise than by the civil power, which is the soul of the com­
monwealth, they ought to be moved; and hy strange, and 
hard words suffocates their understanding, it must needs 
thereby distract the people, and either overwhelm the conl­
monwealth with oppression, or cast it into the fire of a civil 
war. 

Sometimes also in the merely civil government, then.: be 
more than one soul; as when the power of le\·ying nu>ney, 
which is the nutritive faculty, has depended on a general as­
sembly; the power of conduct and command, which is the 
motive faculty, on one man; and the power of making laws, 
which is the rational faculty, on the accidental consent, not 
only of those two, but also of a third; this cndangereth the 
commonwealth, sometimes for want of consent to good laws: 
but most often for want of such nourishment, as is necessary 
to life, and motion. For although few perceive, that such 
government, is not government, but division of the common­
wealth into three factions, and call it mixed monarchy; yet 
the truth is, that it is not one independent commonwealth, 
bur three independent factions; nor one representative person, 
but t~rec. In the kingdom of God, there may be three per­
sons mdcpendent without breach of unity in God that reign­
et~; _but where men reign, that be subject to diversity of 
0 Pinions, it cannot be so. And therefore if the king bear the 
person of the people, and the general assembly bear also the 
person of the people, and another assembly bear the person 
of a p_art of the people, they arc not one person, nor one 
sovereign, but three persons, and three sovereigns. 

To what disease in the natural body of man, I may exactly 
compare this irregularity of a commonwealth, I know not. 
~~t ~ have _seen a man, that had another man growing out of 
if Side, With a head, arms, breast, and stomach, of his own: 

he had had another man growing out of his other side the 
co . ' mpanson might then have been exact. 

H'h lt erto I have named such diseases of a commonwealth, as 
are of the greatest, and most present danger. There be others 
not so great; which nevertheless are not unfit to be observed. 
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As first, the dit1iculty of raising money, for the necessary uses 
of the commom\·ealth; especially in the approach of war. 
This dit1iculry ariseth from the opinion, that e\·ery subject 
hath a propriety in his lands and goods, exclusive of the 
sovereign's right to the usc of the same. From whence it 
cometh to pass, that the sm·ereign power, which forcsceth 
the necessities and dangers of the commonwealth, finding the 
passage of money to the public treasury obstructed, by the 
tenacity of the people, whereas it ought to extend itself, to 
encounter, and prennt such d:mgers in their beginnings, con­
tractcth itself as long as it can, and when it cannot longer, 
struggles with the people by stratagems of law, to obtain little 
sums, which not sufficing, he is fain at bst violently to open 
the way for present supply, or perish; and being put often to 
these extremities, at last reduceth the people to their due 
temper; or else the commonwealth must perish. Insomuch as 
we may compare this distemper very aptly to an ague; where­
in, the fleshy parts being congealed, or by venomous matter 
obstructed, the veins \vhich by their namral course empty 
themselves into the heart, arc not, as they ought to be, sup­
plied from the arteries, whereby there succeedeth at first a 
cold contraction, and trembling of the limbs; and afterward 
a hot, and strong endeavor of the heart, to force a passage 
for the blood; and before it can do that, contcnteth itself with 
the small refreshments of such things as cool for a time, till, if 
nature be strong enough, it break at last the conmmacy of the 
parts obstructed, and dissipateth the venom into sweat; or, if 
namre be too weak, the patient dieth. 

Again, there is sometimes in a commomvealth, a disease, 
which resembleth the pleurisy; and that is, when the treasure 
of the commonwealth, flowing out of its due course, is 
gathered together in too much abundance, in one, or a few 
private men, by monopolies, or by farms of the public rev­
enues; in the same manner as the blood in a pleurisy, getting 
into the membrane of the breast, brcedeth there an inflamma­
tion, accompanied \Vith a fever, and painful stitches. 

Also, the popularity of a potent subject, unless the com­
monwealth have very good caution of his fidelity, is a danger-
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ous disease; because the people, which should receive their 
motion from the authority of the sovereign, by the fbttcry 
and by the reputation of an ambitious man are dr:nvn :nv:~y 
from their obedience to the laws, to follow :1 m:~n, of whose 
virtues, and designs they have no lmowledgc. And this _i~ 
commonly of more danger in a popular government, than 1~ 
a monarchy; because an army is of so great force, :~nd multi­
tude, as it may easily be made believe, they arc the pcopk. 
By this means it was, that Julius Caesar, who w:~s set up b~­
the people against the senate, having won to himself the af­
fections of his army, made himself master both of scn:tte and 
people. And this proceeding of popular, and ambitious men. 
is plain rebellion; and may be resembled to the effects of 
witchcraft. 

Another infinnity of a commonwealth, is the immoderate 
greatness of a town, when it is able to furnish out of its own 
circuit, the number, and expense of a great army: as also th(' 
great number of corporations; which arc as it were many 
~esser commonwealths in the bowels of a greater, like wonm 
1~ the entrails of a natural man. To which may be added, the 
hbe_~ of disputing against absolute power, by pretenders to 
pohtJcal prudence; which though bred for the most part in 
the lees of the people, yet animated by false doctrines, arc 
perpetually meddling with the fundamental laws, to the 
molestation of the commonwealth; like the little worms. 
which physicians call ascarides. 

We may further add, the insatiable appetite, or {jou)up.ia, of 
e~larging ~ominion; with the incurable wounds thereby many 
times rece1ved from the enemy, and the wens, of ununitcd 
conquests, which arc many times a burden, and with less 
dange~ lost, than kept; as also the lethargy of case, and cou­
szmzptzon of riot and vain expense. 

Lastly~ when in a war, foreign or intestine, the enemies get 
~ final VIctory; so as, the forces of the commonwealth l<ccp­
~ng th.e field. no longer, there is no further protection of sub­
Jects m the~r loyalty; then is the commonwealth dissolved, 
and _every ~an at liberty to protect himself by such courses 
as Ius own discretion shall suggest unto him. For the sovereign 
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is the public soul, ~h·ing life :md motion to the common­
wealth; \vhich expiring, the members arc governed by it no 
more, than the carcass of a man, by his departed, though im­
mortal, soul. for though the right of a sm·ereign monarch 
cannot be extinguished by the act of another; yet the obliga­
tion of the members may. For he that wants protection, may 
seck it anywhere; and when he hath it, is obliged, without 
f raudulcnt pretense of ha,·ing submitted himself out of fear. 
to protect his protection as long as he is able. But when the 
power of an assembly is once suppressed, the right of the same 
perisheth utterly; because the assembly itself is extinct; and 
consequently, there is no possibility for the sovereignty tore­
enter .... 
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Like his predecessor Hobbes, John Locke had no grc;lt loV(' 
for the scholastic life at Oxford. He, too, was first attracted 
to science and came strongly under the influence of Descartes. 
After four years in France, he returned to England, bur had 
to flee to Holland, then the haven for political exiles. There 
he prepared the material which was incorporated upon his 
return to England into Two Treatises on Civil Gm.:crnmc7lt, 
the second of which is included in this volume in its entirety. 
In 1690 he issued his famous Essay Concerning Humml Un­
derstanding and his name became world known. First advo­
cate of the modern conception of civil liberties and definer 
of the limitations of property and the powers of the common­
wealth-the people sovereign in the right to govern them­
selves-John Locke in his essay On Civil Govcrnmc1lt be­
came the formulator of constitutional law and the democratic 
pror.'!sses as we know them. 
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JOl-IN LOCKE 

CHAPTER I 

Tbe lmroductiou 

1 <d:lt5 It having been shown in the foregoing discourse: 
r That Adam had not, either by natur:tl right of father­
hood or by positive donation from God, any such authority 
over his children, nor dominion over the world, us is pre­
tended. 
n That if he had, his heirs yet had no right to it. 
Ill That if his heirs had there being no law of nature nor 
positive law of God that' determines ~,vhich is the right heir 
in all cases that may arise, the right of succession, and conse­
quently of bearing rule, could not have been certainly deter­
mined. 
IV "11tat if even that had been determined, yet the knowl­
edge of which is the eldest line of Adam's posterity, being so 
long since utterly lost, that in the races of mankind and fami­
lies of the world there remains not to one above another the 
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least pretense to be the eldest house, and to have the right of 
inheritance. 

All these premises having, as I think, been clc:uly made 
out, it is impossible that the rulers now on earth should make 
any benefit, or derive any the least shadow of authority from 
that which is held to be the foundation of all power, Adam's 
private dominion and paternal jurisdiction; so that he that 
will not give just occasion to think that all government in tlu.: 
world is the product only of force and violence, and that men 
live together by no other rules but that of beasts, where the 
strongest carries it, and so lay a foundation for perpetual llis­
order and mischief, tumult, sedition, and rebellion (things 
that the followers of that hypothesis so loudly cry out 
against), must of necessity find out another rise of govern­
ment, another original of political power, and another way 
of designing and knowing the persons that have it, than what 
Sir Raben Filmer hath taught us. 

2 '4~ To this purpose, I think it may not be amiss to set down 
what I take to be political power; that the power of a magis­
trate over a subject may be distinguished from that of a fa­
ther over his children, a master over his servant, a husband 
over his wife, and a lord over his slave. All which distinct 
powers happening sometime together in the same man, if he 
be considered under these different relations, it may help us 
t~ distinguish these powers one from another, and show the 
difference betwixt a ruler of a commonwealth, a father of a 
family, and a captain of a galley. 

3 ~Political power, then, I take to be a right of malcing laws 
Wtth penalties of death, and consequently all less penalties, 
~or the regulating and preserving of property, and of employ­
mg the force of the community in the execution of such laws, 
and in the defense of the commonwealth from foreign injury, 
and aJl this only for the public good. 
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CHAPTER II 

Of tbe State of N at1tre 

4 .. ~To understand political power aright, and derive it from 
its original, we must consider what state all men arc naturally 
in, and that is a state of perfect freedom to order their actions 
and dispose of their possessions and persons as they think fit, 
within the bounds of the law of nature, without asking leave, 
or depending upon the will of :mv other man. 

A stare also of equality, whcr~in all the power and juris­
diction is reciprocal, no one h:n"ing more than another; there 
being nothing more evident than that creatures of the same 
species and rank, promiscuously born to all the same advan­
tages of nature, and the usc of the same faculties, should also 
be equal one amongst another without subordination or sub­
jection, unless the Lord and J\bstcr of them all should by any 
manifest declaration of His will set one above another, :md 
confer on him by an evident and clear appointment an un­
doubted right to dominion and sovereignty. 

5 «~~9 This equality of men by nature the judicious Hooker 
looks upon as so evident in itself and beyond all question, that 
he makes it the foundation of that obligation to mutual love 
amongst men on which he builds the duties they owe one 
another, and from whence he derives the great maxims of 
justice and charity. His words arc:-

"Thc like natural inducement hath brought men to know 
that it is no less their duty to love others than themselves; for 
seeing those things which arc equal must needs all have one 
measure, if I cannot but wish to receive good, even as much 
at every man's hands as any man can wish unto his own soul, 
how should I look to have any part of my desire herein satis­
fied, unless myself be careful to satisfy the like desire, which 
is undoubtedly in other men weak, being of one and the same 
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nat?re? To have anything offered_ t~lern repugnant to th i~ 
desrre, must needs in all respects gne\ e them as much as JllC, 

so that, if I do harm I must look to suffer, there ln:in•' no • to 
reason that others should show greater measures of love to 
me than they have by me showed_ unto them. My ~..k~irc. 
t~erefore, to be loved of my equals 111 nature as 11111ch as pos­
Sible may be, imposeth upon Jll~ a natural duty of bearing to 
themward fully the like atfcctwn; from which relation of 
equality between ourselves and them that arc as our~clvc~. 
what several rules and canons natural reason hath drawn for 
direction of life no man is ignorant."-( Eccl. Pol., I ib. i). 

ti ~~But though this be a st:ltC of liberty, yet it is not a state 
c~f hcense; though man in that state hav~ an uncontrollai>k 
l~beny to dispose of his person or pc~ssessullls, yet he has fl!~t 
hbeny_to destroy himself, or so mu~h as ar:y creature in }liS 

~ossessron, but where some nobler usc than Its bare preserva­
tion calls for it. The state of nature has a Ia w of natu rc to 
fovern it, which obliges cvcryo~e; and reason, _which is t~lat 
~w, teaches all manl<ind who \\Ill but consult It, that, hemg 

a .1 e9ua1 and independent, no one; ought to harm another in 
his hfe, health libernr or possessions. For tnen Leing a.Il the 
w k • ·;• . d . fi . 

or manship of one omnlpot:nt an m mrtely wise Maker 
--all the servants of one sovcrergn !\-laster, sent into the world 
by 1-Iis order, and about His business-they arc His property, 
whose Workmanship they arc, made to last during His, not 
o_ne another's pleasure· and being furnished ·with like facul-
ties h . ' . f b • s arrng all in one communrty 0 nature, there cannot c 
~upposed any such subordination among us, that may author-
IZe "f • Us to destroy one another, as I we were made for one 
anoth ' · 1 f 
E er s Uses as the infcrwr ran <S o creatures arc for ours. 

ve ' · . h' ryone, as he is bound to preserve h1msclf, and not to qu•r 
Is st~tion willfully, so, by the like reason, when his own prcs-

crvatlo · · I I h n comes not in competition, oug lt 1c, as much as c 
~~n~ to _Preserve the rest of mankind, and '?ot, unless it be to 

)Ust1ce on an offender, take away or 1rnpair the life, or 
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I J I . . hc:tlrh. 
w 1at ten s to t 1c preservation of the life, the llhcrt~ • 
limb, or goods of another. 

~ A • d" lCT oth-
7 '-<=--:) :"l.nd that all men mav be restr:tincd from JO\"a 11 :::> I . 

' . I I f · . d the a" crs ng us, :till rmn domg hurt to one :tnorhcr, ;Ul . 
f ~ d ·c.; I\ :1-

() n:1ture be obscn·ed, ,,·hich willeth the pe;\Ce an pres . : 
tion of all mankind, the execution of the law of nan1re 15 Ill 
I . . ·one h;ts 

r l:tt state pur uno e\·cn· mans hand wherebY e\·cr) · · . ' · d •<TfCC 
a nght to pumsh the tr:msgressors of that law to such :1 c:::-

1 · d · · 1 · ~ I' ·ould as as may un er Its vm anon. ·or the law of nature '' . ' "f 
all other laws that concern men in this world, be in vaJO 1 

there were nohodv that, in the state of n:-~ture, h;td a powcdr 
· an to execute that law, and thcrebv presen·e the innocent 

. fT . . Ill"!\" 
rcstram o enders. And 1f :tnvone in the state of nature · · 
punish another for any e,·il h~ has done cven·one 111:1)' do S(?. 
For in that state of p~rfcct equality, wl~cre .~:-~tur:tll)" there IS 
no superiority or jurisdiction of one over another, what an~ 
may do in prosecution of that law, everyone must needs have 
a right to do. 

8 ~::J And thus in the state of nature one man comes by :1 
b. 0\\'Cr 

power over another; but yet no absolute or ar ltrary P ' 
to usc a criminal, when h.c has got him in his hands, acc?r~­
ing to the passionate heats or boundless extravagance ot ills 
own will; but only to retribute to him so far as calm reason 
and conscience dictate what is proportionate to hi~ trans­
gression, which is so much :ts may serve for reparanon and 
restraint. For these two arc the ~nly reasons why one nlan 
may lawfully do harm to another, w.hich is th:tt we c:tll pun­
ishment. In transgressing the J:tw of nature, the offender de­
dares himself to live by another rule than that of common 
reason and equity, which is that measure God has set to the 
actions of men, for their mutual security; and so he becomes 
dangerous to mankind, the tie which is to secure them from 
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injury and violence being slighted and b:oken by him. \Vhicl~ 
being a trespass against the whole species, and the peace :-tO 

safety of it, provided for by the law of nature, every I1 1 ~n 
upon tllis score, by the right he _h~th ~0 P~cscr\"c m:mkin~l 1:: 
general, may restrain, or, where It IS necessary, destroy rl11 11g. 
noxious to them and so may bring such evil on anyonc '1...-lw 
hath transgressed that law, as may make him repent the doing 
of _it, and thereby deter him, and_ by h_is example others, fro'~~ 
domg the like mischief. And IO thl~ case, and upon rJns 
ground, every man hath a right to pumsh the offender, :-tnd L>c 
executioner of the law of nature. 

9 «=g I doubt not but this will seem a ve~y strange doctrine 
to some men: but before they condemn It, I desire them to 
resolve me by what right any prince or state can put to death 
or p~ni_sh an alien, for any crime _he commits in their coun­
try .. T1s certain their laws, by VIrtue of any sanction they 
rece1ve from the promulgated will of t~c legislative, reach not 
a stranger: they speak not to him, nor, 1f they did, is he bound 
to h_earkcn to them. The legislative authority, by which they 
are In force over the subjects of that commonwealth, hath no 
power over him. Those who have the supreme power of mak­
mg laws in England France or Holland, arc to an Indian but 
lik h ' ' . e t e rest of the world-men Without authority. And, 
therefore, if by the law of nature every man hath not a power 
to punish offenses against it as he soberly judges the case to 
re · ' q~lre, I sec not how the magistrates of any community can 
PUOJsh an alien of another country; since in reference to him 
they can have no more power than what every man naturally 
may have over another. 

10 «=g Be_sides the crime which consists in violating the law, 
and varymg from the right rule of reason, whereby a man so 
f~r becomes degenerate, and declares himself to quit the prin­
ciples of human nature, and to be a noxious creature, there is 
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commonly injury done, :md some person or other, some oth1er 
111an receives damage by his transgression, in which case 1e 

· • . · 1 f pun-Who hath recc1ved :lilY damage, has, bcs1des the ng lt 0 
. ·. . ~ . I 'ght tO Ishment common to hun With other men, a parncu ar n 
seck reparation from him th:lt h3 s done it. And :tny ?d~er 

I fi l · · 1 · . · 1 1 · th·lt 1s m-person w 10 liH s It JUst, mav :1 so JOin Wit 1 11111 • I 
jured, and assist him in rccm·~rinrr from the offender so muc 1 

as may make satisfaction for the l~:1rm he has suffered. 

11 «=~From these two distinct rights-the one of punish~ng 
the crime, for rcstr:tint and preventing the like offense, wluch 
right of punishing is in everybody; the other of taking r~pa­
ration, which belongs only to the injured p:trry-comes It to 
P:lSS th:tt the m:tgistr:tte, who by being magistrate hath the 
common right of punishing put into his hands, can often, 
where the public good dem:1nds not the execution of the bw, 
:emit the punishment of criminal offenses by his own au~hor­
Ity, but yet cannot remit the satisfaction due to any pnvatc 
man for the dam:tgc he h:ts received. Th:tt he \Vho has suf­
fered the d:tmage l;as a right to demand in his own n:tme, and 
he alone c:1n remit. The d:tmnified person h:ts this power of 
appropriating to himself the goods or service of the offender, 
by right of self-preservation, as every man has a po':cr to 
punish the crime, to prevent its being committed agam, by 
the right he has of preserving all mankind, and doing all rea­
sonable things he can in order to th:tt end. And thus it is that 
every man in the state of nature has a power to kill a mur­
derer, both to deter others from doing the like injury, which 
no reparation can compensate, by the example of the punish­
ment that attends it from everybody, and also to secure men 
from the attempts of a crimin:1l who having renounced rca­
son, the common rule and measure God h:tth given to man­
kind, hath by the unjust violence and slaughter he hath com­
mitted upon one, declared war against all mankind, and 
therefore may be destroyed as a lion or a tiger, one of those 
wild savage beasts with whom men can have no society nor 
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security. And upon this is grounded that great law of nature. 
"Whoso sheddeth man's blood, by man shall his blood he 
shed." And Cain was so fully convinced that everyone h:~d 
a right to destroy such a criminal, that after the murder of 
his brother he cries out, "Every one that findeth me shall sby 
me;" so plain was it writ in the hearts of mankind. 

12 ~~By the same reason may a man in the state of nature 
punish the lesser breaches of that law. It \viii perhaps be de­
manded, \Vith death? I answer, each transgression 111:~y he 
punished to that degree, and with so much severity, as will 
suffice to make it an ill bargain to the offenllcr, give him cause 
to repent, and terrify others from doing the lil,e. Every of­
fense that can be committed in the state of nature, m:~y in the 
~tate of ~ature be also punished equ:~lly, and as far forth as 
It may, In a commonwealth. For though it \vould be beside 
my present purpose to enter here into the p:~rticubrs of the 
law 0~ nature, or its measures of punishment, yet it is ccrmin 
there_ Is such a law, and that, too, as intelligible and pbin to 
a ratiOnal creature and a studier of that law as the positive 
laws of ·c1 1 · . commonwealths; nay, possJu y p amer, as much as 
reason Is easier to be understood than the fancies and intricate 
cont~ivanc\!s of men, following contrary and hidden interests 
rut Into Words; for truly so arc a great part of the municipal tws of C0Untries, which are only so far right as they arc 
lounded on the law of nature by which they arc to be rcgu-
ated d · ' an mterpreted. 

13 ~~ To th · · h . Is strange doctrine-viz., t at m the state of na-
ture every h 

I d one as the executive power of the law of nature 
- oubt not b · · · d I · · I 1 f Ut lt w1ll be obJecte t 1at It Is unrcasona > c 
or men to b · . . 1 · 

k e judges m their own cases, t lat self-love vnll 
rna e men par "al h . f . 

h . t1 to themselves and t c1r ncnds. And on the 
ot er s1de th ill . d 
h ' at -nature passiOn, an revenge will carry 

t em too far in · h" ' d h 1 · b puniS mg others; an enee not ung ut con-
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fusion and disorder will follow; and that therefore God hath 
certainly appointed government to restrain the partiality and 
violence of men. I easily grant that ci\·il go\·ernment is the 
proper remcJy for the inconveniences of the state of nature. 
which must certainh· he !!;reat where men maY be judges in 
their mvn case, sine~ 'tis e7tsv to be ima!!;ined tl;at he who was 
so unjust as to do his broth~r :111 injury: will scarce be so just 
as to condemn himself for it. But I shall desire those who 
make this objection, to remember that absolute monarchs arc 
but lllcn, and if gm·crnmcnt is to be the remedy of those evils 
which necessarily follow from men's heing judges in their 
own cases, and the state of nature is therefore not to be en­
dured, I desire to know what kind of gm·crnment that is, and 
how much better it is than the state of nature, where one man 
commanding a multitude, has the liberty to be judge in his 
own case, and may do to all his subjects whatever he pleases, 
without the least question or control of those who execute 
his pleasure; and in whatsoever he doth, whether led by rca­
son, mistake, or passion, must he submitted to, which men in 
the ~"tate of nature arc not bound to do one to another? And 
if he that judges, judges amiss in his own or any other case, he 
is :mswcrablc for it to the rest of m:mkind. 

I 4 ~9 'Tis often asked as a mighty objection, \Vhcrc arc, 01 

ever were there, any men in such a state of nature? To which 
it may suffice as an answer at present: That since all princes 
and rulers of independent governments all through the world 
arc in a state of nature, 'tis plain the world never was, nor 
ever will be, without numbers of men in that state. I have 
named all governors of independent communities, whether 
they arc or arc not in league with others. For 'tis not every 
compact that puts an end to the state of nature between men, 
but only this one of agreeing together mutually to enter into 
one community, and make one body politic; other promises 
and compacts men may make one with another, and yet still 
be in the state of nature. The promises and bargains for truck, 
etc., between the two men in Soldania, in or between a Swiss 
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and an Indian, in the woods of America, arc binding to them, 
though they are perfectly in a state of nature in rd erence to 
one another. For truth and keeping of faith belong to men 
as men, and not as members of society. 

15 '4~ To those that say there were never any men in the 
state of nature, I will not only oppose the authority of the 
judicious Hookcr-(Eccl. Pol., lib. i., sect. H>), where he says, 
"The laws which have been hitherto mentioned," i.e., the l:n\·s 
of nature, "do bind men absolutely, even as they are men, :ll­
though they have never any settled fellowship, and never an~· 
solemn agreement amongst themselves what to do or not to 
do; but forasmuch as we arc not by ourselves suflicient to 
furnish ourselves with competent store of things needful for 
such a life as our nature doth desire-a life fit for the dignity 
of man-therefore to supply those defects and imperfections 
which arc in us, as Jiving single and solely by ourselves, we 
arc naturally induced to seck communion and fellowship with 
?thers; this was the cause of men's uniting themselves at first 
m politic socicties"-but I moreover affirm that all men arc 
naturally in that state, and remain so, till by their own con­
sents they make themselves members of some politic society; 
and I doubt not, in the sequel of this discourse, to make it 
very clear. 

CHAPTER III 

Of the State of War 

16 ~The State of war is a state of enmity and destruction; 
:~d ~~refore declaring by word. or action, not a passionate 

h. ty, but a sedate settled design upon another man's life, 
Puts trn · ' · h h" · In a state of war Wit Im agamst whom he has 
declared such an intention, and so has exposed his life to the 
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other's power to be taken away by him, or anyone that joins 
with him in his defense and espouses his quarrel; it being rea­
sonable and just I should ha\·c a right to destroy that which 
threatens me with destruction. For bv the fundamental bv.· 
of nature, man being to be prcscn·cd as much as possible, 
when all cannot be preserved, the safety of the innocent is to 
be preferred; and one may destroy a man who makes war 
upon him, or has discm·crcd an enmity to his being, for the 
same reason that he ma\· kill a wolf or a lion; because they 
arc not under the tics of the common law of reason, have n~ 
other rule but that of force and violence, and so may be 
treated as a beast of prey, those dangerous and noxious crea­
tures that will be sure to destroy him whenever he falls into 
their power. · 

17 r.c0 And hence it is that he \vho attempts to get another 
man into his absolute power docs thereby put himself into a 
state of war with him; it being to be understood as a declara­
tion of a design upon his life. For I have reason to conclude 
that he who would get me into his power without my con­
sent, would usc me as he pleased when he had got me there, 
and destroy me too, when he had a fancy to it; for nobody 
can desire to have me in his absolute power, unless it be to 
compel me by force to that which is against the right of my 
freedom, i.e., make me a slave. To be free from such force 
is the only security of my preservation; and reason bids me 
look on him as an enemy to my preservation who \Vould take 
away that freedom which is the fence to it; so that he \vho 
makes an attempt to enslave me, thereby puts himself into 
a state of war with me. He that in the state of nature would 
take away the freedom that belongs to any one in that state, 
must necessarily be supposed to have a design to take away 
everything else, that freedom being the foundation of all the 
rest; as he that in the state of society would take away the 
freedom belonging to those of that society or common­
wealth, must be supposed to design to take away from them 
everything else, and so be looked on as in a state of war. 
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18~'jThis makes it lawful for a man to },ill a thief ·who has 
not in the least hurt him, nor declared any design upon his 
life, any farther than by the usc of force, so to get him in his 
power as to take away his money, or what he pleases, from 
him; because using force, where he has no right to get me 
into his pO\ver, let his pretense he what it will, I have no 
reason to suppose that he who would take away my lihcrty 
would not, when he had me in his powcr, t:!l'c away cvcr:·­
thing else. And, therefore, it is lawful for me to treat him 
as one who has put himself into a state r,f war with me-i.e., 
kill him if I can· for ro that hazard docs he justh· CXJ)Osc him-, . 
self whoever introduces a statc of war, and is aggres.sor in it. 

19 ~~And here we have the plain difference bct·wccn the 
state of nature and the state of war, which however some 
lllen have confounded, arc as far distant as a state of pt:acc, 
good-will, mutual assistance and prc<;ervarion, and a state of 
enmity, malice, violence and mutual dcstruction, arc one frotn 
another. Men living togerhcr according to reao.;rm, without a 
common superior on earth with authority to j udgc betwct:n 
the~, is properly the state of n:-~ture. But force, or a declared 
design of force, upon the person of another, whcre there is 
no common superior on earth to appeal to for relief, is thc 
state of war; and 'tis the want of such an appeal gives a man 
the_right of war even against an aggrcss~1r, though he be in 
soctety and a fellow-subject. Thus a thtd, whom I cannot 
harm, bur by appeal to the law, for ha,·ing stokn all that I :1111 

Wonh, I may kill, whcn he sets on to rob me but of my horse 
or coat;_ because the law, which was maJc for my preservation 
where It cannot interpose to sccure my life from presenr 
force, which if lost is capable of no reparation, permits me 
my own defense, and the right of war, a liberty to ]{ill the 
aggressor, because the aggressor allows not time to appeal 
to our · 1 · · f I . common Judge, nor the< ccJsion o t 1e law, for rcinedy 
10 a case where the mischief may be irreparable. Want of a 
common judge with authority puts all men in a state of na­
ture; force without right, upon a man's person, mal.:cs a state 
of war, both where is, and is not, a common j udgc. 
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20 <.c:~ But when the actual force is over. rhc state of war 
ceases between those that arc in society, and arc equally on 
both sides subject to the judge. 

21 «=:) And, the ref ore, in such cnntnwcrsil·s, where the ques­
tion is put, \ \"ho shall he j udgc? it cannot hl· meant, \Vhn 
shall decide the comrm·ersy? E\·cryonc knows what Jcphtha 
here tells us, that the "Lord the Judge" shall judge. \\'hen· 
there is no judge on earth, the appeal lies to God in Hca\·en. 
That question, then, cannot mean, "'ho shall judge whether 
anotlu:r hath put himself in a state of war with me, and 
whether I may, as Jephtha did, appeal to 1-Iea\·en in it? Of 
that I myself can only be judge in my own conscience, as I 
will answer it at the great day, to the supreme Judge of all 
men. 

CHAPTER 1\" 

Of Slm.•e-ry 

22 «::Lj The natural liberty of man is to be free from any su­
perior power on earth, and not to be under the will or lcgis­
lath·c authoritv of man, but to have only the law of naturl· 
for his rule. !:he libcrtv of man in socictv is to be under no 
other legislati\•e power.lmt that established by consent in the 
commonwealth; nor under the dominion of any will or re­
straint of any hl\v, but what that legislath·e shall enact ac­
cording to the trust put in it. Freedom then is not what Sir 
Robert Filmer tells us, ( 0. A. 55) 1 "a liberty for e\·ervonc 
to do what he lists, to li\'e as he pleases, and. not to be' tied 
by any laws." But freedom of men under gm·crmnent is to 

1 Tite reference is to Filmer's ObscT".Jations upon Aristotle's Poli­
tiqucs, Touching Forms of Govcmmcnt, published in 1679.-Edi­
tor. 



have a standing rule to live b>:, co.mmon ~° C\"cryonc of _rh~lt 
society, and made by the JcWsl_anve p<~wcr erected in ar; :t 
liberty to follow my own wJII m _all thangs, \~here that rule 
prescribes not; and not to be. subJect to the lllconstant, un­
certain, unknown, arbitrary wall of ano~her lllan: as frccdnlll 
of nature is to be under no other restraant hut the law of n:t­
ture. 

23 <49 This freedom from absol.ute arbitr~ry power is so nec­
essary to, and closely joined wath, a man.~ prc_servation, t~1:tt 
he cannot part with it but by what. forfeats Ills prescrv:tnon 
and life together. For a man not havmg the power of his o,vn 
life cannot by compact, or his own consent, enslave himself 
to anyone, nor put himself_ u~der th~ absolute arbitrary power 
of another to take away hJS Iaf~ when he pleases. Nobody c:tn 
give more power than he has ~lamsclf; and he that cannot tal'e 
away his own life cannot gave another power over it. In­
deed, having by h~ fault forfeited his own life hy some act 
that deserves death, he to whom he has forfeited it rna)' 
(when he has him in his power) delay to tal<c it, and mal•c 
~of him to his own service; and he ?ocs hirn no injury hy 
It. ~'Jr whenever he finds the _har~shap of his slavery out­
W~agh the value of his life, 'tis. an Ius power by resisting the 
Will of his master to draw on hamsclf the death he desires. 

~4~This is the perfect condition of slavery, which is noth­
Ing else but the state of war continued between a lawful con­
queror and a captive, for if once compact enter between them, 
and make an agreement for a limited power on the one side, 
and obedience on the other, the state of war and slavery ccnscs 
as long as the compact endures; for, as has hecn said, no mnn 
can _by agreement pass over to another that which he hnth 
not m himself-a power over his own life. 

I confess, we find among the Jews, as Well as other nntions, 
that men did sell themselves; but it is plain this was only to 
drudgery, not to slavery; for it is evident the person sold wa~ 
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. . for the 
not under an absolute, ariHtrarv, despotlcal power, · . vhonl 
master could not ha,·e power to kill him at anv tunc, " 

· f 1 · serv-
at a certain time he was oblit~ed to let go free out o liS . 
· d ~ f havlllcr 1cc; an the master of such a scn·ant was so far rom :;, 
an arbitrary power over his life that he could not at plcas~rc 
so much as maim him, but the loss of an eye or tooth set )lllll 

free (Exod. xxi.). 

CHAPTER V 

Of Property 

25 «=9 vVhether we consider natural reason which tells us 
that men being once born h:n-e a right to th~ir preser~·ation~ 
and conse<Iuemly to meat and drink and such other tiling~ a. 
nature affords for their subsistence; or revelation, which gn·es 
us an account of those grants God made of the world to 
Adam, and to Noah and his sons, 'tis very clear that God, 
as King David says, Psalm cxv. x6, "has given the earth to 
the children of men," given it to mankind in common. But 
this being supposed, it seems to some a very great d~fficulty 
how anyone should ever come to have a property m a?y­
thing. I will not content myself to answer that if it be dlfn­
cult to make out property upon a supposition that God gave 
the world to Adam and his posterity in common, it is impos­
sible that any man but one universal monarch should have 
any property upon a supposition that God gave the world to 
Adam and his heirs in succession, exclusive of all the rest of 
his posterity. But I shall endeavor to show how men might 
come to have a property in several parts of that which God 
gave to mankind in common, and that without any express 
compact of all the commoners. 

26 «<=~ God, who hath given the world to men in common, 
hath also given them reason to make use of it to the best ad-
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vantage of life and convenience. The earth and all that is 
therein is given to men for the support and comfort of their 
being. And though all the fruits it naturally produces, and 
beasts it feeds belong to mankind in common, as thcv arc 
produced by ;he spontaneous hand of nature; and IH;i>ody 
has originally a private dominion exclusive of the rest of man­
kind in any of them as they arc thus in their natural state; yet 
being given for the usc of men, there must of necc.<;sity be a 
means to appropriate them some way or other before they can 
be of any usc or at all beneficial to any particular man. The 
fruit or venison which nourishes the wild Indian, ·who knows 
no enclosure, and is still a tenant in common, must be his, and 
so his, i.e., a part of him, that another can no longcr have any 
right to it, before it can do any good fur the support of his 
life. 

27 ~~Though the earth and all inferior creatures he common 
to all men, yet every man has a property in his own person; 
this nobody has any right to bur himself. The labor of his 
body and the work of his hands we may say arc properly his. 
Whatsoever, then, he removes out of the state that nature 
hath provided and left it in, he hath mixed his labor with, and 
joined to it something that is his own, and thereby makes it 
his property. It being by him removed from the colllllHHl 
state nature placed it in, it hath by this labor something an­
nexed to it that excludes the common right of other men. For 
this labor being the unquest~onaLlc property of the laborer, 
no man but he can have a nght to what th:n is once joined 
to, at least where there is enough, and as good left in common 
for others. 

28 ~9 He that is nourished by thr acorns he picked up under 
an oak, or the apples he gathered from the trees in the wood, 
has certainly appropriated them to himself. Nobody can deny 
hut the nourishment is his. I ask, then, When did they begin 
to b h' e IS-when he digested, or when he ate, or when he 
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boiled, or when he brought them home, or when he picked 
them up? And 'tis pbin if the first gathering made them not 
his, nothing else could. That labor put a distinction between 
them and common; that added something to them more than 
namrc, the common mother of all, had done, and so they be­
came his private right. And will anyone say he had no right 
to those acorns or apples he thus appropriated, because he 
had not the consent of all mankind to make them his? \Vas 
it a robbery thus to assume to himself what belonged to all 
in common? If such a consent as that was necessary, man had 
starved, notwithstanding the plenty God had given him. 'Vc 
sec in commons which remain so by compact that 'tis the 
tal<ing any part of what is common and removing it out of 
the state namrc leaves it in, which begins the property; with­
out which the common is of no usc. And the taking of this 
or that part docs not depend on the express consent of all the 
commoners. Thus the grass my horse has bit, the turfs my 
servant h:ts cut, and the ore I ha\·e dug in any place where I 
have a ri~ht to them in common with others, become mv 
property ~\"ithout the assignation or consent of anybody. Th•c 
labor that was mine removing them out of that common state 
they were in, hath fixed my property in them. 

29 ~~By mal<ing an explicit consent of every commoner nec­
essary to anyone's appropriating to himself any part of what 
is given in common. Children or servants could not cut the 
meat which their father or master had provided for them in 
common without assigning to everyone his peculiar part. 
Though the \Vater running in the fountain be everyone's, yet 
who can doubt but that in the pitcher is his only who drew 
it out? His labor hath taken it out of the hands of Namre 
where it was common, and belonged equally to all her chil­
dren, and hath thereby appropriated it to himself. 

30 ~~Thus this law of reason makes the deer that Indian's 
who hath l<illcd it; it is allowed to be his goods who hath be-
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stowed his labor upon it, though, before, it was the common 
right of everyone. And amongst those who arc counrcd the 
civilized part of mankind, who have made an(lrnulriplicd posi­
tive laws to determine property, this origin::1.l bw of n:lt urc 
for the beginning of property, in \vhat was hdore cotntnon, 
still takes place, and by virtue thereof, what fJ:,h :myone 
catches in the ocean, that great and still remaining conllnon 
of mankind; or what ambergris anyone takes up here is by 
the labor that removes it out of that common stare nature ldr 
it in, made his property who takes that pains ::1.bour it. And 
even amongst us, the hare that anyone is hunting is thought 
his who pursues her during the chase. For being a hl':lst that 
is still looked upon as common, and no man's private.: posses­
sion, whoever has employed so much labor about any of th:lt 
kind as to find and pursue her has thereby n.:moved her from 
the state of nature wherein she was common, and hath began 
a property. 

31 ~It will perhaps be objected to this, that if gathering the 
acorns, or other fruits of the earth, etc., makes a right to them. 
then anyone may engross as much as he will. To which I an­
s:ver, Not so. The same law of nature that docs by this means 
giVe ~s property, docs also bound that property too. "God 
has giVen us all things richly" (I Tim. vi. I 7), is the voice of 
reason confirmed by inspiration. But how far has I I e given it 
us? To enjoy. As much as anyone can make usc of to any 
advantage of life before it spoils, so much he may by his labor 
fix a property in; whatever is beyond this, is more than his 
share, and ~clangs to others. Nothing was made by God for 
man to spoil or destroy. And thus considering the J)lcnty of 
natural · · proviSrons there was a long time in the world, and the 
~ew spenders, and to how small a part of that provision the 
md~st~y of one man could extend itself, and engross it to the 
preJudice of others-especially keeping within the bounds, 
set by r~ason, of what might serve for his usc-there could 
be then l~ttle room for quarrels or contentions about propcrt)'· 
so established. -
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32 «=.:)But the chief matter of property being now not the 
fruits of the earth, and the beasts that subsist on it, but the 
earth itself, as that which takes in and carries with it all the 
rest, I think it is plain that property in that, too, is acquired 
as the former. As much land as :1 man tills, plants, improves, 
l:Uitivatcs, and can usc the product of, so much is his property. 
l-Ie by his labor docs as it were enclose it from the common. 
~or will it invalidate his right to say, everybody else has an 
c<1ual title to it; and therefore he cannot appropriate, he can­
not enclose, without the consent of all his fellow-commoners, 
all mankind. God, when He ga\"c the world in common to 
all mankind, commanded man also to labor, and the penury 
of his condition required it of him. God and his reason com­
manded him to subdue the earth, i.e., improve it for the bene­
fit of life, and therein by out something upon it that was 
his own, his labor. He that, in obedience to this command of 
God, subdued, tilled, and sowed any part of it, thereby an­
nexed to it something that was his property, which another 
had no title to, nor could without injury take from him. 

33 ~~ Nor was this appropriation of any parcel of land, by 
improving it, any prejudice to any other man, since there was 
still enough and as good left; and more than the yet unpro­
vided could usc. So that in effect there was never the less left 
for others because of his enclosure for himself. For he that 
leaves as much as another can make usc of, docs as good as 
talcc nothing at all. Nobody could think himself injured by 
the drinking of another man, though he took a good draught, 
who had a whole river of the same water left him to quench 
his thirst; and the case of land and water, where there is 
enough of both, is perfectly the same. 

34 ~0 God gave the world to men in common; but since He 
gave it them for their benefit, and the greatest conveniences 
of life they were capable to draw from it, It cannot be sup-
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posed He meant it should always remain common :md uncul­
tivated. He gave it to the usc of the industrious :md rational 
(and labor was to be his title to it), not to tht: fancy or co\"t:t­
ousnes.c; of the quarrelsome and contentious. I It: that had a.s 
good left for his improvement as was already tab:n up, 
needed not complain, ought not to 111eddle wirh what was al­
ready improved by :mother's labor; if he did, it is plain Ill' 
desired the benefit of another's pains, which he had no righr 
to~ and not the ground which Cod had gin·n him in conmH1n 
With others to labor on, and whereof there was as good ldr 
as_that already possessed, and more than he knew ,..-hat to do 
With, or his industry could reach ru. 

35 <4')1t is true, in land that is common in England, or any 
other country where there is plenty of people under CovcJ·n­
ment, w~o have money and commerce, no one ctn enclose or 
appropnate any part without the con'>ent of all his fellow­
commoners: because this is left conmton by contp;tcr, i.e., hy 
~he law of the land, which is not to he violated. And though 
It be com · · · k" man In respect of some men, It 1s not so to all ntan-
Bin~; hut is the joint property of this country, o1· this parish. 

esidcs, the remainder, after such enclosure, woulJ not hl· 
~good to the rest of the commoners as the whole was, when 
t _cy could all make usc of the whole; whereas in the he~in­
mng and first peopling of the great comnton of the '\'orCd ir Was · 

qUite otherwise. The law man was under was rather for 
:p~r~priating. God commanded, and his 'vanrs forced him, 
f;o~ ~~~That was his property, which could not he taken 
cult" . Wherever he had fixed it. Ancl hence subduing or 
tog::~ttnvhe earth, and having dominion, we sec arc joined 
com er.d. he one gave title to the other. So that God, bv 

man mg to hd . f . . 
And th . _su uc, gave authority so ar to appropnate. 
mate . lse condition of human life, which requires labor and 

na to Wo k "1 . d sessions. r on, neccssan y mtro uces private pos-
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36 ~0 The measure of property nature has well set by the 
extent of men's labor and the com·enicncy of life. No man's 
labor could subdue or appropriate all, nor could his enjoy­
ment consume more than a small part; so that it was impos­
sible for any man, this wa~·, to entrench upon the right of 
another nr acguire to him-;clf a property to the prejudice of 
his neighbor, who would still ha,·e room for as good and as 
large a possession (after the other had taken out his) as be­
fore it \V:ls appropriated. "'hich measure did confine e\·cry 
man's possession to a very moderate proportion, and such as 
he might appropriate to himself without injury to anybody 
in the first :1ges of the world, when men w..:re more in danger 
to be lost, hy w:uHil·ring from their company, in the then 
,·ast wil<krness of the earth than to be straitened for want of 
room to plant in. 

The same measure may be allowed still, without prejudice 
ro anybody, full as the world seems. For, supposing a man or 
iarnily, in the state tht·y were at first, peopling of the world 
hy the chil<lren of Adam or Noah, let him plant in some in­
land vacant places of America. \Vc sh:tll find that the pos­
sessions he could make himself, upon the measures we have 
given, would not be very large, nor, e\·en to this day, preju­
dice the rest uf m:mkind or give them reason to complain or 
think themseh·es injured by this man's encroachment, though 
rhc race of men have now spread themselves to all the corners 
of the world, and do infinitclv exceed the small number was 
at the beginning. Nay, the ext~nt of ground is of so little value 
without labor that I have heard it affirmed that in Spain itself 
a man may be permitted to plough, sow, and reap, without 
being disturbed, upon land he has no other title to, but only 
his making usc of it. But, on the contrary, the inhabitants 
think themselves beholden to him who, by his industry on 
neglected, and consequently waste land, has increased the 
stock of corn, which thcv wanted. But be this as it will, which 
I lay no stress on, this I dare boldlv affirm, that the same rule 
of propriety-viz., that every man· should have as much as he 
could m:tke use of, would hold still in the world, without 
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straitening anybody, since there is land enough in the world 
to suffice double the inhabitants, had not the invention of 
money, and the tacit agreement of men to put :1. v:1lue on it, 
introduced (by consent) larger possessions :tnd :1. right to 

them; which, how it has done, I shall by and by sho·w more 
at large. 

37 ~This is certain, that in the beginning, before the desire 
of having more than man needed had altered the intrinsic 
value of things, which depends only on their usefulness to 
the life of man; or had agreed that a little piece of yellow 
metal which would keep without wasting or dec:1y should be 
wonh a great piece of flesh or a whole heap of corn, though 
~en had a right to appropriate by their bbor, c:tch one to 
~elf, as much of the things of nature as he could usc, yet 
th1s could not be much, nor to the prejudice of others, where 
the same plenty was still left to those who would usc the 
same industry. 

Before ~he appropriation of land, he who gathered as much 
of the wild fruit, killed, caught, or tamed as rn:1ny of the 
beasts as he could; he that so employed his p:1ins :tuout any 
of the spontaneous products of nature as any '.vay to alter 
the~ from the state which nature put them in, by placing any 
of h~ labor on them, did thereby acquire a propriety in them. 
~ut if they perished in his possession without their due usc; 
I the ~ruits rotted, or the venison putrefied Ueforc he could 
spend. It, he offended against the common bw of nature, and 
was liable to b · · d d h · · · 1 '- 1 
f h e pumshcd· he mva e 1s ne•g tuor's stare. 
or e had · h ' d d ~0 ng t funhcr than his usc callc for :tny of them 

an they m•ght serve to afford him conveniences of life. 

38 '4~ The sam 1 · d e measures governed t tc possessions of l:.ln , 
too. What~oever he tilled and reaped, laid up, and made usc 
of before It spoiled, that was his peculiar right; whatsoever 
he enclosed and could feed and make usc of, the cattle and 
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product was also his. Bur if either the grass of his enclosure 
rotted on the ground, or the fruit of his planting perished 
·without gathering and !:tying up, this part of the earth, not­
withstanding his enclosure, was still to be looked on as waste, 
and might be the possession of any other. Thus, at the begin­
ning, Cain might take as much ground as he could till and 
make it his own land, and yet lea\"e enough for Abel's sheep 
to feed on; a few acres would sen·e for both their posses­
~ions. But as families increased, and industry enlarged their 
stocks, their possessions enlarged with the need of them; but 
yet it was commonly without any fixed property in the 
ground they made usc of, till they incorporated, settled them­
selves together, and built cities; and then, by consent, they 
came in time to set out the bounds of their distinct territories, 
and agree on limits between them and their neighbors, and, 
by laws within thcmsch·cs, serried the properties of those of 
the same society. For we sec that in that part of the world 
,,·hich was first inhabited, and therefore like to be best peo­
pled, even as low down as Abraham's time, they wandered 
with their flocks and their herds, which was their substance, 
freely up and down-and this Abraham did in a country 
where he was a stranger; whence it is plain that, at least, a 
great part of the land lay in common, that the inhabitants val­
ued it not, nor claimed property in any more than they made 
usc of; but 'vhen there was not room enough in the same 
place for their herds to feed together, they, by consent, as 
Abraham and Lot did (Gen. xiii. 5 ), separated :md enlarged 
their pasture where it best liked them. And for the same rea­
son, Esau went from his father and his brother, and planted 
in Mount Seir (Gen. xxxvi. 6). 

39 «=9 And thus, without supposing any private dominion 
and property in Adam over all the world, exclusive of all 
other men, which can no way be proved, nor any one's prop­
erty be made out from it, but supposing the world, given as 
it was to the children of men in common, we see how labor 
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could make men distinct titles to several parcels of it for their 
private uses, wherein there could he 110 douiJt of right, 110 

room for quarrel. 

40 ~0 Nor is it so strange, as perhaps before con~idcrarion ir 
may appear, that the ~roperty of la~Jor :hc:uld he a~Jlc w o\·c~~ 
balance the cornmumty of land. lor It !~ laiH•r 111 decd rh;J. 
puts the difference of value on cvcryth 111g; and lcr anyont.: 
consider what the difference is betwe<:n an acre of l:lnd 
planted with tobacco or sugar, sown with wheat or b:1rlc)'· 
and an acre of the same land lying in conm1on without nn)' 
husbandry upon it, and he \llill find that the improvenH.:nt <_>f 
labor makes the far greater pa~t of the nllJe. I think it Will 
be but a very modest compuranon to sa): that of the product!> 
of the eanh useful to the life of man mne-tenths are the ef­
fects of labor; nay, if we will rightly c\tinl:-ttc things ;1s rhcy 
come to our usc, and cast up the several expenses :-tl)()ut rhc111 
-what in them is purely owing to nat~re, and what to Jabot 
-we shall find that in most of them nmety-ninc hundredths 
arc Wholly to be put on the account of IaLor. 

41 ~,. Th . . 9 ere cannot be a clearer demonstratiOn of anythJOg 
~an several nations of the Americans arc of this, who nrc rich 
~n land and poor in all the comforts of life; whom nature, hnv­
tn~ furnished as liberally as any other people with the mn-

dtenals of plenty-i.e. a fruitful soil, apr to produce in nbun­
ance wh · ' d · · t 

f at m1ght serve for foo , rauncnt, and dclwht· yc • 
or Want f · · · 1 . t:> ' d I o Improvmg It by labor, 1:1ve not one hundrc t 1 

part of the · · d I · d 
f . convemences we enJoy, an a \lllrr of a hrgc nn ruitful t. . . b • ~' 
da crmory there feeds, lodges, and 1s clad worse than :1. 

y laborer in England. 

42~9Tornk · · I 1 f h . a e this a little clearer, ct us JUt trace some o 
t e ordmary provisions of life, through their several prog­
resses, before they come to our usc, and sec how mudt tltcy 
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rccci\·c of their ntluc from human industrv. Bread, wine, and 
cloth. arc things of daily usc and great picnt)"; yet notwith~ 
standml!, acorns, water, and lc:wcs or skins, must be ou 
hrcad, ;!rink, and clothing, did not labor furnish us with these 
more u~cful commmlitics. For whatever bread is more worth 
than acorns, wine than water, and cloth or silk tlun Ic:n·cs, 
skins, or moss, that is wholly owing to labor :md industry: 
the one of these being the food and '"raiment which unassist.cd 
nature furnishes us with; the other, pnn-isions which our In­
dustry and pains prepare for us; which how much they e~i 
cced the ~>ther in \"aluc when anyone hath computed, he wtl 
then sec hmv much labor mal•cs the far greatest p:trt of ~he 
value of things ,,.c enjoy in this world. And the ground whtch 
produces the materials is scarce to he reckonell in as any, or 
at most hut a \"cry small, part of it; so little that c\·cn :tmongst 
us land that is left wholly to nature, that hath no impro\"~­
ment of pasturage, tillage, or planting, is called, as indee_d lt 
is, "waste," and we shall find the benefit of it amount to httlc 
more than nothing. 

43 ~0 An acre of bnd that bears here twenty bu,;hcls of 
wheat, and another in America which, with the same hus­
bandry, would do the like, arc without doubt of the same 
natural intrinsic value; hut vet the benefit mankind receives 
from the one in a year is w~rth £s, and from the other pos­
sibly not worth a penny, if all the profit an Indian rccch·cd 
from it were to be valued and sold here; at least, I may truly 
say, not one-thousandth. 'Tis labor, then, which puts the 
greatest part of value upon land, without which it would 
scarcely be worth anything; 'tis to that we owe the greatest 
part of all its useful products, for all that the straw, bran, 
bread, of that acre of wheat is more worth than the product 
of an acre of as good land which lies W;tstc, is all the effect 
of labor. For 'tis not barely the ploughman's pains, the reap­
er's and thresher's toil, and the baker's sweat, is to be counted 
into the bread we cat; the labor of those who broke the oxen, 
who dug and wrought the iron and stones, who felled and 
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framed the timber employed about the plough, mill, m·cn, 
or any other utensils, which arc a \·ast number, rcqui'>itc to 
this corn, from its sowing, to its being made bread, lllllst all 
be charged on the account of labor, and rccci\·cd as an clfcct 
of that. Nature and the earth furnished onlv the almost worth­
less materials as in themselves. 'Twould be. a strange catalogue 
of things that industry provided, and made usc o(about c\·~ry 
loaf of bread before it came to our usc, if we could trace them 
-iron, wood, leather, bark, timber, stone, bricb, coals, lime, 
clo~h, dyeing drugs, pitch, tar, masts, ropes, and all the ma­
tena~s.madc usc of in the ship that brought any of the com­
modities made usc of by any of the workmen to any part of 
the work all which it would be almost impossible-at least, 
too long-to reckon up. 

44 ~'S From all which it is evident that, though the things of 
nature ar · · b b · f h" e g1ven In common, yet man, y cmg master o 

lmself and · · I 1 · 1 b . propnetor of Ius own person anl t 1c act1ons or 
a or of It, had still in himself the great foundation of prop­
c('d; and that which made up the great part of what he ap-
P le to the f 1 · b · 1 · · 

d support or comfort o 11s emg, w 1cn mvcntton 
an arts h d · f I "f 
h. a Improved the conveniences o 1 c, was perfectly 

IS own d d" ' an 1d not belong in common to others. 

4S~~Th . 
wh us labor, in the beginning, gave a nght of property, erever . 
com anyone was pleased to employ It upon what was 
and I?on, Which remained a long while the far greater part, 

Is Yet 
the m more than manldnd makes usc of. J\llcn at first, for 
ture ~:parr, contented themselves with what unassisted na­
some P:d to their necessities; and though afterwards, in 
stock, With ~f the world (where the increase of people and 
of some a} he Use of money, had made land scarce, and so 
of tl1eir d". ~e), the several communities settled the bounds 

lstlnct . . 1 . I . regulated h terntones, and, by aws Wit 1111 themselves, 
and so b t e properties of the private men of their society, 

, y com d I . pact and agreement, settle t 1c property wh1ch 
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labor and industry began-and the leagues that have been 
made between several states and kingdoms, either expressly 
or tacitly disowning all claim and right to the lanJ in the 
other's possession, ha\"e, by common consent, gi\·en up their 
pretenses to their natural common ri!,!ht, which originally 
they had to those countries; and so ha~·e, by positi\·c -agre~­
ment, settled a property amongst thcmseh·es in distinct parts 
of the world-vet there arc still great tracts of ground to be 
found which, t.he inhabitants thc;eof not having joined with 
the rest of mankind in the consent of the usc of their com­
mon money, lie waste, and arc more than the people who 
dwell on it do or can make usc of, and so still lie in common; 
though this can scarce happen amongst that part of mankind 
that have consented to the usc of money. 

46 «=0 The greatest part of things really useful to the life of 
man, and such as the necessity of subsisting made the first 
commoners of the world look after, as it doth the Americans 
now, arc generally things of short duration_, such as, if they 
arc not consumed by usc, will decay and pcrtsh of themselves: 
gold, silver, and diamonds arc things that fancy or agreement 
have put the value on more than real_ usc an~ the necessary 
support of life. Now, of those good tlungs wluch nature hath 
provided in common, everyone hath a right, as hath been said, 
to as much as he could usc, and had a property in all he could 
effect with his labor-all that his industry could extend to, 
to alter from the state nature had put it in, was his. He that 
gathered a hundreJ bushels of acorns or apples haJ thereby 
a property in them; they were his gooJs as soon as gathered. 
He was only to look that he used them before they spoiled, 
else he took more than his share, and robbed others; and in­
deed, it was a foolish thing, as \vcll as dishonest, to hoard up 
more than he could make usc of. If he g:n-e_ a\vay a part to 
anybody else, so that it perished not uselessly 111 his possession 
these he also made usc of; and if he also bartered away plum~ 
that would have rotted in a week, for nuts that would last 
good for his eating a whole year, he did no injury; he '"·asted 
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not the common stock, destroyed no part of the portion of 
goods that belonged to others, so long as nothing pcrishcd 
u~elessly in his hands. Again, if he would give his nuts for a 
rece of metal, pleased with its color, or exch:m~e his sheep 
or shells, or wool for a sparkling pcbble or a di:unond, and 

keep those by him all his life, he invaded not tht: right of 
others; he might heap up as much of these durable.: things as 
he ple~sed, the exceeding of the bounds of his j list propt:rty 
not lymg in the largeness of his possessions, but the pt:rishing 
of anything uselessly in it. 

4
1
7 ~~And thus came in the usc of money-some lasting thing 

t 1at men . I . . ~ I 
m•g lt keep without spmlmg, and th:lt, by n1utua 

consent f 
. 'men Would tal'e in exchange or the truh• useful hut 

penshabl . · e supports of life. 

48 ~~ And d" . l . as liferent degrees of me ustry were apt to g•vc 
men possessi · · · 1 · · · ( mo ons In d1fTcrent proportions, ~o t us mvennon o 
the ne.y gave them the opportunity to continue and enlarge 
me m, fo~ supposing an island, separate from all possible com-

rce With I I . I hu d t 1e rest of the world, w 1erem t 1erc were but a 
n red f -1• With h am1 •cs-but there were sheep, horses, and cows. 

for ot er Useful animals wholesome fruits, and l:uHI enough 
corn f ·' . . 

in the .. or a hundred thousand tm1cs as 111any, hut nothmg 
Island e· I b f · · I l I ness fi • It 1er ecausc o 1ts commonness or pens 1a J c-

, t to 1 anyo h supp y the place of money-what reason could 
ne ave I . . 

of his f . t lere to enlarge l11s possessiOns beyond the usc 
· am1Iy and I "f l I . . . I In ''·h a p entl II supp \' tO ItS COnSU111pt1oll Cit 1er 
w~~· • ' 

for lik e1.r own industry produced, or they could barter 
there i ~ penshable useful commodities with others? \Vhcre 

s not so I . . d 
to be h d lnct ling Loth lastmg an scarce, and so valuable 

oar ed h "II l . Possess1• up, t ere men WI not >C apt to enl:Jrue the•r . ons of 1 . t:o 
them tot 1 and, were it never so nch, never ~0 free for 
or a hun~ <e; for I ask, what would a man value ten thousand 
vatcd dred thousand acres of excellent land, read)' culti-, , an Well . . 

stocked roo w1th cattle, m the middle of the 



Cl\'IL GOVER~ ~I E:ST 

inland parts of America, where he had no hopes of commerce 
with other parts of the world, to draw money to him by the 
s:1lc of the product? It would not be worth the enclosing, and 
we should sec him gi\·e up again to the wild common of na­
ture whatever was more than would supply the conveniences 
of life to be had there for him and his famih·. 

49 ~.:)Thus in the beginning all the world was America, and 
more so than that is now, for no such thing as money was 
an\'whcrc known. Find out something that hath the usc and 
vaiuc of money amongst his neighbor~. you shall sec the s:unc 
man will begin presently to enlarge his possessions. 

50~~ But since gold and sih-er, being little useful to the life 
of maa in proportion to food, raiment, and l':trri:Jgc, has its 
value (_\nly from the consent of men, whereof labor yet makes, 
in great part, the measure, it is plain that the consent of men 
have agreed to a disproportionate and unequal possession of 
the carrh-1 mean out of the bounds of society and compact; 
for in govcrnmL·nts the laws regulate it; they having, by con­
sent, found out and agreed in a way how a man may right­
fully and without injury possess more than he himself can 
make usc of by receiving gold and silver, which may continue 
long in a man's possession, without decaying for the overplus, 
and agreeing those metals should have a \·alue. 

51 ~9 And thus, I think, it is very easy to concci\·e without 
any difficulty how labor could at first begin a title of prop­
erty in the common things of nature, and how the spending it 
upon our uses bounded it; so that there could then be no 
reason of quarrelling about title, nor any doubt about the 
largeness of possession it ga\·c. Right and conveniency went 
together; for as a man had a right to all he could employ his 
labor upon, so he had no temptation to labor for more than 
he could make usc of. This left no room for controversy 
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about the title, nor for encroachment on the right of others; 
what portion a man carved to himself was easily seen, and it 
was useless, as well as dishonest, to carve himscH too m\\ch, or 
take more than he needed. 

CHAPTER VI 

Of Paternal Power 

52~~ It may perhaps be censured an impertinent criticism in 
a discourse of this nature to find fault with words and names 
that have obtained in the world. And yet possibly it may not 
be amiss to offer new ones when the old arc apt to lead men 
into mistakes, as this of paternal power probably has done. 
which seems so to place the power of parents over their chil­
dren wholly in the father, as if the mother had no share in it; 
whereas if we consult reason or revelation, we shall find she 
has an equal title, which may give one reason to ask whether 
this might not be more properly called parental power? For 
whatever obligation nature and the right of generation lays 
on children, it must certainly bind them equal to both the 
concurrent causes of it. And accordingly we sec the positive 
law of God everywhere joins them together without distinc­
tion, when it commands the obedience of children; "Honor 
thy father and thy mother" (Exod. :xx. 1 2); "\ Vhosocver 
curseth his father or his mother" (Lev. xx. 9); "Y c shall fear 
every man his mother and his father" (Lev. :xix. 3); "Children 
obey your parents," etc. (Eph. vi. 1 ), is the style of the Old 
and New Testament. 

53 ~~Had but this one thing been well considered without 
looking any deeper into the matter, it might perhaps have 
kept men from running into those gross mistal<es they have 
made about this power of parents, which however it might 
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without any great harshness hear the name of absolute domin­
ion and regal authority, when under the title of "paternal" 
power, it seemed appropriated to the father; would yet have 
sounded but: oddly, :md in the very name shown the absurd­
ity, if this supposed absolute power o\·er children had been 
called parental, and thereby discovered that it belonged to 
the mother ton. For it will but n~ry ill sen·e the turn of those 
men who contend so much for the absolute power and au­
thority of the fatherhood, as they call ir, that the mother 
should have any share in it. And it would h:n-e but ill sup­
ported the monarchv the\" contend for, when b,· the ,-en· 
name it appc:tred that thar fundamental auth~rin· frm~1 
whence they would deri,·e their government of a single per­
son only was not placed in one, but two persons jointly. But 
to let this of names pass. 

54~~ Though I h:n-c said above ( z) "That all men by nature 
arc equal," I cannot be supposed to understand all sorts of 
"equality." Age or virtue may give men a just precedency. 
Excellency of parts and merit may place others above the 
common level. Birth may subject some, and alliance or bene­
fits others, to pay an obsentance to those to whom nature, 
gratitude, or other respects, may have made it due; and yet 
all this consists with the equality which all men are in in re­
spect of jurisdiction or dominion one over another, which 
was the equality I there spoke of as proper to the business in 
hand, being that equal right that every man hath to his natural 
freedom, without being subjected to the will or authority of 
any other man. 

55 ~~ Children, I confess, are not born in this full state of 
equality, though they are born to it. Their parents have a 
sort of rule and jurisdiction over them when they come into 
the world, and for some time after, but it is but a temporary 
one. The bonds of this subjection are like the swaddling 
clothes they arc wrapt up in and supported by in tl1e weakness 
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of their infancy. Age and reason as they grow up loosen 
them, till at length they drop quite off, and lca\"e a m:m :lt his 
own free disposal. 

56~~ Adam was created a perfect man, his body :md mind 
in full possession of their strength and reason, and so was 
capable from the first instance of his being to provide for his 
own support and preservation, and govern his actions accord­
ing to the dictates of the law of reason God had impl:mted in 
him. From him the world is peopled with his descend:mrs. 
who arc all born infants, weak and helpless, without lmowl­
cdge or understanding. But to supply the defects of this im­
perfect state till the improvement of growth and age had 
removed them, Adam and Eve, and after them all p:trents 
were, by the law of nature, under an obligation to preserve, 
nourish and educate the children they had begotten, not as 
their own workmanship, but the workmanship of their own 
Mal{er, the Almighty, to whom they were to be accountable 
for them. 

57~~ The law that was to govern Adam was the same that 
was to govern all his posterity, the law of reason. But his 
offspring having another way of entrance into the world, 
different from him, by a natural birth, that produced them ig­
norant, and without the usc of reason, they were not pres­
ently under that law. For nobody can be under a law that is 
not promulgated to him; and this law being promulgated or 
made known by reason only, he that is not come to the usc 
of his reason cannot be said to be under this law; and Adam's 
children being not presently as soon as born under this law of 
reason, were not presently free. For law, in its true notion, 
is not so much the limitation as the direction of a free and in­
telligent agent to his proper interest, and prescribes no farther 
than is for the general good of those under that law. Could 
they be happier without it, the law, as a useless thing, would 
of itself vanish; and that ill deserves the name of confinement 
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which hedges us in only from bogs :.md prec1p1ces. So that 
howe\"er it may be mistaken. the end of law is not to abolish 
or restrain, but to presen·c and enlarge freedom. For in all 
the states of createtl beings, capable of laws, where there is 
no law there is no freedom. For libertv is to be free from 
restraint and ,·iolcncc from others, which cannot be where 
there is no law; and is not, as we arc told. "a liberty for every 
man to do what he lists." For who could be free, when e\·ery 
other man's humor might domineer o\·er him? But a liberty to 
dispose and order fredy as he lists his person, actions, posses­
sions, and his whole property within the allowance of those 
bws under which he is, and therein not to be subject to the 
arbitrary will of another, but freely follow his own. 

58 ~0 The power, then, that parents ha\·c over their children 
arises from that duty which is incumbent on them, to take care 
of their offspring during the imperfect state of childhood. To 
inform the mind, and go,·ern the actions of their yet ignorant 
nonage, till reason shall take its place and case them of that 
trouble, is what the children want, and the parents arc bound 
to. For God having given man an understanding to direct his 
actions, has allowed him a freedom of will and liberty of 
acting, as properly belonging thereunto, within the bounds 
of that law he is under. But whilst he is in :m estate wherein 
he has no understanding of his own to direct his will, he is 
not to have any "·ill of his own to follow. He that under­
stands for him must \\·ill for him too; he must prescribe to 
his will, and regulate his actions, but when he comes to the 
estate that made his father a free man, the son is a free man 
too. 

59 ~0 This holds in all the laws a man is under, whether 
natural or civil. Is a man under the law of nature? \Vhat made 
him free of that bw? what gave him a free disposing of his 
property, according to his own will, within the compass of 
that law? I answer, an estate wherein he might be supposed 



JOII:--i I.OCKt: 

capable to know that law, that so he might keep his actions 
within the bounds of it. \Vhen he has acquired that state, he 
is presumed to know how far that law is to be his guilh:, and 
how far he may make usc of his freedom, and so comes to 
have it; till then, somebody else must guide him, \vlw is pre­
sumed to know how far the law allows a liberty. If such a 
state of reason, such an age of discretion, made him f rce, the 
same shall make his son free too. Is a man under the law of 
England? What made him free of that law-that is, to ha\·e 
the liberty to dispose of his actions and possessions, according 
to his own will, within the permission of that law? a capacity 
of knowing that law. Which is supposed, by that law, at the 
age of twenty-one, and in some cases sooner. If this mac.lc 
the father free, it shall make the son free too. Till then, we sec 
the law allows the son to have no \viii, but he is to be guidec.l 
by the will of his father or guardian, who is to understand 
for him. And if the father die and fail to substitute a deputy 
in this trust, if he hath not provided a tutor r:o govern his son 
during his minority, during his want of understanding, the 
law takes care to do it: some other mm;t govern him and be a 
will to him till he hath attained to a state of freedom, and his 
understanding be fit to take the government of his will. But 
after that the father and son arc equally free, as much as 
tutor and pupil, after nonage, equally subjects of the same law 
t?gct~cr, without any dominion left in the father over the 
ltfe, hbeny, or estate of his son, whether they be only in the 
state and under the law of nature, or under the positive laws 
of an established government. 

60....," B 'f :-<.J ut 1 through defects that may happen out of the 
ordmary course of nature, anyone comes not to such a degree 
of reason wh · · erem he might be supposed capable of knowmg 
the la~, and so living within the rules of it, he is never capable 
0~ bcmg a. free man, he is never let loose to the disposurc of 
his own will; because he knows no bounds to it has not under­
standing, its proper guide, but is continued u~der the tuition 
and government of others all the time his own understanding 
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is incap:tblc of th:tt ch:trgc. And so lun:ttics and idiots arc 
nc\'Cr set free from the gm·ernment of their parents: "Chil­
dren who arc not as yet come unto those years whereat they 
may have, and innocents, which arc excluded by a natural de­
fect from e\·er having." Thirdly, ''.\bdmcn, which, for the 
present, cannot possibly han: the usc of right re:tson to guide 
themseh·es, han~, for their guide, the reason that guideth other 
men which arc tutors on~~r them, to Sl'ek and }Jrocurc their 
good for them,'' says Hooker (Eccl. Pol., lib. i., sect. 7). All 
which Sl'ems no 111;1re than that dun· which God and nature 
has laid on man, as well as other cr-eatures, to prcsen·c their 
offspring till they c:tn he able to shift for themselves, and 
will scarce amount to an instance or proof of parents' rc~al 
authority. 

61 <G,:j Thus we arc born free as we arc born rational; not that 
we ha\·e actually the exercise of either: age that brings one. 
brings with it the other too. And thus we sec how natural 
freedom and subjection to parents may consist together, and 
arc horh founded on the same principle. A child is free by his 
father's title, by his father's understanding, which is to govern 
him till he hath it of his own. The freedom of a man at years 
of discretion, and the subjection of a child to his parents. 
whilst yet short of it, arc so consistent and so distinguishable 
that th~ most blinded contenders for monarchy, "by right of 
fatherhood," cannot miss of it; the most obstinate cannot but 
allow of it. For ,.,·ere their doctrine all true, were the right heir 
of Adam now known, and, bv that title, settled a monarch in 
his throne, invested with all the absolute unlimited power Sir 
Robert Filmer talks of, if he should die as soon as his heir were 
born, must not the child, notwithstanding he were never so 
free, never so much sovereign, be in subjection to his mother 
and nurse, to tutors and governors, till age and education 
brought him reason and ability to govern himself and others? 
The necessities of his life, the health of his body, and the 
information of his mind would require him to be directed 
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by the will of others and not his own; :mJ yet will anyone 
think that this restraint anJ subjection were inconsistent 
with, or spoiled him of, that liberty or so\'ereigmy he haJ a 
right to, or gave away his empire to those who haJ the 
government of his nonage? This go\'ernmenr o\'er him only 
prepared him the better and sooner for it. If anybolly shou!J 
ask me when my son is of age to be free, I shall answer, just 
wh h' h · f "J> I · '' en IS monarc 1s o age to go\'ern. •Ut at \\' 1at tune, 
says the judicious Hooker ( Eccl. Pol., I ill. i., scl:t. 6), "a man 
may be said to have attained so far forth the use of reason as 
sufficeth to make him capable of those laws whereby he is 
then bound to guide his actions; this is a great Jc.:al more easy 
for sense to discern than for anyone, by sl•ill and learning, 
to determine." 

62 •-<:<5 Commonwealths themsel\'es take notice uf, anJ allow 
that there is a time when men arc to begin to act like free 
men, and therefore till that time, require not oaths of fealty 
or allegiance, or other public owning of, or submission to the 
government of their countries. 

63 <c~ The freedom then of man, and liberty of acting ac­
cor~m~ to his own will, is grounded on his having reason, 
whtch IS able to instruct him in that law he is to govern him­
self ?Y· and make him know how far he is left to the freedom 
~f his own will. To turn him loose to an unrestrained liberty, 
~fore. ~e has reason to guide him, is not the allowing him 

t e pnvllege of his nature to be free, but to thrust him out 
amongst brutes, and abandon him to a state as wretched and 
as much b I · Tl · · · eneath that of a man as t 1e1rs. us Is that wluch 
puts the h . ' 1 d 

· . aut onty into the parents 1an s to govern the 
mmonry f h . .1 • • 

0 t e1r children. God hath maue It their busmcss 
to employ th' . d . 
I . IS care on their offsprmg, an hath placed m 

t 1em su1rabJ . d 
h. e Inclinations of ten erness and concern to temper t 15 p H. . d . . 

h hild 0 Wer, to apply it as IS WIS om designed It, to 
r c c ren's 1 ld d · good as long as they s lOU nee to be under It. 



Cl VI I. c;on·:R::'\ .\1 F::'\T 

(if ·~0 But wh:lt rcasnn c:m hence adv:mce this care of the 
p:trents due tn their offspring into :m absolute, arbitrary 
dominion of the father, whose power reaches no farther than 
hy such a discipline as he finds most effectual to gi,·e such 
strength and health to their bodies, such ,·igor and rectitude 
to th~ir minds, as m:n· best fit his children ~o be most useful 
to thcmsel\'es and otl~ers, and, if it be necessary to his condi­
tion, to make them work when they arc able for their own 
subsistence; hut in this power the mother, too, has her share 
with the father. 

65 ~:)Nay, this power so little belongs to the father by anv 
peculiar right of nature, but only as he is guardian of his 
children, that when he quits his care of them he loses his 
power o\'er them, which goes along with their nourishmcn~ 
and education, to which it is inseparably annexed, and be­
longs as much to the foster-father _of an exposed child as to 
the natural father of another. So l.m.lc po~\'cr docs the bare 
act of begetting give a man over Ius Issue, If all his care c d 
there, and this be all the tide he. hath to the name and ~u~ 
thority of a father. And what will become of this paternal 
power in that part of the \vorld wl~ere one woman hath more 
than one husband at a time? or m those parts of Amer' 

d 'f I . IC:l where, when the husband an WI e part, w 11ch happens fre-
quently, the children arc all left to the. I~mthcr, follow her, and 
arc wholly under her care and pronsJOn? And if the fathe 
die whilst the children arc y~ung, do th.ey not natural\~ 
everywhere owe the same obcdJCncc to their mother d . · 

· · · · f I ,,.c c I I' ' unng their mmonty as to their at 1er, · r 1c a I\'c';l A d .~ 
' h l . I . . n Will anvone say that the mother hat a egis :ttl\'e powc 

-: l • 1 , . r over her 
children that she can make. stanumg ru cs which shall b f 
l)crpetual obli<Tation bv wluch they ought to rcgul e 0 

b ' • d b d 1 . ate all the concerns of their property, an oun t 1c1r libc 
· · f I b rty all the course of their hvcs and en orcc t 1C o scrvati 

' 1 · · 1 on of them 
with capital punishments? Fforlt us his tile proper power of the 
magistrate of which the at ler at 1 not so 

' ~~~~ 
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shadow. His command over his children is bur rcmporar;>. 
and reaches not their life or property. It is but a hclp to the 
weakness and imperfection of their nonagc, :1 discipline 
necessary to their educ:1tion. And though a father Ill:l)' dispose 
of his own possessions :1s he ple:1scs whcn his childrcn arc our 
of danger of perishing for w:1nt, yet his power cxtcnds not to 

the lives or goods which either their own industry, or :m­
other's bounty, has made theirs, not to thcir liberty m:ither, 
when they arc once arrived to the enfranchiscment of the 
years of discretion. The f:1thcr's empire then ceases, and he 
can from thenceforward no more dispose of the I ibcrrv of his 
so l 1 · n t lan t 1at of any other man. And it must be f :1r from :m 
ab.solute or perpetual jurisdiction from which a man may 
Withdraw h' If l . . f o· . I . "l Imsc , 1avmg license r01n Ivme :1ut tonty to 

cave father and mother and cleave to his wif c." 

66~~B 
as f - Ut though there be a time when a child comes to be 
as lrceh~rom subjection to the \viii and comm:llld of his father 
. 1e Im If. 

else se IS free from subjection to the will of anybody 
wh·' h:m.d they arc both under no other restraint but that 

IC IS 
natu common to them both, whether it be the la\v of re or n .. 
excm tUnicipal law of their country, yet this freedom 
law !rt~~~t a son from that h01_10r which he ough~, by the 
the P ~nd nature, to pay h1s parents, God havmg made 

arcnts I d . . 
the ra nstruments in His great es1gn of continumg ce of m I. . 
As Be h an {JOd and the occasions of IJfc to their children. 

ath laid 1 ._1. · . and brin on t 1em an ou 1ganon to nounsh, preserve, 
a perpet g lup tl.tcir offspring, so He has laid on the children 

. . ua obiJg . f . I . . tammg 1 · . at10n o honormg t tc1r parents, wh1ch, con-
n It an · 

all outw d Inward esteem and reverence to be shown hy 
may cve;ri .expressions, tics up the child from anything that 
or life of t~)Urc or affront, disturb or endanger the happiness 
in all act' osc from whom he received his, and engages him 

m~ f . ~ 
those by "·! 0 defense, relief, assistance, and comfort of 

vv lose d . ._ . 
made capabJ. means he entcre mto uemg and has been 

c of any enjoyments of life. From this obligation 
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no state, no freedom, can ahsoh-e children. Rut this is very 
far from gi\'ing parents a power of command over their 
children, or an authority to make l:lws and dispose as they 
please of their li,·es or lii1ertics. It is one thing to owe honor, 
respect, gratitude, and assistance; another to require :m abso­
lute obedience and submission. The honor due to parents a 
monarch on his throne oWl'S his mother, and yet this lessens 
not his authority nor suhjcl·ts him to her government. 

67 ~~ The subjection of a minor places in the father a tem­
porary gm·ernment which terminates with the minority of 
the child; and the honor due from a child places in the par­
ents a perpetual right to respect, rc,·erence, support, and 
compliance, to more or less, as the father's care, cost, and 
kindness in his education has been more or less, and this ends 
not with minority, but holds in all parts and conditions of a 
man's life. The want of distinguishing these two powers 
which the father hath, in the right of tuition, during minority. 
and the right of honor all his life, may perhaps have caused a 
great part of the mistakes about this matter. For, to speak 
properly of them, the first of these is rather the privilege of 
children and duty of parents than any prerogative of paternal 
power. The nourishment and education of their children is a 
charge so incumbent on parents for their children's good, that 
nothing can absolve them from taking care of it. And though 
the power of commanding and chastising them go along with 
it, yet God hath woven into the principles of human nature 
such a tenderness for their offspring, that there is little fear 
that p3rents should usc their po~ver with too much rigor; the 
excess is seldom on the severe stde, the strong bias of nature 
drawing the other way. And therefore God Almighty, when 
He would express His gentle dealing with the Is~aclites, He 
tells them that though He chastened them, "He chastened 
them as a man chastens his son" (Deut. viii. 5 )-i.e., with 
tenderness and affection, and kept them under 110 severer dis­
cipline than what was absolutely best for them, and had been 
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less kindness to have slackened. This is that power to '\vhich 
children arc commanded obedience, that the pains and care 
of their parcn:s may not be increased or ill-rewarded. 

68 ~~ On the other side, honor and support all that which 
gratitude requires to return; for the benefits received hy and 
from them is the indispensable duty of the child and the 
proper privilege of the parents. This is intended for the par­
ents' advantage, as the other is for the child's; though educa­
tion, the parents' duty, seems to have most power, because 
the ignorance and infirmities of childhood stand in need of 
restraint and correction, which is a visible exercise of rule 
and a kind of dominion. And that duty which is compre­
hended in the word "honor" requires less obedience, though 
the obligation be stronger on grown than younger children. 
For who can think the command, "Children obey your par­
ents," requires in a man that has children of his own the same 
sub~ission to his father as it docs in his yet young children 
t~ him, and that by this precept he were bound to obey all 
~s f;thcr's commands, if, out of a conceit of authority, he 
s ou d have the indiscretion to treat him still as a boy. 

69h~~ "!he first pan, then, of paternal power, or rather duty, 
w IC IS education, belongs so to the father that it terminates 
at a certain season. When the business of education is over it 
ceases of its lf d . . 
tile t . . e • an Is also alienable before. For a man may put 

U1t1on of h" · h" IS son m other hands; and he that has made IS son an app . 
t" f rent1ce to another has discharged him, during that 
lme, o a gre . . . d 

lll·s 1 at part of IllS obedience, both to himself an to 
mot 1er B ll . 

nev h l · ut a the duty of honor, the other pan, rcmams 
en eesse . . . 

ins bl nt1re to them; nothmg can cancel that. It 1s so 
I. epara e from them both, that the father's authority cannot 

< 1spossess the 1 • . . 
I . f mot 1er of this nght, nor can any man discharge 
us son or h · . 

f f onormg her that bore h1m. But both these are 
very ar rom a d f · 1 · I I . power to make laws, an en orcmg t 1em Wit 1 

pena ties that may reach estate, liberty, limbs, and life. TI1e 
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power of comm:11Hiing ends with non:1ge, :1nd though after 
th:lt honor and respect, support :1nd defence, and wh:ltsoe\·er 
gr:1titude c:1n oblige :1 111:1n to, for the highest benefits he is 
n:1turally c:1pahle of be :1lways due from :1 son to his parents, 
yet all this puts no sceptre into the f:1ther's hand, no sm·crcign 
power of commanding. He has no dominion m·cr his son's 
property or :1ctions, nor any right that his will should pre­
scribe to his son's in :11l thin~s; however, it mav become his 
son in many things, not very incom·cnicm to hin~ and his f:un­
ily, to p:1y a deference to it. 

70 ~~ A m:1n m:1y owe honor and respect to an :1ncicnt or 
wise m:1n, defense to his child or friend, relief and support to 
the distressed and gratitude to a benefactor, to such :1 degree 
that all he has, all he c:1n do, cannot sufficiently pay it. But all 
these give no authority, no right of making laws, to anyone 
over him from whom they arc owing. And it is plain all this 
is due, not to the bare title of father, not onlv because as has . . 
been said, it is owing to the mother too, but because these 
obligations to parent~, and the degrees of what is required 
of children, may be varied by the different care and kindness, 
trouble and expense, is often employed upon one child more 
than another. 

71 «=<5 This shows the reason ho\V it comes to pass that parents 
in societies, where they themselves arc subjects, retain a 
power over their children and have as much right to their 
subjection as those who are in the state of nature, which 
could not possibly be if all political pO\vcr were only paternal, 
and that, in truth, they were one and the same thing; for then, 
all paternal power being in the prince, the subject could 
naturally have none of it. But these t\vo powers, political 
and paternal, arc so perfectly distinct and separate, and built 
upon so different foundations, and given to so different ends, 
that every subject that is a father has as much a paternal 
power over his children as the prince has over his. And every 
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prince that has parents owes _them_ a<; much filia_l duty and 
obedience as the meanest of hts subJects do to thctrs, and can 
therefore contain not any part or degree of that kinl~ of 
dominion which a prince or magistrate l1:1s over his subject. 

72 ~0 Though the obligation on the parents to bring up their 
children, and the obligation on children to honor their par­
ents, contain all the power, on the one h:md, and submissio~l 
on the other, which are proper to this relation, yet there ts 
another power ordinarily in the father, whereby he has a tic 
on the obedience of his children, which, though it be common 
to him with other men, yet the occasions of showing it, almost 
~o~stantly happening to fathers in their private familil's and 
m !~stances of it elsewhere being rare, and less taken notice 
of, tt passes in the world for a part of "paternal jurisdiction." 
And this is the power men generally have to bestow their 
estates on those who please them best. The possession of the 
father being the expectation and inheritance of the children 
ordinarily, in certain proportions, according to the law and 
custom of each country, yet it is commonly in the father's 
pow~r to bestow it with a more sparing or liberal hand, ac­
co_rdhm? as the behavior of this or that child hath comported 
Wit hts will and humor. 

73~0Th" · h d. d 
h IS ts no small tic to the o c tcncc of children; an 

t ere bcin l 1 . l . . g a ways annexed to t 1c enJoyment of land a su )-
mtsston to tl d · 1e government of the country of which that lan 
IS a part . h I d 

bl. ~ It as been commonly supposed that a father cou 
0 tge hts p · f · · lf ostenty to that government o whtch he hnuse was a sub· . 
onl Ject, that his compact held them; whereas, it bcmg 
I Y a necessary condition annexed to the land which is under 

t 1at govern 1 · 1 
d . . 111cnt, reaches only those w 10 Wtll take it on t 1at 

con ltton a d . . 1 
'. 11 sots no natural tiC or engagement, but avo un-

tary submtssi f , h"Jd b . 
f . on; or every mans c 1 rcn cmg, by nature, as 
ree as htmself . J ·1 h . or any of hts ancestors ever were, n1ay, w 11 st 

t cy arc 111 that freedom, choose what society they will join 
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themseh-es to, what comnHmwe:.lth they will put themselves 
under. Bm if the\· will enjov the inheritance of their ancestors, 
they liJust take i~ on the s:H;Jc terms their ancestors had it, and 
submit to all the conditions annexed to such a possession. By 
this pmn:r, inde<.:d, fathers obli~c their children to obedience 
to thcmseln·s cn:n \\·hen they~ arc past minority, and most 
commonly, too, subject them to this or that political power. 
But neither of these by any peculiar right of fatherhood, but 
by the reward they ha,·e in their hands to enforce and recom­
pens<.: such a compliance, and is no more power th:m what 3 
Frenchman has m·er :111 F.nglishm:m, who, by the hopes of 3n 
estat<.: he will lc:n·e him, will certainly have a stroncr tic on his . ~ 

obedience; and if when it is left him, he will enjoy it, he must 
certainly take it upon the conditions annexed to the possession 
of land in that country where it lies, whether it be France or 
England. 

74 •.a.:j To conclude, then, though the father's pmver of com­
manding extends no farther than the minority of his children, 
and to a degree only fir for the discipline :md government of 
that age; and though that honor and respect, and all that 
which the Latins called piety, which they indispensably owe to 
their parents all their lifetimes, :.nd in all estates, with all that 
support and defense, is due to them, gives the father no power 
of governing-i.e., making laws and ex:.cting penalties on his 
children; thou~h by this he has no dominion over the prop­
erty or :.ction; of i1is son, yet it is obvious to concei\·e how 
easy it was, in the first :1~es of the world, and in places still 
where the thinness of pe~>ple gives families leave to separate 
into unpossessed quarters, :1nd they have room to remove and 
pbnt themselves in yet vacant habitations, for the father of 
the family to become the prince of it; he h:1d been a ruler 
from the beginning of the infancy of his children; :1nd when 
they were grown up, since without some government it would 
be hard for them to live together, it was likeliest it should, by 
the express or tacit consent of the children, be in the father, 
where it seemed, without any change, barely to continue. And 
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when, indeed, nothing more was required to it th:m the p~r­
mitting the father to exercise alone in his family that executive 
power of the law of nature which every free man naturally 
hath, and by that permission resigning up to him a monarchi­
cal power 'vhilst they remained in it. But that this w:-~s not b~· 
any paternal right, but only by the consent of his children, IS 

evident from hence, that nobody doubts but if a stranger, 
whom chance or business had brought to his family, had there 
killed any of his children, or committed any other act, he 
might condemn and put him to death, or otherwise have 
punished him as well as any of his children, which was im­
possible he should do by virtue of any paternal authority 
over one who was not his child, but by virtue of th:-~t executive 
power of the law of n:-~ture which, as a man, he had a right 
to; and he alone could punish him in his fmnily where the re­
spe~ of his children had laid by the exercise of such a power, 
to g1ve way to the dignity and authority they were willing 
should remain in him above the rest of his family. 

75 ~~Thus it was easy and al:nost natural for children, by a 
taCit and almost natural consent, to make way for the father's 
aut?ority and government. They had been accustomed in 
therr childhood to follow his direction, and to refer their little 
differences to him; and when they were men, who fitter to 

rule them? Their little properties and less covetousness scld~>Jll 
afforded greater controversies; and when any should ansc, 
where could they have a fitter umpire than he, by whose care 
they had every one been sustained and brought up, and who 
had ~ t~nderness for them all? It is no wonder that they ]llade 
no dJStmction betwixt minority and full age, nor looked after 
one-a~d-twenty, or any other age, that might make them the 
free dispose~s of themselves and fortunes, when they could 
have no des1re to be out of their pupilage. The government 
they ha.d been under during it continued still to be more their 
protectiOn than restraint· and they could nowhere find a 
greater security to their ~eace, liberties, and fortunes than in 
rhe rule of a father. 
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76 <4~ Thus the natural fathers of families, by an insensible 
change, became the politic monarchs of them too; and as they 
chanced to live long, and le:n-e able and worthy heirs for 
se\·eral successions or otherwise, so they laid the foundations 
of hereditary or clecti\·e kingdoms under several constitutions 
and manors, according as chance, contrivance, or occasions 
happened to mold them. But if princes have their titles in 
the father's right, and it be a sufficient proof of the natural 
right of fathers to political authority, because they commonly 
were those in whose hands we find, de f,zcto, the exercise of 
government, I say, if this argument be good, it will as strongly 
prove that all princes, nay, princes only, ought to be priests, 
since it is as certain that in the beginning "the father of the 
family was priest, as that he was ruler in his O\\·n household." 

CHAPTER VII 

Of Political or Civil Society 

77 042~ God having made man such :1 cre:J.ture, th!!.t in his own 
judgment it was not good for him to be alone, put him under 
strong obligations of necessity, convenience, and inclination 
to drive him into society, as well as fitted him with under­
standing and language to continue and enjoy it. The first 
society was between man and wife, which gave beginning to 
that between parents and children; to which, in time, that be­
tween master and servant came to be added; and though all 
these might, and commonly did meet together, and make up 
but one family, wherein the master or mistress of it had some 
sort of rule proper to a family; each of these, or all together, 
came short of political society, as we shall sec, if we consider 
the different ends, tics, and bounds of each of these. 

78 «=~Conjugal society is made by a voluntary compact be-
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tween man and woman, and though ir consist chiefly in such 
a communion and right in one another's undies as is necessary 
to its chief end, procreation, yet it draws with it mutual sup­
port and assistance, and a communion of interests too, as nec­
essary not only to unite their c~rc and affection~ but also 
necessary to their common offsprmg, who have a nght to be 
nourished and maintained uy them till they arc aulc to pro­
vide for themselves. 

79 ~~For the end of conjunction between male and female 
being not barely procreation, but the continuation of the 
species, this conjunction betwixt male and female ought to 
last, even after procreation, so long as is necessary to the 
nourishment and support of the young ones, who arc to be 
sustained by those that got them till they arc able to shift 
and provide for themselves. This rule, which the infinite wise 
Maker hath set to the worlcs of His hands, we find the inferior 
creatures steadily obey. In those vivaporous animals which 
feed on grass the conjunction between male and fem:~lc lasts 
no longer than the very act of copulation, because the teat 
of the dam being sufficient to nourish the young rill ir he able 
to feed on grass, the male only begets, hut concerns nor him­
self for the female or young, to whose sustenance he can 
contribute nothing. But in beasts of prey the conjunction lasts 
longer, because the dam, not being able well to subsist herself 
and nourish her numerous offspring by her own prey alone 
(a more laborious as well as more dangerous way of living 
than by feeding on grass), the ~ssistance of the male is neces­
sary to the maintenance of thctr common family, which can­
not subsist till they arc able to prey for themselves, but by 
the joint care of m:tlc and female. The same is observed in all 
birds (except some domestic ones, where plenty of food ex­
cuses the cock from feeding and taking care of the young 
brood), whose young, needing food in the nest, the cock and 
hen continue mates till the young arc able to usc their wings 
and provide for themselves. 
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80 ~~ And herein, I think, lies the chief, if not the only 
reason, whv the nl:llc and female in mankind arc tied to a 
longer cm{junction than other creatures-vi~:., because the 
female is capable of concei\·ing, and, d.: f.tcto, is commonly 
with child again, and brings forth too a new birth, long before 
the former is out of a dependency for support on his parents' 
help and able ro shift for himself, md has all the assistance 
is due to him from his parents, whereby the f:tther, who is 
bound to take care for those he hath begot, is under an obliga­
tion to continue in conjugal society with the same woman 
longer than other creatures, whose young, being able to sub­
sist of themselves before the time of procre:ttion returns 
again, the conjugal bond dissolves of itself, :md they arc at 
liberty till Hymen, at his usual anniversary season, summons 
them again to choose new mates. \ Vhcrcin one cannot but ad­
mire the wisdom of the great Creator, who, having given to 
man an ability to lay up for the future as well as supply the 
present necessity, hath made it necessary that society of man 
and wife should be more lasting than of male and female 
amongst other creatures, that so their industry might be en­
couraged, and their interest better united, to make provision 
and lay up goods for their common issue, which uncertain 
mixture, or easy and frequent solutions of conjugal society, 
would mightily disturb. 

81 --=~ But though these arc tics upon mankind which make 
the conjugal bonds more firm and lasting in a man than the 
other species of animals, yet it would give one reason to in­
quire why this compact, where procreation and education 
arc secured and inheritance taken care for may not be made 
determinable, either by consent, or at a certain time, or upon 
certain conditions, as well as :my other voluntary compacts, 
there being no necessity, in the nature of the thing, nor to 
the ends of it, that it should always be for life-1 mean, to 
such as are under no restraint of my positive law which or­
dains all such contracts to be perpetual. 



)OJJ:-: LOCKE 

82 ~~But the husband and wife, though they h:,.;;,. illlt or~c 
common concern, yet having different understandings, wrll 
unavoidably sometimes have different wills too. It therefore 
being necessary that the last determination (i.e., th~.: rule) 
should be placed somewhere, it naturally falls to the man"s 
share as the abler and the stronger. But this, reaching hut to 

the things of their common interest and property, k:l\"es the 
wife in the full and true possession of what hy contract is 
her peculiar right, and at least gives the husband no more 
power over her than she has over his life; the power of the 
husband being so far from that of an absolute monarch that 
the wife has, in many cases, a liberty to separate from him 
where natural right or their contract allows it, whether that 
contract be made by themselves in the state of nature or by 
the customs or laws of the country they li\·e in, and the chil­
dren, upon such separation, fall to the father or mother's lot 
as such contract docs determine. 

83 ~~For all the ends of marriage being to be obtained under 
pohttc government, as well as in the state of nature, the civil 
magistrate doth not abridge the right or power of either, 
naturally necessary to those ends-viz., procreation and mu­
tual_ support and assistance whilst they arc togetheL, but only 
dcctdcs any controversy that may arise between man and wife 
about them. If it were otherwise, and that absolute sov­
ereignty and power of life and death naturally belonged to 
the husband, and were necessary to the society between man 
and wife, there could be no matrimony in any of these coun­
tries where the husband is allowed no such absolute authority. 
But the ends of matrimony requiring no such power in the 
husband, it was not at all necessary to it. The condition of 
c_onjugal society put it not in him; but whatsoever might con­
Sist with procreation and support of the children till they 
could shift for themselves-mutual assistance, comfort, and 
maintenance-might be varied and regulated by that contract 
which first united them in that society, nothing being neces­
sary to any society that is not necessary to the ends for which 
it is made. 
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S4 ~~ Tlw society betwixt parents and children, and the 
distinct rights :111tl powers belonging respectively to them, I 
ha\·e treated of so largely in the foregoing chapter that I shall 
not here need to say anything of it; :u~d I think it is plain 
that it is far different from a politic society. 

H5 ~0 1\hster and scn·ant arc names as old as history, but 
given to those of far different condition; for a free man mal;:cs 
himself :1 sen•ant to another by selling him for a certain time 
the sen· ice he undertakes to do in exchange for wages he is to 
receive; and though this commonly puts him into the family 
of his master, and under the ordinary discipline thereof, yet it 
gives the master but a tcmpomry power over him, and no 
greater than what is contained in the contract between them. 
But there is another sort of servants, which by a peculiar 
name we c:tll slaves, who, being capti,·es taken in a just war, 
arc by the right of nature subjected to the absolute dominion 
and arbitrary power of their m:tsters. These men having, as I 
say, forfeited their lives, and with them their liberties, and 
lost their estates-and being, in the state of slavery, not 
capable of any property-cannot in that state be considered 
as any part of civil society, the chief end whereof is the pres­
ervation of property. 

86 «~~ Let us therefore consider a master of a family, with all 
these subordinate relations of wife, children, servants, and 
slaves, united under the domestic rule of a family, which, 
what resemblance soever it may have in its order, offices, and 
number too, with a little commonwealth, yet is very far from 
it both in its constitution, power and end; or, if it must be 
thought a monarchy, and the paterfamilias the absolute mon­
arch in it, absolute monarchy will have but a very shattered 
and short power, when 'tis plain, by what has been said before, 
that the master of the family has a very distinct and differently 
limited power, both as to time and extent, over those several 
persons that are in it; for, excepting slaves (and the family is 
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as much a family, and his pm.,·er as paterfamilias as great, 
whether there be any slaves in the family or no), he has no 
legislative power of life and death over any of them, and none. 
too, but what a mistress of a family may have as well as he. 
And he certainly can have no absolute power over the whole 
family, who has but a very limited one over every indivi~lual 
in it. But how a family or any other society of men d1ffer 
from that, which is properly political society, we shall best 
sec by considering wherein political society itself consists. 

87 '4') Man being born, as has been proved, with a title to 
perfect freedom, and an uncontrolled enjoyment of all the 
rights and privileges of the law of nature equally ·with any 
other man or number of men in the world, hath by nature a 
power not only to preserve his property-that is, his life. 
liberty, and estate-against the injuries and attempts of other 
men, but to judge of and punish the breaches of that law in 
others as he is persuaded the offense deserves, even with 
death itself, in crimes where the heinousness of the fact in his 
opinion requires it. But because no political society can br 
nor subsist without having in itself the power to preserve the 
property, and, in order thereunto, punish the offenses of all 
those of that society, there, and there only, is political society, 
where every one of the members hath quitted this natural 
power, resigned it up into the hands of the community in all 
cases that exclude him not from appealing for protection to 
the law established by it; and thus all private judgment of 
every particular member being excluded, the community 
comes to be umpire; and by understanding indifferent rules 
and men authorized by the community for their execution, 
decides all the differences that may happen between any 
me~bcrs of that society concerning any matter of right, and 
pumshes those offenses which any member hath committed 
a.gainst the society with such penalties as the law has cstau­
~Ished; whereby it is easy to discern who arc and who arc nor 
In political society together. Those who arc united into one 
body, and have a common established law and judicature to 
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appeal to, with :n1thoriry to dccitle contrm·ersies between 
them and punish offenders, arc in civil society one with an­
other; but those who have no such common appeal-! me:m 
on carth-:tre still in the state of nature. each being, where 
there is no other, judg-e for himsdf and executioner, which is, 
:J.S I have before shown it, the perfect state of nature. 

R8 «=0 And thus the conm1onwealth comes by a power to set 
down what punishment shall hdong to the several trans­
gressions which they think worrhy of it committed amongst 
the JJH:mhers of that society. which is the power of making 
laws, as well as it has the power to punish any injury done 
unto any of its members by :myone that is not of it, which is 
the power of war and peace; :md all this for the preservation 
of the property of all the members of that society as far as is 
possible. But though every m:1n entered into civil society, has 
quitted his power to punish offenses against the law of nature 
in prosecution of his own pri,·ate judgment, yet with the 
judgment of offenses, which he has gi,·en up to the legislative 
in all cases where he c:m ai)J)Cal to the magistrate, he h;s <Tiven 

~ t> 
a right to the commonwealth to employ his force for the exe-
cution of the judgments of the commonwealth whcne,·er he 
shall be called to it; which, indeed, arc his own judgments, 
they being made by himself or his representative. And herein 
we have the original of the Icgislati\·e and executive power of 
civil society, which is to judge by standing laws how far 
offenses arc to be punished when committed within the com­
monwealth, and also by occasional judgments founded on the 
present circumstances of the fact, how far injuries from with­
out arc to be vindicated; and in both these to employ all the 
force of all the members ·when there shall be need. 

89 ·..:::0 \Vherever, therefore, any number of men so unite into 
one society, as to quit everyone his executive power of the 
law of nature, and to resign it to the public, there, and there 
only, is a political, or civil society. And this is done wherever 
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any number of men, in the state ?~ nature, enter into society 
to make one people, one body politic, under one supreme gov­
ernment, or else when anyone joins himself tn, :md incorpo­
rates with, any government already made. For hereby he 
authorises the society, or, which is all nne, the legislative 
thereof, to make laws for him, as the public good of the so­
ciety shall require, to the execution whereof his own as­
sistance (as to his own decrees) is due. And this puts men out 
of a state of nature into that of a commonwealth, by setting 
up a judge on earth with authority to determine all the 
controversies and redress the injuries that may happen to any 
member of the commonwealth; which judge is the legislative, 
or magistrates appointed by it. And wherever there arc any 
number of men, however associated, that have no such de­
cisive power to appeal to, there they arc still in the state of 
nature. 

90 ~~Hence it is evident that absolute monarchy, which by 
some men is counted the only government in the world, is 
indeed inconsistent with civil society, and so c:m he no form 
of civil government at all. For the end of civil society being 
to avoid and remedy those inconveniences of the state of na­
~re which necessarily follow from every man's being judge 
m his own case, by setting up a known authority to which 
everyone of that society may appeal upon any injury received 
or controversy that may arise, and which every one of the 
society ought to obey; wherever any persons are who have 
not such an authority to appeal to and decide any difference 
between them there, those persons arc still in the state of 
nature. And so is every absolute prince, in respect of those 
who arc under his dominion. 

91 ~~For he being supposed to have all, both legislative and 
executive power in himself alone, there is no judge to be 
found; no appeal lies open to anyone who may fairly and in­
differently and with authority decide, and from whence relief 
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and address may he expected of :my injury or inconvenience 
that may be suffered from or by his order; so that such a man, 
however entitled-Czar, or Grand Seignior, or how you 
plcasc-i~ ~~~ much in the state of namr~, with ~~u under. his 
dominion, as h~ is with the rest of mankind. For wherever any 
rwo men an.:, who ha,·e no standing rule and common judge 
to appeal to on earth for the determination of controversies 
of right betwixt them, there they arc still in the state of na­
ture, and mHlcr all the inconveniences of it, with only this 
,._,·oful ditTcn.:nce to the subject, or rather slave, of an absolute 
prince: that, whereas in the ordinary st~tte of nature he has 3 

liberty to judge of his right, ~md ~1ccording to the best of 
his power to maintain it, now, whcne\·er his property is in­
,·aded by the will and order of his monarch, he h~ts not only 
no appeal, as those in the society ought to h~we, but, as if he 
were degraded from the common state of rational creatures, 
is denied a liherry to judge of or ro ddend his right; and so is 
exposed to all the misery :md inconveniences that a man can 
fear from one who, being in the unrestrained stare of nature, 
is yet corrupted with flattery, and armed with power. 

92 oc::9 For he that thinks absolute power purifies men's blood, 
and corrects the baseness of human nature, need read but the 
hi!.-rory of this or any other age, to be convinced of the con­
trary. He that would have been insolent and injurious in the 
woods of America, would nor probably he much better in a 
throne; where, perhaps, learning and religion shall be found 
out to ju1.-rify all that he shall do to his subjects, and the 
sword presently silence all those that dare question ir. For 
what the protection of absolute monarchy is, what kind of 
fathers of their countries it makes princes to be, and to what 
a degree of happiness and security it carries civil society, 
where this sort of government is grown to perfection, he 
that will look into the late relation of Ceylon may easily see. 

93 ~In absolute monarchies, indeed, as well as other gov-
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ernments of the world, the subjects have an appeal to the hw, 
and judges to decide any cont;roversies :1.~1d restrain any 
violence that may happen betWIXt the subjects themselves, 
one amongst another. This everyone thinl.:s necessary, ~nd 
believes he deserves to be thought a declared enemy to society 
and mankind who should go about to tal.:c it away. But 
whether this be from a true love of manl.:ind and society, and 
such a charity as we owe all one to another, there is reason 
to doubt. For this is no more than that e\·cry man who loves 
his own power, profit, or greatness may, ami naturally must 
do, keep those animals from hurting or destroying one another 
who labor and drudge only for his pleasure and ad\·ant:~gc; 
and so arc taken care of, not out of an\' love the master has 
for them, but love of himself, and the profit they bring him. 
For if it be a!>ked, what security, what fence is there, in such 
a state, against the violence and oppression of this absolute 
ruler, the very question can scarce he horne. They arc ready 
to tell you that it deserves death only to ask after safety. Be­
twixt subject and subject they will grant there must be meas­
ures, laws and judges, for their mutual peace and security; 
but as for the ruler, he ought to be absolute, and is above all 
such circumstances; because he has power to do more hurt 
and wrong, 'tis right when he docs it. To ask how yon may 
be guarded from harm or injury on that side where the 
strongest hand is to do it, is presently the voice of faction and 
rebellion. As if when men quitting the state of nature entered 
into society, they agreed that all of them hut one should be 
under the restraint of laws, but that he should still retain all 
the liberty of the state of nature, increased with power, and 
made licentious by impunity. This is to think that men arc so 
foolish that they take care to avoid what mischiefs may be 
done them by polecats or foxes, but arc content, nay, think it 
safety, to be devoured by lions. 

94 ~~But, whatever flatterers may talk to amuse people's 
understandings, it never hinders men from feeling; and when 
they perceive that any man, in what station soever, is out of 
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the bounds of the civil societ\· the\· arc of. and that thev have 
no appeal on earth against a;ty h:~rm they may rccci\·~ from 
him thcv arc a11t to think them~elws in the state of nature in ' . 
respect of him whom they find to he so; and to take care, as 
soon as thev c:m, to ha,·c th:tt safen· and security in ci,·il 
society for ~,·hich it was first institut~d. and for which only 
they entered into it. And, therefore, though perhaps at first 
(as shall he shown more at br{!e hereafter in the following 
part of this discourse), some ~ne good :md excellent m:t~, 
having got a pre-eminence amongst the rest, had this defer­
ence paid tn his gomlness and virtue, :ts to :1 kind of natural 
:mthority, that the chief rule, with arbitration of their differ­
ences, by a tacit consent dc,·oh·ed into his hands, without any 
other caution hut the assurance they had of his uprightness 
and wisdom; yet when time, gi,·ing :mthority and (as some 
men would persuade us) sacredness to customs which the neg­
ligent and unforesecing innocence of the first ages began, h:td 
brought in successors of another stamp, the people finding 
their properties not secure under the go,·ernment, as then it 
was (whereas government has no other end but the preserva­
tion of property), could never be safe nor at rest, nor think 
themselves in ci,·il society, till the lcgisbth·e was pbced ill'. 
collective bodies of men, call them Senate, Parliament, OJ 

what you please. By which means c\·ery single person became 
subject, equally with other the meanest men, to those laws, 
which he himself, as part of the legislative, had established; 
nor could anyone by his own authority avoid the force of the 
law when once made, nor by any pretense of superiority 
plead exemption, thereby to license his own, or the miscar­
riages of any of his dependents. No man in civil society can 
be exempted from the laws of it. For if any man may do what 
he thinl<s fit, and there be no appeal on earth for redress or 
security against any harm he shall do, I ask whether he be not 
perfectly still in the state of nature, and so can be no part or 
member of that civil society; unless anyone will say the state 
of nature and civil society arc one and the same thing, which 
I have never yet found anyone so great a patron of anarchy 
as to affirm. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

Of the Beginning of Political Societies 

95 ~9 Men being, as has been said, by nature :til free, e(1ual. 
and independent, no one can be put out of this estate, and 
subjected to the political power of another, without his own 
consent, which is done by agreeing with other men to join 
and unite into a community for their comfortable, safe, and 
peaceable living one amongst another, in a secure enjoyment 
of their properties, and a greater security against any that 
arc not of it. This any number of men may do, b ~cause it 
injures not the freedom of the rest; they arc left as they were 
in the liberty of the state of nature. \Vhen any number of 
men have so consented to make one community or govern­
ment, they are thereby presently incorporated, and make one 
body politic, wherein the majority have a right to act and 
conclude the rest. 

96 ~0 For when any number of men have, by the consent of 
every individual, made a community, they have thereby made 
that community one body, with a power to act as one body, 
which is only by the will and determination of the majority. 
For that which acts any community being only the consent of 
the individuals of it, and it being one body must move one 
way, it is necessary the body should move that '.vay whither 
the greater force carries it, which is the consent of the ma­
jority; or else it is impossible it should act or continue one 
body, one community, which the consent of every individual 
that united into it agreed that it should; and so everyone is 
bound by that consent to be concluded by the majority. And 
therefore we sec that in assemblies empowered to act by posi­
tive laws, where no number is set by that positive law which 
empowers them, the act of the majority passes for the act of 



CIVIL GO\"EH~ .'\1 E~T 113 

the whole:, and of course determines, as having by the law of 
nature and reason the power of the whole. 

97 ~0 And thus e\·en· man, by consenting with others to 
mal.:e one \.:Illy politfc under ~ne go,·ernment, puts himself 
under ;,n obligation to e\·ery one of that society, to submit to 
the detcrmin:uion of the majority, and to be concluded by it; 
or else this original compact, whereby he with others in­
corporates into one society, would signify nothing, and be no 
compact, if he be left free and under no other tics than he was 
in before in the state of nature. For what apr-:!arance would 
there be of any compact? \Vhat new engagement if he were 
no further tied by any decrees of the society, than he himself 
thought fit, and did actually consent to? This would be still 
as great a liberty as he himself had before his compact, or 
anyone else in the state of nature hath, who may submit him­
self and consent to any acts of it if he thinks fit. 

98 ~9 For if the consent of the majority shall not in reason be 
received as the act of the whole and conclude every in­
dividual, nothing but the consent of every individual can 
make anything to be the act of the whole, which considering 
the infirmities of health and avocations of business, which in a 
number, though much less than that of a commonwealth, will 
necessarily l>ecp many away from the public assembly, and 
the variety of opinions, and contrariety of interest, which un­
avoidably happen in all collections of men, 'tis next to im­
possible ever to be had. And therefore if the coming into 
society be upon such terms it will be only lil<e Cato's coming 
into the theater, ta11t11111 ut cxiret. Such a constitution as this 
would make the mighty leviathan of a shorter duration than 
the feeblest creatures, and not let it outlast the day it was born 
in; which cannot be supposed till we can think that rational 
creatures should desire and constitute societies only to be dis­
solved. For where the majority cannot conclude the rest, there 
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they cannot act as one body, and consequently will he im­
mediately dissolved again. 

99 ·--=9 \Vhosocvcr therefore out of a state of nature unite 
into a community must be understood to give up all the power 
necessary ro the ends for which they unite into society, to the 
majority of the community, unless they e-..:pres~ly :1.greed in 
any number greater than the majority. And this is done by 
barely agreeing to unite into one political society, which is 
all the compact that is, or needs be, between th~.: individuals 
that enter into or make up a commonwealth. And thus that 
which begins and actually constitutes any political society 
is nothing but the consent of any number of freemen capable 
of a majority to unite and incorporate into such a society. 
And this is that, and that only, which did or could give be­
ginning to any lawful government in the \vorld. 

100 ~9 To this I find two objections made. 
First: That there arc no instances to he found in story of a 

company of men independent, and equal one amongst an­
other, that met together and in this way began and set up a 
government. 

Secondly: 'Tis impossible of right that men should do so, 
because all men being born under government, they arc to 
submit to that, and arc not at liberty to begin a new one. 

101 ~{,To the first there is this to answer-That it is not at 
all to be wondered that history gives us but a very little ac­
count of men that lived together in the state of n~turc. The 
inconveniences of that condition, and the love and want of 
society, no sooner brought any number of them together, but 
they presently united and incorporated if they designed to 
continue together. And if we may not suppose men ever to 
have been in the state of nature, because we hear not much of 
them in such a state, we may as well suppose the armies of 
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S:llm:m:1sser or Xerxes were nen~r children, because we hear 
little of them till the\· were men. :md embodied in armies. 
Co\·ernment is e\·en·\·\·here antecedent to records, and letters 
seldom come in anH.mgst a people. till a long continuation of 
ci\·il socict\' h:1s, ll\· other more ncCl'Ssarv arts, pnl\'idcd for 
their safer;·, case, ;nd pknty . .-\nd then. they begin to look 
after the history of their founders, and search into their 
original, when ri1ey h:n·c outli\·cd the memory of it. For 'tis 
with conmmn\\'ealths :1s with particular persons, they arc 
conmHmh" i(!Il<lrant of their own birth and infancies. And if 
they kno~v a~tyrhing of their original, they arc beholden for it 
to the :1ccidental records that others han: kept of it. And those 
that we have of the beginning of any politics in the world, ex­
cepting that of the je\\·s. where God Himself immediately 
interposed, and which Ln·ors not at all patcrn:ll dominion, arc 
all either plain inst:lnces of such a beginning as I have men­
tioned, or at least have manifest footsteps of it. 

I 02 ~9 He must shmv a str:mgc inclin:ttion to deny evident 
matter of fact, when it :1grees not with his hypothesis, who 
will not :1llow that the beginning of Rome and Venice were by 
the uniting together of se\'cral men, free :1nd independent one 
of another, amongst whom there was no natural superiority 
or subjection. And if Josephus Acost:t's word may be taken, 
he tells us that in many parts of America there was no gov­
ernment at all. "There :1re grc:lt :1nd apparent conjectures," 
says he, "that these men (speaking of those of Peru) for a long 
time had neither kings nor commom\·e:llths, but lh·ed in 
troops, :lS they do this da~· in Florida-the Cheriqu:1nas, those 
of Brazil, and many other nations, which have no certain 
kings, but, as occ:1sion is offered in peace or war, they 
choose their capmins :1s they plc:~se" (Lib. i. cap. :!5). If it be 
said, that every 111:111 there W:ls born subject to his father, or 
the head of his fmnily, th:lt the subjection due from a child to 
:1 f:1thcr took not away his freedom of uniting into what po­
litical society he thought fit, h:1s been already proved; but be 
that as it will, these men, it is evident, were actually free· and . , 
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were all equal, till, b emseh·es claimed it not; hut, by consent, 
themselves. So th Y the same consent the\' set rulers o\·er 

at t) · ' · 
voluntary union d leJr politic societies all began from a 
acting in the ch0' 1· an the mutual agreement of men frecl\' 
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1 03 «='3 And I hope th 
Palantus, mentioned bose W~o went away from Sparta, with 
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have given several t elllselves by their own consent. Thus I 
in the state of n examples out of history of people, free and 
and began a com ature, that, being met together, incorporated 
be an argument monwealth. And if the want of such instances 
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for if they et 1~ alone than urge it against natural liberty; 
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I 05 «='~ I will not dcnv that if we look back, as · • ltl1s we 
'II · . 1011\\·ea ' wt dtrcct us, towards the ori~inal of comn ., 11d ad-
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s 1~!! gc~erally find them under the govern 0 believe that 
mmtstranon of one man. And I :1111 :tlso :tpt t . If and · by JtSe , • 
where :1 family was numerous enough to subst.st 1 rs as it 

. . I . . . vtth ot 1e ' contmued entire to~et 1er, \nthout nuxn1g ' le the 
f ~ · d 1 few peop • 

o ten happens, where there 1s much bn :till l f ther 
. f 1 For t 1e a government commonly hc(Tan m the at 1er. 11 ... 11 . · ~ . · h every t •• 

havmg, by the law of n:tture, the s:tme power," 1~ h ·t l:tw 
else, to 1mnish, as he thou~ht lit :uw offenses :tgatnst t 3 1· ' 

- • . '11 even w 1en might thereby punish his trans[!ressing cht l ren, , 
I ~ d 1 · were vel") r tey were men, and out of their pupilage; an t. 1~) . l l · 

likely to submit to his punishment, and :tll JOin Wlt 1 11111 

against the offender in their ntrns, givin~ him thereby pow~r 
~ ~ · dsom to execute his sentence a[!ainst anY transgresston, an •1 . - • • 11 t 13t effect, make hun the law-maker and governor O\ er a 

remained in conjunction with his family. He was fitte~t to ?c 
trusted; p:tternal affection secured their property and mte~cst 
under his care, and the custom of obeying him in their chtld­
hood made it easier to submit to him rather than any other. 
If, therefore, they must have one to rule them, as government 
is hardly to be avoided amongst men that live together, who 
so likely to be the man as he that w:ts their common father, 
unless m·gligence, cruelty, or any other defect of mind or 
body, made him unfit for it. But when either the father died, 
and left his next heir-for want of age, wisdom, courage, or 
any other qualities-less fit for rule, or where se\·eral families 
met and consented to continue together, there, it is not to be 
doubted, but they used their natural freedom to set up him 
whom they judged the ablest and most likely to rule well 
over ~hem. Conf_o~mable hereunto we find the people of 
Amcnca, who-ltv_mg out . of ~he reach of the conquering 
swords and sprea~mg do~mnatton ~f the two great empires 
of Peru and Mextcu--cnJoyed thetr own natural freedom 
though, ceteris p.1ribus, they commonly prefer the heir of 
~heir deceased king; ye~, if they find him any way weak or 
mcapable, they pass htm by, and set up the stoutest and 
bravest man for their ruler. 
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106~"' Th JOlll' LOCK F. 
9 us, thou h . . 

a_ny account of c~ _Iookmg back as far as rc:ords gt\'c us 
tions, we comn P Phng the world and the htstory of n:t-

. d lonly fi d I ' . I . I J· yet It cstroys n t 1e go\"ernmcnt to >e 111 one 1:111 • 
f I. . 0 not that 1 . 1 1 . . 

o po 1t1c socict d \V ltch I aflirm, viz.: that t 1e >cgmmng 
to join into a dy cpcnds upon the comcnt of the indi\·iduals 
· • n 111al· I · Incorporated . 'e one socictv· who when they arc t 1us 
h ' nught s • , . I 

t ought fit. Bur 1 • ° Ct up what form of ~o\-crnmcnt t 1cy 
d h' t 11s ha .· . . ~ . I· an t Ink that b ' \ Ing gt\"en occaston to men to nusta ,e, 

belonged to tl fy nature government was monarchic:tl, and 
I le athc . . . I 

W 1y people i I r, It may not ue anuss here to constl er 
f . n t le b . . . I I I . . orm, which tl egmnmg generally pttc 1cc upon t liS 

In the first i~st~~uU~h perhaps the father's pre-eminence might 
and place in til btto~ of some c0111111onwealths gi\·e a rise to, 
1 . e eg . . . 

Pam that the r lnntng, the power in one hand; yet It IS 
. . cason tl 
10 a smgle per lat continued the form of p;overnment 

h 0 son w ~ 1 
aut onty sin as not any re~ard or respect to paterna 

.' ce all ~ . . II monarchtcs nc I petty monarchtes, that Is, almost a 
• art lei .. 

upon occasion : ongmal, have been commonly-at least 
-elective. 

107 ~9 First then . 
ernmcnt of tl ' 10 the beginning of thin~s. the father's gov-

le ch'ldh ~ . . 
accustomed th 1 nod of those sprung from hun havmg 
that where it em to the rule of one man, and tau~ht them 
and love to t~as exercised with care and skill, with~affection 
P lOse Und . . fl' . d reserve men II cr It, It was su Jctent to procure an 
society. It w a the political happiness they sought for in 

as no w d . d naturally run . on er that they should pitch upon an 
. f Into th f . I . m ancy they I at orm of government, \Vhtch from t 1c1r 

. lad b II pencnce til I een a accustomed to, and \vhich, Lv ex-
d ' ey lad f · a d, that In ound both easy and safe. To which, if we 

whom ncith anarchy being simple and most obvious to men 
ment, nor tier experience had instructed in forms of go\·ern-
b le amb· . 

eware of I Itlon or insolence of empire had taught to 

veniences 0~ le b encroachments of prerogative, or the in con­
was apt to I a so_Iute power, which monarchy in succession 
strange that a~ claim to, and bring upon them; it was not at all 

t ey should not much trouble themselves to think 
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to whom 

of methods of restraining any exorbitances of thosfc l l::tncin" 
I . ~ . . d 0 )::\ • :;. 

t 1ey had g•\·cn the authnnt\' o\·cr them, :lll f it in 
I · 1 parts o 

t 1e power of go\·ernmcnt, ln- pbcin!! sc\·er::t .' f t\·r·1n-. ~ . - on o . 
different hands. The\· had neither felt the oppreSS! r ·their 
nical dominion, no~ did the fashion of the :tge, no ter for 

. f I' . ff d d little nt:tt possessiOns or way o 1\'lllCT (which a or e ::tpprc-. . :- . son to . 
covetousness or amlunon ), g•,·e them any re:l . d r rhc\' 
h d . I . . . . . no "on e . 

en or pro\'ll e agamst It; and thcrctnre It IS lS not . - t ::tS W: 
put themseh·es mtn such a f r;tme of {!(l\"ernnlen ·red to 

I I 'J l . . 1. b lso best su• on y, as sa• , most o l\"HlUS and s1mp c, uta· · need 
their present state and condition, which stood_ nt~rc 1; of 
of defense against foreign innsions and in Junes t lanrn·· 

. . . ·- ~ 1' 1 propc • 
mulnpilc1ty ot l:tws, where there was but very Itt e ffi ers to 
and wanted not varietY of rulers and :tbund:mce of 0 c but 
d. . . . I re '"ere 1rect and look after thc1r cxccutmn, where t te 1.1. d 
f I C who •~c 
cw trespasses and few offenders. Since, then, t lOS 

I 11 . . . . ot but be sup-
one anot 1er so \Ve as to JOlll mto soctctv, cann I 
posed to have some acquaintance and· friendship togct ter, 
and some trust one in another, they could not but have gre;ccr 
apprchcm;ions of others than of one of another; and thcre1 ore 
I . fi d tO be lOW t 1e1r ust care and thought cannot but be suppose f 

to secure thcmseh·es against foreign force. It was natural . olr 
h - nt wluc 1 t em to put themselves under a frame of governme 

• 1 · d br:.west •mg lt best serve to that end; and choose the w1scst an · . 
man to conduct them in their wars, and lead them out agamst 
their enemies, and in this chiefly be their ruler. 

I 08 «:'1~ Thus \Ve sec that the kings of the Indians, in America. 
which is still a pattern of the first ages in Asia and Europe, 
whilst the inhabitants were too few for the country, and want 
of people and money gave men no temptation to enlarge their 
possessions of land or contest for wider extent of ground, are 
little more than generals of their armies; and though they 
command absolutely in war, yet at home, and in time of 
peace, they exercise very little dominion, and have but a very 
moderate sovereignty, the resolutions of peace and war being 
ordinarily either in the people or in a council, though the war 
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itself which admits not of pluralities of governors, naturally 
evol~es the command into the l.:ing's sole authority. 

109 tef; And thus, in Israel itself, the chief business of their 
judrres and first l<ings seems to have been to be captains in war 
:mlleaders of their armies, which (besides \vhat is signified by 
"going out and in before the people," which was, to march 
forth to war and home again at the heads of their forces) ap­
pears plainly in the story of Jephtha. The Ammonites making 
war upon Israel, the Gileadites, in fear, send to Jephtha, a 
bastard of their family, whom they had cast off, and article 
with him, if he will assist them against the Ammonites, to 
make him their ruler, which they do in these words: "And 
the people made him head and captain over them" (Judges 
xi. 11 ), which was, as it seems, all one as to be judge. "And he 
judged Israel" (Judges xii. 7)-that is, was their captain­
general-"six years." So when Jotham upbraids the Sheche­
mites with the obligation they had to Gideon, who had been 
their judge and ruler, he tells them: "He fought for you, and 
adventured his life for, and delivered you out of the hands of 
Midian" (Judges ix. 17). Nothing mentioned of him hut what 
he did as a general, and, indeed, that is all is found in his 
history, or in any of the rest of the judges. And Abimclech 
particularly is called king, though at most he \vas but their 
general. And when, being weary of the ill-conduct of Samuel's 
sons, the children of Israel desired a king, "like all the nations, 
to judge them, and to go out before them, and to fight their 
battles" ( 1 Sam. viii. zo ), God, granting their desire, says to 
Samuel, "I will send thee a man, and thou shalt anoint him to 
be captain over my people Israel, that he may save my people 
out of the hands of the Philistines" (ix. 16). As if the only 
~usiness of a Icing had been to lead out their armies and figl~t 
111 their defense· and, accordingly, at his inauguration pourinrr 

• t ' tJ 
a VI_al of oil upon him, declares to Saul that "the Lord had 
anomtcd him to be captain over his inheritance" (x. 1 ). And 
therefore those who, after Saul's being solemnly chosen and 
saluted king by the tribes at Mispah, were unwilling to have 
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him their king, make no other objection bur this, "How shal~ 
this man S:l\'e us?" ( \". :-:), as ii the\· shoulll h:l\"e said: "This 
man is unfit to be our. kine!, not i1aYing skill and conduct 
enough in war to he able ro- delt:!HI us." -And when God re­
solved to transf L"r the coYnnnh:nt to DaYid, it is in these 
words: "Bm now thy 1.;-ing-dom shall not continue: the Lord 
hath smwht him a man air~:r I I is own he:lrt, and the Lord 
hath cm;;m:mded him to be captain o\"er His people" (xiii. 
14). As if the whole l.;ing-ly :mthorit~· were nothing else but 
to be their general; and therciore the tribes who had stuck to 
Saul's family, and opposed D:n-id's reign, when they came to 
Hebron with terms of submission to him, they tell him, 
:unongst other arguments, they had to submit to him as to 
their king, that he was, in effect, their king in Saul's time, and 
therefore they had no reason hut to receiYc him as their king 
now. "'Also," say they, "in time past, when Saul was king 
over us, thou wast he that kddcst out and broughtcst in 
Israel, and the Lord said unto thee, Thou shalt feed n;y people 
Israel, and thou shalt be :1 captain O\"er Israel." 

110 «=0 Thus, whether a family, by degrees, grew up into a 
commonwealth, and the fatherly authority being continued 
on to the elder son, e\"cryunc in his turn growing up under it 
tacitly submitted to it, and t:1c easiness and equality of it not 
offending anyone, e\·eryonc acquiesced till time seemed to 
have confirmed it and settled a right of succession by pre­
scription; or \vhcther se,·cral families, or the descendants of 
several families, whom chance, neighborhood, or business 
brought together, united into society; the need of a general 
whose conduct might defend them :tgainst their enemies in 
war, and the great contidence the innocence and sincerity of 
that poor but virtuous age, such as arc almost all those which 
begin governments that eYer come to bst in the world, gave 
men one of :1nothcr, made the first beginners of common­
wealths generally put the rule into one man's hand, without 
any other express limitation or restraint but what the nature 
of the thing and the end of government required. It was given 
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them for the public good and safety, and to those e~llls, in the 
infancies of commonwealths, they comnHml;; usell 1r; and un­
less they had done so, young societies could not haYe sub­
sisted. \Nithout such nursing fathers, without this care of the 
governors, all governments would have sun!' under the weak­
ness and infirmities of their infancy, the prince and the people 
had soon perished together. 

111 ·~£)But the golden age (though before vain ambition, :md 
amor scelerMus babendi, e\·il concupiscence lud corrupted 
men's minds into a mistake of true power :md honor) had 
more virtue, and consequent! y better go\·ernors, as well as 
less vicious subjects; and there was then no stretching 
prerogative on the one side to oppress the people, nor, conse­
quently, on the other, any dispute about priYilcgc, to lessen 
or restrain the power of the magistrate; and so no contest 
betwixt rulers and people about governors or government. 
Yet, when ambition and luxury, in future ages, would retain 
~nd increase the power, without doing the business for which 
It was given, and aided by flattery, taught princes to have 
distinct and separate interests from their people, men found it 
necessary to examine more carefully the original and rights of 
government, and to find out ways to restrain the exorbitances 
and prevent the abuses of that. power, which they have en­
trusted in another's hands, only for their own good, they 
found was made usc of to hurt them. 

112 ~0 Thus we may sec how probable it is that people that 
W~re naturally free, and by their own consent either sub­
mitted to the government of their father, or united together 
out of different families to make a government, should gen­
erally put the rule into one man's hands, and choose to be 
under the conduct of a single person, without so much as by 
express conditions limiting or regulating his power, which 
they thought safe enough in his honesty and prudence, though 
they never dreamt of monarchy being jure divino, which we 
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nc\"cr he:trd of ;mton!.! mankind till it was re,·e:tled to us b\· 
the di\·inity of this b~t age, nor e\"cr allowed paternal power 
to ha\"e :t ri•Tht to dominion, or tn he the foundation of all 
government.~And thus much may sutlice to show that, as far 
:ts we ha,·e an\' li!!ht from hisron·, Wl' b:t\·e reason to conclude 
that :til pcaccful.hcginninl;!s of gon·rnmc..·nt ha,·e been laid in 
the consc..·m of the pc..·oplc. I s:ty pc..·:tccful, hcc:mse 1 sh:tll have 
occ:tsion in anotllt'r pbce to spe;tl.: of conquest, which some 
cstccm a wa\· of hc!.!innin!.! of !.!on·rnments. 

The othc~ ohjc..-ct-ion 1 lind ~trgc..·d apinst the beginning of 
politics in the way I h;n·c mentioned is this, ,·iz.:-

I I 3 ~.:j That all men being horn under gon·rnment, some or 
other, it is impos~ihlc any of them should e\·er he free and at 
liberty to unirc together and hc..·gin a new one, or ever to be 
able to erect a lawful gon:rnmcnt. 

If this argument he goml, I ask, how c:tme so many lawful 
monan.:hies into the world? For if anyb<Hiy, upon this sup­
position, can show me any one man, in any age of the world. 
free to begin a lawful monarchy, I will be bound to show him 
ten other free men at I iherrv at the s:1me time to unite and be­
gin a new go\"crnment tm~icr a regal, or any other form, it 
being demonstration th:tt if anyone, born under the dominion 
of another, may he so free as to h;n·c a right to command 
others in a new and distinct empire, e\"eryone that is born 
under the dominion of :mother mav be so free to, and mav 
become a ruler or subject of :t distinct sep;tr:tte governmen~. 
And so hy this their own principle either all men, however 
born, arc free, or else there is but one lawful prince, one law­
ful government in the world. And then they ha,·e nothing to 
do but barely to show us which that is; which, when they 
have done, I doubt not but all m:tnkind will easily agree t~ 
p:ty obedience to him. 

114 ~0 Though it he :t suflicicnt :tnswer to their objection to 
show that it in\"oh·cs them in the same difficulties that it doth 
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those they usc it against, yet I shall endeavor to discover the 
weakness of this argument a little farther. 

"All men," say they, "arc horn under government, and 
therefore they cannot be at liberty to begin a new one. Every­
one is born a subject to his father, or his prince, and is there­
fore under the perpetual tic of subjection and allegiance." It 
is plain mankind never owned nor considered any such nat­
ural subjection that they were horn in, to one or to the other 
that tied them without their own consents, to a subjection to 
them and their heirs. 

115 ~9 For there arc no examples so frequent in history, both 
sacred and profane, as those of men withdrawing themselves 
and their obedience from the jurisdiction they were born 
under, and the family or community they were bred up in, 
and setting up new governments in other places; from 
whence sprang all that number of petty commonwealths in 
the beginning of ages, and which ahvays multiplied, as long 
as there was room enough, till the ~tronger or more fortunate 
swallowed the weaker; and those great ones again breaking 
to pieces, dissolved into lesser dominions, all 'l.vhich arc so 
many testimonies against paternal sovereignty, and plainly 
prove that it was not the natural right of the father descending 
to hi~ heirs. that made government in the beginning, since it 
was lm~ossiblc upon that ground there should have been so 
many little kingdoms, but only one universal monarchy if 
men_ ~1ad not been at liberty to separate themselves from their 
fam.Ili~s and their government, be it what it will, that was set 
up m lt, and go and make distinct commonwealths and other 
governments as they thought fit. 

116 .~~This ha~ been the practice of the world from its first 
bcgmnmg to this day; nor is it now any more hindrance to 
the freedom of mankind that they arc born under constituted 
:md ancient politics that have established la'l.vs and set forms 
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of government, than if they were born in the woods amongst 
the unconfined inhabitants that run loose in them. For those 
who would persuade us that by being born under :my gov­
ernment we arc naturally subjects to it, and h:l\'e no more any 
title or pretense to the freedom of the st:1te of narure, have 
no other reason (bating that of paternal power, which we 
have already answered) to produce for it, but only because 
our fathers or progenitors passed away their natural liberty, 
and thereby bound up themselves and their posterity to a 
perpetual subjection to the go\·ernment which they them­
selves submitted to. It is true that whatever engagements or 
promises anyone made for himself, he is under the obligation 
of them, but cannot by any compact whatsoever bind his 
children or posterity. For his son when a man being alto­
gether as free as his father, any act of the father can no more 
give away the liberty of the son than it can of anybody else. 
He may indeed annex such conditions to the land he enjoyed 
as a subject of any commonwealth as may oblige his son to be 
of that community, if he will enjoy those possessions which 
were his father's, because that estate being his father's prop­
erty he may dispose or settle it as he pleases. 

117 ~0 And this has generally given the occasion to the 
mistake in this matter, because commonwealths not permit­
ting any part of their dominions to be dismembered, nor to be 
enjoyed by any but those of their community, the son cannot 
ordinarily enjoy the possessions of his father but under the 
same terms his father did: by becoming a member of the 
society; whereby he puts himself presently under the govern­
ment he finds there established as much as any other subJect 
of that commonwealth. And thus the consent of freemen, born 
under government, which only makes them members of it, 
being given separately in their turns, as each comes to be of 
age, and not in a multitude together. People take no notice of 
it, and thinking it not done at all, or not necessary, conclude 
they arc naturally subjects as they are men. 
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118 ~9 But it is plain governments themselves understand it 
otherwise; they claim no power o\·er the son, because of that 
they had over the father; n_or look on ch_ildren a~ being their 
subjects by their father's bemg so. If a subJect of L·.ngbnd have 
a child by an English woman in France, whose subject is he? 
Not the King of England's, for he must ha\·e leave to he ad­
mitted to the privileges of it; nor the King of France's, for 
how then has his father a liberty to bring him away and breed 
him as he pleases? And whoever was judged as a traitor or 
deserter, if he left or warred against a country, for being 
barely born in it of parents that were aliens there? 1t is plain 
then by the practice of governments themselves, as well as by 
the law of right reason, that a child is born a subject of no 
country or government. He is under his father's tuition and 
authority till he comes to age of discretion, and then he is a 
freeman, at liberty what government he will put himself un­
der, what body politic he will unite himself to. For if an 
Englishman's son, born in France, be at liberty, and may do 
so, it is evident there is no tic upon him by his father's being 
a subject of that kingdom; nor is he bound up by any compact 
of his ancestors. And why then hath not his son by the same 
reason, the same liberty, though he he born anywhere else? 
Since the power that a father hath naturally over his children 
is the same wherever they be born, and the tics of natural 
obligations arc not bounded by the positive limits of king­
doms and commonwealths. 

119 ~~Every man being, as has been shown, naturally free, 
and nothing being able to put him into subjection to any 
earthly power but only his own consent, it is to be considered 
\Vhat shall be understood to be sufficient declaration of a 
man's consent to make him subject to the laws of any govern­
me?t. There is a common distinction of an express and a 
tacit consent, which will concern our present case. Nobody 
do~bts but an express consent of any man entering into any 
society makes him a perfect member of that society, a subject 
of that government. The difficulty is, what ought to be 
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looked upon as :1 tacit consent, and how far it binds, i.e., how 
far anvone shall he lookL·d on to han: consented, and thereby 
submitted to any gon·rnmenr, where he has made no e~­
pressions of ir at all. And to this I say that e\·ery man that hath 
any possession or enjoyment of any part of the dominions of 
arw ~o,·ernment doth thL·reh,· ~i,·e his tacit consent, and is as 
fa~ f;1rth ohli!!cd to ohcdicnc.e ;o the bws of that go,·ernment 
duriflg such enjoyment as anyone under it; whether this his 
possession be of l:md to him and his heirs forcnr, or a lodg­
ing only for a wL'L·k; or whether it be barely tr:wcling freely 
on the highway; :uhl in effect it rcachL·s as far as the very 
being of anyone within the territories of that go\'ernment. 

I 20 «=0 To untkrstand this the better, it is fit to consider that 
every man when he at first incorporates himself into any 
commonwealth, he, by his uniting himself thereunto, annexed 
also, and submits to the community those possessions which 
he has or shall act1uire that do not aln·ad\· beloncr to any . ~ . 
other gon:rnment; for it would he a direct contradiction for 
anyone to enter inro society with others for the securing and 
regulating of property, and yet to suppose his bnd, whose 
property is to be regulated hy the bws of the society, should 
be exempt from the jurisdiction of that gm·ernment to which 
he himself, and the property of the bnd, is a subject. By the 
same act, therdure, whereby :myone unites his person, which 
was before free, to :my commonwealth, bv the same he 
unites his possessions, which was before free: to it also; and 
they become, both of them, person and possession, subject to 
the government and dominion of that commonwealth as long 
as it hath a being. \ Vhoever therefore from thenceforth bv 
inheritance, purcl1ases, permission, or otherwise, enjoys an)· 
part of the land so annexed to, and under the government of 
that commonwealth, must take it with the condition it is 
under, that is, of submitting to the government of the com­
monwealth under whose jurisdiction it is as far forth as any 
subject of it. · 
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121 <41~ But since the government has a direct jurisdiction 
only over the l~nd, and reaches the possessor _of it ( hd ore_ 
he has actually mcorporatcd himself in the society), only :lS 

he dwells upon, and enjoys that: the obligation :myone is 
under, by _virtue of such enjoyment, to submit to the govern­
ment, begms and end~ with the enjoyment; so th:lt whenever 
the owner, who ha~ g1ven nothing hut such a tacl~ con-;c.nt to 
the government, will by donation sale or othen.vlsc, (}lilt the 
~aid possession, he is at liberty ro' go a:Hl incorporate himself 
mto. any other co~monwealth, or to agree with others to 
begm a new one (m vacuis locis) in :mv part of the world 
they can find free and unpossessed. \Vhc~eas he that has once 
by actual agreement and any express declaration given his 
c~nsent to be ?f any commonweal is perpetually and in­
dispensably obliged to be and remain unalterably a subject 
to it, and can never be again in the liberty of the st:lte of 
nature; unless, by any calamity, the government he was under 
comes to be dissolved, or else by some public acts cuts hilll 
off from being any longer a member of it. 

122 ~9 But submitting to the laws of any country, living 
quietly and enjoying privileges and protection ~n~er them 
makes not a man a member of that society. Th1s 1s only a 
local protection and homage due to and from all those who, 
not being in the state of war, come within the territories be­
longing to any government to all parts whereof the force of 
its law extends. But this no more makes a man a member of 
that society a perpetual subject of that commonwealth, than 
it would make a man a subject to another in "\vhose family he 
found it convenient to abide for some time; though whilst he 
continued in it he were obliged to comply with the laws, and 
submit to the government he found there. And thus we sec, 
that foreigners by living all their lives under ano~her go~­
ernment, and enjoying the privileges and protect1o? of !t, 
though they arc bound even in conscience to subm1t to ttS 
administration as far forth as any denizen, yet do not thereby 
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come to be subjccts or members of t tat . . ?"-: 1 · 11 · cntcnng uno 
' ot 1111g c:ut ntakc a11,. 111a11 so but his actua. ) d - . · 1 · · · • sc an cmnp.tct. 
It >y positive cn!J;:tncntcnt and ex11ress pro!lll- : · f 
Tl · · · · ~· ~ · · · . begmnmg o po-

lls IS that, \Vh1ch 1 thin!· concermn!! the r · 1 · · '· - . I 111akes anvone a 
ltlct societies, and that consent ·wluc l • • 

ntelllOcr of any COI111llonwealth. 

CII:\PTER IX 

OJ the Ends of Political Society a11d Go'vermnent 

] 2 3 ~ If · l f ee as has been «:10 ntan 111 the state of nature Je so r • · · . 
said, if he be absolute lord of his own person and posses~IOns, 
equal to the greatc..'it, and subject to nobody, :vhy will he 
part _w_irh h;.<; freedom, this empire, and subject hunse~f to_th_e 
dmnm10n and control of :tny other power? To wluch, lt lS 
obvious to answer, that thou-;.,.h in the state of nature he hath 

~ . d 
such a right, yet the enjoyment of it is very m~ccrtam, ~n 
constant! y exposed to the invasions of others. I• or all bemg 
hings as much as he, every man his equal, and the_ greater 
pan: no strict observers of equity and justice, the enJoyment 
of the property he has in this state is very unsafe, very un­
secure. This makes him willing to quit this condition, wh_ic~, 
however free, is full of fears and continual dangers; and lt IS 

not without reason that he seeks out and is willing to join in 
society with others, who arc already united, or have a mind 
to unite, for the mutual preservation of their lives, liberties, 
and estates, which I call by the general name, property. 

~ 24 ~0 The great and chief end, therefore, of men's uniting 
mto commonwealths, and putting themselves under gov­
ernment, is the preservation of their property; to which in 
the st~te of nature there arc many things wanting. 
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First, There wants an established, settled, lmm.vn la·w. re­
ceived and allowed by common consent to he the st:mdard 
of right and wrong, and the common measure to decide all 
controversies between them. For though the l:nv of nature be 
plain and intelligible to all ration:1l creatures; yet men, being 
biased by their interest, as ·well as ignorant for want of study 
of it, arc not apt to allow of it as a law binding to them in the 
application of it to their particubr cases. 

125 ~~Secondly, In the state of nature there wants a lmown 
and indifferent judge, with authority to d<.:termine all dif­
ferences according to the established law. For everyone in 
that state, being both judge and executioner of the law of 
?ature, men being partial to themselves, passion and revenge 
IS very apt to carry them too far, and with too much heat in 
their own cases, as well as negligence and unconcernedness, 
to make them too remiss in other men's. 

126 ~£)Thirdly, In the state of nature there often wants 
power to back and support the sentence when rirrht and to • 0 , 

glVc it due execution. They who by any injustice ofTend, will 
~e~dom fail, where they arc able by force to make good their 
lll)Ustice; such resistance many times mal,es the punishment 
dangerous, and frequently destructive to those who attempt it. 

127 ~£)Thus mankind, nonvithstanding all the privileges of 
the state of nature, being but in an ill condition, while they 
remain in it, arc quickly driven into society. Hence it comes 
to pass that we seldom find any number of men live any time 
toget~cr in this state. The inconveniences that they arc 
therem exposed to by the irregubr and uncertain exercise of 
the power every man has of punishing the transgressions of 
others, make them take sanctuary under the established laws 
of government, and therein seck the preservation of their 
property. It is this makes them so willingly give up evcryot1e 
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his single power of punishing. ro be exercised by such alone. 
:ts shall be appoimcd to it :mHmg~t them; and by such rules 
:ts the community, or those authorized by them to th:tt pur­
pose, shall agree on .. \nd in this we have the origin:tl right 
and rise of both the lc[!isbti\·c and t•xecuti,·e power, as well 
:Js of the governments :md societies themsch·cs. 

128 «;..:)For in the state of 11:1ture. to omit the liberty he has 
of innocent delights. a nun h:1s t\Hl powers. 

The first is to do wh:nsocn:r he thinks tlt for the preserv:t­
tinn of h imscl f, and ot hL-rs with in thc permission of the law 
of nature, hy \\·hich law, common to them all, he and all the 
rest of mankind arc of onc community, make up one societY, 
distinct from all other crc:ltures. And were it not for tl;e 
corruption and \"iciousness of degenerate men there would be 
no need uf any other, no necessity that men should sep:tr::tte 
from this grc:tt and n:~tural communitv, :1nd associate into 
lesser coml~inations. . 

The other power a man has in the state of nature is the 
power to punish the crimes committed against that law. Both 
these he gives up \\·hen he joins in a pri,·ate, if 1 may so call 
it, or particular political society. :tnd incorpor:ttcs into any 
commonwc:tlth separate from the rest of m:tnkind. 

129 «;.::)The first power, viz., of doing whatsoever he thought 
fit for the preservation of himself :1nd the rest of m:tnkind, 
he gives up to be regubted by Ja,,.s made b~· the society, so 
far forth as the prcscrntion of himself and the rest of that 
society shall rc<]Uirc; which laws of the society in many 
things confine the liberty he h:td by the bw of nature. 

I 30 «;.::)Secondly, The power of punishing he wholly gives 
up, and engages his natur:~l force (which he might before 
employ in the execution of the bw of n:tturc, by his own 
single authority :Js he thought fit), to assist the executive 
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power of the society, as the la":' ther~of sha~l require. For 
being now in a new state, wh_erem he 1s to e?Joy many co~­
venienccs, from the labor, assistance, and society of others m 
the same community, as well as protection from its whole 
strength; he has to part also with as much of his natural lib­
erty, in providing for himsel~, as th_e g?od, prosperity and 
safety of the society shall reqmre; wh1ch 1s not only necessary 
but just, since the other members of the society do the like. 

131 ~0 But though men when they enter into society give 
up the equality, liberty and executive power they had in the 
state of nature into the hands of the society, to be so far 
disposed of by the legislative as the good of the society shall 
require; yet it being only with an intention in everyone the 
better to preserve himself, his liberty and property (for no 
rational creature can be supposed to change his condition 
with an intention to be worse), the power of the societv, or 
legislative constituted by them, can never be supposed t~ ex­
tend farther than the common good, but is obliged to secure 
everyone's property by providing against those three defects 
above-mentioned that made the state of nature so unsafe and 
uneasy. And so whoever has the legislative or supreme power 
of any commonwealth is bound to govern by established 
standing laws, promulgated and known to the people, and 
?ot by extemporary decrees; by ~ndifferent and upright 
judges, who arc to decide controversies by those laws; and to 
employ the force of the community at home only in the exe­
cution of such laws, or abroad, to prevent or redress foreign 
injuries, and secure the community from inroads and inva­
sion. And all this to be directed to no other end but the 
peace, safety, and public good of the people. 
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The famous James Mill, ~uthor of ~lemcms of Political p_co1l­
omy and HistorY of India, entertamed sen:re ideas about th~ 
education of his son. A~ the ab: of three, John Stuart ·was 
taught mathematics, Lat1~ an~l c.reek by his strict farhcr; ~t 
eight he was familiar With l:.ucbd, Herodotus and )'bro. 111 

the original; at twelve he was .expert in Aristotle's log1cal 
treatises; and at fifteen h_e. studied psrchology allll Rot nan 
law. All this rigorous rrammg ~~pcned the ·way for a clcd~­
ship, when he was seventeen, 111 India House, where John 
Stuart Mill remained for twenty years and rose to chief of 
the examiner's office. A reaction to his father's relentkss dis­
cipline was inevitable; the son turned to liberalism and bcg;lll 
to examine the found~tio~s of_ society. In philosophy, he ·was 
~ champion of urilitanamsm; 111 ~syc~10logy an experimental-
1St; in political philosophy, wherem_ h1s great and lasting ·worl~ 
Was done, an ad\'ocate of progressive liberalism. 0 11 Li/Jcrt Y' 
here given in its entirety, is a manifesto against dcspotistn of 
all kinds and is one of the ~llOSt cl<HJU.C~lt anll persuasive argu­
ments ever written for soc1al and political freedom. 



CHAPTER I 

Introductory 

The subject of this essay is not the sn-c:tlled liberty of the 
will, so unfortunately opposed to the misn~uned doctrine of 
philo~o~hical necessity; but ~i,·i-1, or social libe~he_ 11~. ~ure I 
af!~J-~~~~f _t_b_e IJo~·~~vhLch _can be lcgitin!:ttely__~~~_!<-:~sed 
~ s~c•e2'_~ver th:_ t~div_i(!u:t~. A question seldom st:tted :tnd 
hardly ever (hscussed m gener:tl terms, but which profoundly 
influences the practical controversies of the :tgc by its latent 
presence, ~nd 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,·idcd mankind :tlmost from the 
rcmotes.t _a~es; but !n the stage of progress into which th_c 
more ctv_thzcd porttons of the species ha,·c now ent~red, It 
presents Itself u~c;kr new conditions, and requires a dtffcrent 
and more fundamental treatmenr:-

The s~rugglc between liberty and authority is the most con­
spicuous feature in the portions of history with which we arc 
earliest familiar, particularly in that of Greece, Rome, and 
England. But in old times this contest was between subjects, • 
or some classes of subjects, and the government. By liberty, 
was meant protection against the tyranny of the political 
rulers. The rulers were conceived (except in some of the 

135 
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popu~ar go_v~rnments of Greece) as in a neces.c;arily :mtag­
o.mstlc posltlon t~ the people whom they ruled. Thl·y con­
slst:d of a g_overnmg. One, or a governing uibe or caste, who 
denved their ~uthonty from inheritance or conquest, ·who, 
at all events, d1d not hold it at the pleasure of the gov~rned, 
and_ whose supremacy men did not venture, perhaps dtd not 
des1_rc, ~o contcs:, whatever precautions might he tal.::en 
agamst ItS oppressive exercise. Their power was regarded as 
necessary, but also as highly dangerous; as a weapon which 
they would attempt to usc against their subjects, no less than 
against external enemies. To prevent the weaker members of 
the community from being preyed upon hy innumerable 

~vultures, it was needful that there should be an animal of prey 
stronger than the rest, commissioned to keep them down. But 
as the king of the vultures would be no less bent upon prey­
ing on the flock than any of the minor harpies, it was in­
dispensable to be in a perpetual attitude of defense against his 
beak and claws. The aim, therefore, of patriots was to set 
limits to the power which the ruler should be suffered to exer­
cise over the community; and this limitation was what they 
meant by liberty. It was attempted in two ways. First, by ob­
taining a recognition of certain immunities, called political 
liberties or rights, which it was to be regarc•:d as a breach 
of duty in the ruler to infringe, and which if he did infringe, 
specific resistance, or general rebellion, was held to be justi­
fiable. A second, and generally a later expedient, was the 
establishment of constitutional checks, by which the consent 
of the community, or of a body of some sort, .s~pposed to 
represent its interests, was made a necessary condttJon to some 
of the more important acts of the governing power .. To the 
first of these modes of limitation, the ruling power, m most 
European countries, was compelled, more or less, to submit. 
It was not so with the second; and, to attain this, or when al­
ready in some degree possessed, to attain it more completely, 
became everywhere the prmc1pal object of the lovers of 
liberty. And so long as mankind were content to combat. ~nc 
enemy by another, and to be ruled by a master, on c~ndJtlO~ 
of being guaranteed more or less efficaciously agamst h1s 
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tyranny, thev did not carry their aspirations beyond this 
point. • 

A rime, howc,·er, came, in the progress of human affairs, 
when lllL'n ceased to think it a necessity of nature that their 
g<n·ernors should be an independent power, opposed in in­
ter~st to themselves. It appeared to them much better that the 
vanm1s magistrates of the Stare should be their tenants or 
delegates, revocable at their pleasure. In that way alone, it 
seemed, could they have complete security that the powers 
of go\"ernment would 11e,·er be abused to their disadnmtage. 
By degrees this new demand for elective and temporary rulers/ 
became the prominent object of the exertions of the popular 
party, wherever any such party existed; :md superseded, to a 
considerable extent, the pre\"ious efforts to limit the power of 
rulers. As the struggle proceeded for making the_ ruling power." 
emanate from the periodical choice of the ruled, some persons 
began to think that too much importance had been attached 
to the limitation of the power itself. Tb.lt (it might seem) was 
a resource against rulers whose interests were habitually op­
posed to those of the people. \Vhat was now wanted '\vas, 
that the rulers should be identified with the people; that their 
interest and will should be the interest and will of the nation. 
The nation did not need to be protected against its own will. 
There was no fear of its tyrannizing over itself. Let the rulers 
be effectually responsible to it, promptly removable by it, 
and it could afford to trust them with power of which it could 
itself dictate the usc to be made. Their power was but the 
nation's o'\vn po'\ver, concentrated, and in a form convenient 
for exercise. This mode of thought, or rather perhaps of feel­
ing, was common among the last generation of European lib­
eralism, in the Continental section of which it still apparently 
predominates. Those who admit any limit to what a govern­
ment may do, except in the case of such governments as they 
think ought not to exist, stand out as brilliant exceptions 
among the political thinkers of the Continent. A similar tone 
of sentiment might by this time have been prevalent in our 
own country, if the circumstances which for a time encour­
aged it had continued unaltered. 
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But in political and philosophical theories, as well as in 
persons, success discloses faults and infirmities which failure 
might have concealed from observation. The notion that the 
people have no need to limit their power over tlH.:msdves. 
might seem axiomatic when popular government was a thing 
only dreamed about, or read of as having existed at some 
distant period of the past. Neither was that notion necessarily 
disturbed by such temporary aberrations as those of the 
French Revolution, the worst of which were the work of a 
usurping few, and which, in any case, belonged not to tht 
permanent working of popular institutions, but to a sudden 
and convulsive outbreak ag:1inst mon:1rchic:1l and aristocratic 
despotism. In time, however, a democr:1tic republic came to 
occupy a large portion of the earth's surface, and made itself 
felt as one of the most powerful members of the community 
of nations; and elective and responsible government became 
subject to the observations and criticisms which wait upon a 
great existing fact. It was now perceived that such phrases as 
"self-government," and "the power of the people over them­
selves," do not express the true state of the case. The "people'' 
who exercise the power arc not always the same people with" 
those over whom it is exercised; and the "sclf-go\·ernment'' 
spoken of is not the government of each by himself, but of 
e~ch by all the rest. The will of the people, moreover, prac­
tically means the will of the most numerous or the most activc 
Part of the people; the majority, or those who succeed in 
making themselves accepted as the majority: the people, con­
sequently may desire to oppress a part of their number, and 
precautions arc 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 arc regularly accountable to the 
community, that is, to the strongest party therein. This view 
of. things, recommending itself equally to the intelligence of 
thmkers and to the inclination of those important classes in 
Euro~ean society to whose real or supposed interests democ­
racy. Is adverse, has had no difficulty in establishing itself; 
and Ill political speculations "the tyranny of the majority" is _, 
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now generally included :unong the c,·ils against which society 
requires to he on its guanl. 

Like other t~·rannie.;, the tyranny of the majority was at 
first, and is still nllgarly, held in dread chiefly as operating 
through the ans of the pub] ic authorities. But reflecting per­
sons percei,·ed that when society is itself the tyr:mt-society 
collectively m·er the separate inlli,·iduals who compose it­
its means of tyr:mnizing arc not restricted to the acts which 
it may do hy the hands of its political functionaries. Society. 
can and docs l'Xecmc its own mandates; and if it issues wrong 
m:mdates instead of right, or any mandates at :1ll in things 
with which it ought not to meddle, it practices a social 
tyranny more formidable than many kinds of political op­
pression, since, though not usually upheld hy such extreme 
penalties, it lc:n-es fewer means of escape, penetrating much 
more deeply into the details of life, and ensbving the sou}, 
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 civil 
penalties, its own illcas 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 compels all characters to fashion 
themselves upon the model of its own. There is a limit to the 
legitimate interference of collective opinion with individual 
independence; and to find that limit, and maintain it against 
encroachment, is as indispensable to a good condition of 
human affairs, as protection against political despotism. 

But though this proposition is not likely to be contested in 
general terms, the practical question, where to place the limit 
-how to make the fitting adjustment between individual in­
dependence and social control-is a subject on which nearly 
everything remains to be done. All that makes existence vai­
uable to anyone, depends on the enforcement of restraints 
upon the actions of other people. Some rules of conduct, 
therefore, must be imposed, by law in the first place, and by 
opinion on many things which arc not fit subjects for the 
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operation of law. What these rules should be is the principal 
question in human affairs; but if w~ except a few of the most 
obvious cases, it is one of those wh1ch least progress has been 
made in resolving. No two ages, and scarcely any two coun­
tries, 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 themselves appear to them 
self-evident and self-justifying. This all but universal illusion 
is one of the examples of the magical influence of custom. 
which is not only, as the proverb says, a second nature, but is 
continually mistaken for the first. The effect of custom, in 
preventing any misgiving respecting the rules of conduct 
which mankind impose on one another, is all the more com­
plete because the subject is one on which it is not generally 
considered necessary that reasons should be given, either bv 
one person to others or by each to himself. People arc a~­
customed to believe, and have been encouraged in the belief 
by some who aspire to the character of philosophers, that 
their feelings, on subjects of this nature, arc better than 
r~asons, and render reasons unnecessary. The practical prin­
ciple which guides them to their opinions on the regulation 
of human conduct, is the feeling in each person's mind that 
everybody should be required to act as he, and those with 
whom he sympathizes, would like them to act. No one, in­
?ee~, acknowledges to himself that his sta.ndard of judgment 
Is h1s own liking; but an opinion on a pomt of conduct, not 
supported by reasons, can only count as one person's prcf­
ere_nc~; and if the reasons, when given, arc a mere appeal to 
a sumlar preference felt by other people, it is still only manv 
p~ople's liking instead of one. To an ordinary man, howevc~, 
hiS_ own preference, thus supported, is not only a perfectly 
satis~actory reason, but the only one he generally has for any 
of his notions of morality, taste, or propriety, which arc not 
expr.essly written in his religious creed; and his chief guide in 
the mterp~etation even of that. Men's opinions, accordingly, 
on what IS laudable or blamable, are affected by all the 
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multifarious causes which influence their wishes in regard to 
the conduct of others, and which arc as numerous as those 
which determine their wishes on any other subject. Some­
times their reason, at other times their prejudices or super­
stitions; often their social affections, not seldom their 
anti-social ones, their em·y or jealousy, their arrogance or 
contemptuousness: hut most commonly their desires or fears 
for themscl\"cs-their legitimate or illegitimate self-interest. 
Wherever there is an ascendant class, a large portion of the 
morality of the counrry em:mates from its class interests, and 
its feelings of class superiority. The morality between Spartans 
and Helots, between pl:mters and Negroes, between princes 
and subjects, between nobles and roturiers, between men and 
women, has been for the most part the creation of these class 
interests and feelings; and the sentiments thus generated react 
in turn upon the mor:tl feelings of the members of the 
ascendant class, in their relations among themselves. \:Vhere, 
on the other hand, a class, formerly ascendant, has lost its 
ascendancy, or where its ascend:mcy is unpopular, the pre­
vailing moral sentiments frequently bear the impress of an 
impatient dislike of superiority. Another grand determining 
principle of the rules of conduct, both in act and forbearance, 
which have been enforced by law or opinion, has been the 
servility of mankind towards the supposed preferences or 
aversions of their temporal masters or of their gods. This 
servility, though essentially selfish, is not hypocrisy; it gives 
rise to perfectly genuine sentiments of abhorrence; it made 
men bum magicians and heretics. Among so many baser in­
fluences, 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 own 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 interests 
of society, have made themselves felt in the establishment of 
moralities with quite as great force. 

The likings and dislikings of society, or of some powerful 
portion of it, arc thus the main thing which has practically 
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determine? the rules hid down for general ohscP·ance, under 
the penaltJ~s of law or opinion. And in general~ tl~osc who 
have b~en m ~~vance of society in thought :md_ teclmg, han· 
left this condltlon of_ things unassailed in principle,_ howc\:cr 
they may have come mto conflict with it in some of Jts dct:uls. 
They have occupied themselves rather in inquiring wh:1r 
things society ought to like or dislike than in questioning: 
whether its lil<ings or dislikings should h'e a law to im\i,·iduab. 
They preferred endeavoring to alter the feelings of mankind 
on t~e particular points on which they were themscl\'es 
heretical, rather than make common cause in defense of frce­
d?m, with heretics generally. The only case in wl~ich. the 
h1~her gr~und has been taken on principle and mamtamcd 
With consistency, by any hut an individual here and there, 
is that of religious belief: a case instructi\·e 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 odium tlxolo.~icum, 
in a sincere bigot, is one of the most unequi,·ocal cases of 
~oral feeling. Those who first brol'c the yoke of what called 
Itself the Universal Church, were in general as linle willing 
to permit difference of religious opinion as that chmch itself. 
But when the heat of the conflict was over, without giving a 
complete victory to any party, and each church or sect was 
reduced to limit its hopes to retaining possession of the 
ground it already occupied; minorities, seeing that they h:1d 
no chance of becoming majorities, were under the necessity 
of_ pleading to those '\Vhom they could not conn·_rt, for per­
mission to differ. It is accordingly on this battlchcld, almost 
solely, that the rights of the individual against society ha~t· 
been asserted on broad grounds of principle, a1~d the cla1111 

of society to exercise authority over d issenncnts opcnl Y 
controverted. The great writers to whom the world owes 
what religious liberty it possesses, have mostly asscr~ed free­
dom of conscience as an indefeasible right, and dcmcd abs~­
lutely that a human being is accountable to <:'thcrs for h.1s 
religious belief. Yet so natural to mankind is mtolerance JJ1 

whatever they really care about, that religious freedom has 
hardly anywhere been practically realized, except where rc-
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ch:trity :1 little further, hut stop at the behcf m a _G~d ~nd ~n 
a future st:ttc. \\"here,·c.:r the sentiment of the maJO~Ity IS s~ll 
genuine and intense, it is found to h:we abated httle of Its 

cbim to be nbevcd 
In England, f ~om. the peculiar circut~tstances of our political 

history, though the yoke of opinion IS pe~haps heavier, th:tt 
of law is lighter, tha;l in most other countncs of Europe; and 
the~e i~ considerable jealousy of dir~ct in~erfcrence, by the 
lcglsbnve or the executive power, With prn·;tte conduct; not 
~o ~~rch from any just regard fo_r ~he md~pendenee _of the 
mdlv1du::~l, as from the still subs1stmg habit of lookmg on 
the ~overnment as representing an opposite interest to the 
publrc. The majoritv have not yet learnt to feel the power 
of the government titeir power, or its ?pinions their opinions. 
\Vhen they do so, individual liberty w1ll probably be as much 
exposed to invasion from the government, as it already is from 
pub~ic opinion. But, as yet, there i~ a considerable amount of 
feehng ready to be called forth agamst any attempt of the law 
to control individuals in things in which they have not hith­
erto been accustomed to be controlled by it; and this with 
very little discrimin:ttion as to whether the matter is, or is not, 
within the legitimate sphere of legal control; insomuch that 
the feeling, highly salutary on the whole, is perhaps quite as 
?ften misplaced as well grounded in the particular instances of 
Its ?pplication. There is, in fact, no recognized principle by 
wh1c~ the propriety or impropriety of government interfer­
ence IS customarily tested. People decide according to their 
personal preferences. Some, \vhenevcr they sec any good to 
be done, or evil to be remedied, would willingly instigate the 
government to undertake the business; while others prefer to 
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bear almost any amount of social evil, rather than alld one to 
the departments of human interests amendable to governm7nt 
control. And men range themselves on one or the other stdc 
in any particular case, acc~rding to this gener~l direction. of 
their sentiments; or accordmg to the degree of mtercst wluch 
they feel in the particular thing which it is proposed that the 
government should do, or according to the belief they enter­
tain that the government would, or would not, do it in the 
manner they prefer; but very rarely on account of :my opinion 
to which they consistently adhere, as to what things arc fit to 
be done by a government. And it seems to me that in conse­
quence of this absence of rule or principle, one side is at 
present as often wrong as the other: the interference of gov­
ernment is, with about equal frequency, improperly invoked 
and improperly condemned. 

The object of this essay is to assert one very simple prin­
ciple, as entitled to govern absolutely the dealings of society 
with the individual in the way of compulsion and control, 
whether the means used be physical force in the form of legal 
penalties, or the moral coercion of public opinion. That prin-

\
~iple is, that tl~e sole end for which mankind arc warranted, 
mdividually or· collectively, in interfering with the liberty of 
a~ion of any of their number, is self-protection. That the 
only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised 

·over any member of a civilized community, against his will, 
. is to prevent harm to others. His own good, either physical 
.·or moral, is not a sufficient warrant. He cannot rightfully be 
l compelled to do or forbear because it will be better for him 
' to do so, because it will make him happier, because, in the 

opinions of others, to do so would be wise, or even right. 
!hese are good reasons for remonstrating with him, or reason­
mg with him, or persuading him, or entreating him, but not 
for compelling him, or visiting him with any evil in case he 
do .otherwise. To justify that, the conduct from which it is 
destred to deter him must be calculated to produce evil to 
so~eone else. The only part of the conduct of anyone, for 
whtch he is amenable to society, is that which concerns 
others. In the part which merely concerns himself, his inde-
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~pemlencc is, of right, absolute. Onr himself, over his own 
. body and mind, the indi,·illual is sm·ereign. 
· It is perhaps hardly necessary to say that this doctrine is 
meant to apply only to l_nunan beings in the maturity of_ their 
faculties. \ \" c arc not speaking of children, 9r of young per­
sons below the age which the bw may fix as..tb_at Q.fJua.u.hood 
or wom:mhoml. Those who arc still in a state to require being 
taken care of hy othns, must be protected against their own 
actions as well as a!.!ainst external injury. For the same reason, I 
we may leave out ~of consideration th~1sc backward states of 
socictv in which the race itself may be considered as in. its 
nonage. The early ditliculties in the way of spontaneous 
progress arc so great, and there is seldom :my choice of means 
for m·.crcoming them; am~.a ruler full of tl~c spirit of il~1prov~c­
mcnt JS warranted in the usc of any expedients that will attam 
an end, perhaps otherwise unattainable. Q_espotism is a lcgiti 
rriatc mode of go\·crmncnt in dealing with barbarians, pr 
vidcd the end he their imprm·cmcnt, and the means justified 
by actually effecting th:lt end. Liberty, as a principle, has no 
application to any state of things anterior to the time when 
manl.::ind have become capable of being improved by free and 
equal discussion. Until then, there is nothing for them but 
implicit obedience to an Akbar or a Charlemagne, if they arc 
so fortunate as to find one. But as soon as mankind have at­
tained the capacity of being guided to their own improvement 
by conviction or persuasion (a period long since reached in 
all nations '\Vith whom we need here concern ourselves), com­
pulsion, either in the direct form or in that of pains and 
penalties for non-compliance, is no longer admissible as a 
means to their own good, and justifiable only for the security 
of others. 

It is proper to state that I forego any advantage \vhich 
could be derived to my argument from the idea of abstract 
right, as a thing independent of utility. I r~ga~~ utility as the 
ultimate appeal on all ethical questions;but it must be utility 
m the largest sense, grounded on the permanent interests of a 
man as a progressive being. Those interests, I contend, au­
thorized the subjection of individual spontaneity to external 
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control, ~nly in respect to those actions of each which con-

( 

cern the Interest of. other people. If anyone Jo~s ~n act. hurt­
ful to othc_rs, there IS a prim~ faci~J case for pumshm_g hun, b~: 
1:_~, or, ~'here lcg~l penalties arc not safely apphcallk, by 
general disapprobation. There arc also many positi\·c acts for 
the benefit of others, wl~ich he may rightfully he :ompellcd 
to perform: such as to give evidence in a court of JUStiCl:; to 
bear his fair share in the common defense, or in any other 
joint work necessary to the interest of the society of which he 
c~j?ys the protection; and to perform certain ac\s <_Jf in­
~IVIduai_Lencficcnce, such as saving a fellow-creatures IIf c.' or 
mt~rposmg to pr~te~t the defenseless against ill-usage, thmgs 
wh1ch whenever It IS obviously a man's dut\' to do, he may 
rightfully be made responsibl~ to society f;1r not doing. A 
pers~n _may_ cause cv_il t~ others not onl)• hy his actions but 
by h1s mactl~n: and Jn 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 anyone answerable for doing evil to others is the rule; 
to make him answerable for not preventing evil is, com­
paratively speaking, the exception. Yet there arc many cases 
clear enough and grave enough to justify that exception. In 
all things which regard the external relations of the individual, 
he is de jure amenable to those whose interests arc concerned, 
and, if need be, to society as their protector There arc often 
good reasons for not holding him to the responsibility; but 
these reasons must arise from the special expediencies of the 
case: either because it is a ){ind of case in which he is on the 
whole likely to act better, when left to his own discretion, 
tha~ when controlled in any way in which society have it _in 
the1r power to control him; or because the attempt to cxerc1se 
control would produce other evils, greater than those which 
it would prevent. When such reasons as these preclude the 
e~forcement of responsibility, the. conscience of the ag~nt 
himself should step into the vacant JUdgment scat, and pro~ect 
those interests of others which have no external protectiOn; 
judging himself all the more rigidly, because the case docs not 
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t::~hlc to rhe judgment of his 
::Jdmit of his l>~.:itw tiLllk :lt:COUO ' 

t" 

fdlow-cre:uur~.:s. . . ·I · ·h societ\· as dis-
) .. • . . . . • . • . ::JC( tOll Ill \\ IIC . '. . 

But t 11:1e ts .1 sphtte ot · . 'f . . onh· an uullrect 
. . I I f . . . I . I \1:1s, I .ln~, . 

tlnguls lel rom the llldl\.tl u.1 • . f 'l person's life 
II I t l)Ortlllll 0 • · • 

intcrc!->t; comprl'i1~.:ndin!! :1 t 1:1 . • 'f · . I· . tf . 
and conduct which atT~crs only hnnsclt, 0~ 1 ~t .I :o ~ ects 
others, onh· with their free, n>luntary, :lilt. un eect\·e co~-

1 · · · · \\'I 1 s·n· only hnnsclf, I mean dt-
scnt :llll partlctp:ltll>ll. 1en · · · . · , ... tf . 1 · If 

I I · 1 • • 1c··· for ''hat~:\ et .1 ects lllliSC , recr ,., :liH 111 t ll' flrst 1nst:H ~. 1. · 1· h . r I . . If· ·md the () >Jeetton w l!C may af cct othtTs throug-h um~e • · . . . 
may be gmundt·ll on this conrin~cnc~·. wtll rec~t\'e con~tdera-
tion in the sequel. This, rhen, JS the apj~roprtate rcgll~n of 
human liberty. It comprises, first, rh_c n~ward. domam oft 
consciousness; dcnl:mding liberty of consctencc m the most' 
cc1mprehensive sense; lih~rry l!f thought anti fc_cling; ?bsol_ute, 
freedom of opinion and scnrunent on all subJects, practtcal 
or speculati\·e, scienritlc, moral.' ~>r tl~cological. The liberty 
of expressing and publishing optmons may scl'lll to tall under 
a ()itfcrcnt principle, since it belongs to that part of the con­
duct of an ind i\'idual which concerns other people; but, being 
almost of as much imtJorrance as the libcrrv of thou~Tht itself, . ::;. 

and resting in great p::~rt on the s:un~ r~:tsons, is practic:tlly in- , 
separable from it. St'condly, rhe prmctple requires liberty of 
tastes and pursuits; of fr3ming rhc_ pbn of our life to suit our 
own character; of doing ;IS we ltkc, subject to such conse­
quences as may follow: without impediment from our fellow-, 
creatures, so long as what we do docs not harm them, even 
though they should think our conduct foolish, pcn·crse, or \ 
wrong. Thirdly, from this liberty of each indi,·illual, follows · 
the liberty, within the same limits, of combination among 
individuals· freedom to unite, for :mv purpose not in\'olvina , • b 

harm to others: the persons combining being supposed to be 
of full age, and not forced or deceived. 

No society in which these liberties arc not, on the whole 
respected, i; free, whatever may be its form of goYernment; 
and none is completely free in which they do not exist abso­
lute and unqualified. The only freedom which deserves the 
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name, is that of pursuing our own good in our own way, so 
I long as '~e do not attempt to deprive others of theirs, or im-

1 pede their efforts to obtain it. Each is the proper guardian of 
h_is own health, whether bodily, or mental and spiritual. _Man­

·. kind 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 soml' 
persons, may have the air of a truism, there is no doctrine 
which stands ~c!re directly opposed to the general tendency 
of existing OP1?Ion and practice. Society has expended fully 
as much effort In the attempt (according to its lights) to com­
pel people to conform to its notions of personal as of social 
excellence. The ancient commonwealths thought themselves 
entitled to practice, and the ancient philosophers counte­
nanced, the r~gulation of every part of private conduct by 
public authonty, on the ground that the State had a deep 
intere~1: in the whole bodily and mental discipline of every 
one of its citizens: a mode of thinking which may have been 
admissible in small republics surrounded by powerful en­
emies, in constant peril of being subverted by foreign attack 
or internal commotion, and to which even a short interval 
of relaxed energy and self-command might so easily be fatal 
that they could not afford to wait for the salutary permanent 
effects of freedom. In the modern world, the greater size of 
political communities, and, above all, the separation between 
spiritual and temporal authority (which placed the direction 
of men's consciences in other hands than those which con­
trolled their worldly affairs), prevented so great an interfer­
ence by law in the details of private life; but the engines of 
moral repres5ion have been wielded more strenuously against 
divergence from the reigning opinion in self-regarding, than 
even in social matters; religion, the most powerful of the cle­
ments which have entered into the formation of moral feel­
ing, having almost always Leen governed either by the ambi­
tion of a hierarchy, seeking control over every department of 
human conduct, or by the spirit of Puritanism. And some c;>f 
those modern reformers who have placed themselves m 
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1 ast have been no 
strongest opposition to the religions of t 1e ~· ' · of tile . . ~ . heir assertion 
way bchmd ctthcr churches or sects 10 t . I ·I · 1 f · · . . · 11 parncu ar, \\· 1ose 
ng lt 0 spmtu:ll domm:ltton: ;'\L Comte, I r· . Posz'tz' . . . . . • de p0 ltlquc vc, 
soctnl ~.,stem, as unfolded m h1s Svstc111C b 1 1 · · . . · than y ega ap-
anns at establtshmg (though ll\· moral more . d' 'd 1 

I. ) ~ . ~ ·. he Ill 1\'1 ua , sur-
p tances a despnttsm of soc1etv over t 'd 1 f h 

· 1 · · : I itic·tl 1 ea o t e 
pa~mg ann mtg contempl:tted m the P0 • l 

· · 1. 1· · ~ 1· · · t l)hilosop 1ers. most ngtl t tsc1p man:1n among the anc1c11 : I 
A f I I. . 1 .. · ltt:ll thmkers t 1ere 

part rom t 1e pent tar tenets of till 1\ ll · . ' 
is also in the world at large an incre:tsing indinanon to stretch 
unduly the po\\·ers of so~iety onr the i~1 diddt~al, both by the 
force of opinion aJHl e\'Cn 1)\· that of kgisbtwn; and as. the 
tendency of all the changes ·taking place in the ":orl_d_.ls to 
st~':.~gthen society, :md diminish thc_power_ of the mdl\ tdual, 
tlus encroachment is not one of the e\·ils whtch tend spontane­
ously to disappear, but, on the contrary, to grow more and 
more formid:thlc. The disposition of mankind, \\:h~ther as 
~ulc:s o_r as fellm\·-citizcns, to impose their ?wn opnuon~ and 
mclmattons as a rule of conduct on others, IS so energetically 
supported bv some of the best and bv some of the worst feel­
ings incident to human nantre, that it is hardly C\'Cr kept un· 
?er restraint by ~mything but want of power; and :~s the power 
IS not declining, but growing, unless a strong barr1er of moral 
conviction c:m be raised against the mischief, we must expect, 
in the present circumstan~es of the world, to sec 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 instance to a single branch of it, on which the 
principle here stated is, if n~t fully, yet to a certain point, 
recognized by the current opinions. This one branch is the 
liberty _of tl:wugbt: from which it is impossible to separate the 
cognate liberty of speaking and of writing. Although these 
liberties, to some considerable amount, form part of the po­
l~tical morality of all countries which profess religious tolera­
tion and free institutions, the grounds, both philosophical and 
practical, on which they rest, nrc 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. 
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Those grounds, when rightly understood, arc of much wider 
application than to only one di\·ision of the subject, and a 
thorough consideration of this part of the question will he 
found the best introduction to the remainder. Those to whom 
nothing which I am about to say will he new, may therefore, 
I hope, excuse me, if on a subject which fur now three cen­
turies has been so often discussed, I venture on one discussion 
more. 

CHAPTER II 

Of tbe Liberty of Thought aud Discussion 

The time, it is to be hoped, is gone by, when any defense 
would be necessary of the 'ii.h~~-tlle p~css" as one of the 
securities ag_:!_inst corr.u_pt or tyrannical governn_lent. No argu­
ment! we may suppose, can now bc_nccd_cd ag~mst permitting 
a legislature or an executive, not 1dentlficd Ill interest \Vith 
the people, to prescribe opinions to them, and determine 
what do~trines or \vhat arguments th~y shall be allowed to 
hear. Th1s aspect of the question, besJ<lcs: has been so often 
and so triumphantly enforced by p~ecedmg writers, that it 
need not be specially insisted on in tillS ~lace. Though the law 
of ~ngland, on the subject of the press, IS as servile to this day 
~ lt Was in the time of the Tudors, there is little danger of 
lts b · · 1· · emg actually put in force agamst po 1t1cal discussion, ex-
cept during some temporary panic, when fear of insurrection 
dnve · · 1 · · s mm1sters and judges from t 1e1r propnety; 1 and, speal<-

1 Th . I h esc words had scarcely been written, w len, as if to give 
~em an _emphatic contradiction, occurred the Cm·ernment Press 

fosceu_tJon_s of 1858. That ill-judged ir_uerference with the liberty 
0 p~b_be drscussion has not, however, rnduced me to alter a single 
wor 111 the text nor has it at all weakened my convicnon that 
moments f ·' f · · 1 · ' r . l . 0 pamc excepted, the era 0 parns :me pcnalnes for po-ltca discussion has, in our own country, passed awa\". For, in the 

rsdt place, the prosecutions were not persisted in; an·d in the sec-
on they 1 · 1· ' ' were never, properly spea ung, po ttical prosecutions. 
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ing generally, iris nor, in constitutional countries, to be appre­
hended that the gon·rnment, \\·hether completely responsible 
to the people or not, \\·ill often :1ttempt to control the ex­
pre~:sion of opinion, except when in doing so it mal•cs itself 
the organ of the gener:~l intolerance of the public. Let us 
supposL", thndore, that the government is entirely at one with 
the people, and nL"\·er thinks of exerting any power of co­
crcion unless in agreement with what it concci\·es to be their 
voice. But I dL"ny the right of the people to exercise such 
coercion, either bv themselves or bv their p;ovcrnment. The 
power itself is illegitimate. The best.gm·crm~lent has no more 
title to it than the worst. It is as noxious, or more noxious, 
when exerted in accordance with public opinion, then when 
in opposition to it. lf_ all mankind minus one were of one 
opinion~'!_nJ gnly o;1e person were of the contr;tr;~ opinion, 
mankind would be no more justifie<!_!~!. silencing that one 
person, than he, if he had the power, would be j_ugified.. in 
silencing ma_nki1~~1. \\"ere an opinion :1 personal possession of 
no value except to the owner; if to be obstructed in the en­
joyment of it were simply a pri\·ate injury, it would make 
The olfcnsc charged was nor tlut of criticising institutions, or rhe 
acts of persons of rulers, but of circulating what was deemed an 
immoral doctrine, the lawfulness of tYrannicide. 

If the arguments of the present chapter arc of any v:tlidity, there 
ought to exist the fullest liberty of professing and discussing, as a 
matter of ethical conviction, any doctrine, howe\·er immoral it may 
be considered. It would, therefore, be irreknnt and out of place to 
examine here, whether the doctrine of tyrannicide deserves that 
title. I ~hall content myself with saying that the subject has been at 
all times one of the open questions of morals; that the act of a pri­
\':tte citizen in striking down a criminal, who, by raising himself 
above the law, has placed himself be~·ond the re:1ch of legal pun­
ishment or control, has been accounted by whole nations, and by 
some of the best and wisest of men, not a crime, but an act of ex­
alted virtue; and that, right or wrong, it is not of the nature of as­
sassination, but of civil war. As such, I hold that the instigation to 
it, in 3 specific case, may be 3 proper subject of punishment, but 
only if an overt act has followed, and at least a probable connec­
tion can be established between the act and the instigation. E\·en 
then, it is not a foreign government, but the very government as­
sailed, which alone, in the exercise of self-defense, can legitimately 
punish attacks directed against its own existence. 



JOII:-; STUAJtT .i\llLL 

some difference whether the injury was inflicted only on a 
few persons or on many. But the peculiar evil of silencing 
the expression of an opinion is, that it is robbing the human 
race: posterity as well as the existing generation; those who 
dissent from the opinion, !>"till more than those who hold it. 
If the opinion is right, they arc deprived of the opportunity 
of exchanging error for truth; if wrong, they lose, what is 
almost as great a benefit, the clearer perception anti livelier 
impression of truth, produced by its collision with l"rror. 

It is necessary to consider separately these two hypotheses, 
each of which has a distinct branch of the argument cor­
responding to it. \Y!!_E~_Il_ never be sure that the opinion we 

l arc endeavoring to stifle is a false opinion; and if we were 

l, 5ui~stifling it would be an evil still. 
-First: the opiniOn which it is attempting to suppress by 
authority may possibly be true. Those who desire to suppress 
it, of course deny its truth; but they arc not infallible. They 
have no authority to decide the question for all m:mkind, and 
exclude every other person from the means (•f judging. To 
refuse. a hearing to an opinion, because they arc sure that it is 
false, IS to assume that tbcir certainty is the same thing as 

1 abs?lute certainty. M_~le11_cing of discussion is an assumption 
, of Infallibility. Its condemnation may be allowed to rest on 

this common argument, not the worse for being common. 
l!nfortunate!y for the good sense of mankind, the fact of 

t?eir _fallibility is far from carrying the weight in their prac­
tical judgment which is always allowed to it in theory; for 
while everyone well knows himself to be fallible, few think it 
necessary to take any precautions against their own fallibility, 
or admit the supposition that any opinion of which they feel 
very cenain, may be one of the examples of the error to which 
::bey acknowledge themselves to be liable. Absolute princes, 
or others who arc accustomed to unlimited deference, usualh· 
feel thi~ complete confidence in their own opinions on nearly 
all subJ~cts. People more happily situated, who sometimes 
hear their opinions disputed, and arc not ,...-holly unused to be 
set. right when they arc wrong, place the same unbounded 
reliance only on such of their opinions as arc shared by all 
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who surround them, or to whom they habimally defer; for 
in proportion to a man's want of confidence in his own soli­
tary judgment, docs he usually repose, with implicit trust, on 
the infallibility of "the world" in general. And the world, to 
each individual, means the part of it with which he comes in 
contact-his party, his sect, his church, his class of society; the 
man may be called, by comparison, almost liberal and large­
minded to whom it means anything so comprchcnsi\·c as his 
own country or his o\vn age. Nor is his faith in this collccti\·c 
authority at all shal;:cn by his being aware that other ages, 
countries, sects, churches, classes, and parties have thought, 
and even now think, the exact rc,·crsc. He devolves upon his 
own world the responsibility of being in the right against the 
dissentient worlds of other people; and it never troubles him 
that mere accident has decided which of these numerous 
worlds is the object of his rcli:mcc, and that the same causes 
which make him a Churchman in London, would have made 
him a Buddhist or a Confucian in Pekin. Yet it is as evident in 
itself as any amount of argument can make it, that ages are 
no more infallible than individuals; every age having held 
many opinions which subsequent ages have deemed not only 
false but absurd; and it is as certain that many opinions now 
gen\!ral will be rejected by fu· ..!;cages, as it is that many, once 
generd, arc rejected by the present. 

The vbjection hkcly to be madl. to this argument would 
probably take some such form as the following. There is no 
greater assumption of infallibility in forbidding the propaga­
tion of error, than in any other thing which is done by public 
authority on its own judgment and responsibility. Judgment 
io; given to men that they may usc it. Because it may be used 
erroneously, are men to be told that they ought not to usc it 
at all? To prohibit what they think pernicious, is not claiming 
exemption from error, but fulfilling the duty incumbent on 
them, although fallible, of acting on their conscientious con­
viction. If we were never to act on our opinions, because those 
opinions may be wrong, we should leave all our interests un­
carcd for, and all our duties unperformed. An objection which 
applies to all conduct can be no valid objection to any con-
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duct in particular. It is the duty of governments, and of in­
dividuals, to form the truest opinions they can; to form them 
carefully, and never impose them upon others unless they :1re 
quite sure of being right. But when they :1rc surt.: (such 
reasoners may say), it is not conscientiousness Lut cowan! ice 
to shrink from acting on their opinions, anu allow doctrines 
which they honestly think dangerous to the welfare of m;lll­
kind, either in this life or in another, to Le scartcrcll ;th:·oad 
without restraint, because other people, in le~s en! ightcned 
times, have persecuted opinions now believed to !Je trul. Lct 
us take care, it may be said, not to make the same misra\,e; but 
governments and nations have made mistakes in other things, 
which arc not denied to be fit subjects for the cxercise of 
authority: they have laid on bad taxes, made unjust w:us. 
Ought we therefore to lay on no taxes, and, undcr wh:1tever 
provocation, make no wars? Men, and governments, must act 
to the best of their ability. There is no such thing as absolute 
certainty, but there is assurance sufficient for thc purposes of 
human life. We may, and must, assume our opinion to be 
true for the guidance of our own conduct: and it is assuming 
no more when we forbid bad men to pervert society by the 
P:~pagation of opinions which \ve regard as f alsc anJ pcr­
mctous. 

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

When we consider either the history of opinion, or the 
ordinary conduct of human life, to what is it to be ascribed 
that the one and the other are no worse than they arc? Not 
certainly to the inherent force of the human understanding; 
for, on any matter not self-evident, there arc ninety-nine per­
sons totally incapable of judging of it for one who is capable; 
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and the capacity of the hundredth person is only compar:~.tive: 
for the majority of the eminent men of eYery past generation 
held many opinions now known to be erroneous, and did or 
approved numerous things which no one will now justify. 
Why is it, then, that there is on the whole a preponderance 
among mankind of rational opinions and rational conduct? If 
there really is this preponderance-which there must be un­
less human affairs arc, and haYe always been, in an almost 
desperate state-it is owing to a quality of the human mind, 
the source of c\"Crything respectable in man either as an intel­
lectual or as a moral being. namely, that his errors arc cor­
rigible. He is c1pablc of rectifying his mistakes, by discussion 
and experience. Not by experience alone. There must be dis­
cussion, to show how experience is to be interpreted. \Vrong 
opinions and practices gradually yield to fact and argument; 
but facts and arguments, to produce any effect on the mind, 
must be brought bcf ore it. V cry few facts arc able to tell their 
own story, without comments to bring out their meaning. 
The whole strength and value, then, of human judgment, de­
pending on the one property, that it can be set right when it 
is wrong, reliance can be placed on it only when the means of 
setting it right arc kept constantly at hand. In the case of any 
person whose judgment is really deserving of confidence, how 
has it become so? Because he has kept his mind open to criti­
cism of his opinions and conduct. Because it has been his prac­
tice to listen to all that could be said against him; to profit by 
as much of it as was just, and expound to himself, and upon 
occasion to others, the fallacy of what was fallacious. Because 
he has felt that the only way in which a human being can 
make some approach to knowing the whole of a subject, is by 
hearing what can be said about it by persons of e\·cry variety 
of opinion, and studying all modes in which it can be looked 
at by every character of mind. No wise man ever acquired 
his wisdom in any mode but this; nor is it in the nature of 
human intellect to become wise in any other manner. The 
steady habit of correcting and completing his own opinion 
by collating it with those of others, so far from causing doubt 
and hesitation in carrying it into practice, is the only stable 
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foundation for a just reliance on it: for, being cognizant_ of 
all that can, at least obviously, be said against him, and havmg 
taken up his position against all gainsaycrs.-knowing th~t. he 
has sought for objections and difficulties, mstcad of av01dmg 
them, and has shut out no light which can be thrown upon 
the subject from any quarter-he has a right to think his judg­
ment better than that of any person, or any multitude, who 
have not gone through a similar process. 

It is not too much to require that what the wisest of man­
kind, those who arc best entitled to trust their own judgment, 
find necessary to warrant their relying on it, should be sub­
mitted to by that miscellaneous collection of a few wise and 
many foolish individuals, called the public. The most in­
tolerant of churches, the Roman Catholic Church, even at the 
canonization of a saint, admits, and listens patiently to, a 
"dcvil's advocate." The holiest of men, it appears, cannot be 
admitted to posthumous honors, until all that the devil could 
say against him is known and weighed. If even the Newtonian 
philosophy were not permitted to be questiont:d, mankind 
could not feel as complete assurance of its truth as they now 
do. The beliefs which we have most warrant for, have no 
safeguard to rest on but a standing invitation to the whole 
world to prove them unfounded. If the challenge is not ac­
cepted, or is accepted and the attempt fails, we arc far 
enough from certainty still; but we have done the best that 
the existing state of human reason admits of; we have neg­
lected nothing that could give the truth a chance of reaching 
us: if the lists arc kept open, we may hope that if there be a 
better truth, it will be found when the human mind is capable 
of r~ceiving it; and in the meantime we may rely on having 
att~m~d such approach to truth as is possible in our own day. 
This Is the amount of certainty attainable by a fallible being, 
and this the sole way of attaining it. 

Strange it is that men should admit the validity of the argu­
ments for free discussion, but object to their being "pushed 
to an extreme"; not seeing that unless the reasons arc good 
for an extreme case, they arc not good for any case. Strange 
that they should imagine that they arc not assuming infallibil-
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ity, when they ad:nowlcdgc that there should he free dis­
cussion on all subjects which can possibly be doubtful, but 
think that some particular principle or doctrine should be 
forbidden to be questioned because it is so ccrt,lin, that is. 
because they arc certain that it is certain. To call :my proposi­
tion certain while there is anyone who would deny its cer­
tain(}' if permitted, but who is not permitted, is to assume 
that we ourselves, and those who agree with us, are the judges 
of certain(}', and judges without hearing the other side. 

In the present age-which has been described as "destitute 
of faith, but terrified at sccpticism"-in which people feel 
sure, not so much that their opinions arc true, as that they 
should not know \vhat to do without them-the claims of an 
opinion to be protected from public attack arc rested not so 
much on its truth, as on its importance to society. There arc. 
it is alleged, certain beliefs so useful, not to say indispensable. 
to well-being that it is as much the duty of governments to 
uphold those beliefs, as to protect any other of the interests of 
socict)'. In a case of such necessity, and so directly in the line 
of their duty, something less than infallibility may, it is main­
tained, warrant, and even bind, governments to act on their 
own opinion, confirmed by the general opinion of mankind. 
It is also often argued, and still oftener thought, that none but 
bad men would desire to weaken these salutary beliefs; and 
there can be nothing wrong, it is thought, in restraining bad 
men, and prohibiting what only such men \vould wish to 
practice. This mode of thinking makes the justification of 
restraints on discussion not a question of the truth of doc­
trines, but of their usefulness; and flatters itself by that means 
to escape the responsibility of claiming ~o be an infallible 
judge of opinions. But those who thus satisfy themselves, do 
not perceive that the assumption of infallibility is merely 
shifted from one point to another. The usefulness of an opin­
ion is itself matter of opinion: as disputable, as open to dis­
cussion, and requiring discussion as much as the opinion itself. 
There is the same need of an infallible judge of opinions to 
decide an opinion to be noxious, as to decide it to be false, 
unless the opinion condemned has full opportunity of defend-
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ing itself. And it will not do to say that the heretic may be 
allowed to maintain the utility or harmlessness of his opinion, 
though forbidden to maintain its truth. The truth of an 
opinion is part of its utility. If we would lmow whether or 
not it is desirable that a proposition should uc believed, is it 
possible to exclude the consideration of whether or not it is 
true? In the opinion, not of bad men, but of the hest men, no 
belief which is contrary to truth can be really useful: and can 
you prevent such men from urging that plea, when they arc 
charged with culpability for denying some doctrine which 
they are told is useful, but which they believe to be false? 
Those who are on the side of received opinions never fail to 
take all possible advantage of this plea: you do not find tbem 
handling the question of utility as if it could be completely 
abstracted from that of truth; on the contrary, it is, above all, 
because their doctrine is "the truth," that the knowledge or 
the belief of it is held to be so indispensable. There can be no 
fair discussion of the question of usefulness when an argument 
so vital may be employed on one side, but not on the other. 
And in point of fact, when law or public feeling do not pcr­
~t the truth of an opinion to be disputed, they arc just as 
httle tolerant of a denial of its usefulness. The utmost they 
allow is an extenuation of its absolute necessity, or of the 
positive guilt of rejecting it. 

In order more fully to illustrate the mischief of denying a 
hearing to opinions because we, in our own j udgmcnt, have 
condemned them, it will be desirable to fix down the dis­
cussion to a concrete case; and I choose, by preference, the 
cases which are least favorable to me-in which the argument 
against freedom of opinion, both on the score of truth and on 
~hat of utility, is considered the strongest. Let the opinions 
Impugned be the belief in a God and in a future state, or any 
of the commonly received doctrines of morality. To fight the 
battle o? such ground gives a great advantage to an unfair 
antagomst; since he will be sure to say (and many who have 
no desire to be unfair will say it internally), "Arc these the 
doctrines which you do not deem sufficiently certain to be 
taken under the protection of law? Is the belief in a God one 
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of the opinions to feel sure of which you hold to be assuming 
infallibility?" But I must be permitted to observe that it is 
not the feeling sure of a doctrine (be it what it may) which I 
call an assumption of infallibility. It is the undertaking to 
decide that question for otbers, without allowing them to 
hear what can be said on the contr:try side. And I denounce 
and reprobate this pretension not the less if put forth on the 
side of my most solemn convictions. However positive any­
one's persuasion may be, not only of the falsity but of the 
pcmicious consequences-not only of the pcmicious conse­
quences, but (to adopt expressions which I altogether con­
demn) the immorality and impiety of an opinion; yet if, in 
pursuance of that pri\·atc judgment, though backed by the 
public judgment of his country or his contemporaries, he 
prevents the opinion from being heard in its defense, he as­
sumes infallibility. And so far from the assumption being less 
objectionable or less dangerous because the opinion is called 
immoral or impious, this is the case of all others in which it is 
most fatal. These arc exactly the occasions on which the 
men of one generation commit those dreadful mistakes which 
excite the astonishment and horror of posterity. It is among 
such that we find the instances memorable in history, when 
the arm of the law has been employed to root out the best 
men and the noblest doctrines; with deplorable success as to 
the men, though some of the doctrines have survived to be 
(as if in mockery) invoked in defense of similar conduct 
towards those who dissent from tbem, or from their received 
interpretation. 

Mankind can hardly be too often reminded, that there was 
once a man named Socrates, between whom and the legal 
authorities and public opinion of his time there took place a 
memorable collision. Born in an age and country abounding 
in individual greatness, this man has been handed down to us 
by those who best knew both him and the age, as the most 
virtuous man in it; while we know him as the head and proto­
type of all subsequent teachers of virtue, the source equally 
of the lofty inspiration of Plato and the judicious utilitarianism 
of Aristotle, "i maestri di color cbe smmo," the two head-
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springs of ethical as of all other philosophy. This acknO\vl­
cdgcd master of all the eminent thinkers who have since lived 
-whose fame, still growing after more than two thousaml 
years, all but outweighs the whole remainder of the names 
which make his native city illustrious-was put to death l>y his 
countrymen, after a judicial conviction, for impiety and lin­
morality. Impiety, in denying the gods recognized by the 
State; indeed his accuser asserted (sec the Apologia) that he 
believed in no gods at all. Immorality, in being, by his doc­
trines and instructions, a "corruptor of youth." Of these 
charges the tribunal, there is every ground for believing, 
honestly found him guilty, and condemned the man \Vho 
probably of all then born had deserved best ol mankind to be 
put to death as a criminal. 
. !o. pass from this to the only other lllStancc of judicial 
miqmty, the mention of which, after the condemnation of 
Socrates, would not be an anticlimax: the event which took 
place on Calvary rather more than eighteen hundred years 
ago. The man who left on the memory of those who witnessed 
his life and conversation such an impression of his moral 
grandeur that eighteen subsequent centuries have done hom­
age to him as the Almighty in person, was ignominiously put 
to death, as what? As a blasphemer. Men did not merely mis­
take their benefactor; they mistook him for the exact con­
tr.ary of what he was, and treated him as that prodigy of im­
piety which they themselves arc now held to be fur their 
treatment of him. The feelings with which mankind now re­
gard these lamentable transactions, especially the latter of the 
two, render them extremely unjust in their judgment of the 
unhappy actors. These were, to all appearance, not bad men­
not Worse than men commonly arc, but rather the contrary; 
men who possessed in a full, or somewhat more than a full 
11_1casurc, the religious, moral, and patriotic feelings of their 
nme ~nd people: the very kind of men who, in all times, our 
own mcludcd, have every chance of passing through life 
blameless and respected. The high priest who rent his 
~arments when the words were pronounced which, accord­
mg to all the ideas of his country, constituted the blackest 
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guilt, was in all probability quite as sincere in his horror and 
indignation as the generality of respectable and pious men 
now arc in the religious and moral sentiments they profess; 
and most of those who now shudder at his conduct, if they 
had lived in his time, and been born Jews, would have acted 
precisely as he did. Orthodox Christians who arc tempted to 
think that those who stoned to death the first martyrs must 
have been worse men than they themselves arc, ought to re­
member that one of those persecutors was Saint Paul. 

Let us add one more example, the most striking of all, if the 
impressiveness of an error is measured by the wisdom and 
virtue of him who falls into it. If ever anyone possessed of 
power had grounds fur thinking himself the best and most 
enlightened among his contemporaries, it was the Emperor 
Marcus Aurelius. Absolute monarch of the whole civilized 
world, he preserved through life not only the most unblem­
ished justice, but what was less to be expected from his Stoical 
breeding, the tenderest heart. The few failings which are at­
tributed to him were all on the side of indulgence; while his 
writings, the highest ethical product of the ancient mind, 
differ scarcely perceptibly, if they differ at all, from the most 
characteristic teachings of Christ. This man, a better Christian 
in all but the dogmatic sense of the word than almost any of 
the ostensibly Christian sovereigns who have since reigned, 
persecuted Christianity. Placed at the summit of all the 
previous attainments of humanity, with an open, unfettered 
intellect, and a character which led him of himself to embody 
in his moral writings the Christian ideal, he yet failed to sec 
that Christianity was to be a good and not an evil to the 
world, with his duties to which he was so deeply penetrated. 
E.xisting society he knew to be in a deplorable state. But such 
as it was, he saw, or thought he saw, that it was held together, 
and prevented from being worse, by belief and reverence of 
the received divinities. As a ruler of mankind, he deemed it 
his duty not to suffer society to fall in pieces; and saw not 
how, if its existing tics were removed, any others could be 
formed which could again knit it together. The new religion 
openly aimed at dissolving these tics: unless, therefore, it was 
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his duty to adopt that religion, it seemed to be his dury to put 
it down. Inasmuch then as the theology of Christianity did 
not appear to him true or of divine origin; inasmuch :~s this 
strange history of a crucified God was not credible to him, 
and a system which purported to rest entirely upon :1 founda­
tion to him so wholly unbelievable, could not be foreseen by 
him to be that renovating agency which, after all abatements, 
it has in fact proved to be; the gentlest and most :~miahle of 
philosophers and rulers, under a solemn sense of duty, :~u­
thorized the persecution of Christi:~nity. To my mind this is 
one of the most tragical facts in all history. It is a hitter 
thought, how different a thing the Christianity of the world 
might have been, if the Christian faith had been adopted as 
the religion of the empire under the auspices of Marcus 
Aurelius instead of those of Constantine. But it would be 
equally unjust to him and false to truth to deny that no one 
plea which can be urged for punishing anti-Christi:~n te:~ching 
was wanting to Marcus Aurelius for punishing as he did the 
~ropagation of Christianity. No Christian more firmly be­
lreves that atheism is false, and tends to the dissolution of 
society, than Marcus Aurelius believed the same things of 
Christianity; he who, of all men then living, might have been 
thought the most capable of appreciating it. Unless anyone 
~ho approves of punishment for the promulgation of opin­
Ions, flatters himself that he is a wiser and better m:~n than 
~arcus Aurelius-more deeply versed in the wisdom of his 
time, more elevated in his intellect above it-more e:~rnest in 
~ search for truth, or more single-minded in his devotion to 
~t .when found; let him abstain from that assumption of the 
)Omt infallibility of himself and the multitude, which the 
great Antoninus made with so unfortunate a result. 

Aware of the impossibility of defending the usc of punish­
me~t for restraining irreligious opinions by any argument 
~~tch will not justify Marcus Antoninus, the enemies of re­
hgrous freedom, when hard pressed, occasionally accept this 
conseq~e?ce, and say, with Dr. Johnson, that the persecutors 
of ChrJstranity were in the right; that persecution is an ordeal 
through which truth ought to pass, and always passes success-
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fully, legal penalties being, in the end, powerless against truth, 
though sometimes beneficially effective against mischievous 
errors. This is a form of the argument for religious intolerance 
sufficiently remarkable not to be p;tssed without notice. 

A theory which maintains that truth may justifiably be 
persecuted because persecution cannot possibly do it any 
harm, cannot be charged with being intentionally hostile to 
the reception of new truths; but we cannot commend the 
generosity of its dealing with the persons to whom mankind 
arc indebted for them. To discover to the world something 
which deeply concerns it, and of which it was previously 
ignorant; to prove to it that it had been mistaken on some 
vital point of temporal or spiritual interest, is as important a 
service as a human being can render to his fellow-creatures, 
and in certain cases, as in those of the early Christians and of 
the Reformers, those who think with Dr. Johnson believe it 
to have been the most precious gift which could be bestowed 
on mankind. That the authors of such splendid benefits should 
be relluitcd by martyrdom, that their reward should be to be 
dealt with as the vilest of criminals, is not, upon this theory, a 
deplorable error and misfortune, for which humanity should 
mourn in sackcloth and ashes, but the nonnal and justifiable 
state of things. The propounder of a new truth, according 
to this doctrine, should stand, as stood, in the legislation of the 
Locrians, the proposer of a new law, with a halter round his 
neck, to be instantly tightened if the public assembly did not, 
on hearing his reasons, then and there adopt his proposition. 
People who defend this mode of treating benefactors cannot 
be supposed to set much value on the benefit; and I believe 
this view of the subject is mostly confined to the sort of per­
sons ·who think that new truths may have been desirable 
once, but that we have had enough of them now. 

But, indeed, the dictum th~t truth ahyan _ _!:riu!'~~ -~r 
persecution is one of those pl~:!:!;_:l:l}~ falschu_~ds ~hich n!_en 
repeat after one another till they pass into commonplaces, 
biirwi1Tch all cXpCriC(iCe refutes. History teems with instances 
of truth put down by persecution. If not suppressed forever, 
it may be thrown back for centuries. To speak only of re-
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ligious opinions: the Reformation broke out at least twen~' 
times before Luther, and was put down. Arnold of Brcsc1:1. 
was put down. Fra Dolcino was put down. Savonarola was put 
down. The Albigeois were put down. The Vaudois were put 
down. The Lollards were put down. The H ussitcs were put 
down. Even after the era of Luther, wherever persecution 
was persisted in, it was successful. In Spain, Italy, Flanders, 
the Austrian Empire, Protestantism was rooted out; and, most 
likely would have been so in England, had Queen Mary li\'cd, 
or Queen Elizabeth died. Persecution has always succeeded, 
save where the heretics were too strong a party to be ef­
fectually persecuted. No reasonable person can doubt that 
Christianity might have been extirpated in the Roman Empire. 
It spread, and became predominant, because the persecutions 
were only occasional, lasting but a short time, and separated 
hy long intervals of almost undisturbed propagandism. It is a 
piece of idle sentimentality that truth, merely as truth, has any 
inherent power denied to error of prevailing against the 
dungeon and the stake. Men arc not more zealous for truth 
than they often arc for error, and a sufficient application of 
legal or even of social penalties will generally succeed in 
stopping the propagation of either. The real advantage which 
truth has, consists in this, that when an opinion is true, it may 
be extinguished once, twice, or many times, but in the course 
of ~ges there will generally be found persons to rediscover it, 
until some one of its reappearances falls on a time when from 
favorable circumstances it escapes persecution until it has 
made such head as to withstand all subsequent attempts to 
suppress it. 

It will be said that we do not now put to death the intro­
ducers of new opinions: we are not like our fathers who slew 
the prophets, we even build sepulchres to them. It is true we 
?0 .lo~ger put heretics to death; and the amount of penal 
mfhctton which modern feeling would probably tolerate, 
eve~ against the most obnoxious opinions, is not sufficient to 

extirpate them. But let us not flatter ourselves that we arc yet 
frc.e .from the stain even of legal persecution. Penalties for 
opmton, or at least for its expression, still exist by law; and 
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their enforcement is not, even in these times, so unexampled 
as to make it at all incredible that they may some day be 
revh·ed in full force. In the year 1857, at the summer assizes 
of the county of Cornwall, an unfortunate man,~ said to be 
of unexceptionable conduct in all relations of life, was sen­
tenced to twenty-one months' imprisonment, for uttering. 
and writing on a gate, some offensive words concernin~r 
Christianity. Within a month of the same time, at the Old 
Bailey, t\vo persons, on t\vo separate occasions,3 were rejected 
as jurymen, and one of them grossly insulted by the judge 
and by one of the counsel, because they honestly declared 
that they had no theological belief; and a third, a foreigner,• 
for the same reason, was denied justice against a thief. This 
refusal of redress took place in virtue of tl1e legal doctrine, 
that no person can be allowed to give evidence in a court of 
justice who docs not profess belief in a God (any god is 
sufficient) and in a future state; which is equivalent to de­
claring such persons to be outlaws, excluded from the pro­
tection of the tribunals; who may not only be robbed or as­
saulted with impunity, if no one but themselves, or persons 
of similar opinions, be present, but any one else may be 
robbed or assaulted \Vith impunity, if the proof of the fact 
depends on their evidence. The assumption on which this is 
grounded is that the oath is worthless of a person who docs 
not believe in a future state; a proposition which betokens 
much ignorance of history in those who assent to it (since 
it is historically true that a large proportion of infidels in all 
ages have been persons of distinguished integrity and honor); 
and would be maintained by no one who had the smallest 
conception how many of the persons in greatest repute with 
the world, both for virtues and attainments, arc well known. 
at least to their intimates, to be unbelievers. The rule, besides, 

:!Thomas Pooley, Bodmin Assizes, July 31, 1857. In December 
following, he received a free pardon from the Crown. 

3 George Jacob 1-Iolyoal•e, August 17, 1857; Edward Truelove, 
july, 1857. 

4 Baron de Gleichen, Marlborough Street Police Court, August 
4, 1857· • 
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is suicidal, and cuts away its own foundation. Under pre­
tense that atheists must be liars, it admits the testimony of all 
atheists who arc willing to lie, and rejects only those who 
brave the obloquy of publicly confessing a detested creed 
rather than affirm a falsehood. A rule thus self-convicted of 
absurdity so far as regards its professed purpose, can be kept 
in force only as a badge of hatred, a relic of persecution; a 
persecution, too, having the peculiarity that the qualification 
for undergoing it is the being clearly prond not to deserve 
it. The rule, and the theory it implies, arc h:udly less in­
sulting to believers than to infidels. For if he who docs not 
believe in a future state necessarily lies, it follows that they 
who do believe are only prevented from lying, if prc\'ented 
they arc, by the fear of hell. We will not do the authors :md 
abettors of the rule the injury of supposing that the concep­
tion which they have formed of Christian virtue is drawn 
from their own consciousness. 

These, indeed, arc but rags and remnants of persecution, 
a~d may be thought to be not so much an indication of the 
Wtsh. to persecute, as an example of that very frequent in­
firmity of English minds, which makes them take a pre­
posterous pleasure in the assertion of a bad principle, when 
~hey arc no longer bad enough to desire to carry it really 
mto practice. But unhappily there is no security in the state 
of the public mind that the suspension of worse forms of 
legal persecution, which has lasted for about the space of a 
generation, will continue. In this age the quiet surface of 
ro~tine is as often ruffled by attempts to resuscitate past 
evils, as to introduce new benefits. What is boasted of at the 
present time as the revival of religion, is always, in narrow 
and uncultivated minds, at least as much the revival of bigotry; 
~nd where there is the strong permanent leaven of intolerance 
10• the feelings of a people, which at all times abides in the 
middl~ classes of this country, it needs but little to provoke 
them mto actively persecuting those whom they have never 
~e~scd to t~ink proper objects of persecution. For it is this­
It lS the. opmions men entertain, and the feelings they cherish, 
rcspectmg those who disown the beliefs they deem important, 
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which makes this country not a place of mental freedom. For 
:\ long time past, the ~1ief mischief of the legal penaltie~js 
that they strengthen the social stigma. It is that stigma which 
is really effective, and so effective is it, that the profession 
of opinions which arc under the ban of society is much less 
common in England than is, in many other countries, the 
avowal of those which incur risk of judicial punishment. In 
respect to all persons but those whose pecuniary circum­
stances make them independent of the good will of other 
people, opinion, on this subject, is as efficacious as law; men 
might as well be imprisoned, as excluded from the means of 
earning their bre:1d. Those whose bread is already secured, 
and who desire no favors from men in power, or from bodies 
of men, or from the public, have nothing to fear from the 
open avowal of any opinions, but to be ill-thought of and ill­
spoken of, and this it ought not to require :1 very heroic mold 
to enable them to bear. There is no room for any appeal ad 
misc1·icordiam in behalf of such persons. But though we do 
not now inflict so much evil on those who think differently 
from us as it was formerly our custom to do, it may be that 
we do ourselves as much evil as ever by our treatment of 
them. Socrates was put to death, but the Socratic philosophy 
rose like the sun in heaven, and spread its illumination over 
the whole intellectual firman1cnt. Christians were cast to the 
lions, but the Christian church grew up a stately and spread­
ing tree, overtopping the older and less vigorous growths, 
and stifling them by its shade. Our merely social intolerance 
kills no one, roots out no opinions, but induces men to dis­
guise them, or to abstain from any active effort for their 
diffusion. vVith us, heretical opinions do not perceptibly gain, 
or even lose, ground in each decade or generation; they never 
blaze out far and wide, but continue to smolder in the narrow 
circles of thinking and studious persons among "··hom they 
originate, without ever lighting up the general affairs of man­
kind with either a true or a deceptive light. And thus is kept 
up a state of things very satisfactory to some minds, because, 
without the unpleasant process of fining or imprisoning any­
body, it maintains all prevailing opinions outwardly undis-



168 ]011:-l STUART MILL 

turbed, while it docs not absolutely interdict the exercise 
of reason by dissentients afflicted with the malady of thought. 
A convenient plan for having peace in the intellectual world, 
and keeping all things going on therein very much as they do 
already! But the price paid for this sort of intellectual paci­
fication is the sacrifice of the entire moral courage of the 
human mind. A state of things in which a large portion of 
the most active and inquiring intellects find it advisaule to 
keep the general principles and grounds of their convictions 
within their own breasts, and attempt, in what they address 
to the public, to fit as much as they can of their ov•n con­
clusions to premises which they have internally renounced, 
cannot send forth the open, fearless characters, and logical, 
consistent intellects who once adorned the thinl•ing world. 
The sort of men who can be looked for under it, arc either 
mere conformers to commonplace, or time-servers for truth, 
whose arguments on all great subjects arc meant for their 
hearers, and are not those which have convinced themselves. 
Those who avoid this alternative, do so by narrowing their 
thoughts and interest to things which can be spoken of with­
out venturing within the region of principles-that is, to 
small practical matters which would come right of them­
selves if but the minds of mankind were strengthened and 
enlarged, and which will never be made effectually right until 
then; while that which would strengthen and enlarge men's 
minds, free and daring speculation on the highest subjects, is 
abandoned. 
. Those in whose eyes this reticence on the part of heretics 
JS no evil should consider, in the first place, that in conse­
quence of it there is never any fair and thorough discussion 
of heretical opinions; and that such of them as could not 
stand such a discussion, though they may be prevented from 
spreading, do not disappear. But it is not the minds of heretics 
that are deteriorated most by the ban placed on all inquiry 
which docs not end in the orthodox conclusions. The great­
est harm done is to those who are not heretics, and whose 
whole mental development is cramped, and their reason 
cowed, by the fear of heresy. Who can compute what the 
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world loses in the multitude of promising intellect combined 
with timid characters, who dare not follow out any bold, 
vigorous, independent train of thought, lest it should land 
them in something which would admit of being considered 
irreligious or immoral? Among them we may occasionally 
sec some man of deep conscientiousness, and subtle and re­
fined understanding, who spends a life in sophisticating with 
an intellect which he cannot silence, and exhausts the re~ 
sources of ingenuity in attempting to reconcile the prompt­
ings of his conscience and reason with orthodoxy, which yet 
he docs not, perhaps, to the end succeed in doing. No one can 
be a great thinker \vho docs not recognize that as a thinker 
it is his first duty to follow his intellc~t to whatever conclu-

sions it may_ lead. Truth gains more. e_ven by_ the_ erro_~_ rs._ of I 
one who, WJth due s~dy -~nd pre_E~r~tion, thinks for htm­
sclf, than by the true opinions -of-thos~c_ ~":ho only h~l~ t!1em 
because they do not suffer themselves to think. Not that it is 
solely, or chiefly, to fonn great thinkers, that freedom of 
thinking is required. On the contrary, it is as much and even 
more indispensable to enable average human beings to attain 
the mental stature which they arc capable of. There have 
been, and may again be, great individual thinkers in a general 
lltmosphere of mental slavery. But there never has been, nor 
ever will be, in that atmosphere an intellectually active people. 
Where any people has made a temporary approach to such 
a character, it has been because the dread of heterodox specu­
lation was for a time suspended. Where there is a tacit con­
vention that principles arc not to be disputed; where the 
discussion of the greatest questions which can occupy hu­
manity is considered to be closed, we cannot hope to .find that 
generally high scale of mental activity which has made some 
periods of history so remarkable. Never when controversy 
avoided the subjects which are large and important enough 
to kindle enthusiasm, was the mind of a people stirred up 
from its foundations, and the impulse given which raised 
even persons of the most ordinary intellect to something of 
the dignity of thinking beings. Of such we have had an 
example in the condition of Europe during the times irn-
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mediately following the Reformation; another, thougl~ lim­
ited to the Continent and to a more cultivated class, 111 the 
speculative movement of the latter half of the eight:enth 
century; and a third, of still briefer duration, in the n1tcl­
lectual fermentation of Germany during the Goethcan and 
Fichtean period. These periods differed widely in th: pa~­
ticular opinions which they developed; but were allke 10 

this, that during all three the yoke of authority was broken. 
In each, an old mental despotism had been thrown off, and 
no new one had yet taken its place. The impulse given at 
these three periods has made Europe what it now is. Every 
single improvement which has taken place either in the 
human mind or in institutions, may be traced distinctly t~l 
one or other of them. Appearances have for some time mdt­
cated that all three impulses are well nigh spent; and we can 
expect no fresh start until we again assert our mental freedom. 

Let us now pass to the second division of the argument. 
an~ . dismissing the supposition that any of the receive~ 
opm10ns may be false, let us assume them to be true, an 

· · re examme mto the worth of the manner in which they a 
likely to be held, when their truth is not freely and openly 
ca~v~ssed. However unwillingly a person who has a strong 
opmiOn may admit the possibility that his opinion may be 
false, he ~ught to be moved by the consideration that, hoW~ 
e~er true 1~ may be, if it is not fully, frequently, and fearles.c;l) 
diScussed, It Will be held as a dead dogma not a living truth· 

There is a class of persons (happily not' quite so numerous 
as formerly) wh h" 1 · doubt-
• 0 t m { It enough if a person assents un 
mgly to what they think true, though he has no lmowledg; 
whatever of the grounds of til . . d Jd not mal{ 

t bl e opimon, an cou . s 
a ena e defense of it against the most superficial objection .. 
8uch persons if th . 1 t frotll . • ey can once get therr creed raug 1 

authonty, naturally think that no good and some harn~. 
comes of its being allowed t b . ' ' d \ Vhcre their 
. fl . o e questione . the 
m u.ence pr.e~ails, they make it nearly impossible for I 
received opmion to be rel· ect d . 1 d considerate Y • 
I I · . e WISe y an f tO 

t 1aug 1 It may still be rejected rashly and ignorantly; or 
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shut out d_iscussion entirely is seldom possible, and when it 
o~ce gets m, beliefs not grounded on conviction are apt to 
gtv~ :vay before the slightest semblance of an argument. 
\V.at~'mg, howe\·er, this possibility-assuming that the true 
~pmton abides in the mind, but abides as a prejudice, a belief 
mde~endent of, and proof against, argument-this is not the 
~vay Ill which truth ought to be held by a rational being. This 
15 _ 1~0t knowing the truth. Truth, thus held, is but one super­
Stition the more, accidentally clinginO' to the words which 
enunciate a truth. ~ 

. If the intellect and judgment of mankind ought to be cul­
tiVated, a thing which Protestants at least do not deny, on 
what can these faculties be more appropriately exercised by 
?nyone, than on the things which concern him so much that 
It Is considered necessary for him to hold opinions on them? 
If the cultivation of the understanding consists in one thing 
more thm in another, it is surely in learning the grounds of 
on~'s own opinions. \Vhatcvcr people believe, on subjects on 
which it is of the .first importance to believe rightly, they 
?ug~1t to be able to defend against at least the common ob­
JCCtiOns. But, some one may say, "Let them be taugbt the 
grounds of their opinions. It docs not follow that opinions 
must be merely parrotcd because they arc never heard con­
tr?verted. Persons who learn geometry do not simply c?m­
llllt the theorems to memory but understand and learn like­
wise the demonstrations· and' it would be absurd to say that 
they remain ignorant of the grounds of geometrical truti:s, 
because they never hear anyone deny, and attempt to dts­
pro.vc them." Undoubtedly:, and such .teachi~g suffices on a 
subject like mathematics where there IS nothmg at all to be 
said on the wrong side ~f the question. The peculiarity of 
~he evidence of mathematical truths is that all the argument 
Is ?n one side. There are no objections, a?d no_ answers to 
ob!e~tions. But on every subject on ,v!uch dtffercnce of 
0 PII1ton_ is possible, the truth depends on a balance to ~e 
struck between two sets of conflicting reasons. Even. m 
nat~al philosophy, there is always some ?ther expl~natJon 
posstble of the same facts-some geocentric theory mstead 
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of heliocentric, some phlogiston instead of oxygen~nd it 
has to be shown why that other theory cannot he the uuc 
one· and until this is shown, and until we know how it is 
sho~n, we do not understand the grounds of our opinion. 
But when we turn to subjects infinitely more complicated, 
to morals, religion, politics, social relations, and the business 
of life, three-fourths of the aq,TUments for every disputed 
opinion consist in dispelling the appearances which favor 
some opinion different from it. The greatest orator, save one, 
of antiquit';, has left it on record that he always studied his 
adversary's case with as great, if not still greater, intensity 
than even his own. What Cicero practiced as the means of 
fo;ensic success requires to be imitated by all who study 
any subject in order to arrive at the truth. He who knows 
only his own side of the case, knows little of that. His rca­
sons may be good, and no one may have been able to refute 
them. But if he is equally unable to refute the reasons on the 
opposite side; if he docs not so much as know what they arc, 
he has no ground for preferring either opinion. The. rational 
position for him would he suspension of judgment, and unless 
he contents himself with that, he is either led by authority. 
or adopts, like the generality of the world, the side to which 
he feels most inclination. Nor is it enough that he should 
hear the arguments of adversaries from his own teachers, 
presented as they state them, and accompanied by what they 
offer as refutations. That is not the way to do justice to the 
arguments, or bring them into real contact with his own 
mind. He must he able to hear them from persons who 
actually believe them; who defend them in earnest, and do 
their very utmost for them. He must !mow them in their 
most plausible and persuasive form; he must feel the whole 
force of the difficulty which the true view of the subject has 
t~ encounter and dispose of; else he will never really possess 
himself of the portion of truth which meets and removes that 
difficulty. Ninety-nine in a hundred of what arc called edu­
cated men arc in this condition; even of those who can argue 
fluently for their opinions. Their conclusion may be true, but 
it might be false for anything they know: they have never 
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thrown themselves into the mental position of those who 
think differently from them, and considered what such per­
sons may have to say; and consequently they do not, in :my 
proper sense of the word, know the doctrine \vhich they 
themselves profess. They do not know those parts of it which 
explain and justify the remainder; the considerations which 
show that a fact which seemingly conflicts with another is 
reconcilable with it, or that, of two app:trcntly strong reasons, 
one and not the other ought to be preferred. All that part of 
the truth which turns the scale, and decides the judgment of 
:1 completely informed mind, they arc strangers to; nor is it 
ever really known but to those who ha,·c attended equally 
and impartially to both sides, and cndc:tvorcd to sec the rca­
sons of both in the strongest light. So essential is this discipline 
to a real understanding of moral and human subjects, that if 
opponents of all important truths do not exist, it is indispensa­
ble to imagine them, and supply them with the strongest 
arguments which the most skillful devil's advocate can con­
JUre up. 

To abate the force of these considerations, an enemy of 
free discussion may be supposed to say, that there is no 
necessity for mankind in general to knmv and undcrst:tnd all 
that can be said against or for their opinions by philosophers 
and theologians. Th:tt it is not needful for common men to 
he able to expose all the misstatements or fallacies of an in­
genious opponent. That it is enough if there is always some­
body capable of answering them, so that nothing likely to 
rnislead uninstructed persons remains unrefuted. That simple· 
minds, having been taught the ob,·ious grounds of th~ truths 
inculcated on them, may trust to authority for the rest, and 
being aware that they have neither knowledge nor t:tlcnt to 
resolve every difficulty \vhich can be raised, may repose in 
the assurance that all those which have been raised have been 
or can be answered, by those who are specially trained to the 
task. 

Conceding to this view of the subject the utmost that can 
be claimed for it by those most easily satisfied with the 
:;~.mount of understanding of truth which ought to accom-
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pany the belief of it; even so, the argu~1cnt fo~ free discus­
sion is no way weakened. For e\'Cn this. doctrmc aclmowl­
edges that mankind ought _to hav~ a ratmnal assurance that 
all objections have been s:msfac.tonly a~swcrcd; and how ar_e 
they to be answered if that wluch rcqmres to be answc~cd 1s 

not spoken? or how can the answer be ~mown to h.c sansfa~­
tory, if the objectors have no op~ortumty of shO\n.ng that It 
is unsatisfactory? If not the pubhc, at least the plulosnphcrs 
and theologians who arc to resolve the difficulties, must make 
themselves familiar with those difficulties in their most puz­
zling form; and this cannot be accomplished unless they arc 
freely stated, and placed in the most advantageous light 
which they admit of. The Catholic Church has its own way 
of dealing with this embarrassing problem. It makes a broad 
separation between those who can be permitted to recci\'C its 
doctrines on conviction, and those who must accept them on 
trust. Neither, indeed, arc allowed any choice as to what 
they will accept; but the clergy, such at least as can be fully 
confided in, may admissibly and meritoriously make them­
selves acquainted with the arguments of opponents, in order 
to answer them, and may, therefore, read heretical bool.:s; the 
laity, not unless by special permission, hard to he obtained. 
This discipline recognizes a knowledge of the enemy's case 
as beneficial to the teachers, but finds means, consistent with 
this, of denying it to the rest of the world: thus giving to the 
elite more mental culture, though not more mental freed om, 
than _it allows to the mass. By this device it succeeds in ob­
taini~g the kind of mental superiority which its purposes 
rcqturc; for though culture without freedom nc\"Cr matlc a 
large and liberal mind, it can make a clever nisi prius advo­
cate of a cause. But in countries professing Protestantism, 
this resource is denied: since Protestants hold, at least in 
theory, that the responsibility for the choice of a religion 
must be borne by each for himself, and cannot be thrown 
off upon teachers. Besides, in the present state of the world, 
it is practically impossible that writings which arc rcaJ by 
the instructed can be kept from the uninstructed. If the 
teachers of mankind are to be cognisant of all that they 
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ought to know, everything must be free to be written and 
published without restraint. 

If, however, the mischic,·ous operation of the absence of 
free discussion, when the rccei,·cd opinions arc true, were 
confined to leaving men ignor;mt of the grounds of those 
opinions, it might be thought that this, if an intellectual, is no 
moral evil, and docs not affect the worth of the opinions, re­
garded in their influence on the character. The fact, howc,·cr, 
is that not only the grounds of the opinion arc forgotten in 
the absence of discussion, but too often the meaning of the 
opinion itself. The words which convey it cease to suggest 
ideas, or suggest only a small portion of those they were 
originally employed to communicate. Instead of a vivid con­
ception and a living belief, there remain only a few phrases 
retained by rotc; or, if any part, the shell and husk only of 
the meaning is retained, the finer essence being lost. The 
great chapter in human history which this fact occupies and 
fills, cannot be too earnestly studied and meditated on. 

It is illustrated in the experience of almost all ethical doc­
trines and religious creeds. They arc all full of meaning and 
vitality to those who originate them, and to the direct disciples 
of the originators. Their meaning continues to be felt in un­
diminished strength, and is perhaps brought out into even 
fuller consciousness, so long as the struggle lasts to give the 
doctrine or creed an ascendancy over other creeds. At last it 
either prevails, and becomes the general opinion, or its prog­
ress stops; it keeps possession of the ground it has gained, but 
ceases to spread further. \Vhen either of these results has 
become apparent, controversy on the subject flags, and gradu­
ally dies away. The doctrine has taken its place, if not as a 
received opinion, as one of the admitted sects or divisions of 
opinion: those who hold it have generally inherited, not 
adopted it; and conversion from one of these doctrines to 
another, being now an exceptional fact, occupies little place 
in the thoughts of their professors. Instead of being, as at 
first, constantly on the alert either to defend themselves 
against the world, or to bring the world over to them, they 
have subsided into acquiescence, and neither listen, when they 
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can help it, to arguments again~ their creed, ~10~ trouble 
dissentients (if there be such) With arguments m 1ts favor. 
From this time may usually be dated the decline in the 
living power of the doctrine .. \.Y e often hea~ the te?chers 
of all creeds lamenting the difficulty of keepmg up m the 
minds of believers a lively apprehension of the truth which 
they nominally recognize, so that it may penetrate the feel­
ings, and acquire a real mastery over the conduct. No such 
difficulty is complained of while the creed is still fighting for 
its existence: even the weaker combatants then know and 
feel what they arc fighting for, and the difference between 
it and other doctrines; and in that period of every creed's 
existence, not a few persons may be found, who have realized 
its fundamental principles in all the forms of thought, have 
weighed and considered them in all their important bearings, 
and have experienced the full effect on the character which 
belief in that creed ought to produce in a mind thoroughly 
imbued with it. But when it has come to be an hereditary 
creed, and to be received passively, not actively; when the 
mind is no longer compelled, in the same degree as at first. 
to exercise its vital powers on the questions which its belief 
presents to it: there is a progressive tendency to forget all of 
t~e belief except the formularies, or to give it a dull and tor­
pxd assent, as if accepting it on trust dispensed with the 
necessity of realizing it in consciousness, or testing it by 
personal experience, until it almost ceases to connect itself 
at all with the inner life of the human being. Then arc seen 
the cases, so frequent in this age of the world as almost to 
fonn the majority, in which the creed remains as it were 
?utside the mind, incrusting and petrifying it against all other 
mfl~enc_es addressed to the higher parts of our nature; mani­
f~stl_ng Its power by not suffering any fresh and living con­
Vtctmn to get in, but itself doing nothing for the mind or 
heart, except standing sentinel over them to keep them vacant. 

To what an extent doctrines intrinsically fitted to make 
the deep_est impression upon the mind may remain in it as 
dead behefs, without being ever realized in the imagination, 
the feelings, or the understanding, is exemplified by the 
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manner in which the majority of belic..-crs hold the doctrines 
of Christianity. By Christianity I here mean what is accounted 
such by all churches and sects-the maxims and precepts con­
tained in the New Testament. These arc considered sacred, 
and accepted as laws, by all professing Christians. Yet it is 
scarcely too much to say that not one Christian in a thousand 
guides or tests his individual conduct by reference to those 
laws. The standard to which he docs refer it, is the custom 
of his nation, his cla .. o;s, or his religious profession. He has 
thus, on the one hand, a collection of ethical ma.xims, which 
he believes to have been vouchsafed to him by infallible wis­
dom as rules for his government; and on the other a set of 
every-day judgments and practices, which go a certain length 
with some of those maxims, not so great a length with others, 
stand in direct opposition to some, and arc, on the whole, a 
compromise between the Christian creed and the interests 
and suggestions of worldly life. To the first of these stand­
ards he gives his homage; to the other his real allegiance. All 
Christians believe that the blessed arc the poor and humble, 
and those who arc ill-used by the world; th:!.t it is easier for 
a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich 
man to enter the kingdom of heaven; that they should judge 
not, lest they be judged; that they should swear not at all; 
that they should love their neighbor as themselves; that if 
one take their cloak, they should give him their coat also; 
that they should take no thought for the morrow; that if 
they would be perfect they should sell all that they have and 
give it to the poor. They arc not insincere when they say 
that they believe these things. They do believe them, as 
people believe what they have always heard lauded and never 
discussed. But in the sense of that living belief which regu­
lates conduct, they believe these doctrines just up to the 
point to which it is usual to act upon them. The doctrines in 
their integrity arc serviceable to pelt adversaries with; and it 
is understood that they arc to be put forward (when pos­
sible) as the reasons for whatever people do that they think 
laudable. But anyone who reminded them that the maxims 
require an infinity of things which they never even think of 
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doing, would gain nothing but to be classed among those very 
unpopular characters who affect to be b:tter tha~ other 
people. The doctrines h.avc ~o hold on ordmary bcl_ICvers­
are not a pm.ver in their mmds. They have an habitual re­
spect for the sound of them, but no feeling whic.:h spreads 
from the words to the things signified, and forces the mind 
to take them in, and make them conform to the formula. 
Whenever conduct is concerned, they look round for 1\lr. 
A and B to direct them how far to go in obeying Christ. 

Now we may be well assured that the case was not thus, 
but far otherwise, with the early Christians. Had it been thus, 
Christianity never would have expanded from an obscure 
sect of the despised Hebrews into the religion of the Roman 
empire. When their enemies said, "See how these Christians 
love one another" (a remark not likely to be made by any­
body now), they assuredly had a much livelier feeling of 
the meaning of their creed than they have ever had since. 
~n~ to this cause, probably, it is chiefly owing that Chris­
tianity now makes so little progress in extending its domain, 
and after eighteen centuries is still nearly confined to Euro­
peans and the descendants of Europeans. Even with the 
strictly religious, who arc much in earnest about their doc­
trines, and attach a greater amount of meaning to many of 
them than people in general, it commonly happens that the 
pa~ which is thus comparatively active in their minds is that 
wluch was made by Calvin, or Knox, or some such person 
much nearer in character to themselves. The sayings of Christ 
coexist passively in their minds, producing hardly any effect 
beyond what is caused by mere listening to words so amiable 
and. bland. There are many reasons, doubtless, why doctrines 
wh1ch are the badge of a sect retain more of their vitality 
th~n those common to all recognized sects, and why more 
pams are taken by teachers to l<ccp their meaning alive; but 
one r~ason certainly is, that the peculiar doctrines arc more 
qu~stiOncd, and have to be oftener defended against open 
gamsayers. Both teachers and learners go to sleep at their 
post, as soon as there is no enemy in the field. 

The same thing holds true, generally speaking, of all tea-
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ditional doctrines-those of prudence and knowledge of life, 
as well as of morals or religion. All languages and literatures 
arc full of general observations on life, both as to what it is, 
and how to conduct oneself in it; obscn·ations which every­
body knows, which e\·crybody repeats, or hears with ac­
quiescence, \\·hich arc recci,·ed as truisms, yet of which most 
people first truly lc:1rn the meaning when experience, gen­
er:J.lly of a painful kind, has made it a reality to them. How 
often, when smarting under some unforeseen misfortune or 
disappointment, docs a person c:.1ll to mind some proverb or 
common saying, fmniliar to him all his life, the meaning of 
which, if he had ever before felt it as he docs now, would 
have saved him from the cabmity. There arc indeed reasons 
for this, other than the absence of discussion; there arc many 
truths of which the full mc:.1ning cmmot be realized until per­
sonal experience has brought it home. But much more of the 
meaning even of these would have been understood, and 
what was understood would have been far more deeply im­
pressed on the mind, if the man had been accustomed to hear 
it argued pro and con by people who did understand it. The 
fatal tendency of manl.:ind to leave off thinking about a 
thing when it is no longer doubtful, is the cause of half their 
errors. A contemporary author h:.1s well spoken of "the deep 
slumber of a decided opinion." 

But what! (it m:.1y be asked) Is the absence of unanimity 
an indispensable condition of true knowledge? Is it necessary 
that some part of m:.1nkind should persist in error to enable 
any to rc:.1lize the truth? Docs a belief cc:J.se to be real and 
vital as soon as it is gcncr:J.lly received; and is a proposition 
never thoroughly understood and felt unless some doubt of 
it rcm:.1ins? As soon as mankind have unanimously accepted 
a truth, docs the truth perish within them? The highest aim 
and best result of improved intelligence, it has hitherto been 
thought, is to unite m:.1nkind more and more in the aclmowl­
cdgmcnt of all important truths; and docs the intelligence 
only last as long as it has not achieved its object? Do the 
fruits of conquest perish by the very completeness of the 
victory? 
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I affirm no such thing. As mankind improve, the numb~r 
of doctrines which arc no longer disputed or doubted ~111 
be constantly on the increase: and the \veil-being o~ m::mlond 
may almost be measured by the number and gravity of the 
truths which have reached the point of being uncontested. 
The cessation, on one question after another, of serious c_on­
trovcrsy, is one of the necessary incidents of the consolida­
tion of opinion; a consolidation as salutary in the case o~ ~rue 
opinions, as it is dangerous and noxious when the opmwns 
arc erroneous. But though this gradual narrmving of the 
bounds of diversity of opinion is necessary in both senses of 
the term, being at once inevitable and indispensable, we arc 
not therefore obliged to conclude that all its consequences 
must be beneficial. The loss of so important an aid to the 
intelligent and living apprehension of a truth, as is afforded 
by the necessity of explaining it to, or defending it against, 
opponents, though not sufficient to outweigh, is no trifling 
drawback from, the benefit of its universal recognition. 
\\'here this advantage can no longer be had, I confess 1 
should like to see the teachers of mankind endeavoring to 
p~ovide a substitute for it; some contrivance for making the 
d1~culties of the question as present to the learner's con­
SCiousness, as if they were pressed upon him by a dissentient 
champion, eager for his conversion. 

But instead of scel,ing contrivances for this purpose, they 
have lost those they formerly had. The Socratic dialectics, 
so magnificently exemplified in the dialogues of Plato, were 
a co~trivance of this description. They were essentially a 
~cgatJve discussion of the great question of philosophy and 
~~c, _directed with consummate skill to the purpose of con-

Incmg anyone who had merely adopted the commonplaces 
of received opinion that he did not understand the subject­
that he as yet attached no definite meaning to the doctrines 
~e pr?fessed; in order that, becoming aware of his ignorance, 

e 011ght be put in the way to obtain a stable belief, resting 
on a clear apprehension both of the meaning of doctrines 
and of their evidence. The school disputations of the Middle 
Ages had a somewhat sin1ilar object. They were intended to 
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make sure that the pupil understood his own opuuon, and 
(by necessary correlation) the opinion opposed to it, and 
could enforce the grounds of the one and confute those of 
the other. These last-mentioned contests had indeed the in­
curable dcf ect that the premises appealed to were taken from 
authority, not from reason; and, as a discipline to the mind, 
the?' ·were in e\'ery respect inferior to the powerful dialectics 
wh1ch formed the intellects of the "Sor.r.Jtid viri"; but the 
~uodcrn mind owes far more to both than it is generally will­
mg to admit, and the present modes of education contain 
nothing which in the smallest degree supplies the place either 
of the one or of the other. A person who derives all his in­
:.tru.ction from teachers or books, even if he escape the be­
settmg temptation of contenting himself with cram, is under 
no compulsion to hear both sides; accordingly it is far from 
a frequent accomplishment, even among thinkers, to know 
hoth sides; and the weakest part of what everybody says in 
defense of his opinion is what he intends as a reply to an­
tagonists. It is the fashion of the present time to disparage 
negative logic-that which points out weaknesses in theory 
or errors in practice, without establishing positive truths. 
Such negative criticism would indeed be poor enough as an 
ultimate result; but as a means to attaining any positive 
knowledge or com•iction worthy the name, it cannot be 
valued too highly; and until people are again systematically 
trained to it, there will be few great thinkers, and a low 
general average of intellect, in any but the mathematical and 
physical departments of speculation. On any other subject 
no one's opinions deserve the name of knowledge, except so 
far as he has either had forced upon him by others, or gone 
through of himself, the same mental process which would 
have been required of him in carrying on an active contro­
\·ersy with opponents. That, therefore, which when absent, 
it is so indispensable, but so difficult, to create, how worse 
than absurd it is to forego, when spontaneously offering 
itself! If there are any persons who contest a received opinion, 
or who will do so if law or opinion will let them, let us thank 
them for it, open our minds to listen to them, and rejoice 
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that there is some one to do for us what we otherwise ought, 
if we have any regard for either the certainty or the vitality 
of our convictions, to do with much greater labor for our­
selves. 

It still remains to speak of one of the principal causes which 
make diversity of opinion advantageous, and will continue 
to do so until mankind shall have entered a stage of intel­
lectual advancement which at present seems at an incalculable 
distance. We have hitherto considered only two possibilities: 
that the received opinion may be false, and son1c other 
opinion consequently true; or that, the received opinion 
being true, a conflict with the opposite error is essential to a 
clear apprehension and deep feeling of its truth. But there is 
a commoner case than either of these: when the conflicting 
doctrines, instead of being one true and the other false, share 
the truth between them; and the nonconforming opinion is 
needed to supply the remainder of the truth, of which the 
received doctrine embodies only a part. Popular opinions, on 
subjects not palpable to sense, arc often true, but seldom or 
never the whole truth. They arc a part of the truth; some­
times a greater, sometimes a smaller part, but exaggerated, 
distorted, and disjointed from the truths by which they ought 
to be accompanied and limited. l-!crctical opinions, on the 
other hand, arc generally some of these suppressed and 
neglected truths, bursting the bonds which kept them down, 
and either seeking reconciliation with the truth contained in 
the common opinion, or fronting it as enemies, and setting 
themselves up, with similar exclusiveness, as the whole truth. 
The latter case is hitherto the most frequent, as, in the human 
~lind, one-sidcdness has always been the rule, and many­
Sidedness the exception. Hence, even in revolutions of opinion, 
one part of the truth usually sets while another rises. Even 
prog~css, which ought to superadd, for the most part only 
~ubstitutes, one partial and incomplete truth for another; 
Improvement consisting chiefly in this, that the new frag­
ment of truth is more wanted, more adapted to the needs of 
the time, than that which it displaces. Such being the partial 
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character of prevailing opinions, even when resting on a true 
foundation, every opinion which embodies somewhat of the 
portion of truth which the common opinion omits, ought to 
be considered precious, with whatever amount of error and 
confusion that truth may be blended. No sober judge of hu­
man affairs will feel bound to be indirrnant because those who 

:> 
force on our notice truths which we should otherwise have 
overlooked, overlook some of those which we sec. Rather, 
he will think that so long as popular truth is one-sided, it is 
more desirable than otherwise that unpopular truth should 
have one-sided asscrtors too; such being usually the most 
energetic, and the most likely to compel reluctant attention 
to the fragment of wisdom which they proclaim as if it were 
the whole. 

Thus, in the eighteenth century, when nearly all the in­
structed, and all those of the uninstructed who were led by 
them, were lost in admiration of what is called civilization, 
and of the marvels of modern science, literature, and philos­
ophy, and while greatly overrating the amount of unlikeness 
bct\vecn the men of modern and those of ancient times 

' indulged the belief that the whole of the difference was in 
their own favor; with what a salutary shock did the paradoxes 
of Rousseau explode like bombshells in the midst, .dislocating 
the compact mass of one-sided opinion, and f~rcmg its ele­
ments to recombine in a better form and With additional 
ingredients. Not that the current opinions were on the whole 
farther from the truth than Rousseau's were: on the con­
trary, they were nearer to it: they contained more of positive 
truth, and very much less of error. Nevertheless there lay in 
Rousseau's doctrine, and has floated down the stream of 
opinion along \Vith it, a considerable amount of exactly those 
truths which the popular opinion wanted; and thc~e are the 
depo.sit which was left behind when the flood su?sided. The 
superior worth of simplicity of life, the ene:~atmg and de­
moralizing effect of the trammels and hypo~riSlcs of artificial 
society, arc ideas which have never been entrrcly absent from 
cultivated minds since Rousseau wrote; and they will in tim 
produce their due effect, though at present needing to b: 
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asserted as much as ever, and to be asserted by deeds, for 
words, on this subject, have nearly exhausted their power. 

In politics, again, it is almost a commonplace, that a party 
of order or stability, and a party of progress or reform, arc 
both necessary clements of a healthy state of political life; 
until the one or the ·other shall have so enlarged its mental 
grasp as to be a party equally of order and of progress, know­
ing and distinguishing what is fit to be preserved from what 
ought to be swept away. Each of these modes of thinlcing 
derives its utility from the deficiencies of the other; but it is 
in a great measure the opposition of the other that keeps each 
within the limits of reason and sanity. Unless opinions fa­
vorable to democracy and to aristocracy, to property and to 
equality, to co-operation and to completion, to luxury and 
to abstinence, to sociality and individuality, to liberty and 
discipline, and all the other standing antagonisms of practical 
life, arc expressed with equal freedom, and enforced and de­
fended with equal talent and energy, there is no chance of 
both elements obtaining their due: one scale is sure to go up. 
and the other down. Truth, in the great practical concerns 
of life, is so much a question of the reconciling and com­
bining of opposites, that very few have minds sufficiendy 
capacious and impartial to make the adjustment with an ap­
proach to correctness, and it has to be made by the rough 
process of a struggle between combatants fighting under 
hostile banners. On any of the great open questions just 
enumerated, if either of the two opinions has a better claim 
than the other, not merely to be tolerated, but to be en­
couraged and countenanced, it is the one which happens nt 
the particular time and place to be in a minority. That is the 
?Pinion which, for the time being, represents the neglected 
Interests, the side of human well-being which is in danger of 
obtaining less than its share. I am aware that there is not, in 
this country, any intolerance of differences of opinion on 
most of these topics. They arc adduced to show, by admitted 
and multiplied examples, the . u.niversality of the fact that 
only through diversity of opm10n is there, in the existing 
state of human intellect, a chance of fair play to all side10 of 
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the truth. \Vhen there arc persons to be found who forn1 
an exception to the apparent unanimity of the world on any 
subject, even if the world is in the right, it is always probable 
that dissentients have something worth hearing to say for 
themselves, and that truth would lose something by their 
silence. 

It may be objected, "But some received principles, espe­
cially on the highest and most vital subjects, arc more than 
half-truths. The Christian morality, for instance, is the whole 
truth on that subject, and if anyone teaches a morality which 
varies from it, he is whollv in error." As this is of all cases 
the most important in pr;ctice, none can be fitter to test 
the general maxim. But before pronouncing what Christian 
morality is or is not, it would be desirable to decide what is 
meant by Christian morality. If it means the morality of the 
New Testament, I wonder that anvone who derives his 
knowledge of this from the book its~lf, can suppose that it 
was announced, or intended, as a complete doctrine of morals. 
The Gospel always refers to a pre-existing morality, and 
confines its precepts to the particulars in which that morality 
was to be corrected, or superseded by a wider and higher; 
expressing itself, moreover, in terms most general, often im­
possible to be interpreted literally, and possessing rather the 
impressiveness of poetry or eloquence than the precision of 
legislation. To extract from it a body of ethical doctrine, has 
never been possible without eking it out from the Old Testa­
ment, that is, from a system elaborate indeed, but in many 
respects barbarous, and intended only for a barbarous people. 
St. Paul, a declared enemy to this Judaical mode of inter­
preting the doctrine and filling up the scheme of his Master, 
equally assumes a pre-existing morality, namely that of the 
Greeks and Romans; and his advice to Christians is in a 
great measure a system of accommodation to that; even to 
the extent of giving an apparent sanction to slavery. vVhat is 
called Christian, but should rather be termed theological, 
morality, was not the work of Christ or the Apostles, but is 
of much later origin, having been gradually built up by the 
Catholic church of the first five centuries, and though not 
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implicitly adopted by moderns an? Protestants, has been 
much less modified by them than might have been expected. 
For the most part, inde~~· they ~lave contented thems~lv~s 
with cutting off the additions which. had been made to It 111 

the Middle Ages, each sect supplymg the place by fresh 
additions, adapted to its own cha_racter a~1d tendcnci~s. That 
mankind owe a great debt to this morality, and to Its early 
teachers, I should be the last person to deny; but I do not 
scruple to say of it that it is, in many important points, in­
complete and one-sided, and that unless ideas and feelings, 
not sanctioned by it, had contributed to the formation of 
European life and character, human affairs would have been 
in a worse condition than they now arc. Christian morality 
(so called) has all the characters of a reaction; it is, in great 
part, a protest against Paganism. Its ideal is negative rather 
than positive; passive rather than active; innocence rather 
than nobleness; abstinence from evil, rather than energetic 
pursuit of good; in its precepts (as has been well said) "thou 
shalt not" predominates unduly over "thou shalt." In its 
horror of sensuality, it made an idol of asceticism, which has 
been gradually compromised away into one of legality. It 
holds out the hope of heaven and the threat of hell, as the 
appointed and appropriate motives to a virtuous life: in this 
f~lling far below the best of the ancients, and doing what 
hes in it to give to human morality an essentially selfish 
character, by disconnecting each man's feelings of duty from 
~he interests of his fellow-creatures, except so far as a self­
Interested inducement is offered to him for consulting them. 
It is essentially a doctrine of passive obedience; it inculcates 
submission to all authorities found established; who indeed 
are not to be actively obeyed when they command what 
religion forbids, but who are not to be resisted, far less re­
belled against, for any amount of wrong to ourselves. And 
while, in the morality of the best pagan nations, duty to the 
?tate. holds even a disproportionate place, infringing on the 
JUSt liberty of the individual; in purely Christian ethics, that 
grand department of duty is scarcely noticed or aclmowl­
cdged. It is in the Koran, not the New Testament, that we 
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read the maxim-"A ruler who appoints any man to an 
office, when there is in his dominions another man better 
qualified for it, sins against God and against the State." \Vhat 
little recognition the idea of obligation to the public obtains 
in modern morality is derived from Greek and Roman 
sources, not from Christian; as, even in the morality of 
private life: w_hatever exists of magnanimity, highmincl_ed_~css, , 
personal d1gn1ty, even the sense of honor, is derived from , 
the purely human, not the religious part of our education, ~ 
and never could have grown out of a standard of ethics in ' 
which the only worth, professedly recognized, is that of 
obedience. 

I am as fa~ as. anyone from pretending that these defects 
arc necessanly mherent in the Christian ethics in every 
manner in which it can be conceived, or that the many 
requisites of a complete moral doctrine which it docs not 
contain do not admit of being reconciled with it. Far less 
would I insinuate this of the doctrines and precepts of Christ 
himself. I believe that the sayings of Christ arc all that I can 
see any evidence of their having been intended to be; that 
they r.;;-e irreconcilable with nothing which a comprehensive 
morality requires; that everything which is excellent in ethics 
may be brought within them, with no greater violence to 
their language than has been done to it by all who have at­
tempted to deduce from them any practical system of con­
duct whatever. But it is quite consistent with this to believe 
that they contain, and were meant to contain, only a part of 
the truth; that many essential clements of the highest morality 
are among the things which arc not provided for, nor in­
tended to be provided for, in the recorded deliverances of 
the Founder of Christianity, and which have been entirely 
thrown aside in the system of ethics erected on the basis 
of those dclivcnmccs by the Christian Church. And this being 
so, I think it a great error to persist in attempting to find in 
the Christian doctrine that complete rule for our guidance 
which its author intended it to sanction and enforce, but only 
partially to provide. I believe, too, that this narrow theory 
is becoming a grave practical evil, detracting greatly from 
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the moral training and instruction which so many well­
meaning persons arc now at length exerting themselves to 
promote. I much fear that by attempting to form the mind 
and feelings on an exclusively religious type, and discarding 
those secular standards (as for want of a better name they 
may be called) which heretofore coexisted with and supple­
mented the Christian ethics, receiving some of its spirit, and 
infusing into it some of theirs, there will result, and is even 
now resulting, a low, abject, servile type of character, which, 
submit itself as it may to what it deems the Supreme \Viii, is 
incapable of rising to or sympathizing in the conception of 
Supreme Goodness. I believe that other ethics than any which 
can be evolved from exclusively Christian sources, must exist 
side by side with Christian ethics to produce the moral re­
generation of mankind; and that the Christian system is no 
exception to the rule, that in an imperfect state of the human 
mind the interests of truth require a diversity of opinions. 
It is not necessary that in ceasing to ignore the moral truths 
not contained in Christianity men should ignore any of those 
~\'hich it docs contain. Such prejudice, or oversight, when 
It occurs, is altogether an evil; but it is one from which we 
cannot hope to be always exempt, and must be regarded as 
the price paid for an inestimable good. The exclusive pre­
tension made by a part of the truth to be the whole, must and 
ought to be protested against; and if a reactionary impulse 
s~lould make the protestors unjust in their turn, this one­
sidcdncss, like the other, may be lamented, but must be 
tolerated. If Christians would teach infidels to be just to 
Christianity, they should themselves be just to infidelity. It 
can do truth no service to blink the fact, known to all who 
have the most ordinary acquaintance with literary history, 
that a large portion of the noblest and most valuable moral 
teaching has been the work, not only of men who did not 
know, but of men who knew and rejected, the Christian 
faith. 

I do not pretend that the most unlimited usc of the freedom 
of. enunciating all possible opinions would put an end to the 
evils of religious or philosophical sectarianism. Every truth 
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which men of narrow capacity arc in earnest about, is surl' 
w be asserted, inculcated, and in many ways even acted on. 
as if no other truth existed in the world, or at all events none 
that could limit or qualify the first. I acknowledge that the 
tendency of all opinions to become sectarian is not cured by 
the freest discussion, but is often heightened and exacerbated 
thereby; the truth which ought to have been, but was not, 
seen, being rejected all the more violently because proclaimed 
by persons regarded as opponents. But it is not on the im­
passioned partisan, it is on the calmer and more disinterested 
bystander, that this collision of opinions works its salutary 
effect. Not the violent conflict between parts of the truth, 
but the quiet suppression of half of it, is the formidable evil; 
there is always hope when people arc forced to listen to both 
sides; it is v.·hen they attend only to one that errors harden 
into prej udiccs, and truth itself ceases to have the effect of 
truth, by being exaggerated into falsehood. And since there 
are few mental attributes more rare than that judicial faculty 
which can sit in intelligent judgment between two sides of a 
question, of which only one is represented by an advocate 
before it, truth has no chance but in proportion as every side 
of it, every opinion which embodies any fraction of the 
truth, not only finds advocates, but is so advocated as to be 
listened to. 

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

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

Secondly, though the silenced opinion be an error, it may, 
and very commonly docs, contain a portion of truth; and 
since the general or prevailing opinion on any subject is 
rarely or never the whole truth, it is only by the collision of 
adverse opinions that the remainder of the truth has any 
chance of being supplied. 
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Thirdly, even if the received opinion be not only true, 
' but the whole truth; unless it is suffered to be, and actually 

is, vigorously and earnestly contested, it will, by mo~t of those 
who receive it, be held in the manner of a prejudice, with 
little comprehension or feeling of its rational grounds. And 
not only this, but, fourthly, the meaning of the doctrine itself 
will be in danger of being lost, or enfeebled, and deprived 
of its vital effect on the character and conduct: the dogma 
becoming a mere formal profession, inefficacious for good, 
but cumbering the ground, and preventing the growth of any 
real and heartfelt conviction, from reason or personal ex­
perience. 

Before quitting the subject of freedom of opinion, it is 
fit to take some notice of those who say that the free ex­
pression of all opinions should be permitted, on condition 
that the manner be temperate, and do not pass the bounds 
of fair discussion. Much might be said on the impossibility 
?f fixing where these supposed bounds arc to be placed; for 
If the test be offense to those '\vhosc opinions arc attacked, 
I think experience testifies that this offense is given whenever 
the attack is telling and powerful, and that every opponent 
who pushes them hard, and whom they find it difficult to 
answer, appears to them, if he shows any strong feeling on 
~he subject, an intemperate oppo~ent. ~ut this, though an 
~mportant consideration in a practical pomt of view, merges 
10 a more fundamental objection. Undoubtedly the manner 
of asserting an opinion, even though it be a true one, may be 
very objectionable, and may justly incur severe censure. But 
the ~rincipal offenses of the kind arc such as it is mostly im­
possi?Ie_, unless by accidental self-betrayal, to bring home to 
convictiOn. The gravest of them is, to argue sophistically, to 
suppress facts or arguments, to misstate the clements of the 
case, or misrepresent the opposite opinion. But all this, even 
to the most aggravated degree, is so continually done in per­
fect good faith, by persons who arc not considered, and in 
~any other respects may not deserve to be considered, 
Ignorant or incompetent, that it is rarely possible, on ade­
quate grounds, conscientiously to stamp the misrcprcsenta-
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tion as morally culpable; and still less could law presume 
to interfere with this l;:ind of controversial misconduct. \Vith 
regard to what is commonly meant by intemperate discus­
sion, namely in\'ective, sarcasm, personality, and the like, 
the denunciation of these weapons would deserve more 
sympathy if it were ever proposed to interdict them equally 
to both sides; but it is only desired to restrain the employment 
of them against the pre\'ailing opinion: against the unpre­
vailing they may not only be used without general disap­
proval, but will be lil.:cly to obtain for him who uses them 
the praise of honest zeal and righteous indignation. Yet 
whatever mischief arises from their usc is greatest when they 
arc employed against the comparatively defenseless; and 
whatever unfair advantage can be derived by any opinion 
from this mode of asserting it, accrues almost exclusively to 
received opinions. The worst offense of this kind which can 
be committed by a· polemic is to stigmatize those who hold 
the contrary opinion as bad and immoral men. To calumny 
of this sort, those who hold any unpopular opinion are 
peculiarly exposed, because they are in general few and un­
influcntial, and nobody but themselves feels much interested 
in seeing justice done them; but this weapon is, from the 
nature of the case, denied to those who attack a prevailing 
opinion: they can neither use it with safety to themselves, 
nor, if they could, would it do anything but recoil on their 
own cause. In general, opinions contrary to those commonly 
received can only obtain a hearing by studied moderation 
of_ language, and the most cautious avoidance of unnecessary 
offense, from which they hardly ever deviate even in a 
slight degree without losing ground; while ~nmeasurcd vitu­
peration employed on the side of the prevailing opinion really 
docs deter people from professing contrary opinions, and 
from listening to those who profess them. For the interest, 
therefore, of truth and justice, it is far more important tore­
strain this employment of vituperative language than the 
other; and, for example, if it were necessary to choose, there 
would be much more need to discourage offensive attacks on 
infidelity than on religion. It is, however, obvious that law 
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and authority have no business with restraining either, while 
opinion ought, in every instance, to determine its verdict by 
the circumstances of the individual case; condemning every­
one, on whichever side of the argument he places himself, in 
whose mode of advocacy either want of candor, or malignity, 
bigotry, or intolerance of feeling manifest themselves; but not 
inferring these vices from the side which a person takes, 
though it be the contrary side of the question of our own; and 
giving merited honor to everyone, whatever opinion he may 
hold, who has calmness to sec and honesty to state what his 
opponents and their opinions really arc, exaggerating nothing 
to their discredit, keeping nothing back which tells, or can 
be supposed to tell, in their favor. This is the real morality of 
public discussion; and if often violated, I am happy to think 
that there are many controversialists who to a great extent 
observe it, and a still greater number who conscientiously 
strive towards it. 

CHAPTER Ill 

Of Individuality as One of the Elements 
of Well-Being 

Su~h being the reasons which make it imperative that human 
be~~s should be free to form opinions, and to express their 
optmons without reserve; and such the baneful consequences 
to the intellectual, and through that to the moral nature of 
man, unless this liberty is either conceded, or asserted in spite 
of prohibition; let us next examine whether the same reasons 
'r0 not require that men should be free to act upon their opin­
t~ns--to carry these out in their lives, without hindrance, 
~~t~er physical or moral, from their fellow-men, so long as 
tt IS at their own risk and peril. This last proviso is of course 
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indis~er:sable. No one pretends that actions should be as free 
as opm10ns. On the contrary, even opinions lose th · inunu-. h I . . err 
mty w en t 1c c~rcumsta~lces m w~1ich they arc expressed arc 
such as _to ~onsntutc thc1r ex_p~ess10n a positive instigation to 
some miSclucvous act. An opuuon that corn-dealers arc starv­
ers of the poor, or that private property is robbery ought to 
be un~olcst':d when si~nply circulated through the 'press, but 
ma~ JUstly mcur pumshment when delivered orally to an 
excited mob assembled before the house of a corn-dealer, or 
when handed about among the same mob in the form of a 
placard. Acts, of whatever kind, \'lrhich without justifiable 
cause do hann to others, may be, and in the more important 
cases absolutely require to be, controlled by the unfavorable 
sentiments, and, when needful, by the active interference of 
mankind. The liberty of the individual must be thus far lim­
ited; he must not make himself a nuisance to other people. 
But if he refrains from molesting others in what concerns 
them, and merely acts according to his own inclination and 
judgment in things which concern himself, the same reasons 
which show that opinion should be free, prove also that he 
should be allowed, without molestation, to carry his opinions 
into practice at his own cost. That mankind arc not infallible; 
that their truths, for the most part, are only half-truths; that 
unity of opinion, unless resulting from the fullest and freest 
comparison of opposite opinions, is not desirable, and diver­
sity not an evil, but a good, until mankind are much more 
capable than at present of recognizing all sides of the truth, 
arc principles applicable to men's modes of action, not less 
than to their opinions. As it is useful that while mankind arc , 
imperfect there should be different opinions, so it is that there 
should be different experiments of living; that free scope 
should be given to varieties of character, short of injury to 
others; and that the worth of different modes of life should 
be proved practically, when anyone thinks fit to try them. It ,! 
is desirable, in short, that in things which do not primarily · 
concern others, individuality should assert itself. \Vhere not · 
the person's own character, but the traditions or customs of 
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other people arc the ruic of conduct, there is wanting one of 
the principal ingredients of human happiness, and quite the 
chief ingredient of individual and social progress. 

In maintaining this principle, the greatest difficulty to be 
encountered docs not lie in the appreciation of means towards 
an acknowledged end, but in the indifference of persons in 
general to the end itself. If it were felt that the free devclop­
J!!Cnt of individuality is one of the leading essentials of weB­
being; that it is not only a co-ordinate clement with aiJ that is 
designated by the terms civilization, instruction, education, 
culture, but is itself a necessary part and condition of aiJ those 
things; there would be no danger that liberty should be un­
dervalued, and the adjustment of the boundaries between it 
and social control would present no extraordinary difficulty. 
B~t the evil is, that individual spontaneity is hardly rccog­
n.Izcd by the common modes of thinking as having ::my intrin-

l Sic .w~rth, o~ deserving any regard on its own ac.count. The 
: ma)onty, bemg satisfied with the ways of mankmd as they 
, now arc (for it is they who make them what they arc), can­
/ not comprehend why those ways should not be good enough 
i for everybody; and what is more, spontaneity forms no part 

1 of tl~e ideal of the majority of moral and social reformers, 
· but 1s rather looked on with jealousy, as a troublesome and 

perhaps rebellious obstruction to the general acceptance of 
what these reformers in their own judgment, think would be 
best for mankind. Fe~v persons, out of Germany, even com­
prehend the meaning of the doctrine which \Vilhch·n· :on 
Humboldt, so eminent both as a savant and as a politiCian, 
made the text of a treatise-that "the end of man, or that 
which is prescribed by the eternal or immuta~lc dict~tes ~f 
reason, and not suggested by vague and transient desires, IS 
the_ highest and most harmonious development of his powers 
~0 a complCte and consistent whole;" that, therefore, the ob­
Ject "towards which every human being must ceaselessly di­
~ect his efforts, and on which especially those who design to 
mfluence their fellow-men must ever keep their eyes, is the 
individuality of power and development;" that for this there 
are two requisites, "freedom, and variety of situations;" and 
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that from the union of these arise "individual Yigor and mani-
. . " · . I I . " . . 1· " 5 fold d1vcrs•ty, wluch combmc t 1cmsc vcs Ill ongma 1ty. 

Little, however, as people arc accustomed to a doctrine like 
that of Von Humboldt, and surprising as it may be to them to 
find so high a value attached to indi,·iduality, the question, 
one must nevertheless think, can only be one of degree. No 
one's idea of excellence in conduct is that people should do 
absolutely nothing but copy one another. No one would as­
sert that people ought not to put into their mode of life, and 
into the conduct of their concerns, :my impress whatever of 
their own judgment, or of their own indi,·idual character. On 
the other hand, it would be absurd to pretend that people 
ought to live as if nothing whatever had been lmown 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 pea-\ 
ple should be so taught and trained in youth as to know and 
benefit by the ascertained results of human experience. But \ 
it 'is the privilege and proper condition of a human being, 
arrived at the maturity of his faculties, to usc and interpret 
experience in his own way. It is for him to find out what part l 
of recorded experience is properly applicable to his own cir­
cumstances and character. The traditions and customs of other 
people are, to a certain extent, evidence of what their experi­
ence has taught tbem: presumptive evidence, and as such, 
have a claim to his deference. But in the first place, their ex­
perience may be too narrow, or they may not have inter­
preted it rightly. Secondly, their interpretation of experience 
may be correct, but unsuitable to him. Customs are made for 
cu~tomary circumstances and customary d1aracters, and his 
circumstances or his character may be uncustomary. Thirdly, 
though the customs be both good as customs, and suitable to 
him, yet to conform to custom, merely as custom, does not 
educate or develop in him any of the qualities which are the 
distinctive endowment of a human being. The human facul-

G Tbe Spbere and Duties of Government, from the Gennan of 
Baron Wilhelm von Humboldt, pp. u-13. 
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tics of perception, judgment, discriminative feeling, mental 
activity, and even moral preference, arc exercised only in 
making a choice. He who docs anything because it is the cus­
tom makes no choice. He gains no practice either in discern­
ing or in desiring what is best. The mental and moral, like the 
muscular powers, arc improved only by being used. The fac­
ulties arc called into no exercise by doing a thing merely he­
cause others do it, no more than by believing a thing only 
because others believe it. If the grounds of an opinion arc not 
conclusive to the person's O\Vn reason, his reason cannot be 
strengthened, but is likely to be weakened, by his adopting it; 
and if the inducements to an act arc not such as arc conscn­
tancous to his own feelings and character (where affection, 
or the rights of others, arc not concerned) it is so much done 
~owards rendering his feelings and character inert and torpid, 
mstcad of active and energetic. 

He who lets the world, or his own portion of it, choose his 
plan of life for him, has no need of any other faculty than 
t~c ape-like one of imitation. He who chooses his plan for 
himself, employs all his faculties. He must usc observation to 
sec, reasoning and judgments to forc:.cc, activity to gather 
materials for decision, discrimination to decide, and when he 
has decided, firmness and self-control to hold to his deliber­
ate decision. And these qualities he requires and exercises cx­
ac~ly in proportion as the part of his conduct which he dctcr­
mmes 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, hut also what 
ma~ncr of men they arc that do it. Among the works of man 
":'hi~h human life is rightly employed in perfecting and bcau­
~Ifyi~g, the first in importance surely is man himself. Suppos­
tg It Were possible to get houses built, corn grown, battles 
o~ght, causes tried, and even churches erected and prayers 

said by h" · h f · ' mac mcry-by automatons m uman orm-It \vould 
be a considerable loss to exchange for these automatons even 
the men and women who at present inhabit the more civilized 
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parts of the world, and who assuredly arc but starved speci­
mens of what nature can and will produce. Human narurc is 
not a machine to be built after a model, and set to do exactly 
the work prescribed for it, but a tree, which requires to grm~· 
and develop itself on all sides, according to the tendency of 
the inward forces which make it a living thing. 

It will probably be conceded that i; is d~irable people 
should exercise their understandings, and that an intelligent 
following of custom, or even occasionally an intelligent devi­
ation from custom, is better than a blind and simply mechani­
cal adhesion to it. To a certain extent it is admitted that our 
underc;randing should be our own: but there is not the same 
willingness to admit that our desires and 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 arc as much a part of a perfect human being as 
beliefs and restraints; and strong impulses arc only perilous 
when not properly balanced-when one set of aims and in­
clinations is developed into strength, while others, which 
ought to coexist with them, remain weak and inactive. It is 
not because man's desires arc strong that they act ill; it is 
because their consciences arc weak. There is no natural con­
nection between strong impulses and a weak conscience. The 
natural connection is the other way. To say that one person's 
desires and feelings arc stronger and more various than those 
of another, is merely to say that he has more of the raw ma­
terial of human nature, and is therefore capable, perhaps of 
more evil, but certainly of more good. Strong impulses arc 
but another name for energy. Energy may be turned to bad 
uses; but more good may always be made of an energetic na­
ture than of an indolent and impassive one. Those who have 
most natural feeling arc ahvays those whose cultivated feel­
ings may be made the strongest. The same strong susceptibili­
ties which make the personal impulses vivid and powerful, 
arc also the source from whence are generated the most pas­
sionate love of virtue, and the sternest self-control. It is 
through the cultivation of these that society both docs its 
duty and protects its interests; not by rejecting the stuff of 



JOliN STUART MILL 

which heroes arc made because it knows not how to make 
them. A person whose desires and i~11pulscs arc his own-arc 
the expression of his own nature, as It has been developed and 
modified by his own culture-is said to have a character. One 
whose desires and impulses arc not his own, has no character, 
no more than a steam-engine has a character. If, in addition 
to being his own, his impulses arc strong, and arc under the 
government of a strong will, he has an energetic character. 
\Vhoevcr thinks that individuality of desires and impulses 
should not be encouraged to unfold itself, must maintain that 
society has no need of strong natures-is not the better for 
containing many persons who have much character-and 
that a high general average of energy is not desirable. 

In some early states of society, these forces might he, and 
were, too much ahead of the power which society then pos­
sessed of disciplining and controlling them. There has been 
~ time when the clement of spontaneity and individuality was 
m 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 
c?n~rol their impulses. To overcome this difficulty, law and 
dtsctpline, lil<e the Popes struggling against the Emperors, 
asserted a power over the whole man, claiming to control all 
his life in order to control his character-which society had 
not found any other sufficient means of binding. But society 
has_now fairly got the better of individuality; and the danger 
whtch threatens human nature is not the excess, but the defi­
ciency, of personal impulses and preferences. Things arc 
vastly changed since the passions of those who were strong 
by station or by personal endowment were in a state of ha­
bltu~l rebellion against laws and ordinances, and required to 
be ngorously chained up to enable the persons within their 
r~ach to enjoy any particle of security. In our times, from the 
highest class of society down to the lowest, everyone lives as 
~nder the eye of a hostile and dreaded censorship. Not only 
m what co?cerns others, but in what concerns only them­
selves, ·the mdividual or the family do not ask themselves­
what do I prefer? or, what would suit my character and dis-
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position? or, what would allow the best and highest in me 
to have fair play, and enable it to grmv and thrive? They ask 
themselves, what is suitable to my position? what is usually 
done by persons of my station and pecuniary circumstances? 
or (worse still) what is usunlly done by persons of a station 
and circumstnnccs superior to mine? I do not mean thnt they 
choose whnt is customary in preference to what suits their 
own inclination. It docs not occur to them to have any incli­
nation, except for what is customary. Thus the mind itself is 
bowed to the yoke: even in what people do for pleasure, con­
formity is the first thing thought of; they like in crowds; they 
exercise choice only among things commonly done: pecu­
liarity of taste, eccentricity of conduct, arc shunned equally 
with crimes: until by dint of not following their own nature 
they have no nature to follow: their human capacities are 
withered and starved: they become incapable of any strong 
wishes or native pleasures, and arc generally without either 
opinions or feelings of home growth, or properly their own. 
Now is this, or is it not, the desirable condition of human 
nature? 

It is so, on the Calvinistic theory. According to that, the 
one great offense 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 otherwise: "whatever is 
not a duty, is a sin." Human nature being radically corrupt, 
there is no redemption for anyone until human nature is killed 
within him. To one holding this theory of life, crushing out 
any of the human faculties, capacities, and susceptibilities, is 
no evil: man needs no capacity, but that of surrendering him­
self to the will of God: and if he uses anv of his faculties for 
any other purpose but to do that supposdd will more effectu­
ally, he is better '\Vithout them. This is the theory of Calvin­
ism; and it is held, in a mitigated form, by many who do not 
consider themselves Calvinists; the mitigation consisting in 
giving a less ascetic interpretation to the alleged will of God; 
asserting it to be his will that mankind should gratify some 
of their inclinations; of course not in the manner they them­
selves prefer, but in the way of obedience, that is, in a way 
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prescribed to them by authority; and, therefore, by the nec­
essary condition of the case, the same for all. 

In some such insidious form there is at present 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 beings 
thus cramped and dwarfed are as their Maker designed them 
to be; just as many have thought that trees arc a much finer 
thing when clipped into pollards, or cut out into figures of 
animals, than as nature made them. But if it be any part of 
religion to believe that man was made by a good Being, it is 
more consistent with that faith to believe that this Being gave 
all human faculties that they might be cultivated and un­
folded, not rooted out and consumed, and that he takes de­
~ight in every nearer approach made by his creatures to the 
Ideal conception embodied in them, every increase in any of 
their capabilities of comprehension, of action, or of enjoy­
men~. !~ere is a different type of human excellence from the 
Calvmistic: a conception of humanity as having its nature be­
~.towed 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." 6 There is a Greek idea of 
self-development, which the Platonic and Christian ideal of 
sclf-govemment blends with, but docs not supersede. It may 
be better to be a John Knox than an Alcibiades, but it is better 
to be a Pericles than either· nor would a Pericles, if we had 
one in these days, be witho~t anything good which belonged 
to John Knox . 

. It is not by wearing down into uniformity all that is indi­
VI~u~l in themselves, but by cultivating it, and calling it forth, 
Withm the limits imposed by the rights and interests of others, 
that human beings become a noble and beautiful object of 
contemplation; and as the works partake the character of 
those W~o do them, by the same process human life also be­
comes ~Ich, diversified, and animating, furnishing more abun­
dant aliment to high thoughts and elevating feelings, and 

r, Sterling's Essays. 
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strengthening the tic which binds every individual to the race, 
by making the race infinitely better worth belonging to. In 
proponion to the development of his individuality, each per­
son becomes more valuable to himself, and is therefore ca­
pable of being more valuable to others. There is a greater 
fullness of life about his own existence, and when there is 
more life in the units there is more in the mass which is com­
posed of them. As much compression as is necessary to pre­
vent the stronger specimens of human nature from encroach­
ing on the rights of others cannot be dispensed with; but for 
this there is ample compensation even in the point of view of 
human development. The means of development which the 
individual loses by being prevented from gratifying his in­
clinations to the injury of others, are chiefly obtained at the 
expense of the development of other people. And even to 
himself there is a full equivalent in the better development of 
the social part of his nature, rendered possible by the restraint 
put upon the selfish part. To be held to rigid rules of justice 
for the sake of others, develops the feelings and capacities 
which have the good of others for their object. But to be 
restrained in things not affecting their good, by their mere 
displeasure, develops nothing valuable, except such force of 
character as may unfold itself in resisting the restraint. If 
acquiesced in, it dulls and blunts the whole nature. To give 
any fair play to the nature of each, it is essential that different 
persons should be allowed to lead different lives. In propor­
tion as this latitude has been exercised in any age, has that 
age been noteworthy to posterity. Even despotism does not 
produce its worst effects, so long as individuality exists under 
it; and whatever crushes individuality is despotism, by what­
ever name it may be called, and whether it professes to be en­
forcing the will of God or the injunctions of men. 

Having said that the individuality is the same thing with 
development, and that it is only the cultivation of individual­
ity 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 human affairs than that 
it brings human beings themselves nearer to the best thing 
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they can be? or what worse ca~ be said of any obstruction to 
good than that it prevents tillS? Dou~tlcss, however, these 
considerations will not suffice to convmce those who most 
need convincing; and it is necessary further to show that 
these developed human beings arc of some usc to the unde­
veloped-to point out to those who do not desire liberty, and 
would not avail themselves of it, that they may he in some 
intelligible manner rewarded for allowing other people to 
make use of it without hindrance. 

In the first place, then, I would suggest that they might 
possibly learn something from them. It will not be denied by 
anybody that originality is a valuable clement in human af­
fairs. There is always need of persons not only to discover 
new truths, and point out when what were once truths arc 
true no longer, but also to commence new practices, and set 
the example of more enlightened conduct, and better taste 
and sense in human life. This cannot well he gainsaid hy any­
body who docs 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 arc but few persons, in comparison with the whole of 
~ankind, whose experiments, if adopted by others, would be 
hkely to be any improvement on established practice. But 
these few are the salt of the earth; without them, human life 
would become a stagnant pool. Not only is it they who in­
troduce good things which did not before exist; it is they who 
~eep the life in those which already exist. If there were noth­
mg new to be done, would human intellect cease to be nec­
essary? Would it be a reason why those who do the old things 
s~ould forget why they arc done, and do them like cattle, not 
hke human beings? There is only 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 practices from becoming merely traditional, such dead 
matter ~auld not resist the smallest shock from anything 
really ahve, and there would be no reason why civilization 
should not die out, as in the Byzantine Empire. Persons of 
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genius, it is true, arc, and arc always likely to be, a small mi­
nority; but in order to have them, it is necessary to preserve 
the soil in which they grow. Genius can only breathe freely 
in an ,muospbcre of freedom. Persons of genius are, ex vi 
termini, more individual than any other people--less capable, 
consequently, of fitting themseh·es, without hurtful compres­
sion, into any of the small number of molds which society 
provides in order to save its members the trouble of forming 
their own chamcter. If from timidity they consent to be 
forced into one of these molds, and to let all that part of 
themselves which cannot expand under the pressure remain 
unexpanded, society will be little the better for their genius. 
If they arc of a strong character, and break their fetters, they 
become a mark for the society which has not succeeded in 
reducing them to commonplace, to point out 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 importance 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 
everyone, in reality, is totally indifferent to it. People think 
genius a fine thing if it enables a man to write an exciting 
poem, or paint a picture. But in its true sense, that of origi­
nality in thought and action, though no one says that it is 
not a thing to be admired, nearly all, at heart, think that they 
can do very well without it. Unhappily this is too natural 
to be wondered at. Originality is the one thing which unorigi­
nal 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 
would do for them, it would not be originality. The first 
service which originality has to render them, is that of open­
ing their eyes: which being once fully done, they would have 
a chance of being themselves original. Meanwhile, recollect­
ing that nothing was ever yet done which someone was not 
the first to do, and that all good things which exist are the 
fruits of originality, let them be modest enough to believe 
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that there is something still left for it to accomplish, and 
assure themselves that they are more in need of originality. 
the less they are conscious of the \vant. 

In sober truth, whatever homage may be professed, or even 
paid, to real or supposed mental superi?rity, the genera~ tei~d­
ency of things throughout the world IS to render mediOcnty 
the ascendant power among mankind. In ancient history, in 
the Middle Ages, and in a diminishing degree through the 
long transition from feudality to the present time, the indi­
vidual was a power in himself; and if he had either great tal­
ents or a high social position, he was a considerable power. At 
present individuals arc lost in the crowd. In politics it is al­
most a triviality to say that public opinion now rules the 
world. The only power deserving the name is that of masses. 
and of governments while they make themselves the organ of 
the tendencies and instincts of masses. This is as true in the 
moral and social relations of private life as is public trans­
actions. Those whose opinions go by the name of public 
opinion 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, col­
lective mediocrity. And what is a still greater novelty, the 
mass do not now take their opinions from dignitaries in 
Church or State, from ostensible leaders, or from books. Their 
thinking is done for them by men much like themselves, ad­
dressing them or speaking in their name, on the spur of the 
moment, through the newspapers. I am not complaining of 
all this. I do not assert that anything better is compatible, a.o; 

a general rule, with the present low state of the human mind. 
Bu.t that docs not hinder the government of mediocrity from 
bemg mediocre government. No government by a dcmocracv 
or .a .numerous aristocracy, either in its political arts or in tl;e 
0 Pintons, qualities, and tone of mind which it fosters, ever did 
0~ could rise above mediocrity, except in so far as the sover­
eign. Many have let themselves be guided (which in their 
best times they always have done) by the counsels and influ­
~~c~ of a more highly gifted and instructed one or few. The 
Initiation of all wise or noble things comes and must come 
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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 initiati\·e; that he can respond internally to 
wise and noble things, and he led to them with his eyes open. 
I am not countenancing the sort of "hero-worship" which ap­
plalllls 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 point out the way. 
The po\'.:er of compelling others into it is not only incon~ 
sistcnt with the freedom and de\·clopment of all the rest, but 
corrupting to the strong man himself. It docs seem, however, 
that when the opinions of masses of merely average men arc 
everywhere 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 is in these circum­
stances most especially, that exceptional individuals, instead 
of being deterred, should be encouraged in acting differently 
from the mass. In other times there was no advantage in their 
doing so, unless they acted not only differently but better. In 
this age, the mere example of nonconformity, the mere refusal 
to bend the knee to custom, is itself a service. Precisely be­
cause the tyranny of opinion is such as to make eccentricity 
a reproach, it is desirable, in order to break through that 
tyranny, that people should 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 of genius, mental 
vigor, and the moral courage it contained. That so few now 
dare to be eccentric marks the chief danger of the time. 

I have said that it is important to gi\·e the freest scope pos­
sible to uncustomary things, in order that it may in time ap­
pear which of these arc fit to be converted into customs. But 
independence of action, and disregard of custom, are 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 
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their lives in their own way. There is no reason that all human 
existence should be constructed 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 arc not like sheep; 
and even shcc;;p arc not undistinguishably alike. A man cannot 
get a coat or a pair of boots to fit him unless they arc either 
made to his measure, or he has a whole warehouscful to 
choose from: and is it easier to fit him with a life than with 
a coat, or arc human beings more like one another in their 
whole physical and spiritual conformation than in the shape 
of their feet? If it \Vere only that people have diversities of 
taste, that is reason enough for not attempting to shape them 
all after one model. But different persons also require differ­
ent conditions for their spiritual development; and can no 
more exist healthily in the same moral, than all the variety of 
plants can in the same physical, atmosphere and climate. The 
same things which arc helps to one person towards the culti­
vation of his higher nature arc 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 suspends or 
crushes all internal life. Such arc 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 corresponding diversitv 
in their modes of life, they neither obtain their fair share <;f 
happiness, nor grow up to the mental, moral, and aesthetic 
stature of which their nature is capable. \Vhy then should 
tolerance, as far as the public sentiment is concerned, extend 
only to tastes and modes of life which extort acquiescence by 
the multitude of their adherents? Now here (except in some 
~onastic instiwtions) is diversity of taste entirely unrccog­
mzed; a person may, without blame, either like or dislike row­
ing, or smoking, or music, or athletic exercises, or chess, or 
cards, or study, because both those who like each of these 



ON LIBERTY 207 

things, and those who dislike them, arc 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 c\·crybody docs," is the subject of as much de­
preciatory remark as if he or she had committed some grave 
moral delinquency. Persons require to possess a title or some 
other badge of rank, or of the consideration of people of rank, 
to he able to indulge somewhat in the luxury of doing as they 
like without detriment of their estimation. To indulge some­
what, I repeat: for whoever allow themselves much of that 
indulgence, incur the risk of something worse than disparag­
ing speeches-they arc in peril of a commission de Jun.uico, 
and of ha,·ing their property taken from them and given to 
their relations. 

There is one characteristic of the present direction of pub­
lic opinion peculiarly calculated to make it intolerant of any 
marked demonstration of indh·iduality. The general average 
of mankind arc not only moderate in intellect, but also mod­
crate in inclinations: they ha,·e no tastes or wishes strong 
enough to incline them to do anything unusual, and they con­
sequently do not understand those who have, and class all 
such with the wild and intemperate whom they arc accus­
tomed to look down upon. Now, in addition to this fact 
which is general, we have only to suppose that a strong move­
ment has set in towards the improvement of morals, and it is 
evident what we have to expect. In these days such a move­
ment has set in; much has actually been effected in the way 
of increased regularity of conduct and discouragement of ex­
cesses; and there is a philanthropic spirit abroad, for the ex­
ercise of which there is no more inviting field than the moral 
and prudential improvement of our fellow-creatures. These 
tendencies of the times cause the public to be more disposed 
than at most former periods to prescribe general rules of con­
duct, and endeavor to make everyone conform to the ap­
proved standard. And that standard, express or tacit, is to 
desire nothing strongly. Its ideal of character is to be without 
any marked character; to maim by compression, like a Chi-
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nese lady's foot, every part of human nature which stands out 
prominently, and tends to make the per.son markedly dis­
similar in outline to commonplace humamty. 

As is usually the case with ideals which exclude one-h~lf 
of what is desirable, the present standard of approbation pro­
duces only an inferior imitation of the other half. Instead of 
great energies guided by vigorous reason, and strong feelings 
strongly controlled by a conscientious will, its result is weak 
feelings and weak energies, which therefore can be kept in 
outward conformity to rule without any strength either of 
will or of reason. Already energetic characters on :my large 
scale are becoming merely traditional. There is now scarcely 
any outlet for energy in this country except business. The 
energy expended in this may still be regarded as considerable. 
What little is left from that employment is expended on some 
hobby; which may be a useful, even a philanthropic hobby, 
but is always some one thing, and generally a thing of small 
dimensions. The greatness of England is now all collective; 
individually small, we only appear capable of anything great 
by our habit of combining; and with this our moral and re­
ligious philanthropists are perfectly contented. But it was men 
of another stamp than this that made England what it has 
been; and men of another stamp will be needed to prevent its 
decline. 

The despotism of custom is cv~ry~here the standing hin­
drance to human advancement, bcu~g m unceasing antagonism 
to that disposition to aim at somcthmg better than customary, 
which is called, according to circumstances, the spirit of lib­
erty, or that of progress or improvement. The spirit of im­
pro~ement is not always a spirit o.f ~iberty, for it may aim at 
for~mg improvements on an unwiilmg people; and the spirit 
of hberry, in so far as it resists such attempts, may ally itself 
locally and temporarily with the opponents of improvement; 
?ut. the only unfailing and permanent source of improvement 
Js hberty, since by it there arc as many possible independent 
c.enters of improvement as there arc individuals. The progres­
SJVe. principle, however, in either shape, whether as the love 
of hbeny or of improvement, is antagonistic to the sway of 
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custom, 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 speaking, no history, because 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 
confonnity to custom; the argument of custom no one, unless 
some tyrant intoxicated with power, thinks of resisting. And 
we sec the result. Those nations must once have had original­
ity; they did not start out on the ground populous, lettered, 
and versed in many of the arts of life; they made themselves 
all this, and were then the greatest and most powerful nations 
of the world. \Vhat arc they now? The subjects or depend­
ents of tribes whose forefathers wandered in the forests when 
theirs had magnificent palaces and gorgeous temples, but 
over whom custom exercised only a divided rule with liberty 
:md progress. A people, it appears, may be progressive for a 
certain length of time, and then stop: when does it stop? 
When it ceases to possess individuality. If a similar change 
should befall the nations of Europe, it will not be in exactly 
the same shape: the despotism of custom with which these 
nations arc threatened is not precisely stationarincss. It pro­
scribes singularity, but it docs not preclude change, provided 
all change together. We have discarded the fixed costumes 
of our forefathers; everyone must still dress like other people, 
but the fashion may change once or twice a year. We thus 
take care that when there is a change, it shall be for change's 
sake, and not from any idea of beauty or convenience; for the 
same idea of beauty or convenience would not strike all the 
world at the same moment, and be simultaneously thrown 
aside by all at another moment. But we are progressive as well 
as changeable: we continually make new inventions in me­
chanical things, and keep them until they are again superseded 
by better; we are eager for improvement in politics, in educa­
tion, even in morals, though in this last our idea of improve­
ment chiefly 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 flatter ourselves that we are the most pro-
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gressivc people who ever lived. It is indi,·iduality that we war 
against: we should think we had done wonders if we had 
made ourselves all alike; forgetting that the unlikeness of one 
person to another is generally the first thing which draws the 
attention of either to the imperfection of his own type, and 
the superiority of another, or the possibility, by combining 
the advantages of both, of producing something better than 
either. We have a warning example in China-a nation of 
much talent, and, in some respects, even wisdom, owing to the 
rare good fortune of having been provided at an e:uly period 
with a particularly good set of customs, the work, in some 
measure, of men to whom even the most enlightened Euro­
pean must accord, under certain limitations, the title of sages 
and philosophers. They arc remarkable, too, in the excellence 
of their apparatus for impressing, as far as possible, the best 
wisdom they possess upon every mind in the community, and 
securing that those who have appropriated most of it shall 
occupy the posts of honor and power. Surely the people who 
did this have discovered the secret of human progressiveness, 
and must have kept themselves steadily at the head of the 
movement of the world." On the contrary, they have become 
stationary-have remained so for thousands of years; and if 
they arc ever to be farther improved, it must be by foreigners. 
They have succeeded beyond all hope in what English phi­
lanthropists arc so industriously working at-in making a 
people all alike, all governing their thoughts and conduct by 
the same maxims and rules; and these arc the fruits. The mod­
ern regime of public opinion is, in an unorganized form, what 
the . Chinese educational and political systems arc in an or­
gamze~; and unless individuality shall be able successfully to 
assert Itself against this yoke, Europe, notwithstanding its 
noble antecedents and its professed Christianity, will tend to 
become another China. 

vVhat is it that has hitherto preserved Europe from this lot? 
~hat has made the European family of nations an improving, 
mstcad of a stationary portion of mankind? Not any superior 
excellence in them, which, when it exists, exists as the effect 
not as the cause; but their remarkable diversity of character 
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and culture. lndi,·iduals, classes, nations, have been extremely 
unlike one another: they ha,·e struck out a great variety of 
paths, each leading to something valuable; and although at 
every period those who tra\·elcd in different paths ha\·e been 
intolerant of one another, and each would have thought it an 
excellent thing if all the rest could ha,·c been compelled to 
travel his road, their attempts to thwart each other's develop­
ment ha,·e rarely had any permanent success, and each has 
in time endured to recei\·e the good which the others have 
offered. Europe is, in my judgment, wholly indebted to this 
plurality of paths for its progressi,·e and many-sided develop­
ment. But it already begins to possess this benefit in a consid­
erably less degree. It is decidedly ad,·ancing towards the 
Chinese ideal of making all people alike .. M. de Tocqueville, 
in his last important work, remarks how much more the 
Frenchmen of the present day resemble one another than did 
those even of the last generation. The same remark might be 
made of Englishmen in a far greater degree. In a passage al­
ready quoted from Wilhelm von Humboldt, he points out 
two things as necessary conditions of human de,·clopmcnt, 
because necessar\' to render people unlike one another: 
namely, freedom: and variety of situations. The second of 
these two conditions is in this country every day diminishing. 
The circumstances which surround different classes and in­
dividuals, and shape their characters, arc daily becoming more 
assimilated. Formerly, different ranks, different neighbor­
hoods, different trades and professions, lived in what might 
be called different worlds; at present to a great degree in the 
same. Comparatively speaking, they now read the same things, 
listen to the same things, see the same things, go to the same 
places, have their hopes and fears directed to the same objects, 
have the same rights and liberties, and the same means of as­
serting them. Great as arc the differences of position which 
remain, they arc 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 extension of education promotes it, 
because education brings people under common influences, 
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and gives them access to the general stock of fac~s a~d senti­
ments. Improvement in the me~ns of con~mumcation ~ro­
motes it, by bringing the inhabitants of distant places mto 
personal contact, and keeping up a rapid flow of .changes of 
residence between one place and another. The mcreasc of 
commerce and manufactures promotes it, by diffusing more 
widely the advantages of easy circumstances, and opening all 
objects of ambition, even the highest, to general competition, 
whereby the desire of rising becomes no longer the character 
of a particular class, but of all classes. A more powedul 
agency than even all these, in bringing about a general simi­
larity among mankind, is the complete establishment, in this 
and other free countries, of the ascendancy of public opinion 
in the State. As the various social eminences which enabled 
persons entrenched on them to disregard the opinion of the 
multitude gradually become leveled; as the very idea of re­
sisting the will of the public, when it is positively known 
that they have a will, disappears more and more from the 
minds of practical politicians: there ceases to be any social 
support for nonconformity-any substantive power in society 
which, itself opposed to the ascendancy of numbers, is in­
terested 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 influences hostile to individuality, that it is not easy to see 
how it can stand its ground. It will do so with increasing diffi­
cultY,, unless the intelligent part of the public can be made to 
feel Its value-to sec that it is good there should he differ­
ences, even though not for the better, even though, as it may 
appear to them, some should be for the worse. If the claims 
of individuality are ever to be asserted, the time is now, while 
m~ch is st.ill wanting to complete the enforced assimilation. 
It IS only m the earlier stages that any stand can be success­
fully made against the encroachment. The demand that all 
other people shall resemble ourselves grows by what it feeds 
on. If resistance waits till life is reduced nearly to one uni­
form type, all deviations from that type will come to be con­
sidered impious, immoral, even monstrous and contrary to 



ON LIBERTY 2l) 

nature. Mankind speedily become unable to conceive diver­
sity, when they have been for some time unaccustomed to 

see it. 

CHAPTER IV 

Of tbe Limits to tbe Authority of Society 
over tbe ludividua/ 

\Vhat, then, is the rightful limit to the sovereignty of the in­
dividual over himself? 'Vhcrc docs the authority of society 
begin? How much of human life should be assigned to in­
dividuality, and how much to society? 

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

Though society is not founded on a contract, and though 
no good purpose is answered by inventing a contract in order 
ro deduce social obligations from it, everyone who receives 
the protection of society owes a return for the benefit, and 
the fact of living in society renders it indispensable that each 
should be bound to observe a certain line of conduct towards 
the rest. This conduct consists, first, in not injuring the inter­
ests of one another; or rather certain interests, which, either 
by express legal provision or by tacit understanding, ought 
robe considered as rights; and secondly, in each person's bear­
ing his share (to be fixed on some equitable principle) of the 
labors and sacrifices incurred for defending the society or its 
members from injury and molestation. These conditions so­
ciety is justified in enforcing, at all costs to those who en­
deavor to withhold fulfillment. 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 
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going to the length of violating_ any of ~heir consti_t~ted 
rights. The offender may then be JUstly pumshed h~· opnuon, 
though not by law. As soon as any part of a pe~son s cor~du_ct 
affects prejudicially the interests of others, society has JUriS­
diction over it, and the question whether the general welfare 
will or will not be promoted by interfering with it, becomes 
open to discussion. But there is no room for entert:tining any 
such question when a person's conduct affects the interests of 
no persons besides himself, or need not affect them unless 
they like (all the persons concerned being of full age, and the 
ordinary amount of understanding). In all such cases, there 
should be perfect freedom, legal and social, to do the action 
and stand the consequences. 

It would be a great misunderstanding of this doctrine to 
suppose that it is one of selfish indifference, which pretends 
that human beings have no business with each other's conduct 
in life, and that they should not concern themselves about the 
well-doing or well-being of one another, unless their own 
interest is involved. Instead of any diminution, there is need 
of a great increase of disinterested exertion to promote the 
good of others. But disinterested benevolence can find other 
instruments to persuade people to their good than whips and 
scourges, either of the literal or the metaphorical sort. I am 
the last person to undervalue the self-regarding virtues: they 
are. only second in importance, if even second, to the social. 
It IS equally the business of education to cultivate both. But 
even education works by conviction and persuasion as well 
as ~y compulsion, and it is by the former only that, when the 
per~od of education is passed, the self-regarding virtues should 
b_e m~ulcated. Human beings owe to each other heip to dis­
tmgmsh the better from the worse, and encouragement to 
choose the former and avoid the latter. Thcv should be for­
e~er stimulating each other to increased ~xercise of their 
h!gher faculties, and increased direction of their feelings and 
alms. towar~s wise instead of foolish, elevating instead of dc­
gradmg, obJects and contemplations. But neither one person, 
nor any number of persons, is warranted in saying to another 
human creature of ripe years, that he shall not do with his life 
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for his o\vn benefit what he chooses to do with it. He is the 
person most interested in his own well-being: the interest 
which any other person, except in cases of strong personal 
attachment, can ha\·e in it, is trifling, compared with that 
which he himself has; the interest which societv has in him 
individually (except as to his conduct to others). is fractional, 
and altogether indirect; while with respect to his own feelings 
and circumstances, the most ordinarv man or woman has 
means of knowledge immeasurably su.rpassing those that can 
be possessed by anyone else. The interference of society to 
overrule his judgment and purposes in what only regards 
himself must be grounded on general presumptions; which 
may be altogether wrong, and e\·en if right, arc as likely as 
not to be misapplied to individual cases, by persons no better 
acquainted with the circumstances of such cases than those 
arc who look at them merely from without. In this depart­
ment, therefore, of human affairs, individuality has its proper 
field of action. In the conduct of human beings towards one 
another it is necessary that general rules should for the most 
part be observed, in order that people may know what they 
have to expect; but in each person's own concerns his indi­
vidual spontaneity is entitled to free exercise. Considerations 
to aid his judgment, exhortations to strengthen his will, may 
be offered to him, even obtruded on him, by others: but he 
himself is the final judge. All errors which he is likely to 
commit against advice and warning are far outweighed by the 
evil of allowing others to constrain him to what they deem 
his good. 

I do not mean that the feelings with which a person is re­
garded by others ought not to be in any way affected by his 
self-regarding qualities or deficiencies. This is neither possible 
nor desirable. If he is eminent in any of the qualities which 
conduce to his O\Vll good, he is, so far, a proper object of ad­
miration. He is so much the nearer to the ideal perfection of 
human nature. If he is grossly deficient in those qualities, a 
sentiment the opposite of admiration will follow. There is a 
degree of folly, and a degree of what may be called (though 
the phrase is not unobjectionable) lowness or depravation of 
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taste, which, though it cannot justify doing harm to the per­
son who manifests it, renders him necessarily and properly a 
subject of distaste, or, in extreme cases, even of contempt: a 
person could not have the opposite qualities in due strength 
without entertaining these feelings. Though doing no wrong 
to anyone, a person may so act as to compel us to judge him, 
and feel to him, as a fool, or as a being of an inferior order; 
and since this judgment and feeling arc a fact which he would 
prefer to avoid, it is doing him a service to warn him of it 
beforehand, as of any other disagreeable consequence to 
which he exposes himself. It would be well, indeed, if this 
good office were much more freely rendered than the com­
mon 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 un­
f~v?rabl~ opinion of anyone, not to the oppression of his in­
dividuahty, but in the exercise of ours. We are not bound, 
for example, to seck his society; we have a right to avoid it 
(though not to parade the avoidance), for we have a right to 
choo_se the society most acceptable to us. We have a right, 
an~ It ~ay be our duty, to caution others against him, if we 
thmk h1s example or conversation likely to have a pernicious 
effet::t on those with whom he associates. We may give others 
a P~eference over him in optional good offices, except those 
wluch tend to his improvement. In these various modes n per­
son may suffer very severe penalties at the hands of others 
for faults which directly concern only himself; but he suffers 
~hcse penalties only in so far as they arc the natural and as 
tt • 

Were, the spontaneous consequences of the faults them-
s~lvcs, not because they are purposely inflicted on him for 
t e sake of punishment. A person who shows rashness, obsti­
nacy, self-conceit-who cannot live within moderate means 
~ho cannot restrain himself from hurtful indulgences­
~ 0 pursues animal pleasures at the expense of those of feel­
~~g and intellect-must expect to be lowered in the opinion 
0 others, and to have a less share of their favorable senti­
ments; but of this he has no right to complain, unless he has 
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merited their favor by special excellence in his social rela­
tions, and has thus established a title to their good offices, 
which is not affected hv his demerits towards himself 

\Vhat I contend for. is, that the incom·cniences wl~ich arc 
strictly inseparable from the unfavorable judgment of others, 
arc the only ones to which a person should e\·cr be subjected 
for that portion of his conduct and character which concerns 
his own good, but which docs not affect the interest of others 
in their relations with him. Acts injurious to others require 
a totally different treatment. Encroachment on their rights; 
infliction on them of any loss or damage not justified by his 
own rights; falsehood or duplicity in dealing with them; un­
fair or ungenerous usc of advantages over them; even selfish 
abstinence from defending them against injury-these arc fit 
objects of moral reprobation, and, in grave cases, of moral 
retribution and punishment. And not only these acts, but the 
dispositions which lead to them, arc properly immoral, and 
fit subjects of disapprobation which may rise to abhorrence. 
Cruelty of disposition; mali~c and ill-nature; that most anti- 1 
social and odious of all pass10ns, envy; dissimulation and in- i 
sinccrit>:', irascibility on insuffic_ient cause, and rescn~ent ~is- )' 
proportmned to the provocation; the love of dommccrmg 
over others; the desire to engross more than one's share of/ 
advantages (the 7rAEovE~la. of the Greeks); the pride which 1 

derives gratification from the abasement of others; the ego-1 
tism which thinks self and its concerns more important than\ 
everything else, and decides all doubtful questions in its own 
favor;-thcsc arc moral vices, and constitute a bad and odious 
moral character: unlike the self-regarding faults previously 
mentioned, which arc not properly immoralities, and to what­
ever pitch they may be carried, do not constitute wickedness. 
They may be proofs of any amount of folly, or want of per­
sonal dignity and self-respect; but they are only a subject of 
moral reprobation ·when they involve a breach of duty to 
others, for whose sake the individual is bound to have care 
for himself. \Vhat arc c~lled duties to ourselves are not so­
cially obligatory, unless circumstances render them at the 
same time duties to others. The term "duty to oneself," when 
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it means anything more than prudence, means self-respect or 
self-development, and for none of these is anyone ~c~ountablc 
to his fellow-creatures, because for none of them 1s 1t for the 
good of mankind that he be held accountable to t~1em. . 

The distinction between the loss of considerauon wluch a 
person may rightly incur by ~cfect of prudence o~ of per­
sonal dignity, and the reprobation which is due to hnn fo~ an 
offense against the rights of others, is not a merely nommal 
distinction. It makes a vast difference both in our feelings and 
in our conduct towards him whether he displeases us ~n th~ngs 
in which we think we have a right to control him, or m tlungs 
in which we lmow that we have not. If he displeases us, we 
may express our distaste, and we may stand aloof from a per­
son as well as from a thing that displeases us; but we shall not 
therefore feel called on to make his life uncomfortable. W c 
shall reflect that he already bears, or will bear, the whole pen­
alty of his error; if he spoil~ his life by mismanageme.nt, we 
shall not, for that reason, des1re to spoil it still further: mste:ul 
of wishing to punish him, we shall rather endeavor to allevi­
ate his punishment, by showing him how he may avoid or 
cure the evils his conduct tends to bring upon him. He may 
be to us an object of pity, perhaps of dislike, but not of anger 
or resentment; we shall not treat him like an enemy of society: 
t~e worst we shall think ourselves justified in doing is leaving 
~1m to himself, if we do not interfere benevolently by show­
~ng interest or concern for him. It is far otherwise if he has 
mfringed the rules necessary for the protection of his fellow­
crea~ures, individually or collectively. The evil consequences 
o~ h1s acts do not then fall on himself, but on others; ~nd so­
CI.ety, as the protector of all its members must retahate on 
~1m; must inflict pain on him for the expr~ss purpose of pun­
Ishment, and must take care that it be sufficiently severe. In 
the one case, he is an offender at our bar and we are called 
on not only to sit in judgment on him 'b~~ in one shape or 
another, to execute our own sentenc . ~ th~ other case, it is 
~lot our part to inflict any suffering e. 11~ e""·cept what may "d on urn, ,. . 
mc1 entally follow from our using h 11e liberty 10 the 

1 . f t c sal . . I • 
rcgu at10n o our own affairs, which we alloW to hml 10 us. 



ON LIBERTY 219 

The distinction here pointed out between the part of a per­
son's life which concerns only himself, and that which con­
cerns others, many persons will refuse to admit. How (it may 
be asked) can any part of the conduct of a member of society 
be a matter of indifference to the other members? No person 
is an entirely isolated being; it is impossible for a person to do 
anything seriously or permanently hurtful to himself, without 
mischief reaching at least to his ncar connections, and often 
far beyond them. If he injures his property, he docs harm to 
those who directly or indirectly derived support from it, and 
usually diminishes, by a greater or less amount, the general 
resources of the community. If he deteriorates his bodily or 
mental faculties, he not only brings evil upon all who de­
pended on him for any portion of their happiness, but disquali­
fies himself for rendering the services which he owes to his 
fellow-creatures generally; perhaps becomes a burden on their 
affection or benevolence; and if such conduct were very fre­
quent, hardly an offense that is committed would detract 
more from the general sum of good. Finally, if by his vices or 
follies a person docs no direct harm to others, he is neverthe­
less (it may be said) injurious by his example; and ought to 
be compelled to control himself, for the sake of those whom 
the sight or knowledge of his conduct might corrupt or mis­
lead. 

And even (it will be added) if the consequences of miscon­
duct could be confined to the vicious or thoughtless individ­
ual, ought society to abandon to their own guidance those 
who arc manifestly unfit for it? If protection against them­
selves is confessedly due to children and persons under age, 
is not society equally bound to afford it to persons of mature 
years who arc equally incapable of self-government? If 
gambling, or drunkenness, or incontinence, or idleness, or 
uncleanliness, arc as injurious to happiness, and as great a hin­
drance to improvement, as many or most of the acts prohib­
ited by law, why (it may be asked) should not law, so far as 
is consistent with practicability and social convenience, en­
deavor to repress these also? And as a supplement to the un­
avoidable imperfections of law, ought not opinion at least to 
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organize a powerful p~licc against these vices, and visit r~g­
idly with social pcnalnc~ those wh.o arc knmv? to practice 
them? There is no question here (It may be s:ud) about re­
stricting individuality, or impeding the trial of new and origi­
nal experiments in Jiving. The only :hings it is sought to pre­
vent arc things which have been tncd and condemned from 
the beginning of the world until now; things which experi­
ence has shown not to be useful or suitable to any person's in­
dividuality. There must be some length of time and amount 
of experience after which a moral or prudential truth may be 
regarded as established: and it is merely desired to prevent 
generation after generation from falling over the samt: preci­
pice which has been fatal to their predecessors. 

I fully admit that the mischief which a person docs to him­
self may seriously affect, both through their sympathies and 
their interests, those nearly connected with him and, in a 
minor degree, society at large. \Vhen, by conduct of this sort 
a person is led to violate a distinct and as.signable obligatio~ 
to any other person or persons, the case IS taken out of the 
self-regarding class, and becomes amenable to moral disappro­
bation in the proper sense of the term. If, for example, a man, 
through intemperance or extravagance, becomes unable to 
pay his debts, or, having undertaken the moral responsibility 
of a _family, becomes from the .same cause incapable of sup­
portmg or educating them, he 1s deservedly reprobated, and 
~ight be justly punished; but it is for the breach of duty to 
hiS family or creditors, not for the extravagance. If the re­
s~urccs which ought to have been devoted to them, had been 
dtvened from them for the most prudent investment, the 
moral culpability would have been the same. George Barn­
:veU murdered his uncle to get money for his mistress, but 
tf he had done it to set himself up in business, he 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 ingratitude; but 
s~ he may for cultivating habits not in themselves vicious, if 
; ey are painful to those with whom he passes his life, or who 
rom personal tics arc dependent on him for their comfort. 
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\Vhoever fails in the consideration generally due to the in­
terests and feelings of others, not being compelled by some 
more imperative duty, or justified by allowable self-prefer­
ence, is a subject of moral disapprobation for that failure, but 
not for the cause of it, nor for the errors, merely personal 
to himself, which may ha,·e remotely led to it. In like man­
ncr, when a person disables himself, by conduct purely self­
regarding, from the performance of some definite duty in­
cumbent on him to the public, he is guilty of a social offense. 
No person ought to be punished simply for being drunk; but 
a soldier or a policeman 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. 

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 indi­
vidual except himself, the inconvenience is one which society 
can afford to bear, for the sake of the greater good of human 
freedom. If grown persons arc to be punished for not taking 
proper care of themselves, I would rather it were for their 
own sake, than under pretense 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 argue the point as if society had no means of bring­
ing its weaker members up to its ordinary standard of ra­
tional conduct, except waiting till they do something irra­
tional, and then punishing them, legally or morally, for it. 
Society has had absolute power over them during all the early 
portion of their existence: it has had the whole period of 
childhood and nonage in which to try whether it could make 
them capable of rational conduct in life. The existing genera­
tion is master both of the training and the entire circum­
stances of the generation to come; it cannot indeed make 
them perfectly wise and good, because it is itself so lament­
ably deficient in goodness and wisdom; and its best efforts 
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arc not always, in ind· ·d . successful ones; 
b · · f lVI ual cases ItS most 

ut It IS per ectly well bl ' · ·ng generation as h 1 a c to make the nsJ • 
a w o c, as g~od as, and a little better than, itself. If society 
lc~ any c?ns1dcrablc number of its members grow up mere 
children, mcapablc of b · ._ tiona! considera-. f · cmg acted on uy ra · 
non o distant motives soc· 1 . If •·lame for the con-' Iety 1as ltSe tO u • 
sequc~ccs. Armed not only with all the powers of education, 
but With the asccndcncy , h" I 1 1 rJ.t}' of a received 

• • V IC 1 t lC aUt 10 ' 
opmmn always exercises 1 · _, -!10 arc least fitted . over t 1c nunus \\ · 
to ludgc for themselves; and aided hy the '!latural penalties 
wh1ch cannot be prevented f f 11 . n those who incur 
h d" rom a mg o 

t c 1stastc or the comen1pt f 1 1 l·now them· let not 
• 0 t 10SC \\' 10 ' ' 

society pretend that it need b "d Jl tJ1is the power to 
• S, CSJ es a ' 
1ssue commands and enfor b d" ·n the personal con-. . . cc o c Jcncc 1 · 
cc~s of mdiv1duals, in which on all principles of justice and 
pohcy, the decision ought to ;est with those who arc to abide 
t~c con:equenccs. Nor is there anything which tends more to 
dJscredJt and frustrate the better means of int1ucncing con­
~u~t than a resort to the worse. If there be among those whom 
It IS attempt~d to coerce into prudence or temperance any 
of the rnatcnal of which vigorous and independent ch:uac­
tcrs are made, they will infallibly rebel against the yoke. No 
s~ch person will ever feel that others have a right to control 
~11:0 ~n his con~erns, such as they have to prevent him. from 
InJUring them m theirs; and it easily comes to be considered 
a mark_ of spirit and courage to fly in the face of su~h usurped 
authonty, and do with ostentation the exact opposite of what 
it cnj_oins; as in the fashion of grossness which _succeeded, in 
the tune of Charles II, to the fanatical moral mtolerancc of 
the Puritans. \Vith respect to what is said of the necessity of 
p:o.tccting society from the bad example set to others by the 
VICious or the self-indulgent, it is true that bad example ~ay 
have a pernicious effect, especially the example of dmng 
wrong to others with impunity to the wrong-doer. But we 
are now speaking of conduct which, ,vhile it docs no ~wrong 
to others, is supposed to do great harm to _the agen_t himself: 
and I do not sec how those 'vl10 believe tillS can thmk other­
wise than that the example, on the whole, must be more salu-
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tary than hurtful; since, if it displays the misconduct, _it di~f 
plays ,tlso the painful or degrading consequences wlu~h, \ 
the conduct is justly censured, must be supposed to be Ul al 
or most cases attendant on it. 

But the strongest of :til the arguments against the inter­
ference of the public with purely personal conduct is that. 
,,·hen it docs interfere, the odds arc that it interferes wrongly, 
and in the wrong pbce. On questions of social morality, of 
duty to others, the opinion of the public, that is, of an ove:­
ruling m:tjority, though often wrong, is likely to be snll 
oftener right; because on such questions they arc only r~­
quircd to judge of their own interests; of the manner lil 

which some mode of conduct, if allowed to be practiced, 
would affect themselves. But the opinion of a similar rna­
jority, imposed as a law on the minority, on questions of sclf­
rcg:trding conduct, is quite :ts likely to be wrong as right; for 
in these c:tses public opinion means, at the bcsr, some people's 
opinion of what is good or bad for other people; while very 
often it docs not even mean that; the public, with the most 
perfect indifTcrcncc, passing o\·er the pleasure or convenience 
of those whose conduct they censure, and considering only 
their own preference. There arc many who consider as an 
injury to themselves any conduct which they ha\·e a distaste 
for, and resent it as an outrage to their feelings; as a religious 
bigot, when charged with disreg:uding the religious feelings 
of others, has been known to retort that they disregard his 
feelings, by persisting in their abominable worship or creed. 
But there is no pariry 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 ir. And 
a person's taste is as much his own peculiar concern as his 
opinion or his purse. It is easy for anyone to imagine an ideal 
public which leaves the freedom and choice of individuals in 
all uncertain matters undisturbed, and only requires them to 
abstain from modes of conduct \vhich universal experience 
has condemned. But where has th~re been seen a public which 
set any such limit to its censorship? or when docs the public 
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trouble itself about universal experience? In its interferences 
with personal conduct it is scl_dom _thinking of any_thing but 
the enormity of acting or feclmg differently from Itself; and 
this standard of judgment, thinly disguised, is held up to man­
kind as the dictate of religion and philosophy, by ni::-e-tenths 
of all moralists and speculative writers. These teach that 
things arc right because they arc 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 ourselves and on all others. 
\Vhat can the poor public do but apply these instructions, 
and mal<e their own personal feelings of good and evil, 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 instances in which the public of this age and country im­
properly invests its own preferences with the character of 
moral laws. I am not writing an essay on the aberrations of 
c~isting moral feeling. That is too weighty a subject to be 
discussed parenthetically, and by way of illustration. Yet ex­
amples are necessary to show that the principle I maintain is 
~f serious and practical moment, and that I am not endeavor­
~~g to erect a barrier against imaginary evils. And it is not 
dtfficult to show, by abundant instances, that to extend the 
bounds of what may be called moral police, until it en­
~ro~c.hes on the most unquestion~bly legitimate liberty of the 
~~!VIdual, is one of the most umversal of all human propen­
Sities. 

. As a first instance, consider the antipathies which men cher­
ISh_ ~n no better grounds than that persons whose religious 
optmons arc different from theirs do not practice their rcli­
g~ous observances, especially their religious abstinences. To 
Cite a rather trivial example, nothing in the creed or practice 
of Christians does more to envenom the hatred of Moham­
medans against them than the fact of their eating pork. There 
are few acts which Christians and Europeans regard with 
more unaffected disgust than Mussulmans regard this particu­
lar mode of satisfying hunger. It is, in the first place, an of-
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f cnsc against their religion; but this circumstance by no means 
explains either the degree or the kind of their repugnance; 
for wine also is forbidden by their religion, and to partake 
of it is by all Mussulmans accounted wrong, but not disgust­
ing. Their aversion to the flesh of the "unclean beast" is, on 
the contrary, of that peculiar character, resembling an instinc­
tive antipathy, which the idea of uncleanness, when once it 
thoroughly sinks into the feelings, seems always to excite even 
in those whose personal habits arc anything but scrupulously 
cleanly, and of which the sentiment of religious impurity, so 
intense in the Hindoos, is a remarkable example. Suppose now 
that in a people, of whom the majority were J\Iussulmans, 
that majority should insist upon not permitting pork to be 
eaten within the limits of the country. Tlus would be nothing 
new in J\lohammcdan countrics.7 

Would it be a legitimate exercise 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 censured as religioas persecution. It might be 
religious in its origin, but it would not be persecution for re­
ligion, since nubody's religion makes it a duty to cat pork. 
The only tenable ground of condemnation would be that 
with the personal tastes and self-regarding concerns of indi­
viduals the public has no business to interfere. 

To come somewhat nearer home: the majority of Spaniards 

7 1l1e case of the Bombay Parsecs is a curious instance in point. 
When this industrious and enterprising tribe, the descendants of 
the Persian fire-worshipers, flying from their native country before 
the Caliphs, arrived in Western India, they were admitted to toler­
ation by the Hindoo sovereigns, on condition of not e:aing beef. 
\Vhcn those regions afterwards fell under the dominion of Moham­
medan conquerors, the Parsecs obtained from them a continuance 
of indulgence, on condition of refraining from pork. \Vhat was at 
first obedience to authority became a second nature, and the Par­
secs to this day abstain both from beef and pork. Though not re­
quired by their religion, the double abstinence has had time to 
grow into a custom of their tribe; and custom, in the East, is a 
religion. 
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consider it a gross impiety, offensive in the highest degree to 
the Supreme Being, to worship him in an:y other n_•a~ncr than 
the Roman Catholic; and no other pub!tc worsh1p 1s lawful 
on Spanish soil. The people of all Southern Europe look upon 
a married clergy as not only irreligious, but unchaste, inde­
cent, gross, disgusting. What do Protestants think of these 
perfectly sincere feelings, and of the attempt to enforce them 
against non-Catholics? Yet, if mankind arc justified in inter­
fering with each other's liberty in things which do not con­
cern the interests of others, on what principle is it possible 
consistently to exclude these cases? or who can blame people 
for desiring to suppress what they regard as a scandal in the 
sight of God and man? No stronger case can be shmvn for 
prohibiting anything which is regarded as a personal im­
morality, than is made out for suppressing these practices in 
the eyes of those who regard them as impieties; and unless 
we arc willing to adopt the logic of persecutors, and to say 
that we may persecute others because we arc right, and that 
they must not persecute us because they arc wrong, we must 
beware of admitting a principle of which we should resent 
as a gross injustice the application to ourscl vcs. 

The preceding instances may be objected to, although un­
reasonably, as drawn from contingencies impossible among 
US: opinion, in this country, not being likely to enforce absti­
nence from meats, or to interfere with people for worshiping, 
and for either marrying or not marrying, 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 the Puritans have been sufficiently powerful, as 
10 New England, and in Great Britain at the time of the Com­
monwealth, they have endeavored, with considerable success, 
to put down all public, and nearly all private amusements: 
cs . 11 f pcc1a y music, dancing, public games, or other assemblages 
~~ purposes of diversion, and the theater. There arc still in 

t Is country large bodies of persons by whose notions of 
morality and religion these recreations arc condemned; and 
those persons belonging chiefly to the middle class, who arc 
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the ascendant pO\>.·er in the present social and political con­
dition of the kingdom, it is by no means impossible that per­
sons of these sentiments may at some time or other command 
a majority in Parliament. How will the remaining portion of 
the community like to have the amusements that shall be per­
mitted to them regul:tted by the religious and moral senti­
ments of the stricter Calvinists and Methodists? Would they 
not, with considerable peremptoriness, desire these intrusively 
pious members of society to mind their own business? This 
is precisely what should be said to every government and 
every public, ·who have the pretension that no person shall 
enjoy any pleasure which they think wrong. But if the prin­
ciple of the pretension be admitted, no one can reasonably 
object to its being acted on in the sense of the majority, or 
other preponderating power in the country; and all persons 
must be ready to conform to the idea of a Christian common­
wealth, 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 supposed to be de­
clining have so often been known to do. 

To imagine another contingency, perhaps more likely to be 
realized than the one la!>1: mentioned. There is confessedly a 
strong tendency in the modern world towards a democratic 
constitution of society, accompanied or not by popular po­
litical institutions. It is affirmed that in the country where this 
tendency is most completely realized-where both society 
and the government arc most democratic-the United States 
-the feeling of the majority, to whom any appearance of a 
more showy or costly style of living than they can hope to 
rival is disagreeable, operates as a tolerably effectual sumptu­
ary law, and that in many parts of the Union it is really 
difficult fur a person possessing a very large income to find 
any mode of spending it which will not incur popular dis­
approbation. Though such statements as these are doubtless 
much exaggerated as a representation of existing facts, the 
state of things they describe is not only a conceivable and 
possible, hut a probable result of democratic feeling, com­
bined with the notion that the public has a right to a veto on 
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the manner in which individuals shall spend their incomes. 
We have only further to suppose a considerabk diffusion of 
Socialist opinions, 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 \videly among the 
artisan class, and weigh oppressively on those who arc 
amenable to the opinion chiefly of that class, namely, its mvn 
members. It is known that the bad workmen who form the 
majority of the operatives in many branches of industry, arc 
decidedly of opinion that bad workmen ought to recei\·c 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 skillful workmen from receiving, and employers 
from giving, a larger remuneration for a more useful service. 
[f the public have any jurisdiction over private concerns, I 
c~nnot sec that these people arc in fault, or that any indi­
VIdual's particular public can he blamed for asserting the same 
authority over his individual conduct which the general public 
asserts over people in general. 
. But, without dwelling upon suppositious cases, there arc, 
1? our own day, gross usurpations upon the liberty of private 
hfc actually practiced, and still greater ones threatened with 
some expectation of success, and opinions propounded which 
assert an unlimited right in the public not only to prohibit by 
law everything which it thinks wrong, but, in order to get 
at :-'ha.t it thinks wrong, to prohibit a number of things 
whtch 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 interdicted by law from making any usc whatever 
~~ ~e.rmented drinks, except for .m~d.ical purposes: for P.r~-
.1bttJOn of their sale is in fact, as tt 1s mtcndcd to be, prohibi­

tion of their usc. And though the impracticability of executing 
the law has caused its repeal in several of ~he States whi~h 
had adopted it, including the one from wh1ch it derives Its 
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name, an attempt has nonvithstanding been commenced, and 
is prosecuted with considerable zeal by many of the pro­
fessed philanthropists, to agitate for a similar law in this 
country. The association, or "Alliance" as it terms itself, 
which has been formed for this purpose, has acquired some 
notoriety through the publicity given to a correspondence 
between its secretary and one of the very few English public 
men who hold that a politician's opinions ought to be founded 
on principles. Lord Stanley's share in this correspondence is 
calculated to strengthen the- hopes already built on him, by 
those who know how rare such qualities as arc manifested in 
some of his public appearances unhappily arc among those 
who figure in political life. The organ of the Alliance, who 
would "deeply deplore the recognition of any principle 
which could be wrested to justify bigotry and prosecution,'' 
undenakcs to point out the "broad and impassable barrier" 
which divides such principles from those of the association. 
".f\ll matters relating to thought, opinion, conscience, appear\ 
to me," he says, "to be without the sphere of legislation; all 
per~aining to social act, habit, relation, subject only to a 
discretionary power vested in the State itself, and not in the \ 
individual, to be within it." No mention is made of a third I 
class, different from either of these, viz., acts and habits 
which arc not social, but individual; although it is to this 
class, surely, that the act of drinking fermented liquors be­
longs. 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 buyer 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, "I claim, as a citizen, a right 
to legislate whenever 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, cer­
tainly the traffic in strong drink docs. It destroys my primary 
right of security, by constantly creating and stimulating so­
cial disorder. It invades my right of equality, by deriving a 
profit from the creation of a misery I am ta.xed to support. 
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1t impedes my right to free moral and intellectual develop­
ment, by surrounding my path with dan~crs, and by w_cakcn­
ing and demoralizing society, from which I have a nght to 
claim mutual aid and intercourse." A theory of "social rights" 
the like of which probably never before found irs way into 

, distinct language: being nothing short of this-that it is the 
absolute social right of every individual, that every other 
:individual shall act in every respect exactly as he ought; that 
'whosoever fails thereof in the smallest particular violates 
I 

'my social right, and entitles me to demand from the lcgisla-
~re the removal of the grievance. So monstrous a principle 
is far more dangerous than any single interference with lib­
erty; there is no violation of liberty which it would not 

. justify; it acknowledges no right to any freedom whatever, 
except perhaps to that of holding opinions in secret, without 
ever disclosing them: for, the moment an opinion which I 
consider noxious passes anyone's lips, it invades all the "social 
rights" attributed to me by the Alliance. The doctrine ascribes 
to all mankind a vested interest in each other's moral, intel­
le~ual, and even physical perfection, to be defined by each 
claimant according to his own standard. 

_Another important example of illegitimate interference 
With the rightful liberty of the individual, not simply threat­
ened, but long since carried into triumphant effect, is Sab­
?atarian legislation. \Vithout doubt, abstinence on one day 
In the wccl<, so far as the exigencies of life permit, from the 
?sual daily occupation, though in no respect religiously bind­
~ng on any except Jews, is a highly beneficial custom. And 
masmuch as this custom cannot be observed without a general 
~onscnt to that effect among the industrious classes, therefore, 
In so ~ar as some persons by working may impose the same 
~cccssity on others, it may be allowable and right that the 
aw should guarantee to each the observance by others of 

the custom, Ly suspending the greater operations of industry 
0 ? a p~rticular day. But this justifi~ation, grounded on the 
dJiect llltcrest which others have m each individual's ob­
servance of the practice, docs not apply to the self-chosen 
occupations in which a person may think fit to employ his 
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leisure; nor docs it hold good, in the smallest degree, for 
legal restrictions on amusements. It is true that the amuse­
ment of some is the day's work of others; but the pleasure, 
not to say the useful recreation, of many, is worth the labor 
of a few, provided the occupation is freely chosen, and can 
he freely resigned. The operatives are perfectly right in 
thinking that if all worked on Sunday, seven days' work 
would have to be given for six days' wages; but so long as 
the great mass of employments arc suspended, the small num­
ber who for the enjoyment of others must still work, obtain 
a proportional increase of earnings; and they arc 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 those particular classes of persons. The only 
ground, therefore, on which restrictions on Sunday amuse­
ments can be defended, must be that they arc religiously 
wrong; a motive of legislation which can never be too 
earnestly protested against. "Deonmz injuriac Diis curae." It 
remains to be proved that society or any of its officers holds 
a commission from on high to avenge any supposed offense 
to Omnipotence, which is not also a wrong to our fellow­
creatures. The notion that it is one man's duty that another 
should be religious, was the foundation of all the religious 
persecutions ever perpetrated, and, if admitted, would fully 
justify them. Though the feeling which breaks out in the 
repeated attempts to stop railways traveling on Sunday, in 
the resistance to the opening of museums, and the like, has 
not the cruelty of the old persecutors, the state of mind indi­
cated by it is fundamentally 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 re­
ligion. It is a belief that God not only abominates the act of 
the misbeliever, but will not hold us guiltless if we leave him 
unmolested. 

I cannot refrain from adding to these examples of the little 
account commonly made of human liberty, the language of 
downright persecution which breaks out from the press of 
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this country whenever it feels called on to notice the r~­
markable phenomenon of t\lormonism. Much Jllight he s:ud 
on the unexpected and instructive fact that an alleged new 
revelation.' and a religion founded on it, the prodt~ct of 
palpable Imposture, not even supported by the fJr<·.wgc of 
extraordinary qualities in its founder, is bclie\·ed by huml_reds 
of thousands, and has been made the foundarion of a society, 
in the age of newspapers, railways, and the electric tch:gmph. 
\Vhat he:e. concern~ us is, that this religion, Jil.:c other and 
better reh~1ons, h~s Its martyrs: that its prophet and foundl:r 
~as, for h1s teachmg, _pu~ to death by a mob; that others of 
1ts adherents lost the1r IJves by th.:: same Iawkss violence; 
that they were forcibly expelled, in a bodv, from the country 
in which they first grew up; while now that thcv have been 
chased into a solitary recess in th~ midst of a desert, many 
in this country openly declare that it would be right (only 
that it is not convenient) to send an expedition agai~s~ them, 
and compel them by force to conform to the opm10ns of 
other people. The article of the J\1ormonite doctrine which 
is the chief prov.ocative to ~he antipathy which thus b~ca~.:s 
through the ordmary restr:llnts of religious tolerance, 1s ItS 
sanction of polygamy; which, though permitted to Moham­
medans, and Hindoos, and Chinese, seems to excite unquench­
able animosity when practiced by persons who speak English 
and profess to be a J\ind of Christian:>. No one has a deeper 
disapprobation than I have of tlus Mormon institution; both 
for other reasons, and because, far from being in any way 
countenanced by the principle of liberty, it is a direct in­
fraction of that principle, being a mere riveting of the chains 
of one half of the community, and an emancipation of the 
other from reciprocity of obligation towards them. Still, it 
must be remembered that this relation is as much voluntary 
on the part of the women concerned in it, and who may be 
deemed the 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 common id~as 
and customs of the world, which teaching women to thmk 
marriage the one thing needful, make it intelligible that many 
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a wom:J.n should prefer being one of several wives, to x;ot 
being a wife at all. Other cout;trics arc not asked t~ rccogmzc 
such unions, or release :lll)' portion of their inhabitants from 
I · · · s But when t tctr own l:n,·s on the score of 1\lormonite opmwn ·. 

the dissentients h:J.ve conceded to the hostile scntnnents of 
others far more than could justly be dcman~cd; when they 
have left the countries to whic:h their doctrmcs were unac­
ceptable, and cst:lblishcd tbcmsch·cs in a remote corn~r of 
the eanh, which they have been the first to render habitable 
to human beings; it ·is difficult to sec on what principles but 
those of tyranny they can be pre\·enrcd from livi_ng there 
uncle~ what laws they please, provided they commit no ag­
gresston on other nations, and allow perfect freedom of dc­
panure to those who arc dissatisfied with their ways. A 
recent writer, in some respects of considerable me:i~,. pro­
poses (to usc his own "\Vords) not a crusade, but a czv1izsade, 
against this polygamous community, to put an end to what 
seems to him a retrograde step in civilization. ~t also app~ars 
so to me, but I am not aware that anv commumty has a nght 
to force another to be civilized. So ·lang as the sufferers by 
the bad law do not invoke assistance from other communities, 
l cannot admit that persons entirely unconnected with them 
ouf!ht to step in and require that a condition of things. with 
wluch all who arc 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, to preach against 
it; and let them, by any fair means (of which silencing the 
teachers is not one), oppose the progress of similar doctrines 
among their own people. If civilization has got the better of 
barbarism when barbarism 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 
civilization that can thus succumb to its vanquished enemy, 
must first have become so degenerate, that neither its ap­
pointed priests and teachers, nor anybody else, has the ca­
pacity, or will take the trouble, to stand up for it. If this be 
so, the sooner such a civilization receives notice to quit the 
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better. It can only go on from had to worse, until destroyed 
and regenerated (like the western Empire) hy energetic 
barbarians. 

CHAPTER V 

Applications 

The yrinciples asscr~ed in these pages must be more generally 
admitted as the basis for discussion of details, before a con­
sistent application of them to all the various departments of 
government and morals can be attempted with :my prospect 
of ad_vantage. Th: few ob~crvations I propose to n~ak~ on 
questions of detail arc dcs1gned to illustrate the prmciplcs, 
rather than to follow them out to the consegucnccs. I oiler, 
not so much applications, as specimens of application; which 
may serve to bring into greater clearness the meaning and 
li~1its of the two maxims which together form the entire doc­
trme of this essay, and to assist the judgment in holding the 
balance bet\\:een them, in the cases where it appears doubtful 
which of them is applicable to the case. 

The maxims arc, first, that the individual is not accountable 
to society for his actions, in so far as these concern the in­
terests of no person but himself. Advice, instruction, per­
suasion, and avoidance by other people if thought necessary 
by them for their own good, arc the only measures by which 
society can justifiably express its dislike or disapprobation of 
his conduct. Secondly, that for such actions as arc prejudicial 
to the interests of others, the individual is accountable, and 
ma~ be subjected either to social or to legal punislu_n~nt, if 
~OcJety is of opinion that the one or the other 1s reqmsite for 
Its protection. 

In the first place, it must by no means be. supposed, because 
damage, or probability of damage, to the mterests of other~, 
can alone justify the interference of society, that therefore Jt 
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always docs justify such interference. In many cases, an in-
d · "d 1 · · 1 · · · "l)' and therc­JVJ ua , m pursumg a egmmate obJect, ncccssan . 
fore legitimately causes pain or loss to others, or mtcrceptsl 

· · Suet a good which they have a reasonable hope of obtammg. 
oppositions of interest between individuals often arise fr~m 
had social institutions, but arc unavoidable while those m­
stitutions last; and some would be unavoidable under any 
i'!stitutio?s. \Vhocvc:. succeed~ in. an ovcrcrow?cd pro~:sd 
ston, or 1n a competitive cxammatiOn; "'hocvcr IS prefer. 
to another in any contest for an object which both desire, 
reaps benefit from the loss of others, from their wasted ex~r­
tion and their disappointment. But it is, by common admiS­
sion, better for the general interest of mankind, that persons 
should pursue their objects undeterred by this sort of conse­
quences. In other words, society admits no right, either legal 
or moral, in the disappointed competitors to immunity from 
this kind of suffering; and feels called on to interfere, only 
when means of success have been employed which it is con­
trary to the general interest to permit-namely, fraud or 
treachery, and force. 

Again, trade is a social act. \Vhoevcr undertakes to sell any 
description of goods to the public, docs what affects the 
interest of other persons, and of society in general; and thus 
his conduct, in principle, comes within the jurisdiction of 
society: accordingly, it was once held to be the duty of gov­
ernments, in all cases which were considered of importance, 
to fix prices, and regulate the processes of manufacture. But 
it is now recognized, though not till after a long struggle, 
that both the cheapness and the good quality of commodities 
arc most effectually provided for by leaving the producers 
and sellers perfectly free, under the sole check of equal 
freedom to the buyers for supplying themselves elsewhere. 
Titis is the so-called doctrine of Free Trade, which rests on 
grounds different from, though equally solid with, the prin­
ciple of individual liberty asserted in this essay. Restrictions 
on trade, or on production for purposes of trade, are indeed 
restraints; and all restraint, qua restraint, is an evil: but the 
restraints in question affect only that part of conduct which 
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society is competent to restrain, and arc wrong solely because 
they do not really produce. th~ result~ \\:h~ch it ~s desir_cd to 
produce by them. As the pnnc1ple of mc!Jndual !Jberty IS not 
involved in the doctrine of free Trade, so neither is it in 
most of the c1uestions which arise respecting tlu: I imirs of that 
doctrine; as, for example, what amount of public control is 
admissible for the prevention of fraud by adulteration; how 
far sanitary precautions or arrangements to protect work 
people employed in dangerous occupations, should be en­
forced on employers. Such questions involve considerations 
of liberty only in so far as leaving people to themselves is 
always better, c.:teris paribus, than controlling them; but that 
they may he legitimately controlled for these ends is in prin­
ciple undeniable. On the other hand, there arc questions 
relating to interference with trade which arc essentially ques­
tions of liberty: such as the Maine Law, already touched 
upon; the prohibition of the importation of opium into China; 
the restriction of the sale of poisons; all cases, in short, where 
the object of the interference is to make it impossible or 
difficult to obtain a particular commodity. These interfer­
ences are objectionable, not as infringements on the liberty 
of the producer or seller, but on that of the buyer. 

One of these examples, that of the sale of poisons, opens a 
new question; the proper limits of what may he called the 
functions of police; how far liberty may legitimately be in­
vaded for the prevention of crime, or of accident. It is one 
of the undisputed functions of government to take precau­
tions against crime before it has been committed, as well as 
to detect and punish it afterwards. The preventi\·e function 
of government, however, is far more liable to he abused, to 
the prejudice of liberty, than the punitory function; for 
there is hardly any part of the legitimate freedom of action 
of a human being which would not admit of being repre­
sented, and fairly too, as increa~ing the facilities for some 
form or other of delinquency. l"cverrheless, if a public au­
tho~ity, or even a private person, sees anyone evidently pre­
panng to commit a crime, they arc not bound to look on 
inactive until the crime is committed, but may interfere to 
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prevent it. If poisons were nc\"Cr bought or used for any 
purpose except the commission of murder it would be right 
to prohibit their manufacture and sale. They may, however, 
be wanted not only for innocent but for useful purposes, and 
restrictions c:mnot be imposed in the one case \Vithout op­
erating in the other. Again, it is a proper office of public 
authority to gu:ud against accidents. If either a public officer 
or anyone else saw a person attempting to cross a bridge 
which had been ascertained to be unsafe, and there were no 
time to \Varn him of his danger, they might seize him and 
turn him hack, without any real infringement of his liberty; 
for liberty consists in doing what one desires, and he docs not 
desire to fall into the river. Nevertheless, when there is not 
a certainty, but only a danger of mischief, no one but the 
person himself can judge of the sufficiency of the motive 
\vhich may prompt him to incur the risk: in this case, there­
fore (unless he is a child, or delirious, or in some state of 
excitement or absorption incompatible \Vith the full use of 
the reflecting faculty), he ought, I conceive, to be only 
warned of the danger; not forcibly prevented from exposing 
himself to it. Similar considerations, applied to such a ques­
tion as the sale of poisons, may enable us to decide which 
among the possible modes of regulation are or arc not con­
trary to principle. Such a precaution, for example, as that 
of labeling the drug with some word expressive of its dan­
gerous character, may be enforced without violation of 
liberty: the buyer cannot wish not to kno\•.r that the thing 
he possesses has poisonous qualities. But to require in all 
cases the certificate of a medical practitioner would make it 
sometimes impossible, always expensive, to obtain the article 
for legitimate uses. The only mode apparent to me, in which 
difficulties may be thrO\vn in the way of crime committed 
through this means, without any infringement worth taking 
into account upon the liberty of those who desire the poison­
ous substance for other purposes, consists in providing what, 
in the apt language of Bentham, is called "preappointed evi­
dence." This provision is familiar to everyone in the case of 
contracts. It is usual and right that the law, when a contract 
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~s entered into, should require as the condition of its enforc­
mg pcrfo:mance, that cenain formalities should be observe~, 
such as signatures, attestation of witnesses, and the like, m 
order that in case of subsequent dispute there may be evidence 
to prove that t~e c~mtract was really entered into, _and that 
there was nothmg m the circumstances to render It legally 
invalid: _the effect being to throw great obstacles in the ·way 
of fictltlous contracts, or contracts made in circumst::mces 
which~ i~ lmown, wo~ld destroy their validity. Precaut.ions 
of a similar nature might be enforced in the sale of arnch:s 
adapted to he instruments of crime. The seller, for example, 
might he required to enter in a register the exact time of the 
transaction, the name and address of the buyer, the precise 
quality and quantity sold; to ask the purpose for which it was 
wanted, and record the answer he received. \Vhen there was 
no medical prescription, the presence of some third person 
might be required, to bring home the fact to the purchaser, 
in case there should afterwards he reason to believe that the 
article had been applied to criminal purposes. Such regulations 
wo_uld in general be no ~aterial impediment to obta.ining the 
article, but a very considerable one to making an unproper 
use of it without detection. 

The right inherent in society to ward off crimes against 
itself by antecedent precautions, suggests the obvious limita­
tions to the maxim, that purely self-regarding misconduct 
cannot properly be meddled with in the way of prevention 
or punishment. Drunkenness, for example, in ordinary cases, 
is not a fit subject for legislative interference; but I should 
deem it perfectly legitimate :hat a person who had once be_en 
convicted of any act of VIOlence to others under the In­

fluence of drink, should be placed under a special legal re­
striction, personal to himself; that if he were aftcrw~rds fou~d 
drunk, he should be liable to a penalty, and that 1f when m 
that state he committed another offense, the punishment to 
which he would be liable for that other offense should be 
increased in severity. The making himself drunk, in a person 
whom drunkenness excites to do harm to others, is a crime 
against others. So again, idleness, except in a person receiving 
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support from the public or except whcnb it cdonstitutb~s a 
I f ' . -rann)' c rna c a su Ject brcac 1 o contract, cannot without t) . f 

of legal punishment- but if, either from Idlcnesls_ olr rom a?y 
I , "d bl ' f ·1 perform tiS egal duties ot 1cr a\ 01 a e cause, a man :11 s to . . . . 

to Others as f - support h1s children, 1t 1s no ' • · or Instance to . 
tyranny to force him to fulfill that obligatiOn, by compulsory 
labor, if no other means arc available. _ . . . . 

Again thei·c ar ts , .. f1ich bemg drrcctly InJUrious · • • e 111an\· ac • • . 
only to the agents then.lsclvcs, ought not to _be l~gally Inter-
dicted, but which, if done publicly, arc a vwlanon of good 
manners, and coming thus within t~c. category ?f ~ffcnscs 
against oth~rs, may rightly be pro~I~Itcd. Of this kmd arc 
offenses agamst decency· on which It IS unnecessary to dwell, 
the. rather as ~hey arc ~nly c?nncc~cd indirectly wit~ our 
subJect, the obJection to publicity bemg equally strong m the 
case of many actions not in themselves condemnable, nor 
supposed to be so. 

There is another question to which a~ answer must be 
found, consistent with the principles wluch have been laid 
down. I_n cases of personal conduct supposed ~o be blamable, 
but ~vluch respect for liberty precl_udc_s society fr~m prc­
ventmg or punishing, because the evil directly rcsultmg falls 
wholly on the agent; what the agent is free_ to_ do, ought 
other_ pcr_sons to be equally free to counsel or InStigate? This 
C]UestJon ts not free from difficulty. The case of a person who 
solicits another to do an act is not strictly a case of self­
regarding conduct. To rrive advice or offer inducements to 
anyone is a social act, and may, therefore, like actions in gen­
eral which affect others, be supposed amenable to social con­
trol. ~ut a little reflection correc~s the ~rs~ impression, by 
showmg that if the case is not stnctly Wlthm the definition 
of i~di~i?ual liberty, yet the reasons on which the principle 
of mdnndual liberty is grounded are applicable to it. If 
people must be allowed, in \vhatcvcr concerns only them­
selves, to act as seems best to themselves, at their own peril, 
they I~-.ust ec1ually be free to consult with one another about 
wha~ JS fit to be so done; to exchange opinions, and give and 
rece1vc suggestions. \Vhatevcr it is permitted to do, it must 
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be permitted to advise _to do. The question is douh~ful o_nly 
when the instigator denves a personal benefit from Ins adv1cc; 
when he makes it his occupation, for subsistence or pecuniary 
gain, to promote what society and the State con~idcr to be 
an evil. Then, indeed, a new clement of complication is intro­
duced; namely, the existence of classes of persons with :m 
interest opposed to what is considered as the public weal, 
and whose mode of living is grounded an the coumeraction 
of it. Ought this to be interfered with, or not? Fornic:nion, 
for example must be tolerated, and so must garnhlin£.!; our 
should a pcr~on be free to be a pimp, or to keeJJ a gam~bling­
house? The case is one of those which lie on the exact 
boundary line between two principles, and it is not at once 
apparent to which of the two it properly belongs. There arc 
arguments on both sides. On the side of toleration it may b:! 
said that the fact of following anything as an occupation, and 
livinrr or profiting by the practice of it, cannot make that 
criminal which would otherwise be admissible; that the act 
should either be consistently r,ermitted or consistently pro­
hibited; that if the principles which we have hitherto de­
fended arc true, society has no business, as society, to decide 
anything to be wrong which concerns only the individual; 
that it cannot go beyond dissuasion, and that one person 
should be as free to persuade as another to dissuade. In op­
position to this it may be contended, that although the public, 
or the State, arc not warranted in authoritatively deciding, 
for purposes of repression or punishment, that such or such 
conduct affecting only the interests of the individual is good 
?r bad, they arc fully justified i;t assuming, if they regard 
It as bad, that its being so or not Is at least a disputable ques­
~ion: that, this being supposed, _they cannot be acting wrongly 
In endeavoring to exclude the mflucnce of solicitations which 
~re not disinterested, of instigators who cannot possibly be 
Impartial-who have a direct personal interest on one side, 
and that side the one which the State believes to be wrong, 
and who confessedly promote it for personal objects only. 
There can surely, it may be urged, be nothing lost, no sacri­
fice of good, by so ordering matters that persons shall make 
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their election, either wisely or foolishly, on their own prompt­
ing, as free as possible from the arts of persons who stimulate 
their inclinations for interested purposes of their own. Thus 
(it may be said) though the statutes respecting unlawful 
games arc utterly indefensible--though all persons should be 
free to gamble in their own or each other's houses, or in any 
place of meeting established by their own subscriptions, and 
open only to the members and their visitors-yet public 
gambling-houses should not be permitted. It is true that the 
prohibition is never effectual, and that, whatever amount of 
tyrannical power may be given to the police, gambling­
houses can always be maintained under other pretenses; but 
they may be compelled to conduct their operations with a 
certain degree of secrecy and mystery, so that nobody knows 
anything about them but those who seck them; and more 
than this society ought not to aim at. There is considerable 
force in these arguments. I will not venture to decide whether 
they arc sufficient to justify the moral anomaly of punishing 
the accessory, ·when the principal is (and must be) allowed 
to go free; of fining or imprisoning the procurer, but not 
the fornicator-the gambling-house keeper, but not the gam­
bler. Still less ought the common operations of buying and 
selling to be interfered with on analogous grounds. Almost 
every article which is bought and sold may be used in ex­
cess, and the sellers have a pecuniary interest in encouraging 
that excess; but no argument can be founded on this, in favor, 
for instance, of the .Maine Law; because the class of dealers 
in strong drinks, though interested in their abuse, are in­
dispensably required for the sake of their legitimate use. The 
interest, however, of these dealers in promoting intemperance 
is a real evil, and justifies the State in imposing restrictions 
and requiring guarantees which, but for that justification, 
would be infringements of legitimate liberty. 

A further question is, whether the State, while it permits, 
should nevertheless indirectly discourage conduct which it 
deems contrary to the best interests of the agent; whether, 
for example, it should take measures to render the means of 
drunkenness more costly, or add to the difficulty of procuring 
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them by limiting the number of the places of sale. On this 
as on most other practical questions, many distinctions re­
quire to be made. To tax stimulants for the sole purpose of 
making them more difficult to be obtained, is a measure dif­
fering only in degree from their entire prohibition; and would 
be justifiable only if that were justifiable. E,·cry increase of 
cost is a prohibition, to those whuse means do not come up 
to the augmented price; and to those who do. it is a penalty 
laid on them for gratifying a particular taste. Their choice 
of pleasures, and their mode of expending their income, after 
satisfying their legal and moral obligations to the State and 
to individuals, arc their o\vn concern, aml must rest with 
their o\vn judgment. These considerations may seem at first 
sight to condemn the selection of stimulants as special su!J­
jccts of taxation for purposes of revenue. But it must be 
remembered that taxation for fiscal purposes is absolutely 
inevitable; that in most countries it is neccss:1ry that a consid­
erable part of that taxation should he indirect; that the State, 
therefore, cannot help imposing penalties, which to some 
persons may be prohibitory, on the usc of some articles of 
~onsumption. It is hence the duty of the State to consider, 
m the imposition of taxes, what commodities the consumers 
can best spare; and a fortiori, to select in pn:f ere nee those 
of which it deems the usc, beyond a very moderate qu:mtity, 
to be positively injurious. Taxation, therefore, of stimulants, 
up to the point which produces the largest amount of revenue 
(~upposing that the State needs all the revenue which it 
Yields) is not only admissible, but to be approved of. 

The question of making the sale of these commodities a 
more o_r less exclusive privilege, must be :J.llS\\Trcd ditTcrently, 
aceordmg to the purposes to ·which the rcstricrion is intended 
to he_ subservient. All places of public resort require the 
restramt of a police, and places of this l<ind peculiarly, be­
cause off~nscs against society arc especially apt to originate 
there. It ~s? therefore, fit to confine the power of selling these 
commodities (at least for consumption on the spot) to per­
sons of known or vouched-for respectability of conduct; to 
make such regulations respecting hours of opening and clos-
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ing as may be requisite for public surveillance, and to with­
draw the license if breaches of the peace repeatedly take place 
through the conni,·ancc or incapacity of the keeper of the 
house, or if it becomes a rendezvous for concocting and pre­
paring offenses against the law. Any further restriction I do 
not conceive to be, in principle, justifiable. The limitation in 
number, for insmncc, of beer and spirit houses, for the express 
purpose of rendering them more difficult of access, and di­
minishing the occasions of temptation, not only exposes all 
to an inconvenience because there are some by whom the 
facility would be abused, but is suited only to a state of 
society in which the laboring classes arc avowedly treated as 
children or savages, and placed under an education of re­
straint. to fit them for future admission to the privileges of 
freedom. This is not the principle on which the laboring 
classes arc professedly governed in any free country; and no 
person who sets due value on freedom will give his adhesion 
to their being so governed, unless after all efforts ha'\re been 
exhausted to educate them for freedom and govern them as 
freemen, and it has been definitively proved that they can 
only be governed as children. The bare statement of the 
alternative shows the absurdity of supposing that such efforts 
have been made in any case which needs be considered here. 
lt is only because the institutions of this country are a mass 
of inconsistencies, that things find admittance into our prac­
tice which belong to the system of despotic, or what is called 
paternal, government, while the general freedom of our in­
stitutions precludes the exercise of the amount of control 
necessary to render the restraint of any real efficacy as a 
moral education. 

It was pointed out in an early part of this essay, that the 
liberty of the individual, in things wherein the individual is 
alone concerned, implies a corresponding liberty in any 
number of individuals to regulate by mutual agreement such 
things as regard them jointly, and regard no persons but 
themselves. This question presents no difficulty, so long as 
the will of all the persons implicated remains unaltered; but 
since that will may change, it is often necessary, even in 
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things in which they alone_ arc concerned, that they should 
enter into engagements \VJth one another; and when they 
do, it is fit, as a general rule, that those engagements should 
be kept. Yet, in the laws, probably, of C\"ery country, this 
general rule has some exceptions. Not only persons arc not 
held to engagements which violate the rights of third parties, 
but it is sometimes considered a sufficient reason for releasing­
them from an engagement, that it is injurious to themsclv~. 
In this and most other civilized countries, for example, an 
engagement by which a person should sell himself, or allow 
himself to be sold, as a sJa,·e, would be null and void; neither 
enforced by law nor by opinion. The ground for thus limit­
ing his power of voluntarily disposing of his own lot in life. 
is apparent, and is very clearly seen in this extreme case. The 
reason for not interfering, unless for the sake of others, with 
a person's voluntary acts, is consideration for his liberty. His 
voluntary choice is evidence that what he so chooses is de­
sirable, or at least endurable, to him, and his good is on the 
whole best provided for by allowing him to take his own 
means of pursuing it. But by selling himself for a sl:tvc, he 
abdicates his liberty; he foregoes any future usc of it beyond 
that single act. He therefore defeats, in his own case, the very 
purpose which is the justification of allowing him to dispose 
o_f himself. He is no longer free; but is thenceforth in a posi­
tion which has no longer the presumption in its favor, that 
w~ul~ he afforded by his voluntarily remaining in it. The 
pnnc1ple of freedom cannot require that he should he free 
not to be free. It is not freedom to be allowed to alienate his 
~reed~m. These reasons, the force of which is so conspicuous 
111 th1s peculiar case, arc evidently of far wider application; 
:>:ct a lnnit is everywhere set to them by the necessities of 
hfe_, which continually rcguirc, not indeed that we should 
rcsJgn our freedom but that we should consent to this and 
the other limitati01~ of it. The principle, ho\\"cvcr, which 
demands uncontrolled freedom of action in all that concerns 
only the agents themselves, reguires that those who have be­
come bound to one another, in things which concern no third 
party, should he able to release one another from the engage-
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ment: and e\·en without such voluntary release there are 
perhaps no contracts or engagements, except those that relate 
to money or money's \Vorth, of which one can venture to say 
that there ought to be no liberty whatever of retraction. 
Baron \\'ilhclm von Humboldt, in the excellent essay from 
which I ha\·e already quoted, states it as his conviction, that 
engagements which involve personal relations or services 
should nc\·cr be legally binding beyond a limited duration 
of time; and that the most important of these engagements, 
marriage, hJ.\·ing the peculiarity that its objects arc frustrated 
unless the fedings of both the parties are in harmony with 
it, should require nothing more than the declared will of 
either pnrty to dissolve it. This subject is too important, and 
too complicated, to be discussed in a parenthesis, and I touch 
on it only so far as is necessary for purposes of illustration. 
If the conciseness and generality of Baron Humboldt's dis­
sertation had not obliged him in this instance to content him­
self with enunciating~ his conclusion without discussing the 
premises, he would doubtless have recognized that the ques­
tion cannot be Jecidcd on grounds so simple as those to 
which he confines himself. \Vhen a person, either by express 
promise or by conduct, has encouraged another to rely upon 
his continuing to act in a certain way-to build expectations 
and calculations, and stake any part of his plan of life upon 
that supposition-a new series of moral obligations arises on 
his part towards that person, which may possibly be over­
ruled, but cannot be ignored. And again, if the relation be­
tween two contracting parties has been followed by conse­
quences to others; if it has placed third parties in any peculiar 
position, or, as in the case of marriage, has even called third 
parties into existence, obligations arise on the part of both the 
contracting parties towards those third persons, the fulfill­
ment of which, or at all events the mode of fulfillment, must 
be greatly affected by the continuance or disruption of the 
relation bet\vecn the original parties to the contract. It does 
not follow, nor can I admit, that these obligations extend to 
requiring the fulfillment of the contract at all costs to the 
happiness of the reluctant party; but they are a necessary ele-
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ment in the question; and even if, as Von Humboldt main­
tains, they ought to make no difference in the legal freedom 
of the parties to release themselves from the engagement (and 
I also hold that they ought not to make ?lmcb difference), 
they necessarily make a great difference in the moral free­
dom. A person is bound to take all these circumstances into 
account before resolving on a step which may affect such 
important interests of others; and if he docs not allow proper 
weight to those interests, he is morally responsible for the 
wrong. I have made these obvious rcmarl•s for the better 
illustration of the general principle of liberty, and not because 
they arc at all needed on the particular question, which, on 
the contrary, is usually discussed as if the interest of children 
was everything, and that of grown penons nothing. 

I have already observed that, owing to the absence of any 
recognized general principles, liberty is often granted where 
it should be withheld, as well as withheld where it should be 
granted; and one of the cases in which, in the modern Euro­
pean world, the sentiment of liberty is the strongest, is a 
case where, in my view, it is altogether misplaced. A person 
should he free to do as he likes in his own concerns; but he 
ought not to be free to do as he likes in acting fur another, 
under the pretext that the affairs of the other arc his own 
affairs. The State, while it respects the liberty of each in 
what specially regards himself, is bound to maintain a vigilant 
control over his exercise of any power which it allows him 
to possess over others. This obligation is almost entirely dis­
regarded in the case of the family relations, a case, in its 
direct influence on human happiness, more important than 
all others taken together. The almost despotic power of hus­
bands over wives need not be enlarged upon here, because 
nothing more is needed for the complete removal of the evil 
than that wives should have the same rights, and should re­
ceive the protection of law in the same manner, as all other 
persons; and because, on this subject, the defenders of estab­
lished injustice do not avail themselves of the plea of liberty, 
but stand forth openly as the champions of power. It is in 
the case of children that misapplied notions of liberty arc a 
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real obstacle to the fulfillment by the State of its duties. One 
would almost think that a man's children were supposed to 
he literally, and not metaphorically, a part of himself, so 
jealous is opinion of the smallest interference of law with 
his absolute and exclusive control over them; more jealous 
than of almost any interference with his own freedom of 
action: so much less do the generality of mankind value 
liberty than power. Consider, for example, the case of edu­
cation. Is it not almost a self-evident axiom, that the State 
should require and compel the education, up to a certain 
standard, of every human being who is born its citizen? Yet 
who is there that is not afraid to recognize and assert this 
truth? Hardly anyone indeed ·will deny that it is one of the 
most sacred duties of the parents (or, as law and usage now 
stand, the father), after summoning a human being into the 
world, to give to that being an education fitting him to per­
form his part well in life towards others and towards himself. 
But while this is unanimously declared to be the father's duty, 
scarcely anybody, in this country, will bear to hear of oblig­
ing him to perform it. Instead of his being required to make 
any exertion or sacrifice for securing education to his child, 
it is left to his choice to accept it or not when it is provided 
gratis! It still remains unrecognized, that to bring a child into 
existence without a fair prospect of being able, not only to 
provide food for its body, but instruction and training for 
its mind, is a moral crime, both against the unfortunate off­
spring :md against society; and that if the parent does not 
fulfill this obligation, the State ought to see it fulfilled, at the 
charge, as far as possible, of the parent. . 

\Vert the duty of enforcing universal education once ad­
mitted there would be an end to the difficulties about what 
the State should teach, and how it should teach, which now 
convert the subject into a mere battlefield for sects and 
parties, causing the time and labor which should have been 
spent in educating to be wasted in quarreling about educa­
tion. H the government would make up its mind to require 
for every child a good education, it might save itself the 
trouble of providing one. It might leave to parents to obtain 
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the education where and how they pleased, and content itself 
wi~h helping to pay the school fees of the poorer classes of 
children, and defraying the entire school expenses of those 
who have no one else to pay for them. The ohjenions which 
arc urged with reason against State education do not apply 
to the enforcement of education by the State, hut to the 
State's taking upon itself to direct that education; ·which is 
a totally different thing. That the whole or any large part 
of the education of tile people should be in State hands, I go 
as far as anyone in deprecating. All that has been said of the 
imp~rtance of individuality of character, and diversity in 
opmtons and modes of conduct, involves, as of the same un­
speal<a?le it_nportance, diversity of education. A general State 
cducatton IS a mere contrivance for molding people to be 
exactly like one another: and as the mold in which it casts 
them is that which pleases the predominant power in the 
government, whether this be a monarch, a priesthoorl, an 
aristocracy, or the majority of the existing generation; in 
proportion as it is efficient and successful, it establishes a 
despotism over the mind, leading by natural tendency to one 
over the body. An education established and controlled by 
the State should only exist, if it exist at all, as one among many 
competing experiments, carried on for the purpose of example 
and stimulus, to keep the others up t<.; a certain standard of 
excellence. Unless, indeed, when society in general is in so 
backward a state that it could not or would not provide for 
itself :my proper institutions of education unless the govern­
ment undertook the task: then, indeed, the government may. 
as the less of two great evils, take upon itself the business of 
schools and universities, as it may that of joint stock cmn­
panies, when private enterprise, in a shape fitted for under­
taking great works of industry, docs not exist in ~he country. 
But in general, if the country conrains a suffictcnt number 
of persons qualified to provide education under. g_overmm;:nt 
auspices, the same persons would be able and '\~tlh_ng to gtve 
an equally good education on the voluntary prmctplc, un~ler 
the assurance of remuneration afforded by a law rcndcnng 
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cducanon compulsory, combme '\\'It 
able to defray the expense. ld b 1 · . 1 law cou c no ot 1er 

The mstrument for enforcmg t 1c ' l 1 "ld d b 
ll . . d" rr to aJ c 11 ren, an e-

than pu J 1c cxanunations cxtcn In::. d 1 · 1 · · ' · 1 be fixe at w uc 1 every 
gmnmg at an early age. An a(Te tnlg 1t · I · bl · 

"Jd · b · "' · "f he (or s 1e) IS a e to ch1 must e cxanuncd, to ascert:.llll 1 I I 
rend If ::J. clll"ld bl tl1C hther, unless 1e 1as some " · · proves una e, · . 
sufficient rrround f . ·CTht be subJected to a moderate :::. o excuse, 1111:::. I . l b d I 
fine, to be worked out, if necessary, by liS a or, .an t 1e 
child mi)1t be put to school at his expense. _Once m every 
year tl~e examination should be rene\ved, With a. gradually 
extending range of subjects, so as to make the ~mve~s~l ac­
quisition, and what is more, retention, of a ccrt:un muumum 
of general lmowled,...c virtually compulsory. Beyond that 
minimum there sho~ld be voluntary examinations on all 
subjects, at which all who come up to a certain standard of 
proficiency might claim a certificate. To prevent the State 
from exercising, throu"h these arrangements, an improper 
influence. ov~r opinion,"' the knowledge_ required for passing 
an ex:1mmatmn (beyond the merely. mstrumental parts ?f 
kncnv~edge, such as languages and their usc) should, even m 
the l11:.:her classes of examinations, be confined to facts and 
pos~t~ve science exclusively. The examinations on religion, 
politics, or other disputed topics, should not turn on the 
truth or falsehood of opinions, but on the matter of fact that 
such and such an opinion is held, on such grounds, by such 
authors: or schools, or churches. Under this system, the rising 
generation would be no worse off in regard to all disputed 
t~uths than they arc at present; they would be brought up 
either churchmen or dissenters as they now arc, the State 
merely ta.king care that they should be instructed church­
n ~en, or Instructed dissenters. There would be nothing to 
Iunder them from being taught religion, if their parents 
ch.osc, at the same schools where they were taught other 
~l11nf!s: All attempts by the State to bias the conclusions of 
lts CitiZens on disputed subjects are evil; but it may very 
properly offer to ascertain and certify that a person possesses 
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tl~e lmow_ledge requisite to make his conclusions, on anY 
g1ven subJect, worth attendin"' to. A student of philosophY 
waul~ be the better for bcin~ able to stand an examination 
both !n Locke and in Kant, whichever of the t\\·o he takes 
up_ Wl~h, or even if with neither: :md there is no n:asonablc 
O?J~CtiOn to examining an atheist in the e\·idences of Chris­
tlamty, pr?vi~ed he is not required to profess a bel icf in rhelll· 
The exammat1ons, however, in the higher branches of lmo\vl­
c~g_e should, I conceive, be entirely voluntary. It would be 
g1vmg too dangerous a power to governments were they 
allowe~ to exclude anyone from professions, even _f_:on~ the 
profess1o~ of t~acher, for alleged deficiency of qu:lllf!cltiOns: 
and I tl11nk, With Wilhelm von Humboldt, that degrees, or 
other public certificates of ~cicntific or professional acquire­
me?ts, _should be given to all who present themsdves fur ex­
ammatlon, and stand the test; but that such certificates should 
co~fer no advantage over competitors other than the weight 
wh1c.h may_ be attached to their testimony by public opinion . 
. It IS not m the matter of education only that misplaced no­

tions of liberty prevent moral obligations on the part of 
pa~en~ from being recognized, and legal obligations frolll 
bcmg 1mposcd, where there arc the strongest grountls for the 
~ormer always, and in many cases for the btter also. The fact 
Itself, of causing the existence of a human being, is one of 
the most responsible actions in the range of human life. To 
und~nake this responsibility-to bestoW a l_ife which n1ay 
?e e1ther a curse or ~ blessing-unless the u?mg on whom Jt 
15 to be bestowed w1ll have at least the orJmary chances of 
a desirable existence, is a crime against that bei~g. A1~d in a 
country either over-peopled, or threatened With bemg so, 
to produce children, beyond a very small nm:1ber, wit!? _the 
effect of reducing the reward of labor by their compcnnon, 
is a serious offense against all who live by the remuneration 
of their labor. The laws which, in many countries on the 
Continent, forbid marriage unless the parties can show that 
they have the means of supporting a family, do not exceed 
the legitimate powers of the State: and whether such laws 
be expedient or not (a question mainly dependent on local 
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consequence of tileir indukencc is 3 life or lives _of wret~hcd-
ness and depravity to the- offspring, with mamfold evils to 
those suiliciently within reach to be in any way affected by 
their actions. \ Vhcn we compare the srrangc respect of _man­
kind for liberty, with their strange wa~t of respect_ for It, we 
might imagine that a man had an indispensable nght to do 
harm to others, and no right at all to please himself without 

giving pain to anyone. . 
I hav_c reserved for the last place a lar_ge class of qucsn_ons 

respeccmg the limits of government . mtcrfcre~cc, which, 
though closely connected with the subJeCt of t_I11s essay, do 
not, in stri~tness, belong to it. These arc cases m whi~h _the 
reasons :J.gamst interference do not turn upon the prmc1ple 
u~ liberty: the lluestion is not about res?"a~ning the actions 
of individuals, but about helping them; It IS asked 'vhcther 
the government should do, or cause to be done, something 
for their benefit, instead of leaving it to be done by them­
selves, individually or in voluntary combination. 

The objections· to government interference, when it is not 
such as to involve infringement of liberty, may be of three 
kinds. 

The first is, when the thing to be done is likely to be better 
done by individuals than by the government. Speaking gen­
erally, there is no one so fit to conduct any business, or to 
determine how or by whom it shall be conducted, as those 
who_ arc personally interested in it. This principle condemns 
the mtcrferenccs, once so common, of the legislature, or the 
officers of government, with the ordinary processes of in­
dustry. But this part of the subject has been sufficiently en-
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larged upon by political economists, and is not particularly 
related to the pri?ci~les of this essay. . 

The second obJection is more nearly allied to our subJect. 
In. many cases, though individuals may not do the particular 
~lu?g so well, on the average, as the officers of government, 
It ts nevertheless desirable that it should be done hv them 
rather than by the government, as a means to th~ir own 
n~cntal cd~c~tion--:~. mode of strengthening their acti\·e facul­
ties, cxerc1smg their i.udgmcnt, and giving them a familiar 
lmowled~e .of the. subJects with which they arc thus left to 
d.eal. Tl.lts IS a. pn~cipal, though not the sole, rccouunenda­
tton of Jury tr~a~ ( m. cases not political); of f rcc and popuhtr 
local and mumc1pal mstitutions· of the conduct of industrial 
and philanthr~pic enterprises b; voluntary associations. These 
arc. not questions of liberty, and arc connected with that 
subJect only by remote tendencies; hut they arc {)llCstions of 
development. It belongs to a different occasion from the 
P.rescnt to .dwe.ll on these things as parts of national educa­
tion; .as bemg, m truth, the peculiar training of a citizen, the 
practical part of the political education of a free people, 
taking them out of the narrow circle of personal and family 
~cl.fish~ess, and accustoming them to the comprehension of 
!omt mterests, the management of joint conccrns-hahituat­
mg them to act from public or semi-public motives, and guide 
their conduct by aims which unite instead of isolating them 
from one another. Without these habits ami powers, a free 
constitution can neither be worked nor preserved; as is ex­
emplified by the too often transitory nature of political free­
dom in countries where it docs not rest upon a sufficient basis 
of local liberties. The management of purdy !oct! business 
by the localities, and of the great enterprises of industry by 
the union of those who voluntarily supply the pecuniary 
means, is further recommended by all the adv~u~ta~e~ wh~ch 
have been set forth in this essay as belonging to mdlvtduahty 
of development, and diversity of modes of ~ctiun. ,~o':en~­
mcnt operations tend to be everywhere ahkc. \\ lth mdl­
viduals and voluntary associations, on the contra~y, there are 
varied experiments, and endless diversity of expencnce. \Vhat 
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the St:lt_e ca~ usefully do is to make itself a central deposito_ry. 
and active circulator and diffuser, of the experience resuln~g 
from many trials. Its business is to enable each experimenta!Jst 
to benefit by the experiments of others, instead of toleratJl1!! 
no experiments but its own. 

The third and most cogent reason for restricting the in­
terference of government is the great evil of adding unneces­
sarily to its pO\ver. Every function superadded to those al­
ready exercised by the government causes its influence over 
hopes and fears to be more widely diffused, and conve~s. 
more and more, the active and ambitious part of the pubhc 
into hangers-on of the government, or of some party which 
aims at becoming the government. If the roads, the railways, 
the banks, the insurance offices, the great joint-stock com­
panics, the universities, and the public charities, were all. ~f 
them branches of the government; if, in addition, the mumci­
pal corporations and local boards, with all that now devolves 
on them, became departments of the central administration: 
if the employees of all these different enterprises were ap­
pointed and paid by the government, and looked to the gm·­
crnment for every rise in life; not all the freedom of the pre~s 
and popular constitution of the legislature would make this 
or any other country free otherwise than in name. And the 
evil would be greater, the more efficiently and scientifically 
the administrative machinery was constructed-the more 
skillful the arrangements for obtaining the best qualified 
hands and heads '-Vith which to work it. In England it has o~ 
late been proposed that all the members of the civil service ot 
government should be selected by competitive examination. 
to obtain for these employments the most intelligent and in­
structed persons procurable; and much has been said and 
written for and against this proposal. One of the arguments 
most insisted on by its opponents is that the occupation of a 
permanent official servant of the State docs not hold out 
sufficient prospects of emolument and importance to attract 
the highest talents, which will always be able to find a more 
inviting career in the professions, or in the service of com­
panies and other public bodies. One would not have been 
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surprised if this argument had been used by the fricnlls of 
the proposition, as an answer to its principal ditliculry. Com­
ing from the opponents it is strange enough. \\"hat is urged 
as an objection is the safety-valve of the prnposcd system. 
If indeed all the high talent of the country could he llra\vn 
into the service of the government, a proposal tending to 
bring about that result might well inspire uneasiness. If every 
part of the business of society which required org:mized con­
cert, or large and comprehensive views, were in the hands 
of the government, and if government otficcs were universally 
filled by the able~;t men, all the enlarged culture and practiced 
intelligence in the country, except the purely spccubti\·e, 
would be concentrated in a numerous bure:mcracy, to whom 
alone the rest of the community would look for all things: 
the multitude for direction and dictation in all they had to 
do; the able and aspiring for personal advancement. To be 
admitted into the ranks oF this bureaucracy, and when ad­
mitted, to rise therein, would be the sole objects of :unbition. 
Under this regime, not only is the outside public ill-qualified, 
for want of practical experience, to criticize or check the 
mode of operation of the bureaucracy, bur even if the acci­
~ents of despotic or the natural working of popular institu­
tiOns occasionally raise to the summit a ruler or rulers of 
reforming inclinations, no reform can he ctTected which is 
contrary to the interest of the bureall(;racy. Such is the mel­
ancholy condition of the Russian empire, as shown in the 
accounts of those who have had sufficient opportunity of ob­
serv?tion. The Czar himself is powerless against the bureau­
cratic body; he can send any one of them to Siberia, but he 
cannot govern without them, or against their will. On every 
decree of his they have a tacit veto, by merely refraining 
f~o~ carrying it into effect. In countries of more advanced 
CIVJI!zation and of a more insurrectionary spirit, the public, 
accustomed to expect everything to be done for them hy the 
State, or at least to do nothing for themselves without asking 
from the State not only leave to do it, but even how it is 
to be done, naturally hold the State responsible for all evil 
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which befalls them, and when the evil exceeds their amount 
of patience, they rise against the government, and make what 
is called a re,·olution; whereupon somebody else, with or 
without legitimate authority from the nation, vaults into the 
sl:at, issues his onkrs to the bureaucracy, and everything goes 
on much as it did before; the bureaucracy being unchanged, 
and nobody else bl:ing capable of taking their place. 

A Hry ditTerl:nt spectacle is exhibited among a people ac­
customed to transact their own business. In Fr:mce, a large 
part of the people, having been engnged in milit:1ry service, 
many of whom have held :1t lc:tst the r:tnk of non-commis­
sion~d o!liccrs, there arc in c\·cry popular insurrection several 
persons competent to tal.:e the lend, and improvise some 
tolc~·ablc plan of_ action. :vh:tt the _French _a:e in military 
nff:11rs, the Amcnc:tns :tre m every kmd of c1v1l business; let 
them be left without a gO\·crnment, every body of Americans 
is able to improvise one, .:t~d to carry on _that or any other 
public business with :1. sufhe!Cnt amount of Intelligence, order 
and decision. This is '':h~t e\·er~ free people o~ght to be: and 
a people capable of this Js cert:tm to be free; It will never let 
itself be ensbvl:d by any m:tn o: body of men because these 
arl: ahle to seize :tnd pull the rcms of the centrnl administra-
tion. 1'-:o bure:tucmcy can hope to mnke such a peopl l . 

. I I d . e as t us do or underrro ·mythmrr t 13t t 1CY o not hl·e B 
o , • o I I b ~ . ut where 

evcr)·thing is done throug 1 t 1e ureaucracy l . 
. 311 d , not ung to 

which the burcaucr:tcy IS re Y 3 verse can be d 
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ture 0 a vator. An individual 
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jesuit is to the utmost degree o~ abasement the sl?ve of his 
order, though the order itself exists for the collective power 
and importance of its members. . 

It is not, also, to be forgotten, that the absorptmn of all 
the principal ability of the country into tl~e _governing body 
is fatal, sooner or later, to the mental actiVIty and progres­
siveness of the bod)' itself. Banded together as they arc­
working a system which, like all systems, necessarily proceeds 
in a great measure by fixed rules-the official body arc under 
the constant temptation of sinldng into indolent routine, or, 
if they now and then desert that mill-horse round, of rushing 
into some half-examined crudity which has struck the fancy 
of some leading member of the corps; and the sole check to 
these closely allied, though seemingly opposite, tendencies, 
the only stimulus which can keep the ability of th:: hody 
itself up to a high standard, is liability to the watchful criti­
cism of equal ability outside the body. It is imlispensahle, 
therefore, that the means should exist, independently of the 
government, of forming such ability, and furnishing it with 
~he opportunities and experience necessary for a correct 
JUdgment of great practical affairs. If we \Vould possess per­
manently a skillful and efficient body of function:uies­
above all, a body able to originate and willing to adopt im­
provements; if we would not have our bureaucracy degenerate 
mto ~ pedantncracy, this body must not engross all the oc­
cupations which form and cultivate the faculties required for 
the government of mankind. 

To determine the point at which evils, so formidable to 
human freedom and advancement, begin, or rather at which 
they begin to predominate over the benefits attending the 
c?llectiv~ application of the force of society, under its recog­
mzed ch1efs, for the removal of the obstacles which stand in 
the way of its well-being; to secure as much of the advan­
ta~es of cen~ralized power and intelligence as can be had 
With.out turnmg into governmental channels too great a pro­
portion of. the general activity-is one of the most di~cu_Jt 
and complicated questions in the art of government. It IS, m 
a great measure, a question of detail, in which many and 
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various considerations must be l{ept in view, and no abso­
lute rule can be laid down. But I believe that the practical 
principle in which safety resides, the ideal to be kept in vie\v, 
the standard by \Vhich to test all arrangements intended for 
overcoming the difficulty, may be conveyed in these words: 
the greatest dissemination of power consistent with efficiency; 
but the greatest possible centralization of information, and 
diffusion ot it from the center. Thus, in municipal administra­
tion there would be, as in the New England States, a very 
minute division among separate officers, chosen by the lo­
calities, of all business which is not better left to the persons 
directly interested; but besides this, there would be, in each 
Jepartment of local affairs, a central superintendence, form­
ing a branch of the general government. The organ of this 
superintendence would concentrate, as in a focus, the variety 
of information and experience derived from the conduct of 
that branch of public business in all the localities, from every­
thing analogous which is done in foreign countries, and from 
the general principles of political science. This central organ 
should have a right to know all that is done, and its special 
duty should be that of making the knowledge acquired in 
one place available for others. Emancipated from the petty 
prejudices and narrow views of a locality by its elevated 
position and comprehensive sphere of observation, its advice 
would naturally carry much authority; but its actual power, 
as a permanent institution, should, I conceive, be limited to 
compelling the local officers to obey the laws laid down for 
their guidance. In all things not provided for by general rules, 
those officers should be left to their mvn judgment, under 
responsibility to their constituents. For the violation of rules, 
they should be responsible to law, and the rules themselves 
should be laid down by the lerrislature; the central administra-

• 0 

rive authority only watching over their execution, and if they 
were not properly carried into effect, appealing, according 
to the nature of the case, to the tribunals to enforce the law, 
or to the constituencies to dismiss the functionaries who had 
not executed it according to its spirit. Such, in its general 
conception, is the central superintendence which the Poor 
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Law Board is intended to exercise over the administrators of 
the Poor Rate throughout the country. \Nhatevcr powers the 
Board exercises beyond this limit were right and necessary in 
that peculiar case, for the cure of rooted habits of maladmin­
istration in matters deeply affecting not the localities merely. 
but the whole community; since no locality has a moral right 
to malce itself by mismanagement a nest of pauperism, neces­
sarily overflowing into other localities, and impairing the 
moral and physical condition of the whole laboring commu­
nity. The powers of administrative coercion and subordinate 
legislation possessed by the Poor Law Board (hut which. 
owing to the state of opinion on the subject, arc very scantily 
exercised by them), though perfectly justifiable in a case of 
first-rate national interest, would be wholly out of place in 
the superintendence of interests purely local. But a central 
organ of information and instruction for all the localities 
'\~ould be equally valuable in all departments of administra­
tiOn. A government cannot have too much of the kind of ac­
ti~ity which docs not impede, but aids and stimulates, indi­
:Idual exertion and development. The mischief begins when, 
tnstead of calling forth the activity and powers of individuals 
~nd bodies, it substitutes its own activity for theirs; when, 
~nste~d of informing, advising, and, upon occasion, denounc­
tng, It makes them work in fetters, or bids them stand aside 
~nd docs their work instead of them. The worth of a State, 
In the long run, is the worth of the individuals composing it: 
and ~ State which postpones the interests of tbcir mental ex­
pansion and elevation to a little more of administrative skill. 
or of that semblance of it which practice gives, in the details 
of business; a State which dwarfs its men, in order that they 
T~ay be more docile instruments in its hands even for benefi­
Cial purposes-will find that with small men no great thing 
ca~ really be accomplished; and that the perfection of ma­
cht~ery to which it has sacrificed everything will in the end 
a~ail it nothing, for want of the vital power whic.h, in order 
~ at the machine might work more smoothly, It has pre-
erred to banish. 
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Quarrelsome, sentimental, impulsive and alway~ unorthodox, 
Jean Jacgues Rousseau rushed !!1 ·w~1ere other Frenchmen of 
his time walked reluctantly. v'v Jth lmle knowledge of music, 
he undertook to revolutionize musical notation. \ Vith tire­
less energy he "\\-Tote operas, ~lays: novels, essays, political 
tracts, autobiography and social discourses, enough to fill 
forty-seven volumes. Nearly eve~ything that can1e' from his 
pen was controversial and combatl\"e enough to make for him 
many distinguished enemies. Several years of his life were 
spent in exile, and it was in En_gland tl~at a major portion of 
his famous Con( essions "\vas wnttcn. I-I Is novels, !.a 1Vouvc//c 
1-Ie/o/se and Emile, created a furore, in spite of what seems 
today their excessive sentimentality. Rousseau's belief in the 
"natural man," unspoiled by civilization, made hin1 an iJol of 
the Revolution which was to follow ten years after his death. 
Its declaration of the rights of man was based upon Rous­
seau's Tbe Soci,r/ Col/tract, which maintains with passion that 
all government must rest upon the consem of the l!ovcrned. 
The Social Contract was not only an influence on J{ousse:m's 
time and his country, but also on the revolutionary founders 
of democracy in America. 



FROi\1 TI-IE SOCIAL CONTRACT 

JEA~ JACQUES ROUSSEAU 

The first m:m who, h:wing enclosed a piece of ground, be­
thought himself of saying Tbis is mine, and found people 
simple enough to believe him, was the real founder of civil 
society. From how many crimes, wars and murders, from 
how many horrors and misfortunes might not any one have 
saved mankind, by pulling up the stakes, or filling up the 
ditch, and crying to his fellows, "Beware of listening to this 
impostor; you :ue undone if you once forget that the fruits of 
the earth belong to us all, and the earth itself to nobody." 
But there is great probability that things had then already 
come to such a pitch, that they could no longer continue as 
they were; for the idea of property depends on many prior 
ideas, which could only be acquired successively, and cannot 
have been formed all at once in the human mind. Mankind 
must have made very considerable progress, and acquired 
considerable knowledge and industry which they must also 
have transmitted and increased from age to age, before they 
arrived at this last point of the state of nature. Let us then go 
farther back, and endeavour to unify under a single point of 
view that slow succession of events and discoveries in the 
most natural order. 

lVIan's first feeling was that of his mvn existence, and his 
first care that of self-preservation. The produce of the earth 
furnished him with all he needed, and instinct told him how 
to usc it. Hunger and other appetites made him at variou!' 
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times experience various modes of existenc~; and ~mong th_c.c;c 
was one which urged him to propagate IllS spec1es----..1 blmd 
propensity that, having nothing to do with rh~- heart, pro­
duced a merely animal act. The want once graniH:d, the two 
sexes knew each other no more; and e\·en the otTspring was 
nothing to its mother, as soon as it could do without her. 

Such was the condition of infant man; the life of an animal 
limited at first to mere sensations, and hardly profiting hy the 
gifts nature bestowed on him, much less capable of entertain­
ing a thought of forcing anything from her. Bur difliculties 
soon presented themselves, and it became necessary to learn 
how to surmount them: the height of the trees, which pre­
vented him from gathering their fruits, the competition of 
other animals desirous of the same fruits, and the ferocity 
of those who needed them for their own preservation, all 
obliged him to apply himself to bodily exercises. He had to 
be active, swift of foot, and vigorous in fight. Natural 
weapons, stones and sticks, ·were easily found: he learnt to 
surmount the obstacles of nature, to contend in case of 
necessity with other animals, and to dispute fur the means 
of subsistence even with other men, or to indemnify him­
self for what he was forced to give up to a stronger. 

In proportion as the human race grew more numerous, 
men's cares increased. The difference of soils, climates and 
seasons, must have introduced some differences into their 
manner of living. Barren years, long and sharp winters, 
scorching summers which parched the fruits of the earth, 
must have demanded a new industry. On the seashore and 
the banks of rivers, they invented the hook and line, and be­
came fishermen and caters of fish. In the forests they made 
bows and arrows, and became huntsmen and warriors. In 
cold countries they clothed themselves with the skins of the 
beasts they had slain. The lightning, a volcano, or some lucky 
c~ance acquainted them with fire, a new resource against the 
ngours of winter: they next learned how to preserve this 
elemen~, then how to reproduce it, and finally how to pre­
pare With it the flesh of animals which before they had eaten 
raw. 
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This repeated relcnmcc of various beings to himself, and 
one to another, would naturally give rise in the human mind 
to the perceptions of certain relations between them. Thus 
the relations which we denote by the terms, great, small, 
strong, \vcak, swift, slow, fearful, bold, and the like, almost 
insensibly compared at need, must have at length produced 
in him a kind of reflection, or rather a mechanical prudence, 
which would indicate to him the precautions most necessary 
to his sccurit\'. 

The new intelligence which resulted from this development 
incrcaseJ his superiority o\·er other animals, by making him 
sensible of it. He would now endeavour, therefore, to ensnare 
them, woulJ play them a thousand tricks, and though many 
of them might surpass him in swiftness or in strength, would 
in time become the master of some and the scourge of others. 
Thus, the first time he looked into himself, he felt the first 
emotion of pride; and, at a time when he scarce knew how 
to distinguish the different orders of beings, by looking upon 
his species as of the highest order, he prepared the way for 
assuming pre-eminence as an individual. 

Other men, it is true, were not then to him what they now 
arc to us, and he had no greater intercourse with them than 
with other animals; yet they were not neglected in his ob­
servations. The conformities, which he would in time dis­
cover between them, and between himself and his female, 
led him to judge of others which were not then perceptible; 
and finding that they all behaved as he himself would have 
done in like circumstances, he naturally inferred that their 
manner of thinking and acting was altogether in conformity 
with his own. This important truth, once deeply impressed 
on his mind, must have induced him, from an intuitive feel­
ing more certain and much more rapid than any kind of 
reasoning, to pursue the rules of conduct, which he had best 
observe towards them, for his own security and advantage. 

Taught by experience that the love of well-being is the 
sole motive of human actions, he found himself in a position 
to distinguish the few cases, in which mutual interest might 
justify him in relying upon the assistance of his fellows; and 



JEAN JACQUES ROUSSEAU 

also the still fewer cases in which a conflict of interests 
might give cause to suspect them. In the former case, he 
joined in the same herd with the:.1, or at most in some kind 
of loose association, that laid no restraint on its members, 
and lasted no longer than the transitory occasion that formed 
it. In the latter case, every one sought his own pri,·ate ad­
vantage, either. Ly open force, if he thought himself strong 
enough, or by address and cunning, if he felt himself the 
weaker. 

In this manner, men may ha\'e insensibly ac<pJircd some 
gross ideas of mutual undertakings, and of the adv:mtagTs of 
fulfi~ling them: that is, just so far as their present arHl appar­
ent mte~est was concerned: for they were perf cct strangers 
to foresrght, and were so far from troubling thcmsch·es about 
the distant future, that they hardly thought of the morrow. 
If a deer was to be taken, every one saw that, in order to suc­
ceed, he must abide faithfully by his post: hut if a hare hap­
pened to come within the reach of any one of them, it is not 
to_ be doubted that he pursued it without scruple, ami, having 
s~rzed his prey, cared very little, if by so doing he caused 
his companions to miss theirs. 

It is easy to understand that such intercourse would not 
require a language much more refined th:m that of rooks or 
monl~eys, who associate together for much the same purpose. 
Inarticulate cries, plenty of gestures and some imitative 
sounds, must have been for a long time the universal lan­
g.uage; 'lnd by the addition, in every country, of some conven­
t~onal articulate sounds (of which, as I have already intimated, 
~ e first institution is not too easy to explain) particular 
anguages were produced; but these '1.\'Crc rude and imperfect, 

and_ nearly such as arc now to be found among some savage 
nations. 

h!-Iurried on by the rapidity of time, by the abundance of 
th~ngs ~ have to say, and hy the almost insensible progrcs..o:; of 
t Ings In I · b · · I . . I . t 1eir egmnmgs, pass over 111 an mstant a mu tl-
~de of ages; for the slower the events were in their succes­
SIO;, the more rapidly may they be described. 

hese first advances enabled men to make others with 
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greater rapidity. In proportion as they grew enlightened, they 
grew industrious. They ceased to fall asleep under the first 
tree, or in the first cave that afforded them shelter; they in­
vented several kinds of implements of hard and sharp stones, 
which they used to dig up the earth, and to cut wood; they 
then made huts out of branches, and afterwards learnt to 
plaster them over with mud and clay. This was the epoch 
of a first revolution, '"hich established and distinguished fami­
lies, and introduced a kind of property, in itself the source of 
a thousand quarrels and conflicts. As, however, the strongest 
were probably the first to build themselves huts which they 
felt themselves able to defend, it may be concluded that the 
weak found it much easier and safer to imitate, than to at­
tempt to dislodge them: and of those who were once provided 
with huts, none could have any inducement to appropriate 
that vf l~is neighbour; not indeed so much because it did not 
belong to him, as because it could be of no use, and he could 
not make himself master of it without exposing himself to a 
desperate battle with the family which occupied it. 

The first expansions of the human heart were the effects of 
a novel situation, which united husbands and wives, fathers 
and children, under one roof. The habit of living together 
soon gave rise to the finest feelings known to humanity, 
conjugal love and paternal affection. Every family became a 
little society, the more united because liberty and reciprocal 
attachment were the only bonds of its union. The sexes, 
whose manner of life had been hitherto the same, began now 
to adopt different ways of living. The women became more 
sedentary, and accustomed themselves to mind the hut and 
their children, while the men went abroad in search of their 
common subsistence. From living a softer life, both sexes also 
began to lose something of their strength and ferocity: but, 
if indivduals became to some extent less able to encounter 
wild beasts separately, they found it, on the other hand, easier 
to assemble and resist in common. 

The simplicity and solitude of man's life in this new condi­
tion, the paucity of his wants, and the implements he had in­
vented to satisfy them, left him a great deal of leisure, which 
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he employed to furnish himself ,.,.·ith many conveniences 
unknown to his fathers: and this was the first yoke he in:ul­
vertently imposed on himself, and the first source of the c\"ils 
he prepared for his descendants. For, Le~ides continuing thus 
to enervate Loth body and mind, these conveniences lost with 
usc almost all their power to please, and e\·en llegeneratcd into 
real needs, till the want of them became far more disagrec:J.blc 
than the possession of them had been pleasant. j\ 1ei; would 
have been unhappy at the loss of them, though the possession 
did not make them happy. 

\Ve can here sec a little better how the usc of speech be­
came established, and insensibly improved in each family, and 
we may form a conjecture also concerning the manner in 
which various causes may have extended and accelerated the 
progress of language, by making it more and more necessary. 
Floods or earthquakes surrounded inhabited districts with 
P_recipices or waters: revolutions uf the globe tore off por­
tions from the continent, and made them isl:lmls. It is re:J.dily 
seen that among men thus collected and compelled to live 
together, a common idiom must have arisen much more casilv 
than among those who still wandered through the forests ~f 
the continent. Thus it is very possible that after their first 
essays in navigation the islanders brought over the usc of 
speech to the continent: and it is at least very probable that 
communities and languages were first established in islands, 
and even came to perfection there before they were lmown 
on the mainland. 

Everything now begins to change its aspect. Men, who have 
up to now been roving in the woods, by talcing to a more 
settled manner of life, come gradually together, form sepa­
rat: bodies, and at length in every country arises a distinct 
natton, united in character and manners, not by regulations 
?r laws, hut by uniformity of life and food, and the common 
In~uence of climate. Permanent neighbourhood could not 
fail to produce in time, some connection between different 
farniJ· ' I f 1· • · . tes. Among young pcop e o opposite sexes, JVmg m 
netghbouring huts, the transient commerce required by na­
ture soon led, through mutual intercourse, to another kind 
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not less agr_eeable, and more permanent. Men beg .. m now to 
take the dlf'ference between objects into account, and to 
make comparisons; they acquired imperceptibly the ideas of 
beauty and merit, which soon gave rise to feelings of pref­
erence. In consequence of seeing each other often, they could 
not do without seeing each other constantly. A tender and 
pleasant feeling insinuated itself into their souls, and the least 
opposition turned it into an impetuous fury: with love arose 
jealousy; discord triumphed, and human blood was sacrificed 
to the gentlest of all passions. 

As ideas and feelings succeeded one another, and heart and 
head were brought into play, men continued to lay aside their 
original wildness; their private connections became every day 
more intimate as their limits e~"tended. They accustomed 
themselves to assemble before their huts round a large tree; 
singing and dancing, the true offspring of love and leisure, 
became the amusement, or rather the occupation, of men and 
women thus assembled together with nothing else to do. E:ach 
one began to consider tl1e rest, and to wish to be considered 
in turn; and thus a value came to be attached to public 
esteem. '\'hoever sang or danced best, whoever was the hand­
somest, the strongest, the most dexterous, or the most elo­
<]Uent, came to be of most consideration; and this was the 
first step towards inequality, and at the same time towards 
vice. From these first distinctions arose on the one side vanity 
and contempt and on the other shame and envy: and the fer­
mentation caused by these new leavens ended by producing 
combinations fatal to innocence and happiness. 

As soon as men began to value one another, and the idea of 
consideration had got a footing in the mind, every one put in 
his claim to it, and it became impossible to refuse it to any 
with impunity. Hence arose the first obligations of civility 
even among savages; and every intended injury became an 
affront; because, besides the hurt which might result from it, 
the party injured was certain to find in it a contempt for his 
person, which was often more insupportable than the hurt 
itself. 

Thus, as every man punished the contempt shown him by 
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others, in proportion to his opinion of himself, revenge be­
came terrible, and men bloody and cruel. This is precisely 
the state reached by most of the savage nations known to us: 
and it is for want of having made a proper distinction in our 
ideas, and seen how very far they already arc from the state 
of nature, that so many writers have hastilv concluded that 
man is naturally cruel, and requires civil in;riturions to make 
him more mild; whereas nothing is more gentle than man in 
his primitive state, as he is placed by nature at an ellual dis­
tance from the stupidity of brutes, and the fatal ingenuity of 
civilised man. Equally confined by instinct and reason to 
the sole care of guarding himself against the mischiefs which 
threaten him, he is restrained by natural compassion from 
doing any injury to others, and is not led to do such a thing 
even in return for injuries received. For, according to the 
axiom of the wise Locke, There cau be 110 injury, wbcrc tbere 
is no property. 

But it must be remarked that the society thus formed, and 
the relations thus established among men, required of them 
qualities different from those which they possessed from their 
primitive constitution. Morality began to appear in human 
actions, and every one, before the institution of la\v, was the 
only judge and avenger of the injuries done him, so that the 
goodness which was suitable in the pure state of nature was 
no longer proper in the new-born state of society. Punish­
ments had to be made more severe, as opportunities of of­
fending became more frequent, and the dread of vengeance 
had to take the place of tl~e rigour of t_he law. Thus, though 
men had become less pattent, and thetr natural compassion 
h_ad already suffered some dimin~tion,_ this period of expan­
SIOn of the human faculties, lceepmg a JUSt mean between the 
indolence of the primitive state and the petulant activity of 
our egoism, must have been the happiest and most stable of 
epochs. The more we reflect on it, the more we shall find that 
this state was the least subject to revolutions, and altogether 
the very best man could experience; so that he can have de­
parted from it only through some fatal accident, which, for 
the public good, should never have happened. The example 
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of savages, most of whom have been found in this state, seems 
to prove that men were meant to remain in it, that it is the real 
youth of the world, and that all subsequent advances have 
been apparently so many steps towards the perfection of the 
individual, but in reality towards the decrepitude of the 
species. 

So long as men remained content with their rustic huts, so 
long as they were satisfied with clothes made of the skins of 
animals and sewn together with thorns and fishbones, adorned 
themselves only with feathers and shells, and continued to 
paint their bodies different colours, to improve and beautify 
their bows and arrows and to make with sharp-edged stones 
fishing boats or clumsy musical instruments; in a word, so 
long as they undertook only what a single person could ac­
complish, and confined themselves to such arts as did not re­
quire the joint labour of several hands, they lived free. 
healthy, honest and happy lives, so long as their nature al­
lowed, and as they continued to enjoy the pleasures of mu­
tual and independent intercourse. But from the moment one 
man began to stand in need of the help of another; from the 
moment it appeared advantageous to any one man to have 
enough provisions for two, equality disappeared, property 
was introduced, work became indispensable, and vast forests 
became smiling fields, which man had to water with the 
sweat of his brow, and where slavery and misery were soon 
seen to germinate and grow up with the crops. 

Metallurgy and agriculture were the two arts which pro­
duced this great revolution. The poets tell us it was gold and 
silver, but, for the philosophers, it was iron and corn, which 
first civilised men, and ruined humanity. Thus both were un­
known to the savages of America, who for that reason arc 
still savage: the other nations also seem to have continued in 
a state of barbarism while they practised only one of these 
arts. One of the best reasons, perhaps, why Europe has been, 
if not longer, at least more constantly and highly civilised 
than the rest of the world, is that it is at once the most 
abundant in iron and the most fertile in corn. 

It is difficult to conjecture how men first came to know and 
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use ircltl;. for it is impos.~ible to suppose the!" would of thc_m­
~elvcs thml< of digging the ore out of the mme, and prepanng 
It for smelting, before they knew what would be the rcsul~. 
On the other hand, we have the less reason to suppose thJ.S 
discovery the effect of any accidental fire, as mines arc only 
formed in barren places, bare of trees and plants; so that Jt 
Iouks as if nature had taken pains to keep the fatal secret from 
ns. There remains, therefore, only the extraordinary accident 
nf some volcano which, by ejecting metallic substances al­
ready in fusion, suggested to the spectators the idea of imi­
tating the natural operation. And we must further conceive 
them as possessed of uncommon courage and foresight, to 
undertake so laborious a work, with so distant a prospect of 
drawing advantage from it; yet these qualities arc united only 
in minds more advanced that we can suppose those of these 
first discoverers to have been. 

With regard to agriculture, the principles of it were known 
long before they were put in practice; and it is indeed hardly 
possible that men, constantly employed in drawing their sub­
sistence from plants and trees, should not readily acquire a 
knowledge of the means ma~e use of by ~~ture for the propa­
gation of vegetables. It was m all probability very long, how­
ever, before their industry tool< that turn, either because trees, 
which together with hunting and fishing afforded them food, 
did not require their attention; or because they were ignorant 
of the usc of corn, or without instruments to cultivate it· or 
because they lacked foresight to future needs; or lastly, 'be­
cause they were without means of preventing others from 
robbing them of the fruit of their labour. 

When they grew more industrious, it is natural to believe 
that they began, with the help of sharp stones and pointed 
sticks, to cultivate a few vegetables or roots around their huts; 
though it was long before they knew how to prepare corn, 
or were provided wi~h the implements necessary for raising 
it in any large quantity; not to mention how essential it is, 
for husbandry, to conse~t to immediate loss, in order to reap 
a future gain-a precaution very foreign to the turn of a sav­
age's mind; for, as I have said, he hardly foresees in the morn­
ing what he will need at night. 
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The invention of the other arts must therefore have been 
necessary to compel mankind to apply themselves to agricul­
ture. No sooner were artificers wanted to smelt and forge 
iron, than othl·rs were required to maintain them; the nlorc 
hands that were employed in manufactures, the fewer ·were 
left to provide for the common subsistence, though the num~ 
her of mouths to be furnished with food remained the same. 
and as some required commodities in exchan(l'e for their iron, 
the rest at length discovered the method of 1;;aking iron serve 
for the multiplication of commodities. By this means the arts 
of husbandry and agriculture were established on the o~e 
hand, and the art of working metals and multiplying theU' 
uses on the other . 

. Tl~e c~ltivation of the earth necessarily brought about its 
dJstnbutmn; ~nd _property, once recognised, gave rise ~o the 
first rules of JUStice; for, to secure each man his own, 1t had 
to be possible for each to ha,·e something. Besides, as men be­
gan to look forward to the future, and all had something to 
lose, every one had reason to apprehend that reprisals would 
follow any injury he might do to another. This origin is so 
much the more natural, as it is impossible to conceive how 
property can come from anything but manual labour: for 
what else can a man add to things which he docs not origi­
nally create, so as to make them his o\vn property? It is the 
husbandman's labour alone that, giving him a title to the pro­
duce of the ground he has tilled, gives him a daim also to the 
land itself, at least till harvest; and so, from year to year, a 
constant possession which is easily transformed into property. 
'\Vhen the ancients, says Grotius, gave to Ceres the title of 
Legislatrix, and to a festival celebrated in her honour the name 
of Thesmophoria, they meant by that that the distribution of 
lands had produced a new kind of right: that is to say, the 
right of property, which is different from the right deducible 
from the law of nature. 

In this state of affairs, equality might have been sustained, 
had the talents of individuals been equal, and had, for exam­
ple, the use of iron and the consumption of commodities al­
ways exactly balanced each other; but, as there was nothing 
to preserve this balance, it was soon disturbed; the strongest 
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did most worlc; the most skilful turned his bhour to best ac­
count; the most ingenious devised methods of diminishing hio; 
labour: the husbandman wanted more iron, or the smith more 
corn, and, while both laboured ectually, the one gained a great 
deal by his work, while the other could hanlly support him­
self. Thus natural inequality unfolds itself insensibly with that 
of combination, and the difference between men, developed 
by their different circumstances, becomes more sensible and 
permanent in its effects, and hegins to have an influence, in 
the same proportion, over the lot of individuals. 

Matters once at this pitch, it is easy to imagine the rest. I 
shall not detain the reader ·with a description of the successive 
invention of other arts, the development of language, the 
trial and utilisation of talents, the inequality of fortunes, the 
use and abuse of riches, and all the details connected with 
them which the reader can easily supply for himself. I shall 
confine myself to a gl:tnce at mankind in this new situation. 

Behold then all human faculties developed, memory and 
imagination in full play, egoism interested, reason active, and 
the mind almost at the highest point of its perfection. Behold 
all the natural qualities in action, the rank and condition of 
c~ery man assigned him; not merely his share of property and 
h1s power to serve or injure others, but also his wit, beauty, 
stre~g.th or skill, merit or talents: and tl~ese being the only 
qualltles capable of commanding respect, lt soon became nec­
essary to possess or to affect them. 

It now became the interest of men to appear what they 
really ~ere not. To be and to seem became two totally differ­
ent thmg~; and from this distinction sprang insolent pomp 
and_ chea.tmg trickery, with all the numerous vices that go in 
theJr tram. On the other hand, free and independent as men 
were before, they were now, in consequence of a multiplicity 
of new wants, brought into subjection, as it were, to all na­
ture, and particularly to one another; and each became in 
some ?eg~ee a slave even in becoming the master of other 
men: if nch, they stood in need of the services of others; if 
poor, of their assistance· and even a middle condition did not 
enable them to do wi~hout one another. Man must now, 
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the:cfore, have been perpetually employed in getting others 
to mterest the~nselvcs in his lot, and in making them, appar­
e~tly at least, If not really, find their advantage in promoting 
Ius ?wn. Thus he must have been sly and artful in his be­
haviOur t~ some, and imperious and cruel to others; being 
under a l:md of necessity to ill-usc all the persons of whom 
he stood m need, when he could not frirrhten them into com­
pli:m~c, and di? _not judge it his interest to be useful to them. 
lnsatmblc ambition, the thirst of raising their respective for­
tunes, not so much from real want as from the desire to sur­
pass others, inspired all men with a vile propensity to injure 
one another, ~nd with a secret jealousy, which is the more 
dangero~s, as It puts on the mask of benevolence, to carry its 
point w_1t_h greater security. In a word, there arose rivalry and 
competition on the one hand, and conflicting interests on the 
other, together with a secret desire on both of profiting at 
the expense of others. All these evils were the first effects of 
property, and the inseparable attendants of growing in­
equality. 

Bcfor'! the invention of signs to represent riches, wealth 
could hardly consist in anything but lands and cattle, the only 
real possessions men can have. But, when inheritances so in­
creased in number and extent as to occupy the whole of the 
land, and to border on one another, one man could aggrandise 
himself only at the expense of another; at the same time the 
supernumeraries, who had been too weak or too indolent to 
make such acquisitions, and had grown poor without sustain­
ing any loss, because, while they saw everything change 
around them, they remained still the same, were obliged to 
receive their subsistence, or steal it, from the rich; and this 
soon bred, according to their different characters, dominion 
and slavery, or violence and rapine. The wealthy, on their 
part, had no sooner begun to taste the pleasur~ of command, 
than they disdained all others, and, using therr old slaves to 
acquire new, thought of nothing but subdu~g and ~nslaving 
their neighbours; like ravenous wolves, wh1ch, havmg once 
tasted human flesh, despise every other food and thenceforth 
seek only men to devour. 
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""'fhus, as the mo~t powerful or the mn~t miserable cnnsid­
~red their mighr or misery :ts :1 kind of right to the pos.~cs­
sJons of others, e<)uiv:tlent, in their opinion, to that of prop­
erty, the destruction of c<1ualiry \\":1~ ancndnl by the most 
terrible disorders. Usurpations by the rich, rohhcry by the 
poor, and tiH: unbridled pas~ions of both, suppressed the cries 
of natural comp:tssion :tnd the still feeble \"oice of justice, and 
filled men with a\·arice, :tmbition and vice. Between the tirle 
of the ~trongest and that of the first occupier, there arose per­
petual conflicts, which never ended but in battles and blood­
shed. The new-born state of society thus g;; ve rbe to a hor­
rible state of war; men thus h:tras~cd :tnd (IL-pra\·ed were no 
longer capable of retracing their steps or renouncing the fatal 
acquisitions they h:td made. hut, labouring by the abuse of the 
faculties which do them lwnour, merclv to their own confu­
sion, brought themselves to the brink of ruin. 

Attonitus novitatc mali, divesque miserque, 
Effugere optat opes; et <llH.c modo vuverat odit.1 

It is impossible that men should not at length ha\"e reflected 
on so wretched a situation, and on the calamities that over­
whelmed them. The rich, in particular, must ha\·e felt how 
much they suffered by a constant state of war, of which they 
bore all the expense; and in which, though all risked their 
lives, they alone rislced their property. Besides, however spe­
ciously they might disguise their usurpations, they knew that 
they were founded on precarious and false titles; so that, if 
others took from them by force what they themselves had 
gained by force, they would have no reason to complain. 
Even those who had been enriched by their own industry, 
could hardly Lase their proprietorship on better claims. It 
was in vain to repeat, "I built this \veil; I gained this spot by 
my industry." Who gave you your ~t:mJing, it might be an­
swered, and what right have you to demand payment of us 

1 Ovid, Metamorphoses xi. r 27: 
Both rich and poor, shocl•cd at their new-found ills, 
Would fly from wealth, ami lose what they had sought. 
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for doing what we never asked you to do? Do you not know 
that numbers of your fellow-creatures are starving, for want 
of what you have too much of? You ought to have had the 
express and universal consent of mankind, before appropri­
ating more of the common subsistence than you needed for 
your own maintenance. Destitute of valid reasons to justify 
and sufficient strength to defend himself, able to crush indi­
viduals with case, but easily crushed himself by a troop of 
bandits, one against all, and incapable, on account of mutual 
jealousy, of joining with his equals against numerous enemies 
united by the common hope of plunder, the rich man, thus 
urged by necessity, conceived at length the profoundest plan 
that ever entered the mind of man: this ·was to employ in his 
favour the forces of those who attacked him, to make allies of 
his adversaries, to inspire them with different maxims, and to 
give them other institutions as favourable to himself as the 
law of nature was unfavourable. 

With this view, after having represented to his neighbours 
the horror of a situation which armed every man against the 
rest, and made their possessions as burdensome to them as 
their wants, and in which no safety could be expected either 
in riches or in poverty, he readily devised plausible argu­
ments to make them close with his design. "Let us join," said 
he, "to guard the weak from oppression, to restrain the ambi­
tious, and secure to every man the possession of what belongs 
to him: let us institute rules of justice and peace, to which all 
without exception may be obliged to conform; rules that may 
in some measure make amends for the caprices of fortune, by 
subjecting equally the powerful and the weak to the observ­
ance of reciprocal obligations. Let us, in a word, instead of 
turning our forces against ourselves, collect them in a supreme 
power which may govern us by wise laws, protect and defend 
all the members of the association, repulse their common ene­
mies, and maintain eternal harmony among us." 

Far fewer words to this purpose would have been enough 
to impose on men so barbarous and easily seduced; especially 
as they had too many disputes among themselves to do with­
out arbitrators, and too much ambition and avarice to go long 
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without masters. All ran headlong to their chainS, in hopes 
of securing their liberty; for they had just wit enough tope~, 
ceive the advantages of political institutions without cxperJ, 

· • "'fhc 111 . ence enough to enable them to forc~ee the d·u1gcrs. 0 St 
capable of foreseeing the dangers were the \:e;V persons Who 

I · prude expected to benefit Ly t tem; and even the 111ost . nt 
judged it not inexpedient to sacrifice one part of ~hc•r free, 
dom to ensure the rest; as a wounded man h:1s htS arm cur 
off to save the rest of his body. . 

Such was, or may well ha\'e been, the origin of soct~ty and 
law, which Lound new fetters on the poor, nnd g:n c n~w 
powers to the rich; which irretrievablv destroved na~ural hb. 
erty, eternally fixed the la\v of prope~tv and fncquallry, con. 
vetted clever usurpation into unalterai.11e right, and, for the 
advantage of a few ambitious individuals, subjected al~ man­
kind to perpetual labour, sl:n·ery and wretchedness. It 15 easy 
to sec how the establishment of one community lllade _tha~ of 
all the rest necessary, and how, in order to make head agamst 
united forces, the rest of manl<ind had to unite in turn. So­
cieties soon multiplied and spread O\'er the face of the earth, 
till hardly a corner of the world was left in which a man 
could escape the yol<c, and withdraw his head from beneath 
the sword which he saw perpetually hanging over him by a 
thread. Civil right having thus become the common rule 
am?ng. the members of each community, the la·w of na.t~rc 
mamtamcd its place only between different cornmumt1es, 
where, under the name of the right of nations, it was qualified 
by certain tacit conventions, in order to make commerce 
practicable, and serve as a substitute for natural con1passion, 
:nhich lost, when applied to societies, almost all the influence 
It had over individuals, and survived 110 longer except in some 
grea~ cosmopolitan spir!ts, who, breaking down the imaginary 
barners that separate d1fferenr peoples, follow the example of 
our Sovereign Creator, and include the whole human race in 
their benevolence. 

But bodies politic, remaining thus in a state of nature 
am~ng themse~ves, pre~e~tly experienced the inco~l.Venicnccs 
wh1ch had obliged mdJv1duals to forsake it; for tlus state be-
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came still more fatal to these great bodies than it had been to 
the individuals of 'vhom they were composed. Hence ~ros~ 
nation::tl 'vars, battles, murders, and reprisals, which s~?~e 
nat~re. and ot~trage reason; together with all those hor ed­
preJUdlces wluch class among the virtues the honour of sh d 
ding human blood. The most distinguished men hence }carne 
to consider cutting each other's throats a duty; at length men 
massacred their fellow-creatures bv thous;nds without so 

. " . a much as kno,vmg why, and committed more murders In f 
single day's fighting, and more violent outrages in the sack 0 

a single town, than were committed in the state of nature dur­
ing '"'hole ages over the whole earth. Such were the first ef­
fects which we can sec to have followed the division of ma~­
kind into different communities. But let us return to their 
institutions. 

I know that some writers have given other explanations of 
the origin of political societies, such as the conquest of t~c 
powerful, or the association of the weak. It is, indeed, indif­
ferent to 1ny argument which of these causes we choose. That 
which I have just laid down, however, appears to me the most 
natural for the following reasons. First: because, in the first 
case, the right of conquest, being no right in itself, caul~ not 
serve as a foundation on which to build any other; the victor 
and the vanquished people still remain with respect to each 
other in the state of war, unless the vanquished, restored to 
the full possession of their liberty, voluntarily made choice_ of 
the victor for their chief. For till then, whatever capitulatiOn 
may have been made being founded on violence, and there­
fore ipso facto void, there could not have been on this hy­
pothesis either a real society or body politic, or any law other 
than that of the strongest. Secondly: because the words stro11g 
and weak are, in the second case, ambiguous; for during the 
interval between the establishment of a right of property, or 
prior occupancy, and that of political government, the mean­
ing of these words is better expressed by the terms ricb and 
poor: because, in fact, before the institution of laws, men had 
no other way of reducing their equals to submission, than by 
attacking their goods, or making some of their own over to 
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them. Thirdly: because, as the poor had nothing hut their 
freedom to lose, it ·would have been in the highest degree ab­
surd for them to resign volumarily the only good they still 
e?joyed, without getting anything in exchange: wherc:ts the 
nch having feelings, if I may so express myself, in every p:trt 
of their possessions, it was much ea~ier to harm them, and 
~herefore more necessary for them to take prec:mtions ag:tinst 
It;_ and, in short, because it is more rcason:tl >lc to suppose a 
thmg to have been invented by those to whom it would be of 
service, than by those whom it must have harmed. 

Governmen{ had in its infancy, no re~ular and constant 
form. The \Vant of ~xperience ami philoso1;hy prevented men 
from seeing any hut present inconveniences, and they thought 
of pr~widing again~t others only as they presented themselves. 
1?- sp1te of the endeavours of the wisest legislators, the poli­
tical state remained imperfect, bec:tuse it was little more than 
the Work of chance; and, as it had begun ill, though time re­
vealed its defects and suggested remedies, the original faults 
Were never repaired. It was continually being patched up, 
when the first task should have been to get the site cleared 
;nd all t_he old materials removed, as was done by Lycurgus at 

pana, If a stable and lasting edifice was to be erected. So­
Cie~y consisted at first merely of a few general conventions, 
which every 111emher bound himself to observe; and for the 
performance of covenants the whole body '\Vent security to 
each · · · · · Individual. Experience on I y could show the weakness of 
such a c · · d I ·1 · · I l · f · l · I . . onst1tut1on, an 1ow cas1 y It n11g 1t >e 111 rmgel w1t 1 

llltunity, from the difficulty of convicting men of faults, 
w ere the public alone was to he witness and judge: the lav.rs 
cou!d not but be eluded in many WaYs; disorders and incon­
Veniences could not but multiply c<;ntinually, till it became 
neces_sary to commit the dangerous trust of public authority 
tdo l~bnvate persons, and the care of cnforcin~ obedience to the 

e I · ~ 

h . erations of the people to the magistr:ne. For to say that 
c Icfsw 
h ere chosen before the confederacv \Vas formed, and 

that the administrators of the laws \verc tl{ere before the laws 
t cmsel v · d · · · I · 1 I es, Is too absur a supposJtJon to consJ< er senous y. 

t Would be as unreasonable to suppose that men at first 
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threw themselves irretrievably and unconditionally into the 
arms of an absolute master, and that the first expedient which 
proud and unsubdued men hit upon for their common secu­
rity was to run headlong into slavery. For what reason, in 
fact, did they take to thcmsch·cs superiors, if it was not in 
order that they might be defended from oppression, and have 
protection for their lives, liberties and properties, which arc, 
so to speak, the constituent clements of their being? Now, in 
the relations between man and man, the worst that can hap­
pen is for one to find himself at the mercy of another, and it 
would have been inconsistent with common-sense to begin by 
bestowing on a chief the only things they wanted his help to 
preserve. \¥hat equivalent could he offer them for so great a 
right? And if he had presumed to exact it under pretc::\."t of 
defending them, '\Vould he not have received the answer re­
corded in the fable: "\Vhat more can the enemy do to us?" 
It is therefore beyond dispute, and indeed the ·fundamental 
ma.-..::im of all political right, that people have set up chiefs to 
protect their liberty, and not to enslave them. If we bave a 
prince, said Pliny to Traj:m, it is to save ourselves from bav­
i71g a 11zaster. 

Politicians indulge in the same sophistry about the love of 
liberty as philosophers about the state of nature. They judge, 
by what they sec, of very different things, which they have 
not seen; and attribute to man a natural propensity to servi­
tude, because the slaves within their observation are seen to 
bear the yoke with patience; they fail to reflect that it is with 
liberty as with innocence and virtue; the value is known only 
to those who possess them, and the taste for them is forfeited 
when they are forfeited themselves. "I know the charms of 
your country," said Brasidas to a Satrap, who was comparing 
the life at Sparta with that at Persepolis, "but you cannot 
know the pleasures of mine." 

An unbroken horse erects his mane, paws the ground and 
starts back impetuously at the sight of the bridle; while one 
which is properly trained suffers patiently even whip and 
spur: so savage man will not bend his neck to the yoke to 
which civilised man submits without a murmur, but prefers 
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the most turbulent state of liberty to the most peaceful slav­
cry. \Vc cannot therefore, from the servility of nations al­
ready enslaved, judge of the natural disposition of mankind 
for or against slavery; we should go by the prodigious efforts 
of every free people to save itself from oppression. I know 
that the former arc for ever holding forth in praise of the 
tranquillity they enjoy in their chains, and that they call a 
state of wretched servitude a state of peace: misc:rrimam scrvi­
tutem pacem appellant.:: But when I observe the latter sac­
rificing pleasure, peace, wealth, power and life itself to the 
preservation of that one treasure, which is so disdained by 
those who have lost it; when I sec free-born animals clash 
their brains out against the bars of their cage, from an innate 
impatience of captiviry; when I behold numbers of naked 
savages, that despise European pleasures, braving hunger, fire, 
the sword and death, to preserve nothing hut their independ­
ence, I feel that it is not for slaves to argue about liberty. 

With regard to paternal authority, from which some writ­
ers have derived absolute government and all society, it is 
enough, without going back to the contrary arguments of 
Locke and Sidney, to remark that nothing on earth can be 
further from the ferocious spirit of despotism than the mild­
ness of that authority which looks more to the advantage of 
him who obeys than to that of him who commands; that, by 
the law of nature, the father is the child's master no longer 
than his help is necessary; that from that time they arc both 
equal, the son being perfectly independent of the father, and 
owing him only respect and not obedience. For gratitude is 
a duty which ought to be paid, but not a right to be exacted: 
instead of saying that civil society is derived from paternal 
authority, we ought to say rather that the latter derives its 
principal force from the former. No individual was ever ac­
knowledged as the father of many, till his sons and daughters 
remained settled around him. Thf' goods of the father, of 
which he is really the master, are the tics which keep his 

2 Tacitus, Hist. iv, 17. The most \Vretched slavery they call 
peace. 
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children in dependence, and he may bestow on them, if he 
pleases, no share of his property, unless they merit it by con­
stant deference to his will. But the subjects of :m arbitrary 
despot arc so far from having the like favour to e::-..-pect from 
their chief, that they themselves and everything they possess 
arc his property, or at least arc considered by him as such; 
so that they arc forced to receive, as a favour, the little of 
their own he is pleased to leave them. \Vhcn he despoils them, 
he docs but justice, and mercy in that he permits them to live. 

By proceeding thus to test fact by right, we should dis­
cover as little reason as truth in the voluntary establishment 
of tyranny. It would also be no easy matter to prove the va­
lidity of a contract binding on only one of the parties, where 
all the risk is on one side, and none on the other; so that no 
one could suffer but he who bound himself. This hateful sys­
tem is indeed, even in modem times, very far from being that 
of wise and good monarchs, and especially of the kings of 
France; as may be seen from several passages in their edicts; 
particularly from the following passage in a celebrated edict 
published in 1667 in the name and by order of Louis XIV. 

"Let it not, therefore, be said that the Sovereign is not sub­
ject to the laws of his State; since the contrary is a true prop­
osition of the right of nations, which flattery has sometimes 
attacked but good princes have always defended as the tute­
lary divinity of their dominions. How much more legitimate 
is it to say with the wise Plato, that the perfect felicity of a 
kingdom consists in the obedience of subjects to their prince, 
and of the prince to the laws, and in the laws being just and 
constantly directed to the public good!" 3 

I shall not stay here to inquire whether, as liberty is the 
noblest faculty of man, it is not degrading our very nature, 
reducing ourselves to the level of the brutes, which are mere 
slaves of instinct, and even an affront to the Author of our 
being, to renounce without reserve the most precious of all 
His gifts, and to bow to the necessity of committing all the 

3 Of the Rights of the Most Christian Queen over various States 
of the Monarchy of Spain, 1667. 
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crimes He has forbidden, merely to gratify a mad or a cruel 
master; or if this sublime craftsman ought not to be less an­
g~red at seeing His 'l.vorkmanship entirely destroyed than thus 
dtshonoured. I will wai\·e (if my opponents please) the au­
thority of Barbeyrac, who, following Locke.:, roundly dcclar~s 
that no man can so far sell his libertv as to submit to an arbi­
trary power 'I.Vhich may usc him as it likes. For, he adds, this 
would be to sell bis own /if e, of 'U:bicb be is not 1/J.rst.-r. I shall 
ask only what right those who were not afraid thus to debase 
~hems~lves could ha\·e to subject their posterity to the s:uue 
tgnommy, and to renounce for them those hlessinc;s which 
th~y do not owe to the liberality of their progcni~ors, and 
Without which life itself must be a burden to all who arc 
worthy of it. 
. Puffendorf says that we may divest ourselves of our liberty 
In favour of other men, just as we transfer our property from 
one to another by contracts and agreements. But this seems a 
v~ry weak argumcnr. For in the first place, the property I 
ahenate becomes quite foreign to me, nor can I sutTer. from 
the abuse of it; but it very nearly concerns me that my hbcrty 
sh~uld not be abused, and I cannot without incurring the 
guilt of the crimes I may be compelled to commit, expose my­
self to become an instrument of crime. Besides, the right of 
property being only a convention of human institution, men 
may dispose of what they possess as they please: hut this is 
~ot the case with the essential gifts of nature, such as life and 
~~b.eny, which every man is permitted to enjoy, and of which 
It IS at least doubtful whether any have a right to divest them­
selves. By giving up the one, we degrade our being; by giving 
up the other, we do our best to annul it; and, as no temporal 
good can indemnify us for the loss of either, it would be an 
offence against both reason and nature to renounce them at 
any · ]"'· pnce whatsoever. But, even if we could transfer our lu-

er~, as we do our property, there would be a great difference 
With regard to the children, who enjoy the father's substa~ce 
only by ~he transmission of his right; whereas, liberty bcmg 
a gift whtch they hold from nature as being men, their parents 
have no right whatever to deprive them of it. As then, to 
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establish slavery, it was necessary to do violence to nature, so, 
in order to perpetuate such a right, nature would have to be 
changed. Jurists, who have gravely determined that the child 
of a slave comes into the world a slave, have decided, in other 
words, that a man shall come into the world not a man. 

I regard it then as certain, that government did not begin 
with arbitrary power, but that this is the deprivation, the ex­
treme term, of government, and brings it back, finally, to just 
the law of the strongest, which it was originally designed to 
remedy. Supposing, however, it had begun in this manner, 
such power, being in itself illegitimate, could not have served 
:J.S a basis for the laws of society, nor, consequendy, for the 
inequality they instituted. 

Without entering at present upon the investigations which 
~-rill remain to be made into the nature of the fundamental 
compact underlying all government, I content myself with 
adopting the common opinion concerning it, and regard the 
establishment of the political body as a real contract between 
the people and the chiefs chosen by them: a contract by 
which both parties bind themselves to observe the laws 
therein expressed, which form the tics of their union. The 
people having in respect of their social relations concentrated 
all their wills in one, the several articles, concerning which 
this will is explained, become so many fundamental laws, 
obligatory on all d1e members of the State without exception, 
and one of these articles regulates the choice and power of 
the magistrates appointed to watch over the execution of the 
rest. This power e:-..-rends to everything which may maintain 
the constitution, without going so far as to alter it. It is ac­
companied by honours, in order to bring the laws and their 
administrators into respect. The ministers are also distin­
guished by personal prerogatives, in order to recompense 
them for the cares and labour which good administration in­
volves. The magistrate, on his side, binds himself to use the 
power he is entrusted with only in conformity .with the in­
tention of his constituents, to maintain them all m the peace­
able possession of what belongs to them, and to prefer on 
every occasion the public interest to his own. 
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Before experience had shown, or knowledge of the human 
heart enabled men to foresee, the unavoidable abuses of such 
a constitution, it must have appeared so much the more excel­
lent, as those who were charged with the care of ih preserva­
tion had themselves most interest in it; for llla!.!istrac\· and thl' 
rights attaching to it being based solely on tlte f m~damental 
laws, the magistrates would cease to be legitimate as soon as 
these ceased to exist; the people "I.Vould no longer owe them 
obedience; and as not the magistrates, but the laws, arc essen­
tial to the being of a State, the members of it would regain 
the right to their natural liberty. 

If we reflect with ever so little attention on this subject. 
we shall find new arguments to confirm this truth, and be 
convinced from the very nature of the contract that it cannot 
be irrevocable: for, if there were no superior power capable 
of ensuring the fidelity of the contracting parties, or com­
pelli~g them to perform their reciprocal engagements, the 
part1es would be sole judges in their own cause, and each 
would always have a right to renounce the contract, as soon 
as he found that the other had violated its terms, or that they 
no longer suited his convenience. It is upon this principle 
~hat the right of abdication may possibly be founded. Now, 
~f, .as here, we consider only what is human in this institution, 
It· IS certain that, if the magistrate, ·who has all the power in 
his own hands, and appropriates to himself all the advantages 
of the contract, has none the less a right to renounce his au­
thority, the people, who suffer for all the faults of their chief, 
must have a much better right to renounce their dependence. 
But the terrible and innumerable quarrels and disorders that 
would necessarily arise from so dangerous a privilege, show, 
more .than anything else, how much human governments 
stood Ill need of a more solid basis than mere reason, and how 
expedie~t it was for the public tranquillity that the divine will 
should lllterpose to invest the sovereign authority with a sa­
cred and inviolable character, which might depri\·e subjects 
of the fatal right of disposing of it. If the world had received 
?0 other advantages from religion, this would be enough to 
Jmpose on men the duty of adopting and cultivating it, abuses 
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and all, since it has been the means of saving more blood than 
fanaticism has ever spilt. But let us follow the thread of our 
hypothesis. 

The different forms of government owe their origin to the 
differing degrees of inequality which existed between indi­
viduals at the time of their institution. If there happened to 
be any one man among them pre-eminent in power, virtue, 
riches or personal influence, he became sole magistrate, and 
the State assumed the form of monarchy. If several, nearly 
equal in point of eminence, stood abo,·e the rest, they were 
elected jointly, and formed an aristocracy. Again, among a 
people who had deviated less from a state of nature, and be­
tween whose fortune or talents there was less disproportion, 
the supreme administration was retained in common, and a 
democracy was formed. It was discovered in process of time 
which of these forms suited men the best. Some peoples re­
mained altogether subject to the laws; others soon came to 
obey their magistrates. The citizens laboured to preserve their 
liberty; the subjects, irritated at seeing others enjoying a 
blessing they had lost, thought only of making slaves of their 
neighbours. In a word, on the one side arose riches and con­
quests, and on the other happiness and virtue. 

In these different governments, all the offices were at first 
elective; and when the influence of wealth was out of the 
question, the prcf erence was given to merit, which gives a 
natural ascendancy, and to age, which is experienced in busi­
ness and deliberate in council. The Elders of the Hebrews, 
the Gerontes at Sparta, the Senate at Rome, and the very ety­
mology of our word Seigneur, show how old age was once 
held in veneration. But the more often the choice fell upon 
old men, the more often elections had to be repeated, and the 
more they became a nuisance; intrigues set in, factions were 
formed, party feeling grew bitter, civil wars broke out; the 
lives of individuals were sacrificed to the pretended happiness 
of the State; and at length men were on the point of relapsing 
into their primitive anarchy. Ambitious chiefs pro-fited by 
these circumstances to perpetuate their offices in their own 
families: at the same time the people, already used to depend-
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ence, ease, and the conveniences of life, and already incapable 
of breaking its fetters, agreed to an increase of its slavery, in 
order to secure its tranquillity. Thus magistrates, having be­
come hereditary, contracted the habit of considering their 
offices as a family estate, and themselves as proprietors of the 
communities of which they were at first only the officers, of 
regarding their fellow-citizens as their slaves, and numbering 
them, like cattle, among their belongings, and of calling them­
selves the equals of the gods and kings of kings. 

If we follow the progress of inequality in these various rev­
olutions, we shall find that the establishment of laws and of 
the right of property was its first term, the institution of mag­
istracy the second, and the conversion of legitimate into arbi­
trary power the third and last; so that the condition of rich 
and poor was authorised by the first period; that of powerful 
and weak by the second; and only by the third that of master 
and slave, which is the last degree of inequality, and the term 
at which all the rest remain, when they have got so far, till 
t~e government is either entirely dissolved by new revolu­
tiOns, or brought back again to legitimacy. 

To understand this progress as necessary we must consider 
not so much the motives for the establishment of the body 
politic, as the forms it assumes in actuality, and the faults that 
n_ecessarily attend it: for the flaws which make social institu­
tlor:' necessary arc the same as make the abuse of them un­
avoidable. If we except Sparta, wh~re the laws were mainly 
concerned with the education of cluldren, and where Lycur­
gus established such morality as practically made laws need­
le~for laws as a rule, being weaker than the passions, re­
stram men without altering them-it would not he difficult to 
pr_ove that every government, which scrupulously complied 
With the ends for which it was instituted, and guarded care-
fully · · .1 F agamst change and corruption, was set up unnecess:m y. 

or a country, in which no one either evaded the laws or 
ml ade a bad usc of magisterial power, could require neither 
aws nor . magistrates. 

T:olitical_ distinctions necessarily pro~uce civil distinction~. 
e growmg equality between the chtcfs and the people IS 
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soon felt by individuals, and modified in a thousand ways ac­
cording to passions, talents and circumstances. The magistrate 
could not usurp any illegitimate power, without giving dis­
tinction to the creatures with whom he must share it. Besides, 
individ11als only allow themselves to be oppressed so far as 
they :trc hurried on by blind ambition, and, looking rather be­
low th:tn above them, come to love authority more than inde­
pcndcr·.cc, and submit to slavery, that they may in turn en­
slave others. It is no easy matter to reduce to obedience a man 
who has no ambition to command; nor would the most adroit 
politician find it possible to enslave a people whose only de­
sire w:ts to be independent. But inequality easily makes its 
way among cowardly and ambitious minds, which are ever 
ready to run the risks of fortune, and almost indifferent 
whether they command or obey, as it is favourable or ad­
verse. Thus, there must have been a time, when the eyes of 
the people were so fascinated, that their rulers had only to 
s:1y to the least of men, "Be great, you and all your posterity," 
ro m:1h· him immediately appear great in the eyes of every 
one a~· well as in his own. His descendants took still more 
upon them, in proportion to their distance from him; the 
more obscure and uncertain the cause, the greater the effect: 
the greater the number of idlers one could count in a family, 
the more illustrious it was held to be. 

If this were the place to go into details, I could readily ex­
plain how, even without the intervention of government, in­
equality of credit and authority became unavoidable among 
private persons, as soon as their union in a single society made 
them comp:tre themselves one with another, and take into ac­
count the differences which they found out from the contin­
ual intercourse every man had to have with his neighbours:1 

4 Distributive justice would oppose this rigorous equality of the 
state of nature, even were it practicable in civil society; as all the 
members of the State owe it their services in proportion to their 
talents and abilities, they ought, on their side, to be distinguished 
and favoured in proportion to the services they have acrualll ren­
dered. It is in this sense we must understand that passage o Isoc­
~atcs, in which he extols the primitive Athenians, for having deter-
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These differences arc of several kinds; hut riches, nobility or 
rank, power and personal merit being the principal distinc­
tions by \Vhich men form an estimate of each othl·r in society, 
I could prove that the harmony or conflict of these different 
forces is the surest indication of the good or bad constitution 
of a State. I could show that among these four l•inds of in­
equality, personal qualities being the origin of all the others, 
wealth is the one to which they arc all reduced in the end; 
for, as riches tend most immediately to the p.-osperity of in­
dividuals, and arc easiest to communicate, they arc used to 
purchase every other distinction. ny this ohserntion we arc 
enabled to judge pretty exactly how far a people has departed 
from its primitive constitution, and of its progress towards 
the extreme term of corruption. I could explain how much 
this universal desire for reputation, honours and advance­
ment, which inflames us all, exercises and holds up to com-

mined which of the twv kinds of equality was the most useful, viz. 
that which consists in dividing the same advantages indiscrimi­
nately among all the citizens, or that which consists in distributing 
them to each according to his deserts. These able politicians, adds 
the orator, banishing that unjust inequality which makes no distinc­
tion between good and bad men, adhered inviolably to that which 
rewards and punishes every man according to his deserts. 

But in the first place, there never existed a society, however cor­
rupt some may have become, where no difference was made be­
tween the good and the bad; and with regard to morality, where no 
~easurcs can be prescribed by law exact enough to serve as a prac­
tical rule for a magistrate, it is with great prudence that, in order 
!lot to leave the fortune or quality of the Citizens to his discretion, 
~t prohibits him from passing judgment on persons and confines his 
JUdgment to actions. Only morals such as those of the ancient Ro­
mans can bear censors, and such a tribunal among us would throw 
eveiJ:thing into confusion. The difference between good and bad 
!l1en IS dct~rmincd by public esteem; t~1c .magistr:lte being strictly a 
JUdge of .r1ght alone; whereas th~ publ1c 1~ the truest judge of mor­
als, and 1s of such integrity and penetration on this hl·ad that al­
though it maybe sometimes deceived, it can nc\•er be c<;rrupted. 
!he rank of citizens ought therefore, to be regulated, not accord­
a~g to tl~eir personal mcrit.:_for this would put it in the power of 
t c 1maglstrate to apply the law almost arbitrarily-but according 
to t le actual services done to the State, which arc capable of beinrr 
more exactly estimated. o 
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parison our faculties and powers; how it excites and multi­
plies our passions, and, by creating universal competition and 
rivalry, or rather enmity, among men, occasions numberless 
failures, successes and disturbances of all kinds by making so 
many aspirants run the same course. I could show that it is 
to this desire of being talked about, and this unremitting rage 
of distinguishing ourselves, that we owe the best and the 
worst things \Ve possess, both our virtues and our vices, our 
science and our errors, our conquerors and our philosophers; 
that is to say, a great many bad things, and a very few good 
ones. In a word, I could prove that, if we have a few rich and 
powerful men on the pinnacle of fortune and grandeur, ·.vhile 
the crowd grovels in want and obscurity, it is because the 
former prize what they enjoy only in so far as others are des­
titute of it; and because, without changing their condition. 
they would cease to be happy the moment the people ceased 
to be wretched. 

These details alone, however, would furnish matter for a 
considerable work, in which the advantages and disadvantages 
of every kind of government might be weighed, as they are 
related to man in the state of nature, and at the same time all 
the different aspects, under which inequality has up to the 
present appeared, or may appear in ages yet to come, accord­
ing to the nature of the several governments, and the altera­
tions which time must unavoidably occasion in them, might 
be demonstrated. We should then see the multitude oppressed 
from within, in consequence of the very precautions it had 
taken to guard against foreign tyranny. We should see op­
pression continually gain ground without it being possible 
for the oppressed to know where it would stop, or what le­
gitimate means was left them of checking its progress. We 
should see the rights of citizens, and the freedom of nations 
slowly extinguished, and the complaints, protests and appeals 
of the weak treated as seditious murmurings. We should see 
the honour of defending the common cause confined by state­
craft to a mercenary part of the people. We should see taxes 
made necessary by such means, and the disheartened husband­
man deserting his fields even in the midst of peace, and leav-
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ing the plough to gird on the s·word. \Ve should sec fatal and 
capricious codes of honour established; and the champions of 
their country sooner or later becoming its enemies, and for 
ever holding their daggers to the brea~ts of their fellow-citi­
zens. The time would come when they would he heard say­
ing to the oppressor of their country-

Pectore si fratris gladium juguloque parentis 
Condere me jubcas, gravidu:que in viscera partu 
Conjugis, invit3 peragam ramen omnia dextd. 

Lucan. i, 376. 

From great inequality of fortunes and conditions, from the 
vast variety of passions and of talents, of useless and perni­
cious arts, of vain sciences, would arise a multimdc of preju­
dices equally contrary to reason, happiness and Yirrue. We 
should sec the magistr:nes fomenting everything th:J.t might 
weaken men united in society, by promoting dissension among 
them; everything that might sow in it the seeds of actual di­
vision, while it gave society the air of harmony; everything 
that might inspire the different ranl•s of people with mutual 
hatred and di~trust, hy setting the rights and interests of one 
against those of another, and so strengthen the power which 
comprehended them all. 

It is from the midst of this disorder and these rc\·olutions, 
that despotism, gradually raising up its hideous head and de­
vouring everything that remained sound and untainted in any 
part of the State, would at length trample on both the laws 
and the people, and establish itself on the ruins of the repub­
lic. The times which immediately preceded this last change 
would be times of trouble and calamity; but at length the 
monster would swallow up everything, and the people would 
no longer have either chiefs or laws, but only tyrants. From 
this moment there \vould be no question of virtue or mo­
rality; for despotism cui ex honesto nu/1.1 est spes, wherever 
it prevails, admits no other master; it no sooner speaks than 
probity and duty lose their weight and blind obedience is the 
only virtue which slaves can still practise. 

This is the last term of inequality, the extreme point that 
closes the circle, and meets that from which we set out. Hece 
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all private persons return to their first equality, because they 
are nothing; and, subjects having no law but the will of their 
master, and their master no restraint but his passions, all no­
tions of good and all principles of equity again vanish. There 
is here a complete return to the law of the strongest, and so 
to a new state of nature, differing from that we set out from; 
for the one was a state of nature in its first purity, while this 
is the consequence of excessive corruption. There is so little 
difference between the two states in other respects, and the 
contract of government is so completely dissolved by despot­
ism, that the despot is master only so long as he remains the 
strongest; as soon as he can be expelled, he has no right to 
complain of violence. The popular insurrection that ends in 
the death or deposition of a Sultan is as lawful an act as those 
by which he disposed, the day before, of the lives and for­
tunes of his subjects. As he was maintained by force alone, it 
is force alone that overthrows him. Thus everything takes 
place according to the natural order; and, whatever may be 
the result of such frequent and precipitate revolutions, no one 
man has reason to complain of the injustice of another, but 
only of his own ill-fortune or indiscretion. 

If the reader thus discovers and retraces the lost and for­
gotten road, by which man must have passed from the state 
of nature to the state of society; if he carefully restores, along 
with the intermediate situations which I have just described, 
those which want of time has compelled me to suppress, or 
my imagination has failed to suggest, he cannot fail to be 
struck by the vast distance which separates the two states. It 
is in tracing this slow succession that he will find the solution 
of a number of problems of politics and morals, which phi­
losophers cannot settle. He will feel that, men being different 
in different ages, the reason why Diogenes could not find a 
man was that he sought among his contemporaries a man of 
an earlier period. He will sec that Cato died with Rome and 
libeny, because he did not fit the age in which he lived; the 
greatest of men served only to astonish a world which he 
would certainly have ruled, had he lived five hundred years 
sooner. In a word, he will explain how the soul and the pas­
sions of men insensibly change their very nature; why our 
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. ·- d whY· 
wants and pleasures m the end seck new ohjccrs;. an. ffcrc:; 
the original man having vanished by degrees, soc~e~) ~pas­
to us only an assembly of artificial men and facnnou ·ith­
sions, which arc the work of all these new relations, and." 011 

I f d . . tlllrlS' out any rca oun anon m nature. \Vc arc caught no d by 
this subject, by reflection, that is not cntirclv confirflle ch 

b . Tl d I · · · . ·~ so JllU o scrvatJon. 1c savage an t 1e CIVilised man chu cr 1 3 r 
· h f h · I · ns t 1' m t c bottom o t c1r 1carrs and in their inclinat10 'd cc 
what constitutes t~e supreme happiness of one would ~~ ~b­
thc other to dcspa1r. The former breathes only peace a I 
crty; he desires only to live and be free from labour; eve?fft 1c 

· f I S · f II f d 'nd' er-ataraxza o t 1e tme a s ar short of his profoun 1 d 
ence to every other object. Civilised man, on the other ~an ' 
is always moving, sweating, toiling and racking his brams t~ 
find still more laborious occupations: he goes on in drud~er) 
to his last moment, and even seeks death to put himself mTa 

. . I' . . rry "f e position to 1ve, or renounces life to acquire 1mmorta 1 · 
h. . d to the pays 1s court to men m power, whom he hates, an I 

wealthy, whom he despises; he stops at nothing to h:n~e t ~~ 
honour of serving them; he is not ashamed to value hmtse. 
on his own meanness and their protection; and, proud of hiS 
slavery, he spcal<s with disdain of those, who have ?ot the 
honour of sharing it. What a sight would the perplexmg and 
envied labours of a European minister of State present to th_c 
eyes of a Caribcan! How many cruel deaths would not th~s 
indolent savage prefer to the horrors of such a life, which IS 

seldom even sweetened by the pleasure of doing good! Bur. 
for him to sec into the motives of all this solicitude, the words 
fJ?wcr and reputation, would have to bear some meaning in 
Ius mind; he would have to know that there arc men who set 
a Value on the opinion of the rest of the world; who can ~e 
made happy and satisfied with rhemsch-cs rather on the testi­
mony of other people than on their own. In reality, the ~ource 
of ~II these differences is, that the savage lives within hm1self, 
while social man lives constantly outside himself, and only 
l<nows how to live in the opinion of others, so that he seems 
to receive the consciousness of his own existence merely from 
the judgment of others concerning him. It is not to my pres-
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cnt purpose to insist on the indifference to good and evil 
which arises from this disposition, in spite of our many fine 
works on morality, or to show how, everything being re­
duced to appearances, there is but art and mummery in even 
honour, friendship, virtue, and often vice itself, of ·which we 
at length learn the secret of boasting; to show, in short, how, 
always asking others what we arc, and never daring to ask 
ourselves, in the midst of so much philosophy, humanity and 
civilisation, and of such sublime codes of morality, we have 
nothing to show for ourselves but a frivolous an"d deceitful 
appearance, honour without virtue, reason without wisdom, 
~md pleasure ·without happiness. It is sufficient that I have 
proved that this is not by any means the original state of man, 
but that it is merely the spirit of society, and the inequality 
which society produces, that thus transform and alter all 
our natural inclinations. 

I h~\·c endeavoured to trace the origin and progress of in­
equality, and the institution and abuse of political societies, 
as far as these arc capable of being deduced from the nature 
of man merely by the light of reason, and independently of 
those sacred dogmas which give the sanction of divine right 
co sovereign authority. It follows from this survey that, as 
there is hardly any inequality in the state of nature, all the 
inequality which now prevails owes its strength and growth 
to the development of our faculties and the advance of the 
human mind, and becomes at last permanent and legitimate 
by the establishment of property and laws. Secondly, it fol­
lows that moral inequality, authorised by positive right alone, 
clashes with natural right, whenever it is not proportionate 
to physical inequality; a distinction which sufficiently deter­
mines what we ought to think of that species of inequality 
which prevails in all civilised countries; since it is plainly con­
trary to the law of nature, however defined, that children 
should command old men, fools wise men, and that the privi­
leged few should gorge themselves with superfluities, while 
the starving multitude are in want of the bare necessities of 
life. 
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A Y ::mJ.::cc non-conformist, a philosophic n:hcl, :~nd 3, ne of 
of lean, incisive prose, Henry David Thoreau is roda} 0 ntly 
the most influential of all American ·writers. 1\1orc d_oqu~ral 
than any other he exhorts the individual to uphold IllS fl:l en­
dignity and integrity in the face of the instirutions, c_onv "th 
. I f . dsh•I' -..v• t1ons and bcJids that sec {to enslave him. His ncr: · I for 

Emerson, his solitary sojourn at \Vaiden Pond, h•s ~g ~~ hts 
John Brown and the Abolitionists-these were the h•g1: •g d 
of a guict, uneventful life in Concord, 1\hss., a life dcdJcat~­
to living, as he said, close to the bone and to the rigorous 0 h 
scrvation of nature. In Civil Disobedience he tells -..vhy c 

' 1 · 1 con-went to jail rather than pay a tax to a government 'v liC 1 d 
doned human slavery. A fa ... ·orite essay both of Tolstoy ~n 
Gandhi, it is perhaps the most effective statement that : 
ever been made against government as coercion and fo~ t c 
right of the individual to obey the dictates of his conscience 
rather than the dictates of the state. 
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HENRY DAVID THOREAU 

I heartily accept the motto,-"That government is best which 
gov.erns least;" and I should like to see it acted up to more 
rap1dly ~nd systematically. Carried out, it finally amounts to 
th1s, wluch also I bclieve,-"That government is best which 
governs not at all;" and when men arc prepared for it, that 
will be the kind of government which they will have. Gov­
ernment is at best but an expedient; but most governments 
arc usually, and all governments arc sometimes, inexpedient. 
The objections which have been brought against a standing 
army, am! they arc many and weighty, and deserve to prevail, 
may also at last be brought against a standing government. 
The standing army is only an arm of the standing govern­
ment. The government itself, which is only the mode which 
the people have chosen to execute their will, is equally 
liable to be abused and perverted before the people can act 
through it. "\.Vitness the present .Mexican war, the work of 
comparatively a few individuals using the standing govern­
ment as their tool; for, in the outset, the people would not 
have consented to this measure. 

This American government,-what is it but a tradition, 
though a recent one, endeavoring to transmit itself unim­
paired to posterity, but each instant losing some of its in­
tegrity? It has not the vitality and force of a single living 
man; for a single man can bend it to his will. It is a sort of 
wooden gun to the people themselves. But it is not the less 
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f I . f I ntc idea necessary or t liS; or t lc people must ha\'C 5~ 1 f , rh:lr 
105 

cared machinery or other, and hear irs din to s:ttiS ~I < l,v rl . 
I . I . ' . s 1 on of government w 11c 1 they have ('r \' ·rnntcnts ·. 1, 0 sc 

. ' ) e Jl I J u sr how successfully men can be imposed on, e\·en "'·c 111 · • 

themselves, for their own advanracrc. It is excellcllrl, red :l~Y 
h.. t=- f rr tC f JtS all allow. y ct t IS government never of itself u tr o 

enterprise, but by the alacrity With which it gor ':~rrlc rhc 
wa)'· It docs not keep the counrrv free It docs not . r in rhc 

d • · 1 ·cn J· West. It docs not c ucatc. The character in tcl pi is he' ' 
· I · I · d · · ·c<>111 tt Amcncan peop e las one all that J1.15 been ac . ·rnrncl 

. . . ()'\ c . and it would have done sontc\vhat more if thc g .. an ex-
. • . ' nt IS had not sometm1cs got In Jts wa)•. For go\·ernnJC . n ,, one 

. I . I . Jcttl :;::7 • pcdJcnt by w llc 1 men Would fain succeed Ill ·X cdlcnr, 
another alone; and, as has been said when it is JllOS[ c. plncrcC, 

, I cont the governed arc most let alone by it. Trallc anc 111anage 
if they were not made of India-rubber would nc,·cr nrinu-

' c co to bounce over the obstacles which legisbrors a_r I c rhcsc 
ally putting in their way; and, if one were to JU' g tlv b)' 

I I ff I or p:t r • men wholly )y t 1c c ccts of their actions an' n d pun-

' 
. . . I ld I I ·sed an t 1c1r mtcntJons, t tcy wou < escrvc to be c as. ctions 

. . . I . obsrru 1shcd With those m1sc llcvous persons who pur 
on the railroads. 1 se who 

. II J'l·c t 10-But, to speak pract1ca y and as a citizen, un 1 ' t once no 
call themselves no-government men I ask for, not 3 Y 111an 

' I ct ever government, but at once a better government. J nd his 
I . I f ld conHna make known what <me o government wou . . 
'II I b 'nmg It. respect and that WI >c one step toward o tal . once 

• . 1 1 0 "vcr IS After all, the practlca reason why, when t tc ~ d d for 
. I . . nllttc ' an 111 the hands of the peop c, a ma)onty arc per 1 Y arc 

. . . L ausc t lC a long penod contmue, to rule 1s not >cc_ fairest 
. I . I I IS seenlS • most likely to be m t 1c ng lt, nor because t 1 · · gesr. 

. II the srron to the minority but because they arc phys•ca Y an-
, . I . I . . I in all cases c. But a government m w 11c 1 the maJonty ru c • d . Can 

. . . . f ndcrstan It. not be based on JUStice, even as ar as men u. . d vir-
. . . ncs o not there not be a government m wh1ch maJo~t · . •llich 

. d I ence?-In '\\ tual!y decide nght an wrong, )lit consct . I 1 of 
. . I I . wh•ch t 1C ru e lllajoritics decide on y t 1ose qucsttons to f 

110
_ 

. bl ' 1\1 . ·. ever or a I expediency is appl1ca c. n usr the cmzcn . the 
d . h' conscience to 1ncnt or in the least cgrcc, res1gn 1s ' 
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legislator? Why has every man a conscience, then? I think 
chat we should be men first, and subjects afterward. It is not 
dcsir~ble to culti,·ate a respect for the law, so much as for 
~he nght. The only obligation w_hich ~ have a _right to assume 
JS to do at any time what I thmk nght. It IS truly enough 
s~id, that a corporation has no conscience; but a corpora­
non of conscientious men is a corporation with a conscience. 
La·w never ntade men a whit more just; and, by means of 
their respect for it, even the well-disposed are daily made 
the agents of injustice. A common and natural result of an 
undue respect for law is, that you may sec a file of soldiers, 
colonel, captain, corporal, privates, powder-monkeys, and 
all, marching in admirable order over hill and dale to the 
·wars, _against their wills, ay, against their common sense and 
consciences, '\vhich makes it very steep marching indeed, and 
produces a palpitation of the heart. They have no doubt that 
it is a damnable business in which they are concerned; they 
arc all peaceably inclined. Now, what arc they? Men at ail? 
or Sinal! Inovable forts and magazines, at the service of some 
unscrupulous man in power? Visit the Navy-Yard, and be­
hold a marine, such a man as an American government can 
make, or such as it can make a man with its black arts,-a 
mere shadow and reminiscence of humanity, a man laid out 
alive and standing, and already, as one may say, buried under 
arms '\Vith funeral accompaniments, though it may be,-

"Not a drmn ,vas heard, not a funeral note, 
As his corse to the rampart we hurried; 

Not a soldier discharged his farewell shot 
O'er the grave where our hero we buried." 

The Inass of men serve the state thus, not as men mainly, 
but as machines, with their bodies. They arc the standing 
army, and the militia, jailors, constables, posse comitatus, etc. 
In most cases there is no free exercise whatever of the judg­
ment or of the moral sense; but they put themselves on a 
level with wood and earth and stones; and wooden men can 
perhaps be manufactured that will serve the purpose as well. 
Such command no more respect than men of straw or a lump 
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of d1rt. They have the same son of worrh only :tS 1 ·d go? 
dogs. Yet such as these even arc commonly cscccll,1~rs. tlll~­
citizcns. Others--as most legislators, politicians, )a'-'')' -~ch rhclf 
istcrs, and office-holders-serve the state chidl)' "~0115 , theY 
heads; ~nd, as they rarely llla_ke any llloral di~tiJlC~I aS cod· 
arc as hkcly to serve the Den), without imcndi11g Jt, in the 

f I . 1crs es A very ew, as 1erocs, patnots, martyrs, rcforll oscicnC 
great sense, and men, serve the state with their co d rhe)' 
also, and so necessarily resist it for the most part; :ll·~ll 0 nl)" 
arc commonly treated as enemies b}' it. A wise Jll:lll "' , •• and 

f I d 'II "cia) • be usc u as a man, an WJ not submit to he {ficC tO 
"stop a hole to keep the wind away," but lea,·e chat 0 

his dust at least:-

"I am too high-born to be propertied, 
To be a secondary at control 
Or useful serving-man and in~trumcnr •. 

. d(l To any sovcre1gn state throughout rhc wo · 

He who gives himself entirely to his fellow-men a~~i:~;; 
to them useless and selfish; but he who gives himself. pa 
ro them is pronounced a benefactor and IJhibnrhropJst. r 1• can 

. 1 -. Arne How docs 1t become a man to behave toward t liS dis-
·irhout government to-day? I am,·wcr, that he cannot " gnize 

.. I . I . I .. ·t·tnt rcco grace be assocJatcc Wit 1 Jt. cannot for an ms • . 1 •5 the 
I .. · · wl11c 1 1 t lat pobtical orgamzat1on as 111y government 

slm:e's government also. . .. I right 
All men recogni:t..c the right of revolution; that 15• t 1e when 

f . d . I 'li·ernnlent, to rc usc allcgmncc to, an to rcs1st, t 1e go blc But 
. . . ffi . d endura • Its tyranny or 1ts me c1ency arc great an un I as the 
almost all say that such is not the case now. But sue 1 w tell 

R 1 . f ' If ne were to case, they think in the evo ut1on o 75· 0 d rta·1n 
' . taxe ce me that this was a bad government because It • · b blc 

f . . . h . · ·s most pro a ore1gn commodmes broug t to Its p~>rts, 1t 1 do without 
that I should not make an ado about It, for I ca~ 1 . docs 
them. All machines have their friction; and possJbly t 1~ .5 ~ .1 A ny· r·1te 1t 1 enough good to counterbalance the en . t 3 . •• ' es 

. . I I f ncuon com great evil to make a stir about Jt. But '" 1en t 1e r-
. d obbery arc o to have its machine, and oppressiOn an r 
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ganized, I say. let us not ha\·e such a machine any longer. In 
other words, when a sixth of the population of a nation which 
has undertaken to be the refuge of liberty arc slaves, and a 
v.-holc country is unjustly overrun and conquered by a for­
eign army, and subjected to military law, I think that it is 
not too soon for honest men to rebel and revolutionize. What 
makes this duty the more urgent is the fact that the country 
so overrun is not our own, but ours is the invading anny. 

Paley. a common authority with many on moral questions, 
in his chapter on the "Duty of Submission to Civil Govern­
ment," resolves all civil obligation into expediency; and he 
proceeds to say, "that so long as the interest of the whole 
s~>ciety requires it, that is, so long as the established govern­
ment cannot be resisted or changed without public incon­
veniency, it is the will of God that the established government 
be obeyed, and no longer ..•. This principle being ad­
mitted, the justice of every particular case of resistance is 
reduced to a computation of the quantity of the danger and 
grievance on the one side, and of the probability and expense 
of redressing it on the other." Of this, he says, every man 
shall judge for himself. But Paley appears never to have con­
templated those cases to which the rule of expediency does 
not apply, in which a people, as well as an individual, must 
do justice, cost what it may. If I have unjustly wrested a 
plank from a drowning man, I must restore it to him though 
I drown myself. This, according to Paley, would be incon­
venient. But he that would save his life, in such a case, shall 
lose it. This people must cease to hold slaves, and to make 
war on Mexico, though it cost them their existence as a 
people. 

In their practice, nations agree with Paley; but does any 
one think that Massachusetts docs exactly what is right at 
the present crisis? 

"A drab of state, a cloth-o'-silvcr slut, 
To have her train borne up, and her soul trail in the dirt.'' 

Practically speaking, the opponents to a reform in Massa­
chusetts arc not a hundred thousand politicians at the South, 
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hut a hundred thousand merchants and farmers here, who arc 
more interested in commerce and agriculture than they arc in 
humanity, and arc not prepared to do justice to the slave and 
to Mexico, cost v.;bat it may. I quarrel not with far-off foes, 
hut with those who, ncar at home, coiipcratc with, and do 
the bidding of, those far away, and without whom the bttcr 
would be harmless. \Vc arc accustomed to say, that the mass 
of men arc unprepared; but improvement is slow, because 
the few arc not materially wiser or better than the many. It 
is not so important that many should be as good as you, as 
that there be some absolute goodness somewhere; for that 
will leaven the whole lump. There arc thousands who arc in 
opinion opposed to slavery and to the '\var, who yet in effect 
do nothing to put an end to them; who, esteeming themselves 
children of Washington and Franklin, sit down with their 
hands in their pockets, and say that they know not what to 
do, and do nothing; who even postpone the question of free­
dom to the quc!>"tion of free-trade, and quietly read the prices­
current along with the latest adviccs from 1\·tcxico, after din­
ncr, and, it may be, fall asleep over them both. What is the 
price-current of an honest man and patriot to-day? They 
hesitate, and they regret, and sometimes they petition; but 
they do nothing in earnest and with effect. They will wait, 
well disposed, for others to remedy the evil, that they may 
no longer have it to regret. At most, they give only a cheap 
vote, and a feeble countenance and God-speed, to the right, 
as it goes by them. There arc nine hundred and ninety-nine 
patrons of virtue to one virtuous man. But it is easier to deal 
with the real possessor of a thing than with the temporary 
guardian of it. 

All voting is a sort of ~aming, _like chc~kcrs ?r b~ckgam­
mon, with a slight moral ~mge to It, a p~aymg With nght and 
wrong, with moral questiOns; and bcttmg naturally accom­
panies it. The character of the voters is not staked. I cast my 
Vote, perchance, as I think right; but I am not vitally con­
cerned that that right should prevail. I am willing to leave it 
to the majority. Its obli~ation, thcrc~orc,_ ncv~r cxccc?s that 
of expediency. Even votmg for tbe rzgbt 1s domg nothmg for 
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it. It is only expressing to men feebly your desire that it 
should prevail. A \vise man will not leave the right to the 
mercy of chance, nor wish it to prevail through the power 
of the majority. There is but little virtue in the action of 
masses of men. \ Vhen the majority shall at length vote for 
the abolition of slavery, it will be because they arc indifferent 
to slavery, or because there is but little slavery left to be 
abolished by their vote. Tbcy will then be the only slaves. 
Only bis vote can hasten the abolition of slavery who asserts 
his own freedom by his vote. 

I hear of a convention to be held at Baltimore, or elsewhere, 
for the selection of a candidate for the Presidency, made up 
chiefly of editors, and men who are politicians by profession; 
hut I think, what is it to any independent, intelligent, and re­
spectable man what decision they may come to? Shall we not 
have the advantage of his wisdom and honesty, nevertheless? 
Can \vc not count upon some independent votes? Are there 
not many individuals in the country who do not attend con­
ventions? But no: I find that the respectable man, so called, 
has immediately drifted from his position, and despairs of his 
country, when his country has more reason to despair of him. 
He forthwith adopts one of the candidates thus selected as 
the only available one, thus proving that he is himself avail­
able for any purposes of the demagogue. His vote is of no 
more worth than that of any unprincipled foreigner or hire­
ling native, who may have been bought. 0 for a man who is a 
man, and, as my neighbor says, has a bone in his back which 
you cannot pass your hand through! Our statistics are at 
fault: the population has been returned too large. How many 
men arc there to a square thousand miles in this country? 
Hardly one. Docs not America offer any inducement for men 
to settle here? The American has dwindled into an Odd 
Fcllow,-onc who may be known by the development of his 
organ of gregariousness, and a manifest lack of intellect and 
cheerful self-reliance; whose first and chief concern, on com­
ing into the world, is to see that the Almshouses are in good 
repair; and, before yet he has lawfully donned the virible 
garb, to collect a fund for the support of the widows and 
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h b I · . nl)' by orp ans that may e; w 10, 111 short ventures to )Ivc 0 
I . ' · . ro•n-~ 1e a1d of the J\•lutual Insurance company, which h:1s P 

1sed to bury him decently. 
I · ' 1 lc,·ote t IS not a mans l uty, as a matter of course, t<> c 

himself to the eradication of any, even the most cnonnous 
wrong; he may still properly have other concerns to cngng; 
him; but it is his duty, at least, to wash his hands of ir, :HH.' 

if he gives it no thought longer, not to give it prncric:lll)' )us 
support. If I devote myself to other pursuits and contcJnpl_a­
tions, I must fir~1: sec, at least, that I do not pursue thc!ll Sit­
ting upon another ma~1's shoulders. I must get off him firs~, 
that he may pursue h1s contemplations too. Sec wh:1t gross 
inconsistency is tolerated. I have heard some of my nn.vnsn1c11 
say, "I should like to have them order me out to bel p put 
down an insurrection of the slaves, or to march to l\1cxico;­
scc if I would go;" and yet these very men have each, directly 
by their allegiance, and so indirectly, at least, by their money, 
furnished a sub~1:iturc. The soldier is applauded \vho refuses 
to serve in an unjust war by those who do not refuse to 
sustain the unjust government which makes the war; is ap­
plauded by those whose O\VIl act and authority he disregards 
and sets at naught; as if the state were penitent to that degree 
that it hired one to scourge it while it sinned, but not to that 
degree that it left ofT sinning for a moment. Thus, under the 
name of Order and Civil Government, we arc all m:1de at last 
to pay homage to and support our own meanness. After th.c 
first blush of sin comes its indifference; and from immoral It 
becomes, as it were, unmoral, and not quite unnecessary to 
that life which we have made . 

. ~he broadest and most prevalent error requires the tnost 
dismtcrcsrcd virtue to sustain it. The slight reproach to which 
the Virtue of patriotism is commonly liable, the noble arc 
most likely to incur. Those who, while they disapprove of the 
char h · 
1 ~ctcr and measures of a government, yield to it t ell' 

a leg•ancc and support arc undoubtedly its most conscientious 
supporters, and so frequently the most serious obstacles to 
refo~m. Some arc petitioning the state to dissolve the Union, 
to disregard the requisitions of the President. Why do they 
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not dissolve it thcmseh·cs,-thc union between themselves 
and the statc,-and refuse to pay their quota into its treasury? 
I )o not they stand in the same relation to the state that the 
st~1te docs to the Union? An~ ha,·c not ~he sam~ reasons pre­
vented the state frmn rcsistmg the Umon 'vluch have pre­
vented thcn1 frotn resisting the state? 

lim\~ can a man be sati;ficd :o cntcrt~in _an _opi~ion merely, 
and enJoy it? Is there any enJoyment m It, If h1s opinion is 
that he is aggrieved? If you arc cheated ?ut of a single dollar 
hy your neighbor, you d~ not :est satisfied with knowing 
that you arc cheated, or "'lth saymg that you arc cheated, or 
e\·cn w:th petitioning him to P3 >: you your due; but you 
take effectual steps at once to o_btam tl_lc full amount, and see 
that you arc never cheated ag:un. Action fron1 principle th 

· f · 1 ' e perception and the performance o ng lt, changes things d 
I . 1 . an 

rc at10ns; it is essentially rcvo utJOnary, and does not consist 
wholly with an}•thing which was. It not only divide . . . d" . s states 
and churches, it divides f:un11Ics; ay, It 1v1des the indi ·a 1 . . 1 . f h d" . VI ua , 
scparatmg the diabolical 1n um rom t c IVme. 

Unjust laws exist: shall we be content to obey them or 
shall 've endeavor to amend them, and obey then1 until' we 
have succeeded or shall we transgress them at once';l J\l ' h" · n· en 
generally, under such a government as t Is, think th h . d d 1 . at t: ey 
ought to Wait until they have pcrsua e t le maJority 1 
them. "They think that if they should resist t:he t:o a ter 

· ' B · · 1 f ' remedy 
would be 'vorse than the evil. ut It IS t le ault of t:l · · tl 1 • le govern-
tncnt Itself that the remedy ts 'vorse lan t: 1e ev11 It · · · 1nak · 
worse. vVhy is it not more apt ~o :U:ticip.ate and provid es It 
reform? vVhy docs it not chcnsh Its Wise rnin . e for 
docs it cry and resist before it is hurt? "\Vhy do~;~~y? \Vhy 
courage its citizens to be on the alert to point out I~ not en­
and do better than it would have them? vVhy do ~ts faults, 
crucify Christ, and excommunicate Copernicus es lt always 
and pronounce "\Vashingron a~d Franklin rebcls?and Luther, 

One would think, that a deliberate and practical d . 
its authority was the only offense never contcn1pl ental of . d . ated b 
ernmcnt; else, why has it not asstgne Its definite . Y. gov-
and proportionate penalty? If a man who has ' Its SUitable 

no propcrry 
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refuses but once to earn nme sl11llmgs for the st:~tc, .. 1nd 
· · f · ·1 1· · I I I l·no''' · 
111 pn;~n or a penou un u_111re'. >y any law that '. cctl (li!ll 
deterllJilleO. on()' by the d ISCr~tJon 0~ those. who . p~ '1 crS f roJll 
there; but 1f he should steal nmety tunes nme shJIIJn=' 
the state, he is soon pcrmitred to go at larcre a{!ain. 113-

. . . . f I o . - . f rhe I • If the lllJUStlce IS part o t 1e neccssan· fnctJOn o . ·c:lr 
I . I . I . . . ,. I II \\ 

c une of gon:rnment, et It go, et It go: perchance 1t ' . ·us-
smooth,-c.::rtainly the machine will wear out. If rhc ~~:~clr 
· h · II 1 ·ch1~ 1 • t1cc as a spnng, or a pu ey, or a rope, or a cran ;:, ex ."ned\' 

for itself, then perhaps you may consider whether rhe rt:l :. 
. . n·ttlll '-

Will not be worse than the enl; but if it is of such :l ' I ·r 
I . . I I . . . ·tJlO[ te • t lat It rCI(lllres \'Oll to >e t IC :J<rent of lll)liS[ICC to ' · • _, f .·coon 

then, I say, break the Ja,, .. Let your life be a counter 1 1 . 
I . 'I I ,. r:ttl, to stop t 1e mach me. \\ tat I lave to do is to sec, at an. 

that I do not lend mvsclf to the wrong ,,·hich I condc!llllf . 
As for adopting th~ wavs ,,·hich the state has J11"o,·idt:ll 01 

• 1 rcn 
remedying the e\·il, I know not of such wavs. The\· t:l ;:e . .; 
m h . I ' l'f "II I . .I r ·tlf:l 1r. uc time, an( a man s 1 c w1 >e f.!:one. I have ot 1c · I 
tc> .I I · I · '1 I 1 1113 ;:e attenu to. came mto t 11s \vor t, not chiel v ro I 
this a good place to live in, but to ]i,·c in ir, be it g;>od or h:H ·. 
A h . 1 . I l •<.:;llJ~C man as not evcrvthmg to do, >ut son1ethmg- an' >e 1 I . -· IJ(O 
1e ean~ot do evcryt!J~71g, ir is not n~ccssary that h~ .~hc~ll : the 

sometlmzg wrong. It IS not my bmmess to be petltJOJllllg . 
Governor or the Legislature any Jllore than it is theirs co peti­
tion llle; and if they should not hear my petition, what sh<>U.Il~ 
1 do then? But in this case the state has pro,·idcd no "·ay: Its 
very Constitution is the evil. This may seem to be harsh and 
s~uhborn and unconciliarorv; but it is to treat with the urn~ost 
kmdness and consideration. the on I r spirit that can appreciate 
or deserves it. So is all change for the better, like birth and 
death 1 · , W llch convulse the body. 

I do not hesitate to say, that those who call themselves 
Abc)" · · • · Jl 

J ltlonlsts should at once effectually withdraw their su -
port, Loth in person and property, from the go\'ernm~nt .0~ 
1\lassachusetts and not wait till they constitute a !ll:t]Oflt~ 
of c~ne, before they suffer the rig-ht to prevail through th~nl. 
J thmk that it is e~ough if they have ( ;od on their sitle, With-
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out wa_iting for that ocher one. i\·loreover, any man more right 
than h1s neighbors constitutes a majority of one already. 

I meet this American government, or its representative, the 
state government, direcdy, and face to face, once a year-no 
~orc--in the person of its tax-gatherer; this is the only mode 
m which a man situated as I am necessarily meets it; and it 
then says distinctly, Recognize me; and the simplest, most 
effectual, and, in the present posture of affairs, the indis­
pensablcst mode of treating with it on this head, of expressing 
your little satisfaction with and love for it, is to deny it then. 
My civil neighbor, the tax-gatherer, is the very man I have to 
deal with,-for it is, after all, with men and not with parch­
ment that I quarrcl,-and he has voluntarily chosen to be an 
agent of the government. How shall he ever know well what 
he is and docs as an officer of the government, or as a man, 
until he is obliged to consider whether he shall treat me, his 
neighbor, for whom he has respect, as a neighbor and well­
disposed man, or as a maniac and disturber of the peace, and 
sec if he can get over this obstruction to his neighborliness 
without a ruder and more impetuous thought or speech cor­
responding with his action. I know this well, that if one 
thousand, if one hundred, if ten men whom I could name,­
jf ten honest men only,-ay, if one HO~EST man, in this State 
of .Massachusetts, ceasing to hold slaves, were actually to 
withdraw from this copartnership, and be locked up in the 
county jail therefor, it would be the abolition of slavery in 
America. For it matters not how small the beginning may 
seem to be: what is once well done is done forever. But we 
love better to talk about it: that we say is our mission. Reform 
keeps many scores of newspapers in its service, but not one 
man. If my esteemed neighbor, the State's ambassador, who 
will devote his days to the setdement of the question of hu­
man rights in the Council Chamber, instead of being threat­
ened with the prisons of Carolina, were to sit down the 
prisoner of Massachusetts, that State which is so anxious to 
foist the sin of slavery upon her sister,-though at present 
she can discover only an act of inhospitality to be the ground 
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of a quarrel with her,-the Legislature would not wholly 
waive the subject the following winrer. 

Under a government which imprisons any unjustly, the 
true place for a just man is also a prison. The proper place 
to-day, the only place which J\ lassachusetts has prm•ided for 
her freer and less desponding spirits, is in her prisons, to be 
put out and locked out of the State by her own act, as they 
have already put themselves out by their principles. It is there 
that the fugitive slave, and the ,\tcxican prisoner on parole, 
and the Indian come to plead the \vrongs of his race should 
find them; on that separate, but more free and honorable 
ground, where the State places those who arc not wirb her, 
hut agaimt hcr,-the only house in a slave State in which a 
free man can abide with honor. If any think that their in­
fluence would be lost there, and their voices no longer afflict 
th~ ~ar of the State, that they would not be as an enemy 
WJthm its walls, they do not know by how much truth is 
stro~ger than error, nor how much more eloquently and cf­
~CCtl.vcly he can combat injustice who has experienced a little 
n hJs own person. Cast your whole vote, not a strip of paper 
mc~cly, but your whole influence. A minority is powerless 
whde it conforms to the majority; it is not even a minority 
then; but it is irresistible when it clogs by its whole weight. 
If the alternative is to l'ecp all just men in prison, or give up 
~ar and slavery, the State will not hesitate which to choose. 
h a thousand men were not to pay their tax-bills this year, 

~ at Would not be a violent and bloody measure, as it would 
\e to pay them, and enable the State to commit violence and 
s llcd innocent blood. This is, in fact, the definition of a peace­
a >le revolution, if any such is possible. If the tax-gatherer, or 
a~y other public officer, asks me, as one has done, "But what 
s a_ll I do?" my answer is, "If you reallv wish to do anything, 
res1 • gn your office." When the subject has refused allegiance, 
and the officer has resigned his office, then the revolution is 
accomplished. But even suppose blood should flow. Is there 
;.~ a sort of blood shed when the conscience is wounded? 

rough this wound a man's real manhood and immortality 
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flow out, and he bleeds to an everlasting death. I see this blood 
flowing now. 

I have contemplated the imprisonment of the offender, 
rather than the seizure of his goods,-though both will serve 
the same purposc,-because they who assert the purest right, 
and consegucntly arc most dangerous to a corrupt State, com­
monly have not spent much time in accumulating property. 
To such the State renders comparatively small service, and 
a slight tax is wont to appear exorbitant, particularly if 
they arc obliged to earn it by special labor with their hands. 
If there were one who lived wholly without the use of money, 
the State itself would hesitate to demand it of him. But the 
rich man-not to make any invidious comparison-is always 
sold to the institution which makes him rich. Absolutely 
speaking, the more money, the less virtue; for money comes 
between a man and his obiccts, and obtains them for him; 
and it ·was certainly no great virtue to obtain it. It puts to 
rest many gucstions which he would otherwise be ta..xed to 
answer; while the only new question which it puts is the hard 
but superfluous one, how to spend it. Thus his moral ground 
is taken from under his feet. The opportunities of living arc 
diminished in proportion as what arc called the "means" are 
increased. The best thing a man can do for his culture when 
he is rich is to endeavor to carry out those schemes which he 
entertained when he was poor. Christ answered the Herodians 
according to their condition. "Show me the tribute-money," 
said he;-and one took a penny out of his pocket;-if you 
usc money ,vhich has the image of Cxsar on it and which he 
has made current and valuable, that is, if you are men of tbe 
State, and gladly enjoy the advantages of Cxsar's govern­
ment, then p:1y him back some of his own when he demands 
it. "Render therefore to Cxsar that which is Cxsar's, and to 
God those things which arc God's,"-leaving them no wiser 
than before as to which was which; for they did not wish to 
know. 

'VV'hen I converse 'vith the freest of my neighbors, I per­
ceive that, whatever they may say about the magnitude and 
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seriousness of the question, and their regard for the public 
tranquillity, the long and the short of the matter is, that they 
cannot spare the protection of the existing government, and 
they dread the consequences to their property and families 
of disobedience to it. For my own part, I should not like to 
think that I ever rely on the protection of the State. But, if 
~ de?y the authority of the State when it presents its tax-hill, 
It will soon take and waste all my property, and so harass me 
and my children without end. This is hard. This makes it 
impossible for a man to live honestly, and at the same time 
co~fortably, in outward respects. It will not be worth the 
whtlc to accumulate property; that would be sure to go again. 
You must hire or squat somewhere, and raise but a small 
crop, and cat that soon. You must live within yourself, and 
depend upon yourself always t~cl<ed up and ready for a 
!.'tart, and not have many affairs. A man may grow rich in 
Turkey even, if he will be in all respects a good subject of 
the Turkish government. Confucius said: "If a state is gov­
ern~d by the principles of reason, poverty and misery are 
subJects of shame; if a state is not governed by the principles 
of ~cason, riches and honors arc the subjects of shame." No: 
until I want the protection of Massachusetts to be extended 
to me in some distant Southern port, where my liberty is 
endangered, or until I am bent solely on building up an estate 
~t ~omc by peaceful enterprise, I can afford to refuse al­
l~rance to Massachusetts, and her right to my property and 
~-c. It costs me less in every sense to incur the penalty of 
•s~bcdience to the State than it would to obey. I should feel 

as~ I were worth less in that case. 
d orne years ago, the State met me in behalf of the Church, 

a~ commanded me to pay a certain sum toward the support 
0 a clergyman whose preaching my father attended, but 
never I .,... If . d · 1 · ·1 " I d .... ysc . "Pay," it satd, "or be locke up m t 1c Jat. 

c~lmcd to pay. But unfortunately, another man saw fit to 
pay It I d" ' · td not sec why the schoolmaster should be taxed to 
support the priest and not the priest the schoolmaster; for I 
was not the Statc!s schoolmaster, but I supported myself by 
voluntary subscription. I did not sec why the lyceum should 
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not present its tax-bill, and ha\·e the State to back its demand, 
as well as the Church. Ho\\'e\·er, at the request of the select­
men, I condescended to make some such statement as this in 
\vriting:-"KnO\v all men by these presents, that I, Henry 
Thoreau, do not wish to he regarded as a member of any in­
corporated society \vhich I ha\·e not joined." This I gave to 
the town clerk; anJ he has it. The State, having thus learned 
that I did not wish to be regarded as a member of that church, 
has ne\'cr made a like demand on me since; though it said 
that it must adhere to its original presumption that time. If 
I had known how to name them, I should then have signed 
off in detail from all the societies \vhich I never signed on 
to; but I did not know where to find a complete list. 

I ha\·e paid no poll-tax for six years. I was put into a jail 
once on this account, for one night; and, as I stood consid­
ering the walls of solid stone, two or three feet thick, the 
door of wood and iron, a foot thick, and the iron grating 
\vhich strained the light, I could not help being struck with 
the foolishness of that institution which treated me as if I 
were mere flesh and blood and bones, to be locked up. I 
wondered that it should have concluded at length that this 
was the best usc it could put me to, and had never thought 
to avail itsdf of my services in some way. I saw that, if there 
was a \vall of stone bet\\·een me and my townsmen, there was 
a still more difficult one to climb or break through before 
they could get to be as free as I was. I did not for a moment 
feel confined, and the walls seemed a great waste of stone and 
mortar. I felt as if I alone of all my townsmen had paid my 
tax. They plainly did not know how to treat me, but be­
haved like persons who arc underbred. In every threat and 
in e\·cry compliment there was a blunder; f?r they thought 
that my chief desire \vas to stand the othe~ stde o~ that stone 
wall. I could not but smile to see how . mdustnously they 
locked the door on my meditations, \vluch followed them 
out again without let or hindrance, and tbcy were really all 
that was dangerous. As they could not reach me, they had 
resolved to punish my body; just as boys, if t~1ey c~nnot come 
at some person against whom they have a sptte, wtll abuse his 
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dog. I saw that the State was half-witted, that it was timid 
as a lone woman with her silver spoons, and that it did not 
know its friends from its foes, and I lost all my remaining 
respect for it, and pitied it. 

Thus the State never intentionally confronts a man's sense, 
intellectual or moral, but only his body, his senses. It is not 
armed with superior wit or honesty, lmt with superior physi­
cal strength. I was not uorn to be forced. I will breathe after 
my own fashion. Let us sec who is the strongest. \Vh:~t force 
has a multitude? They only can force me \vho obey a higher 
law than I. They force me to become like themselves. I do 
not hear of men being forced to live this way or that by 
masses of men. \Vhat sort of life were that to live? \Vhen I 
~cct a government which says to me, "Your money or your 
life:" why should I be in haste to give it my money? It may 
be m a great strait, and not ]mow what to do: I cannot help 
that. It must help itself; do as I do. It is not worth the while 
to sn~vcl about it. I am not responsible for the successful 
workmg of the machinery of society. I am not the son of 
the c~ginccr. I perceive that, when an acorn and a chestnut 
fall Side by side, the one docs not remain inert to make way 
for the other, but both obey their own laws, and spring and 
grow and flourish as best they can, till one, perchance, ovcr­
~hadows and destroys the other. If a plant cannot live accord­
mg to its nature, it dies; and so a man. 

!he night in prison was novel and interesting enough. The 
pnso~crs in their shirt-sleeves were enjoying a chat and the 
cvcnmg air in the doorway, when I entered. But the jailer 
said "Com b · · · l I " d I d" ' e, oys, It 1s tunc to oc { up; an so t 1cy IS-
p~rscd, and I heard the sound of their steps returning into 
~ e holl_o:V apartments. My room-mate was introduced to me 
~ the Jailer as "a first-rate fellow and a clever man." When 

t e door Was locked, he showed me where to hang my hat, 
and how he managed matters th~·· ~. The rooms were white­
washc~ once a month; and this one, at least, was the whitest, 
~ost Simply furnished, and probably the neatest apartment 
m the town. He naturaJiy wanted to know where I came 
from, and what brought me there; and, when I had told him, 



CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE JIJ 
I asked him in my turn how he came there, presuming him 
to be an honest man, of course; and, as the world goes, I 
believe he was. "\Vhy," said he, "they accuse me of burning 
a barn; but I never did it." As ncar as I could discover, he 
had probably gone to bed in a barn when drunk, and smoked 
his pipe there; and so a barn was burnt. He had the reputation 
of being a clever man, had been there some three months 
waiting for his trial to come on, and would have to wait as 
much longer; but he was quite domesticated and contented, 
since he got his board for nothing, and thought that he was 
well treated. 

He occupied one window, and I the other; and I saw that 
if one stayed there long, his principal business would be to 
look out the window. I had soon read all the tracts that were 
left there, and examined where former prisoners had broken 
out, and where a grate had been sawed off, and heard the 
history of the various occupants of that room; for I found that 
even here there was a history and a gossip which never circu­
lated beyond the walls of the jail. Probably this is the only 
house in the town where verses are composed, which are 
afterward printed in a circular form, but not published. I 
was shown quite a long list of verses which were composed 
by some young men who had been detected in an attempt 
to escape, who avenged themselves by singing them. 

I pumped my fellow-prisoner as dry as I could, for fear 
I should never see him again; but at length he showed me 
which was my bed, and left me to blow out the lamp. 

It was like traveling into a far country, such as I had never 
expected to behold, to lie there for one night. It seemed to 
me that I never had heard the town-clock strike before, nor 
the evening sounds of the village; for we slept with the 
windows open, which were inside the grating. It was to see 
my native village in the light of the Middle Ages, and our 
Concord was turned into a Rhine stream, and visions of 
knights and castles passed before me. They were the voices 
of old burghers that I heard in the streets. I was an involun­
tary spectator and auditor of whatever was done and said 
in the kitchen of the adjacent village-inn,-a wholly new and 
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rare experience to me. It was a closer view of my native town. 
I was fairly inside of it. I never had seen its institutions \~c­
fore. This is one of its peculiar institutions; for it is a sl11re 
town. I began to comprehend what its inhabitants were 
about. 

In the morning, our breakfasts were put through the hole 
in the door, in small oblong-s<luare tin pans, made to fit, and 
holding a pint of chocolate, with hro\\'n bread, am! an iron 
spoon. When they called for the vessels again, I was green 
enough to return ·what bread I had left· hut my comr:lllc 
s~ized it, and said that I should lay tha~ up fo;. lunch or 
dmncr. Soon after he \Vas let out to work at haying in a neigh­
boring field, whither he went c\·cry day, and would not ht: 
back till noon; so he hade me good-day, saying that ht: 
doubted if he should sec me again. 

:Vhcn I came out of prison,-for some one intcrft:rcd, and 
paid that tax,-1 did not perceive that gre:1t changes had 
taken place on the common, such as he observed who went in 
a youth and emerged a tottering and gray-headed man; and 
yet a change had to my eyes come over the scenc,-the town, 
and State, and country,-greatcr than any that mere time 
<:ould effect. I saw yet more distinctly the State in which I 
hvcd. I saw to what extent the people among whom I lived 
co.uld be trusted as good neighbors and friends; that their 
fncndship was for summer weather only; that they did not 
greatly propose to do right; that they were a distinct race 
from me by their prejudices and superstitions, as the China­
men and 1\lalays arc; that in their sacrifices to humanity they 
ran no risks, not even to their property; that after all they 
were not so noble hut they treated the thief as he had 
treated them, and hoped, by a certain outward observance 
and a few prayers, and by \valking in a particular straight 
tho~gh useless path from time to time, to save their souls. 
This may be to judge my neighbors harshly; for l believe 
~hat. m~ny of them arc not aware that they have such an 
mstitution as the jail in their village. 

It was formerly the custom in our viliagc, when a poor 
debtor came out of jail, for his acquaintances to salute him, 
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looking through their fingers, which were crossed to repre­
sent the grating of a jail window, "How do ye do?" My 
neighbors did not thus salute me, but first look~d at me, and 
then at one another, as if I had returned from a long journey. 
[ was put into jail as I \Vas going to the shoemaker's to get 
a shoe which was mended. \Vhen I was let out the next morn­
ing, I proceeded to finish my errand, and, having put on my 
mended shoe, joined a huckleberry party, who were impatient 
to put themselves under my conduct; and in half an hour,­
for the horse was soon tackled,-was in the midst of a huckle­
berry field, on one of our highest hills, two miles off, and then 
the State was nowhere to be seen. 

This is the whole history of ".My Prisons." 

I have never declined paying the highway tax, because I 
am as desirous of being a good neighbor as I am of being 
a bad subject; and as for supporting schools, I am doing my 
part to educate my fellow-countrymen now. It is for no par­
ticular item in the tax-bill that I refuse to pay it. I simply 
wish to refuse allegiance to the State, to withdraw and stand 
aloof from it effectually. I do not care to trace the course 
of my dollar, if I could, till it buys a man or a musket to 
shoot with,-the dollar is innocent,-but I am concerned to 
trace the effects of my allegiance. In fact, I quietly declare 
war with the State, after my fashion, though I will still make 
what usc and get what advantage of her I can, as is usual in 
such cases. 

If others pay the tax which is demanded of me, from a sym­
pathy with the State, they do but what they have already 
done in their own case, or rather they abet injustice to a 
greater extent than the State requires. If they pay the tax 
from a mistaken interest in the individual taxed, to save his 
property, or prevent his going to jail, it is because they have 
not considered wisely how far they let their private feelings 
interfere with the public good. 

This, then, is my position at present. But one cannot be too 
much on his guard in such a case, lest his action be biased 
by obstinacy or an undue regard for the opinions of men. 
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Let him sec that he docs only what belongs ro himself and 
to the hour. 

I think sometimes, \:Vhy, this pc.:ople mean well, they arc 
only ignorant; they would do hc.:tter if thc.:y knew how: why 
give your neighbors this pain to treat you as they arc not 
inclined to? But I think again, This is no reason why I should 
do as they do, or permit othc.:rs to suffer much greater pain of 
a different kind. Again, I sometimes say to myself, \Vhen 
many millions of men, without heat, '\Vithnut ill will, without 
personal feeling of any kind, demand of you a few shillings 
only, without the possibility, such is their constitution, of re­
tracting or altering their present demand, and without the 
possibility, on your side, of appeal to any other millions, why 
expose yourself to this o\·envhelming brute force? You do nor 
resist cold and hunger, the winds and the waves, thus obsti­
nately; you quietly submit to a thousand similar necessities. 
You do not put your head into the fire. But just in propor­
tion as I regard this as not wholly a brute force, but partly 
a human force, and consider that I have relations to those 
millions as to so many millions of men, and not of mere brute 
or inanimate things, I sec that appeal is possible, first and 
instantaneously, from them to the !vl:Iker of them, and, sec­
ondly, from them to themselves. But if I put my head delib­
erately into the fire, there is no appc.:al to li rc or to the [\Iaker 
of fire, and I have only myself to blame. If I could convince 
myself that I have any right to he satisfied with men as they 
are, and to treat them accordingly, and not according, in 
some respects, to my requisitions and expectations of what 
they and I ought to be then like a good Mussulman and 
fatalist, I should cndcavc:r to l;c satisfied '\Vith things as they 
are, and say it is the will of God. And, above all, there is 
this difference between resisting this and a purely brute or 
natural force, that I can resist \his with some cfTcct; but I 
cannot expect, like Orpheus, to change the nature of the 
rocks and trees and beasts. 

I do not ~ish to quarrel with any man or nation. I do not 
wish to spilt hairs, to make fine distinctions, or set myself 
up as better than my neighbors. I seck rather, I may say, even 
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an excuse for conforming to the laws of the land. I am but 
too ready to conform to them. Indeed, I have reason to 
suspect myself on this head; and each year, as the tax-gatherer 
comes round, I find myself disposed to review the acts and 
position of the general and State governments, and the spirit 
uf the people, to discover a pretext for conformity. 

"\Vc must affect our country as our parents, 
And if at any time we alienate 
Our love or .industry from doing it honor, 
\ V c must respect effects and teach the soul 
Matter of conscience and religion, 
And not desire of rule or benefit." 

I believe that the State will soon be able to take all my work 
of this sort out of my hands, and then I shall be no better a 
patriot than my fcliO\v-coumrymen. Seen from a lower point 
of view, the Constitution, with all its faults, is very good; the 
law and the courts arc very respectable; even this State and 
this American government arc, in many respects, very admira­
ble, and rare things, to be thankful for, su~h as a ~rcat many 
have described them; but seen from a pomt of VIew a little 
higher, they arc what I have described them; seen from a 
higher still, and the highest, who shall say what they are, or 
that they arc worth looking at or thinking of at all? 

However, the government docs not concern me much, and 
l shall bestow the fewest possible thoughts on it. It is not 
many moments that I live under a government, even in this 
world. If a man is thought-free, fancy-free, inlagination­
free, that which is not never for a long time appearing to be 
to him, un";ise rulers or reformers cannot fatally interrupt 
him. 

I know that most men think differently from myself; but 
those whose lives arc by profession devoted to the study of 
these or kindred subjects content me as little as any. States­
mm and legislators, standing so completely. within the insti­
tution, never distinctly and nakedly behold Jt. They speak of 
moving society, but have no resting-place .wit.ho.ut ~t. They 
may be men of a certain experience and dJscnmmatJOn, and 
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have no doubt invented ingenious and even useful systems, 
for which we sincerely thank them; hut all their wit and 
usefulness lie within certain not very wide limits. They arc 
wont to forget that the world is not governed by policy and 
expediency. Webster never goes behind government, and so 
cannot speak with authority about it. His words arc wisdom 
to those legislators who contemplate no essential reform in 
the existing government; but for thinkers, and those who 
legislate for all time, he never once glances at the subject. I 
know of those whose serene and wise speculations on this 
theme would soon reveal the limits of his mind's range and 
hospitality. Yet, compared with the cheap professions of 
most r_e~o.rmers, and the still cheaper wisdom and eloquence 
of pohnc1ans in general, his arc almost the only sensible and 
v_aluablc words, and we thank Heaven for him. Compara­
tl~ely, he is always strong, original, and, above all, practical. 
Stdl, ~is quality is not wisdom, but prudence. The lawyer's 
truth IS not Truth, but consistency or a consistent expediency. 
Truth is always in harmony with herself, and is not con­
cerned 1 · fl · · h c 11e y to reveal the justice that may cons1st Wit 
Wrong-doing. He well deserves to be called, as he has been 
called, the Defender of the Constitution. There arc really no 
~lows to be given by him but defensive ones. He is not a 
eadcr, but a follower. His leaders arc the men of '87. "I have 

never made an effort," he says, "and never propose to make 
an effort; I have never countenanced an effort, and never 
mean to countenance an effort, to disturb the arrangement 
asU ~riginally made, by which the various States came into the 

nlon " S ·1 · · I I C · · . · t1 I thinking of the sanction wh1c 1 t 1c onstltUtJon 
gtves to slavery, he says, "Because it was a part of the original 
compact,-lct it stand." Notwithstanding his special acute­
nes~ ~d ability, he is unable to take a fact out of its merely 
r.lttlcal relations, and behold it as it lies absolutely to be 

ISposed of by the intellect,-what, for instance, it behooves 
~man to do here in America to-day with regard to slavery,­

Ut ventures, or is driven, to make some such desperate an­
swer as the following, while professing to speak absolutely, 
and as a private man,-from which what new and singular 
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code of social duties might be inferred? "The manner," says 
he, "in which the governments of those States where slavery 
exists arc to regulate it is for their own consideration, under 
their responsibility to their constituents, to the general laws 
of propric.:ty, humanity, and justice, and to God. Associations 
formed elsewhere, springing from a feeling of humanity, or 
other cause, have nothing whate\·er to do with it. They have 
never received :my encouragement from me, and they never 
'\Vii)." 2 

Th(;y who know of no purer sources of truth, who have 
traced up its stream no higher, stand, and wisely stand, by 
the Bible and the Constitution, and drink at it there with 
reverence and humility; but they who behold where it comes 
trickling into this lake or that pool, gird up their loins once 
more, :md continue their pilgrimage toward its fountain-
head. • 

No man with a genius for legislation has appeared in 
America. They arc rare in the history of the world. There 
arc orators, politicians, and eloquent men, by the thousand; 
but the speaker has not yet opened his mouth to speak who 
is capable of settling the much-vexed questions of the day. 
\ V e love eloquence for its own sake, and not for any truth 
which it may utter, or any heroism it may inspire. Our legis­
lators have not yet learned the comparative value of fr~e­
trade and of freedom, of union, and of rectitude, to a nation .... 
They have no genius or talent for comparatively humble 
questions of taxation and finance, commerce and manufac­
tures and agriculture. If we were left solely to the wordy wit 
of legislators in Congress for our guidance, uncorrected by 
the scason:ablc experience and the effectual complaints of the 
people, America would not long retain her rank among the 
nations. For eighteen hundred years, though perchance I 
have no right to say it, the New Testament has been written; 
yet where is the legislator who has wisdom and practical 
talent enough to avail himself of the light which it sheds on 
the science of legislation? 

1 TI1cse extracts have been inserted since the lecture was read. 
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Th~ authority of government, e\·en such as I am willing to 

submst to,-for I will c:lll"erfullv ohev tho~e who lmow and 
ca~ do better than I, and in 1~1any ·things even those who 
netther know nor can do so wc.:ll,-is o.;t ill an impure one: to 
be strictly just, it muo.;t ha,·e the s:mcrion and consent of the 
governed. It can h:n-e no Jl'lre right over my person ami prop­
erty bur what I concede ro it. The J>l"ol!ress from :111 :tbsolute 
t{ r · ~ 

l a llllJted monarchv, from a limite1l monarchy to a de-
n~ocracy, is a progre;s toward a true respect for the indi­
VIdual. Even the Chinese philosopher was wise enough to 
regard the individual as tin: ba!-.is of the empire. Is a dc­
~nocracy, such as \Ve know it, the last improvement possible 
111 government? Is it not possible to take a step further to­
W?rds recognizing and organizing the rights of man? There 
~Ill never be a really free and enlightened State until the 
d tate comes to rccogrlize the individual as a higher and in-
lepe.ndent power, from which all its own power and :m­

t toray arc derived, and treats him accordingly. I please 
~yself with imagining a State at last which can afford to be 
JU~t to all men, and to treat the individual with respect as a 
?esghbor; which even would not think it inconsistent with 
~:. own repose if a few were to live aloof from it, not med-

ftng \Vith it, nor embraced by it, who fulfilled all the duties 
0 f neighbors and fellow-men. A State which bore this kind 
0 fruit, and suffered it to drop off as fast as it ripened, would 
P~cparc the way for a still more perfect and giorious State, 
w lJch also I have imagined, but not yet anywhere seen. 
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