OF INDIVIDUALITY

Jobn Stuart Mill

G%ill’s concept of individuality in On Liberty was greatly influenced by
the German author Wilhelm von Humboldt (1767-1835), in his
book The Sphere and Duties of Government, written in 1792 but published in 1851.
(Humboldt’s book has also been published in English as The Limits of State Ac-
tion.) As Mill notes here, Humboldt emphasized the individual’s need to develop
his own character and personality. In order to flourish, individuals need two

things: freedom and a wide variety of circumstances or living arrangements so
that people can find the circumstances that are best for them.

T D

[F 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; posterity as well as the existing generation; those who
dissent from the opinion, still more than those who hold it. If the opinion is right,
they are deprived of the opportunity of exchanging error for truth: if wrong, they
lose, what is almost as great a benefit, the clearer perception and livelier impres-
sion of truth, produced by its collision with error. . . .

It is desirable, in short, that in things which do not primarily concern others,
individuality should assert itself. Where, not the person’s own character, but the
traditions or customs of other people are the rule of conduct, there is wanting one
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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 does
not lie in the appreciation of means towards an acknowledged end, but in the in-
difference of persons in general to the end itself. If it were felt that the free devel-
opment of individuality is one of the leading essentials of well-being; that it is not
only a co-ordinate element with all that is designated by the terms civilization,
instruction, education, culture, but is itself a necessary part and condition of all
those things; there would be no danger that liberty should be undervalued, and
the adjustment of the boundaries between it and social control would present no
extraordinary difficulty. But the evil is, that individual spontaneity is hatdly rec-
ognized by the common modes of thinking, as having any intrinsic worth, or de-
serving any regard on its own account. The majority, being satisfied with the
ways of mankind as they now are (for it is they who make them what they are),
cannot comprehend why those ways should not be good enough for everybody;
and what is more, spontaneity forms no part of the ideal of the majority of moral
and social reformers, but is rather looked on with jealousy, as a troublesome and
perhaps rebellious obstruction to the general acceptance of what these reformers,
in their own judgement, think would be best for mankind. Few persons, out of
Germany, even comprehend the meaning of the doctrine which Wilhelm von
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 im-
mutable dictates of reason, and not suggested by vague and transient desires, is
the highest and most harmonious development of his powers to a complete and
consistent whole”; that, therefore, the object “towards which every human being
must ceaselessly direct his efforts, and on which especially those who design to in-
fluence 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 that from the union of these arise “individual vigour and mani-
fold diversity,” which combine themselves in “originality.”!

Little, however, as people are accustomed to a doctrine like that of von Hum-
boldt, and surprising as it may be to them to find so high a value attached to in-
dividuality, 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 noth-
ing but copy one another. No one would assert that people ought not to put into
their mode of life, and into the conduct of their concerns, any impress whatever
of their own judgement, or of their own individual character. On the other hand,
it would be absurd to pretend that people ought to live as if nothing whatever
had been known in the world before they came into it; as if experience had as yet
done nothing towards showing that one mode of existence, or of conduct, is
preferable to another. Nobody denies that people should be so taught and trained

\'The Sphere and Duties of Government, from the German of Baron Wilhelm von Humboldt, pp. 11-13.
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in youth, as to know and benefit by the ascertained results of human experience.
But 1t is the privilege and proper condition of a human being, arrived at the ma-
turity of his faculties, to use and interpret experience in his own way. It is for him
to find out what part of recorded experience is properly applicable to his own cit-
cumstances and character. The traditions and customs of other people are, to a
certain extent, evidence of what their experience has taught them,; presumptive
evidence, and as such, have a claim to his deference: but, in the first place, their
experience may be too narrow; or they may not have interpreted it rightly. Sec-
ondly, their interpretation of experience may be correct, but unsuitable to him.
Customs are made for customary circumstances, and customary characters; and
his circumstances or his character may be uncustomary. Thirdly, though the cus-
toms be both good as customs, and suitable to him, yet to conform to custom,
merely a5 custom, does not educate or develop in him any of the qualities which
are the distinctive endowment of a human being. The human faculties of percep-
tion, judgement, discriminative feeling, mental activity, and even moral prefer-
ence, are exercised only in making a choice. He who does anything because it is
the custom, makes no choice. He gains no practice either in discerning or in de-
siring what is best. The mental and moral, like the muscular powers, are im-
proved only by being used. The faculties are called into no exercise by doing a
thing merely because others do it, no more than by believing a thing only be-
cause others believe it. If the grounds of an opinion are not conclusive to the per-
son’'s own reason, his reason cannot be strengthened, but is likely to be
weakened, by his adopting it: and if the inducements to an act are not such as are
consentaneous to his own feelings and character (where affection, or the rights of
others, are not concerned) it is so much done towards rendering his feelings and
character inert and torpid, instead of active and energetic.

He who lets the world, or his own portion of it, choose his plan of life for him,
has no need of any other faculty than the ape-like one of imitation. He who
chooses his plan for himself, employs all his faculties. He must use observation to
see, reasoning and judgement to foresee, activity to gather materials for decision,
discrimination to decide, and when he has decided, firmness and self-control to
hold to his deliberate decision. And these qualities he requires and exercises ex-
actly in proportion as the part of his conduct which he determines according to
his own judgement and feelings is a large one. It is possible that he might be
guided in some good path, and kept out of harm’s way, without any of these
things. But what will be his comparative worth as a human being? It really is of
importance, not only what men do, but also what manner of men they are that
do it. Among the works of man, which human life is rightly employed in perfect-
ing and beautifying, the first in importance surely is man himself. Supposing it
were possible to get houses built, corn grown, battles fought, causes tried, and
even churches erected and prayers said, by machinery—by automatons in human
form—it would be a considerable loss to exchange for these automatons even the
men and women who at present inhabit the more civilized parts of the world, and
who assuredly are but starved specimens of what nature can and will produce.
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Human nature 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 grow and develop itself on
all sides, according to the tendency of the inward forces which make it a living
thing. . ..

A person whose desires and impulses are his own—are the expression of his
own nature, as it has been developed and modified by his own culture—is said to
have a character. One whose desires and impulses are not his own, has no charac-
ter, no more than a steam-engine has a character. If, in addition to being his own,
his impulses are strong, and are under the government of a strong will, he has an
energetic character. Whoever thinks that 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. . . .

It is not by wearing down into uniformity all that is individual in themselves,
but by cultivating it and calling it forth, within 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 who do them, by
the same process human life also becomes rich, diversified, and animating, fur-
nishing more abundant aliment to high thoughts and elevating feelings, and
strengthening the tie which binds every individual to the race, by making the
race infinitely better worth belonging to. In proportion to the development of his
individuality, each person becomes more valuable to himself, and is therefore ca-
pable of being more valuable to others. There is a great fullness of life about his
own existence, and when there is more life in the units there is more in the mass
which is composed of them. As much compression as is necessary to prevent the
stronger specimens of human nature from encroaching on the rights of others,
cannot be dispensed with; but for this there is ample compensation even 1n the
point of view of human development. The means of development which the indi-
vidual loses by being prevented from gratifying his inclinations to the injury of
others, are chiefly obtained at the expense of the development of other people.
And even to himself there is a full equivalent in the better development of the so-
cial 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 valu-
able, 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 dif-
ferent lives. In proportion as this latitude has been exercised in any age, has that
age been noteworthy to posterity. Even despotism does not produce its worst ef-
fects, so long as individuality exists under it; and whatever crushes individuality
is despotism, by whatever name it may be called, and whether it professes to be
enforcing the will of God or the injunctions of men.

Having said that Individuality is the same thing with development, and that
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it 1s only the cultivation of individuality which produces, or can produce, well-de-
veloped human beings, I might here close the argument: for what more or better
can be said of any condition of human affairs, than that it brings human beings
themselves nearer to the best thing they can be? or what worse can be said of any
obstruction to good, than that it prevents this? Doubtless, however, these con-
siderations will not suffice to convince those who most need convincing; and it is
necessary turther to show, that these developed human beings are of some use to
the undeveloped—to point out to those who do not desire liberty, and would not
avail themselves of it, that they may be 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 some-
thing from them. It will not be denied by anybody, that originality is a valuable
element in human affairs. There is always need of persons not only to discover
new truths, and point out when what were once truths are true no longer, but
also to commence new practices, and set the example of more enlightened con-
duct, and better taste and sense in human life. This cannot well be gainsaid by
anybody who does not believe that the world has already attained perfection in
all its ways and practices. It is true that this benefit is not capable of being ren-
dered by everybody alike; there are but few persons, in comparison with the
whole of mankind, whose experiments, if adopted by others, would be likely 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 introduce good things which did not before exist; it is they who keep
the life in those which already existed. If there were nothing new to be done,
would human intellect cease to be necessary? Would it be a reason why those who
do the old things should forget why they are done, and do them like cattle, not
like 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 would not re-
sist the smallest shock from anything really alive, and there would be no reason
why civilization should not die out, as in the Byzantine Empire. Persons of ge-
nius, it is true, are, and are always likely to be, a small minority; but in order to
have them, it is necessary to preserve the soil in which they grow. Genius can only
breathe freely in an atmosphere of freedom. Persons of genius are, ex vz termini, more
individual than any other people—Iless capable, consequently, of fitting them-
selves, without hurtful compression, into any of the small number of moulds
which society provides in order to save its members the trouble of forming their
own character. If from timidity they consent to be forced into one of these
moulds, and to let all that part of themselves which cannot expand under the
pressure remain unexpanded, society will be little the better for their genius. If
they are 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 at
with solemn warning as “wild,” “erratic,” and the like; much as if one should
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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 al-
lowing it to unfold itself freely both in thought and in practice, being well aware
that no one will deny the position in theory, but knowing also that almost every
one, in reality, is totally indifferent to it. People think genius a fine thing if it en-
ables a man to write an exciting poem, or paint a picture. But in its true sense,
that of originality in thought and action, though no one says that it is not 2 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 unoriginal minds cannot feel the use of. They cannot see what it 1s to do for
chem: 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 then, is that of
opening their eyes: which being once fully done, they would have a chance of
being themselves original. Meanwhile, recollecting that nothing was ever yet
done which some one 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 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 want.

In sober truth, whatever homage may be professed, or even paid, to real or sup-
posed mental superiority, the general tendency of things throughout the world 1s
to render mediocrity 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 individual was a power in himself; and if he had
either great talents or a high social position, he was a considerable power. At pre-
sent individuals are lost in the crowd. In politics it is almost 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 tenden-
cies and instincts of masses. This is as true in the moral and social relations of pri-
vate life as in public transactions. 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, collective 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 them-
selves, addressing 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 any-
thing better is compatible, as a general rule, with the present low state of the
human mind. But that does not hinder the government of mediocrity from being
mediocre government. No government by a democracy or a numerous aristocracy,
either in its political acts or in the opinions, qualitses, and tone of mind which 1t
fosters, ever did or could rise above mediocrity, except in so far as the sovereign.
Many have let themselves be guided (which in their best times they always have
done) by the counsels and influence of a more highly gifted and instructed One or
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Few. The initiation of all wise or noble things, comes and must come from individ-
uals; generally at first from some one individual. The honour and glory of the av-
erage man 1s that he is capable of following that initiative; that he can respond
internally to wise and noble things, and be led to them with his eyes open. I am
not countenancing the sort of “hero-worship” which applauds the strong man of
genius for forcibly seizing on the government of the world and making it do his
bidding in spite of itself. All he can claim is, freedom to point out the way. The
power of compelling others into it, is not only inconsistent with the freedom and
development of all the rest, but corrupting to the strong man himself. It does
seem, however, that when the opinions of masses of merely average men are every-
where become or becoming the dominant power, the counterpoise and corrective
to that tendency would be, the more and more pronounced individuality of those
who stand on the higher eminences of thought. It is in these circumstances most
especially, that exceptional individuals, instead of being deterred, should be en-
couraged in acting differently from the mass. In other times there was no advan-
tage 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 because the tyranny of opinion is such as to make ec-
centricity 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 vigour, and moral
courage which it contained. That so few now dare to be eccentric, marks the chief
danger of the time. . . .

If it were 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 re-
quire different 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 physi-
cal, atmosphere and climate. The same things which are helps to one person to-
wards the cultivation of higher nature, are hindrances to another. . . .

The despotism of custom is everywhere the standing hindrance to human ad-
vancement, being in unceasing antagonism to that disposition to aim at some-
thing better than customary, which is called, according to circumstances, the
spirit of liberty, or that of progress or improvement. The spirit of improvement is
not always a spirit of liberty, for it may aim at forcing improvements on an un-
willing people; and the sprit of liberty, in so far as it resists such attempts, may
ally itself locally and temporarily with the opponents of improvement; but the
only unfailing and permanent source of improvement is liberty, since by it there
are as many possible independent centres of improvement as there are individu-
als. The progressive principle, however, in either shape, whether as the love of lib-
erty or of improvement, is antagonistic to the sway of 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, prop-
erly speaking, no history, because the despotism of Custom is complete. ... A
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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. . . .

What is it that has hitherto preserved Europe from this lot? What has made
the European family of nations an improving, instead of a stationary portion of
mankind? Not any superior excellence in them, which, when it exists, exists as
the effect, not as the cause; but their remarkable diversity of character and cul-
ture. Individuals, classes, nations, have been extremely unlike one another: they
have struck out a great variety of paths, each leading to something valuable; and
although at every period those who travelled in different paths have been intoler-
ant of one another, and each would have thought it an excellent thing if all the
rest could have been compelled to travel his road, their attempts to thwart each
other’s development have rarely had any permanent success, and each has in time
endured to receive the good which the others have offered. Europe is, in my
judgement, wholly indebted to this plurality of paths for its progressive and
many-sided development. . . .

What, then, is the rightful limit to the sovereignty of the individual over him-
self? Where does the authority of society begin? How much of human life should
be assigned to individuality, and how much to society?

Each will receive its proper share, if each has that which more particularly con-
cerns it. To individuality should belong the part of life in which it is chiefly the
individual that is interested; 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 to deduce social obligations from it,
every one 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 interests of one another; or rather certain interests, which, either
by express legal provision or by tacit understanding, ought to be considered as
rights; and secondly, in each person’s bearing his share (to be fixed on some equi-
table principle) of the labours and sacrifices incurred for defending the society or
its members from injury and molestation. .

That the whole or any large part of the education of the people should be in
State hands, I go as far as any one in deprecating. All that has been said of the
importance of individuality of character, and diversity in opinions and modes of
conduct, involves, as of the same unspeakable importance, diversity of education.
A general State education is a mere contrivance for moulding people to be exactly
like one another: and as the mould in which it casts them is that which pleases
the predominant power in the government, whether this be a monarch, a priest-
hood, an aristocracy, or the majority of the existing generation in proportion as it
is etficient 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 ex-
periments, carried on for the purpose of example and stimulus, to keep the others
up to a certain standard of excellence.



OBJECTIONS TO GOVERNMENT
INTERFERENCE

Jobn Stuart Mill

ohn Stuart Mill (1806—73) was a key figure in the development of British
liberalism. For many people he is the embodiment of nineteenth-century
liberalism, and On Liberty is a fixture in political philosophy classes. To libertari-
ans he is often seen as the embodiment of the unfortunate change in the nature of
liberalism, from a philosophy of individual rights and laissez-faire economics to a
mild version of socialism. Hayek blamed Mill for separating the concept of distri-
bution from that of production, allowing intellectuals and planners to take pro-
duction as a given and then debate how to divide it. In this selection from On
Lzberty, howcver, he sounds important libertarian themes: that individuals should
be free to live as they choose so long as they don’t harm others and that the power
of government should be strictly limited.

m

THE OBJECT OF this Essay is to assert one very simple principle, as entitled to
govern absolutely the dealings of society with the individual in the way of com-
pulsion and control, whether the means used be physical force in the form of legal
penalties, or the moral coercion of public opinion. That principle is, that the sole
end for which mankind are warranted, individually or collectively, in interfering
with the liberty of action of any of their number, is self-protection. That the only
purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised over any member of a civi-
lized community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others. His own good, ei-
ther physical or moral, is not a sufficient warrant. . . .

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 individu-
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als than by the government. Speaking generally, there is no one so fit to conduct
any business, or to determine how or by whom it shall be conducted, as those
who are personally interested in it. This principle condemns the interferences,
once so common, of the legislature, or the officers of government, with the ordi-
nary processes of industry. . . .

The second objection is more nearly allied to our subject. In many cases,
though individuals may not do the particular thing so well, on the average, as the
officers of government, it is nevertheless desirable that it should be done by
them, rather than by the government, as a means to their own mental educa-
tion—a mode of strengthening their active faculties, exercising their judgement,
and giving them a familiar knowledge of the subjects with which they are thus
left to deal. This 1s a principal, though not the sole, recommendation of jury trial
(in cases not political); of free and popular local and municipal institutions; of the
conduct of industrial and philanthropic enterprises by voluntary associations.
These are not questions of liberty, and are connected with that subject only by re-
mote tendencies; but they are questions of development. It belongs to a different
occasion from the present to dwell on these things as parts of national education;
as being, in truth, the peculiar training of a citizen, the practical part of the po-
litical education of a free people, taking them out of the narrow circle of personal
and family selfishness, and accustoming them to the comprehension of joint in-
terests, the management of joint concerns—habituating them to act from public
or semi-public motives, and guide their conduct by aims which unite instead of
1solating them from one another. Without these habits and powers, a free consti-
tution can neither be worked nor preserved; as is exemplified by the too-often
transitory nature of political freedom in countries where it does not rest upon a
sufficient basis of local liberties. The management of purely local business by the
localities, and of the great enterprises of industry by the union of those who vol-
untarily supply the pecuniary means, is further recommended by all the advan-
tages which have been set forth in this Essay as belonging to individuality of
development, and diversity of modes of action. Government operations tend to
be everywhere alike. With individuals and voluntary associations, on the con-
trary, there are varied experiments, and endless diversity of experience. What the
State can usefully do, is to make itself a central depository, and active circulator
and diffuser, of the experience resulting from many trials. Its business is to enable
each experimentalist to benefit by the experiments of others; instead of tolerating
no experiments but its own.

The third, and most cogent reason for restricting the interference of govern-
ment, is the great evil of adding unnecessarily to its power. Every function super-
added to those already exercised by the government, causes its influence over
hopes and fears to be more widely diffused, and converts, more and more, the ac-
tive and ambitious part of the public 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 companies, the universities,
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and the public charities, were all of them branches of the government; if, in addi-
tion, the municipal corporations and local boards, with all that now devolves on
them, became departments of the central administration; if the employés of all
these different enterprises were appointed and paid by the government, and
looked to the government for every rise in life; not all the freedom of the press
and popular constitution of the legislature would make this or any other country
free otherwise than in name.



