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Freedom of Thought and Discussion
John Stuart Mill

If all mankind minus one, were of one opinion, and only
one person were of the contrary opinion, mankind would
be no more justified in silencing that one person, than
he, if he had the power, would be justified in silencing
mankind. Were an opinion a personal possession of no
value except to the owner; if to be obstructed in the
enjoyment of it were simply a private injury, it would
make some difference whether the injury was inflicted
only on a few persons or on many. But the peculiar evil of
silencing the expression of an opinion is that it is robbing
the human race.…[It robs] those who dissent from the
opinion, still more than those who hold it. (1) If the
opinion is right, they are deprived of the opportunity of
exchanging error for truth: (2) if wrong, they lose, what
is almost as great a benefit, the clearer perception and
livelier impression of truth, produced by its collision
with error.…
It is necessary to consider separately these two…
[options], each of which has a distinct branch of the
argument corresponding to it. We can never be sure
that the opinion we are endeavoring to stifle is a false
opinion; and if we were sure, stifling it would be an
evil still.
First: The opinion which it is attempted to suppress by
authority may possibly be true. Those who desire to suppress it, of course deny its truth; but they are not infallible. They have no authority to decide the question for
all mankind, and exclude every other person from the
means of judging. To refuse a hearing to an opinion,
because they are sure that it is false, is to assume that
their certainty is the same thing as absolute certainty.

All silencing of discussion is an assumption of infallibility.
Its condemnation may be allowed to rest on this common
argument, not the worse for being common.
Unfortunately for the good sense of mankind, the
fact of their fallibility is far from carrying the weight in
their practical judgment, which is always allowed to it
in theory.…[W]hile every one well knows himself to be
fallible, few think it necessary to take any precautions
against their own fallibility. [Neither do they] admit the
supposition that any opinion of which they feel very
certain, may be one of the examples of the error to
which they acknowledge themselves to be liable.…
[How can we take precautions against our own fallibility?] [T]he source of everything respectable in man,
either as an intellectual or as a moral being,…[is] that his
errors are corrigible. He is capable of rectifying his mistakes by discussion and experience. [However, we cannot
correct ourselves] by experience alone. There must be
discussion, to show how experience is to be interpreted.
Wrong opinions and practices gradually yield to fact and
argument: but facts and arguments, to produce any effect
on the mind, must be brought before it. Very few facts are
able to tell their own story, without comments to bring
out their meaning. The whole strength and value, then,
of human judgment, depends [on its being able to be] set
right when it is wrong.…[R]eliance can be placed on it
only when the means of setting it right are kept constantly at hand.
In the case of any person whose judgment is really
deserving of confidence, how has it become so? Because
he has kept his mind open to criticism of his opinions
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and conduct. Because it has been his practice to listen to
all that could be said against him; to profit by as much of
it as was just, and expound to himself, and upon occasion
to others, the fallacy of what was fallacious. Because he
has felt that the only way in which a human being can
make some approach to knowing the whole of a subject is
by hearing what can be said about it by persons of every
variety of opinion, and studying [them all]. 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.…
…[Thus] 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 accepted, or is accepted and the attempt fails,
we are far enough from certainty still; but we have done
the best that the existing state of human reason admits
of; we have neglected nothing that could give the truth a
chance of reaching us.…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 arguments for free discussion, but object to their
being “pushed to an extreme”; not seeing that unless
the reasons are good for an extreme case, they are not
good for any case. Strange that they should imagine that
they are not assuming infallibility when they acknowledge that there should be free discussion 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 certain, that is, because
they are certain that it is certain. To call any proposition
certain, while there is any one who would deny its certainty if permitted, but who is not permitted, is to
assume that we ourselves, and those who agree with us,
are the judges of certainty, and judges without hearing
the other side.…
Let us now pass to the second division of the argument.…[L]et us assume [the received options] to be
true. [Let us] examine into the worth of the manner in
which they are likely to be held, when their truth is not
freely and openly canvassed. However unwillingly a person who has a strong opinion may admit the possibility
that his opinion may be false, he ought to be moved by
the consideration that however true it may be, if it is not
fully, frequently, and fearlessly discussed, it will be held
as a dead dogma, not a living truth.…
…He who knows only his own side of the case, knows
little of that. His reasons may be good, and no one may
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have been able to refute them. But if he is equally unable
to refute the reasons on the opposite side; if he does not
so much as know what they are, he has no ground for
preferring either opinion. The rational position for him
would be suspension of judgment, and unless he contents himself with that, he is either led by authority, or
adopts, like the generality of the world, the side to which
he feels most inclination.
Nor is it enough that he should hear the arguments of
adversaries from his own teachers, presented as they
state them, and accompanied by what they offer as refutations. This is not the way to do justice to the arguments, or bring them into real contact with his own
mind. He must be able to hear them from persons who
actually believe them; who defend them in earnest, and
do their very utmost for them. He must know them in
their most plausible and persuasive form; he must feel
the whole force of the difficulty…else he will never really
possess himself of the portion of truth which meets and
removes that difficulty.
Ninety-nine in a hundred of what are called educated
men are in this condition, even of those who can argue
fluently for their opinions. Their conclusion may be
true, but it might be false for anything they know: they
have never thrown themselves into the mental position
of those who think differently from them, and considered
what such persons may have to say; and consequently
they do not, in any proper sense of the word, know the
doctrine which they themselves profess.…All that part
of the truth which turns the scale, and decides the judgment of a completely informed mind, they are strangers
to; nor is it ever really known, but to those who have
attended equally and impartially to both sides, and
endeavoured to see the reasons of both in the strongest
light. So essential is this discipline to a real understanding of moral and human subjects, that if opponents
of all important truths do not exist, it is indispensable
to imagine them and supply them with the strongest
arguments which the most skilful devil’s advocate can
conjure up.…
[Consider] the manner in which the majority of
believers hold the doctrines of Christianity. By
Christianity I here mean what is accounted such by all
churches and sects – the maxims and precepts contained
in the New Testament. These are 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.
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The standard to which he does refer it, is the custom
of his nation, his class, or his religious profession. He has
thus, on the one hand, a collection of ethical maxims,
which he believes to have been vouchsafed to him by
infallible wisdom 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 are, on the whole, a compromise between the
Christian creed and the interests and suggestions of
worldly life. To the first of these standards he gives his
homage; to the other his real allegiance. All Christians
believe that the blessed are the poor and humble, and
those who are ill-used by the world; that 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 neighbour 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.
[Christians] are 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
regulates conduct, they believe these doctrines just up to
the point to which it is usual to act upon them. The doctrines in their integrity are serviceable to pelt adversaries
with; and it is understood that they are to be put forward
(when possible) as the reasons for whatever people do that
they think laudable. But any one who reminded them that
the maxims require an infinity of things which they
never even think of doing would gain nothing but to be
classed among those very unpopular characters who
affect to be better than other people. The doctrines have
no hold on ordinary believers – are not a power in their
minds. They have an habitual respect for the sound of
them, but no feeling which 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 Mr. 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 anybody now), they assuredly had a
much livelier feeling of the meaning of their creed than
they have ever had since. And to this cause, probably,
it is chiefly owing that Christianity now makes so little
progress in extending its domain, and after eighteen
centuries, is still nearly confined to Europeans and the
descendants of Europeans. …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
which are the badge of a sect retain more of their vitality
than those common to all recognized sects, and why
more pains are taken by teachers to keep their meaning
alive; but one reason certainly is, that the peculiar doctrines are more questioned, and have to be oftener
defended against open gainsayers. Both teachers and
learners go to sleep at their post, as soon as there is no
enemy in the field.…
Before quitting the subject of freedom of opinion, it is
fit to take notice of those who say that the free expression
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 of
fixing where these supposed bounds are to be placed. [I]f
the test be offense to those whose opinion is 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 the subject, an intemperate opponent.
[T]his, though an important consideration in a practical
point of view, merges in 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 principal offences
of the kind are such as it is mostly impossible, 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 elements of the case, or misrepresent the opposite opinion. [I]t is rarely possible on
adequate grounds conscientiously to stamp [this kind of]
misrepresentation as morally culpable; and still less could
law presume to interfere with this kind of controversial
misconduct.
With regard to what is commonly meant by intemperate discussion, namely, invective, sarcasm, personality,
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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 prevailing
opinion: against the unprevailing they may not only be
used without general disapproval, but will be likely to
obtain for him who uses them the praise of honest zeal
and righteous indignation. Yet whatever mischief arises

Note
This essay is abridged and edited from chapter 2 of On Liberty.
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from their use, is greatest when they are employed
against the comparatively defenceless; and whatever
unfair advantage can be derived by any opinion from this
mode of asserting it, accrues almost exclusively to
received opinions.…
[Hence, since we should not restrict speech if the
opinion to be repressed is false or if it is true, then we
should not repress speech.]

