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ON LIBERTY

in silencing mankind. Were an opinion a personal
possession of no value except to the owner ; if1 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 genera
tion ; 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
impression of truth, produced by its collision with error.
�t is necessary to consider separately these two
hypotheses, each of which has a distinct branch of
the argument corresponding to it. We can never be
sure that the opinion we are endeavouring 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 sup
press 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 tl1e 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 c;ertainty. All silencing
of dis<mssion is an assumption of infallibility. Its
conde;nnation may be allowed to rest on this common
argument, not the worse for being common.
Unfortunately for the go&d sense of mankind, the
fact of their fallibility is far froni carrying tbe weight
in their practical judgment which is always allowed
to it in theory ; for, while every one well knows
himself to be fallible, few think it necessary to take
any precautions against their own fallibility. or admit

