John Stuart Mill

1 have aiready 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 European world,
the sentiment of liberty is the strongest is a case
where, in my view, it is altogether misplaced. A
person should be free to do as he likes in his
own concerns, but he ought not to be free to do
as he likes in acting for another, under the pretext
that the affairs of the other are 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 obliga-
tion is almost entirely disregarded 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 husbands over wives needs not be enlarged upon
here, because nothing more is needed for the com-
plete removal of the evil than that wives should have
the same rights and should receive the protection
of law in the same manner as all other persons; and
because, on this subject, the defenders of established

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 are a real obstacle to the fulfill-
ment by the State of its duties. One would almost
think that a man’s children were supposed to be
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 education. 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 perform his part well in life toward others
and toward himself. But while this is unanimously
declared to be the father’s duty, scarcely anybody,

Editor’s title. Previously published in Elizabeth Rapaport (ed.), On Liberty (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 1978), pp. 103-7.
Reprinted by permission of Hackett Publishing Co. Inc. All rights reserved.




in this country, will bear to hear of obliging 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 and against society; and that if the parent
does not fulfill this obligation, the State ought to
see it fulfilled ar the charge, as far as possible, of
the parent,

Were the duty of enforcing universal educa-
tion once admitted there would be an end to the
difficulties about whar 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
m educating to be wasted in quarreling about
education. If 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 the education
where and how they pleased, and content itself
with helping to pay the school fees of the poorer
classes of children, and defraying the entire school
€xpenses of those who have no one else to pay for
them. The objections which are urged with reason
against State education do not apply to the enforce-
ment of education by the State, but to the State’s
‘taking upon itseif to direct that education; which
5 2 totally different thing. That the whole or any
?arge part of the education of the people should be
in State hands, I go as far as anyone in deprecat-
ng. All that has been said of the importance of
ndividuality of character, and diversity in opinions
and modes of conduct, involves, as of the same
tnspeakable importance, diversity of education.
A general State education is a mere contrivance for
molding people to be exactly like one another; and
3 the mold in which it casts them is that which
Pleases the predominant power in the government
~ Whether this be a monarch, a priesthood, an aris-
focracy, or the majority of the existing generation
~ I proportion as it is efficient and successful, it
“Stablishes a despotism over the mind, leading by
Il_alural tendency to one over the body. An educa-
on established and controlled by the State should
Onl}f exist, if it exist at all, as one AMONg many com-
Peting experiments, carried on for the purpose of
“Xample and stimulus to keep the others up to a
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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 irself any
proper institutions of education unless the govern-
ment undertook the task, then, indeed, the govern-
ment may, as the less of two great evils, take upon
itself the business of schools and universities, as
it may that of joint stock companies when private
enterprise in a shape fitted for undertaking great
works of industry does not exist in the country. But
in general, if the country contains a sufficient num-
ber of persons qualified to provide education under
governiment auspices, the same persons would be
able and willing to give an equally good education
on the voluntary principle, under the assurance of
remuneration afforded by a law rendering educa-
tion compulsory, combined with State aid to those
unable to defray the expense.

The instrument for enforcing the law could be
no other than public examinations, extending to all
children and beginning at an early age. An age might
be fixed at which every child must be examined,
to ascertain if he (or she) is able to read. If a child
proves unable, the father, unless he has some suf-
ficient ground of excuse, might be subjected to a
moderate fine, to be worked out, if necessary, by his
labor, and the child might be put to school at his
expense. Once in every year the examination should
be renewed, with a gradually extending range of
subjects, so as to make the universal acquisition and,
what is more, retention of a certain minimum of
general knowledge virtually compulsory. Beyond
that minimum there should be voluntary examina-
tions 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,
through these arrangements, an improper influence
over opinion, the knowledge required for passing
an examination (beyond the merely instrumental
parts of knowledge, such as, languages and their use)
should, even in the higher classes of examinations,
be confined to facts and positive science exclusively.
The examinations on religion, politics, or other dis-
puted topics should not turn on the truth or false-
hood 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 truths than they are at pre-
sent; they would be brought up either churchmen or
dissenters as they now are, the State merely taking
care that they should be instructed churchmen, or
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instructed dissenters. There would be nothing to
hinder them from being taught religion, if their
parents chose, at the same schools where they were
taught other things. All attempts by the State to bias
the conclusions of its citizens on disputed subjects
are evil; but it may very properly offer to ascertain
and certify that a person possesses the knowledge
requisite to make his conclusions on any given sub-
ject worth attending to. A student of philosophy
would be the better for being able to stand an
examination both in Locke and in Kant, whichever
of the two he takes up with, or even if with neither:
and there is no reasonable objection to examining
an atheist in the evidences of Christianity, provided
he is not required to profess a belief in them. The
examinations, however, in the higher branches of
knowledge should, I conceive, be entirely voluntary.
It would be giving too dangerous a power to govern-
ments were they allowed to exclude anyone from
professions, even from the profession of teacher,
for alleged deficiency of qualifications; and I think,
with Wilhelm von Humboldt, that degrees or
other public certificates of scientific or professional
acquirements should be given to all who present
themselves for examination and stand the test, but
that such certificates should confer no advantage
over competitors other than the weight which may
be attached to their testimony by public opinion,
It is not in the matter of education only that mis-
placed notions of liberty prevent moral obligations
on the part of parents from being recognized, and
legal obligations from being imposed, where there
are the strongest grounds for the former always, and
in many cases for the latter also. The fact itself, of
causing the existence of a human being, is one of

the most responsible actions in the range of humay,
life. To undertake this responsibility — to bestow ,
life which may be either a curse or a blessing - unlegg
the being on whom it is to be bestowed will haye at
least the ordinary chances of a desirable existence

is a crime against that being. And in a country, eitheli
overpeopled or threatened with being so, to pro-
duce children, beyond a very small number, with the
effect of reducing the reward of labor by their Com-
petition is a serious offense against all who live by
the remuneration of their labor. The laws which, iy
many countries on the Continent, forbid marriage
unless the parties can show that they have the Mmeang
of supporting a family do not exceed the legitim,.
ate powers of the State; and whether such laws be
expedient or not (a question mainly dependeny
on local circumstances and feelings), they are not
objectionable as violations of liberty. Such laws are
nterferences of the State to prohibit a mischievoug
act — an act injurious to others, which ought to be
a subject of reprobation and social stigma, even when
it is not deemed expedient to superadd legal punish-
ment. Yet the current ideas of liberty, which bend
so easily to real infringements of the freedom of the
individual in things which concern only himself,
would repel the attempt to put any restraint upon his
inclinations when the consequence of their indul-
gence is a life or lives of wretchedness and deprav-
ity to the offspring, with manifold evils to those suffi-
ciently within reach to be in any way affected by their
actions. When we compare the strange respect of
mankind for liberty with their strange want of respect
for it, we might imagine that a man had an indispens-
able right to do harm to others, and no right at all
to please himself without giving pain to anyone,




