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Chapter I
THE subject of this Essay is not the so-called Liberty of the Will, so unfortunately

opposed to the misnamed doctrine of Philosophical Necessity; but Civil, or Social
Liberty: the nature and limits of the power which can be legitimately exercised by society
over the individual. A question seldom stated, and hardly ever discussed, in general terms,
but which profoundly influences the practical controversies of the age by its latent
presence, and 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 divided mankind, almost from the
remotest ages, but in the stage of progress into which the more civilized portions of the
species have now entered, it presents itself under new conditions, and requires a different
and more fundamental treatment.

The struggle between Liberty and Authority is the most conspicuous feature in the
portions of history with which we are 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 popular governments
of Greece) as in a necessarily antagonistic position to the people whom they ruled. They
consisted of a governing One, or a governing tribe or caste, who derived their authority
from inheritance or conquest; who, at all events, did not hold it at the pleasure of the
governed, and whose supremacy men did not venture, perhaps did not desire, to contest,
whatever precautions might be taken against its oppressive exercise. Their power was
regarded as necessary, but also as highly dangerous; as a weapon which they would
attempt to use against their subjects, no less than against external enemies. To prevent the
weaker members of the community from being preyed upon by 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 preying
upon the flock than any of the minor harpies, it was indispensable to be in a perpetual
attitude of defence against his beak and claws. The aim, therefore, of patriots was to set
limits to the power which the ruler should be suffered (1) to exercise over the community;
and this limitation was what they meant by liberty. It was attempted in two ways. First,
by obtaining a recognition of certain immunities, called political liberties or rights, which it
was to be regarded 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 justifiable. 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, supposed to represent its interests, was made
a necessary condition to some of the more important acts of the governing power. To the
first of these modes of limitation, the ruling power, in most European countries, was
compelled, more or less, to submit. It was not so with the second; and, to attain this, or
when already in some degree possessed, to attain it more completely, became everywhere
the principal object of the lovers of liberty. And so long as mankind were content to
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combat one enemy by another, and to be ruled by a master, on condition of being
guaranteed more or less efficaciously against his tyranny, they did not carry their
aspirations beyond this point.

A time, however, came, in the progress of human affairs, when men ceased to think it
a necessity of nature that their governors should be an independent power, opposed in
interest to themselves. It appeared to them much better that the various magistrates of the
State 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 government would never
be abused to their disadvantage. 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; and superseded, to a considerable extent, the previous 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. That (it might seem) was a
resource against rulers whose interests were habitually opposed to those of the people.
What was now wanted was, 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 use to be made. Their power
was but the nation's own power, concentrated, and in a form convenient for exercise. This
mode of thought, or rather perhaps of feeling, was common among the last generation of
European liberalism, in the Continental section of which it still apparently predominates.
. . .

In time, however, a democratic 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 themselves," do not express the
true state of the case. The "people" who exercise the power are not always the same
people with those over whom it is exercised; and the "self-government" spoken of is not
the government of each by himself, but of each by all the rest. The will of the people,
moreover, practically means the will of the most numerous or the most active part of the
people; the majority, or those who succeed in making themselves accepted as the
majority; the people, consequently may desire to oppress a part of their number; and
precautions are 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 are regularly accountable to the community, that
is, to the strongest party therein. This view of things, recommending itself equally to the
intelligence of thinkers and to the inclination of those important classes in European
society to whose real or supposed interests democracy is adverse, has had no difficulty in
establishing itself; and in political speculations "the tyranny of the majority" is now
generally included among the evils against which society requires to be on its guard.

Like other tyrannies, the tyranny of the majority was at first, and is still vulgarly,
held in dread, chiefly as operating through the acts of the public authorities. But reflecting
(3) persons perceived that when society is itself the tyrant--society collectively over the
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separate individuals who compose it--its means of tyrannizing are not restricted to the
acts which it may do by the hands of its political functionaries. Society can and does
execute its own mandates: and if it issues wrong mandates instead of right, or any
mandates at all in things with which it ought not to meddle, it practices a social tyranny
more formidable than many kinds of political oppression, since, though not usually
upheld by such extreme penalties, it leaves fewer means of escape, penetrating much more
deeply into the details of life, and enslaving the soul 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 ideas 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 compel 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.

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 was 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 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 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 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. These are good reasons for remonstrating with him, or
reasoning 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 desired to deter him must be calculated to produce evil to some one else. The
only part of the conduct of any one, for which he is amenable to society, is that which
concerns others. In the part which merely concerns himself, his independence is, of right,
absolute. Over himself, over his own body and mind, the individual is sovereign….

CHAPTER II

OF THE LIBERTY OF THOUGHT AND DISCUSSION

…If all mankind minus one, were of one opinion, and only one person were on 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.… [T]he 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 impression of truth, produced by its collision with error.
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It 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 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;
for while every one 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 certain, may be one of the examples of the error to which they
acknowledge themselves to be liable. Absolute princes, or others who are accustomed to
unlimited deference, usually feel this complete confidence in their own opinions on nearly
all subjects. People more happily situated, who sometimes hear their opinions disputed,
and are not wholly unused to be set right when they are wrong, place the same unbounded
reliance only on such of their opinions as are shared by all who surround them, or to
whom they habitually defer: for in proportion to a man's want of confidence in his own
solitary judgment, does 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
comprehensive as his own country or his own age. Nor is his faith in this collective
authority at all shaken by his being aware that other ages, countries, sects, churches,
classes, and parties have thought, and even now think, the exact reverse. 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 reliance, and that the same causes which make him a
Churchman in London, would have made him a Buddhist or a Confucianin Peking. 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
general, will be rejected by future ages, as it is that many, once general, are rejected by the
present.

The objection likely to be made to this argument, would probably take some such
form as the following. There is no greater assumption of infallibility in forbidding the
propagation of error, than in any other thing which is done by public authority on its own
judgment and responsibility. Judgment is given to men that they may use it. Because it
may be used erroneously, are men to be told that they ought not to use 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 conviction.
If we were never to act on our opinions, because those opinions may be wrong, we should
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leave all our interests uncared for, and all our duties unperformed. An objection which
applies to all conduct can be no valid objection to any conduct in particular.

It is the duty of governments, and of individuals, to form the truest opinions they can;
to form them carefully, and never impose them upon others unless they are quite sure of
being right. But when they are sure(such reasoners may say), it is not conscientiousness
but cowardice to shrink from acting on their opinions, and allow doctrines which they
honestly think dangerous to the welfare of mankind, either in this life or in another, to be
scattered abroad without restraint, because other people, in less enlightened times, have
persecuted opinions now believed to be true. Let us take care, it may be said, not to make
the same mistake: but governments and nations have made mistakes in other things, which
are not denied to be fit subjects for the exercise of authority: they have laid on bad taxes,
made unjust wars. Ought we therefore to lay on no taxes, and, under whatever
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 the
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 propagation of opinions which we regard as false and pernicious.

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 contradicting and disproving our opinion, is the very condition which
justifies 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.…

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: if the lists are kept
open, we may hope that if there be a better truth, it will be found when the human mind
is capable of receiving it; and in the meantime we may rely on having attained 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 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 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.…

In order more fully to illustrate the mischief of denying a hearing to opinions because
we, in our own judgment, have condemned them, it will be desirable to fix down the
discussion to a concrete case; and I choose, by preference, the cases which are least
favourable to me--in which the argument against freedom of opinion, both on the score of
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truth and on that 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 on such ground, gives a great advantage to an unfair
antagonist; since he will be sure to say (and many who have no desire to be unfair will say
it internally), Are 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 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 others, without allowing them
to hear what can be said on the contrary 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 pernicious
consequences--not only of the pernicious consequences, but(to adopt expressions which I
altogether condemn) the immorality and impiety of an opinion; yet if, in pursuance of
that private judgment, though backed by the public judgment of his country or his
contemporaries, he prevents the opinion from being heard in its defence, he assumes
infallibility.…

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 prototype 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 che sanno,"the two headsprings
of ethical as of all other philosophy. This acknowledged master of all the eminent thinkers
who have since lived--whose fame, still growing after more than two thousand years, all
but outweighs the whole remainder of the names which make his native city illustrious
–was put to death by his countrymen, after a judicial conviction, for impiety and
immorality. Impiety, in denying the gods recognized by the State; indeed his accuser
asserted (see the "Apologia") that he believed in no gods at all. Immorality, in being, by
his doctrines and instructions, a "corrupter of youth." Of these charges the tribunal, there
is every ground for believing, honestly found him guilty, and condemned the man who
probably of all then born had deserved best of mankind, to be put to death as a criminal.

To pass from this to the only other instance of judicial iniquity, the mention of which,
after the condemnation of Socrates, would not be an anti-climax: 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 homage to him as the
Almighty in person, was ignominiously put to death, as what? As a blasphemer. Men did
not merely mistake their benefactor; they mistook him for the exact contrary of what he
was, and treated him as that prodigy of impiety, which they themselves are now held to
be, for their treatment of him. The feelings with which mankind now regard 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 most commonly are, but rather the contrary; men who possessed in a
full, or somewhat more than a full measure, the religious, moral, and patriotic feelings of
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their time and people: the very kind of men who, in all times, our own included, have
every chance of passing through life blameless and respected. The high-priest who rent
his garments when the words were pronounced, which, according to all the ideas of his
country, constituted the blackest guilt, was in all probability quite as sincere in his horror
and indignation, as the generality of respectable and pious men now are 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 are tempted to think that those who stoned to death the first
martyrs must have been worse men than they themselves are, ought to remember that one
of those persecutors was Saint Paul….

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 are indebted for them….

But, indeed, the dictum that truth always triumphs over persecution, is one of those
pleasant falsehoods which men repeat after one another till they pass into commonplaces,
but which all experience refutes. History teems with instances of truth put down by
persecution. If not suppressed forever, it may be thrown back for centuries….

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 are not more zealous
for truth than they often are 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 ages there will generally be found persons
to rediscover it, until some one of its reappearances falls on a time when from favourable
circumstances it escapes persecution until it has made such head as to withstand all
subsequent attempts to suppress it….

Who can compute what the world loses in the multitude of promising intellects
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 see some man of
deep conscientiousness, and subtle and refined understanding, who spends a life in
sophisticating  with an intellect which he cannot silence, and exhausts the resources of
ingenuity in attempting to reconcile the promptings of his conscience and reason with
orthodoxy, which yet he does not, perhaps, to the end succeed in doing. No one can be a
great thinker who does not recognize, that as a thinker it is his first duty to follow his
intellect to whatever conclusions it may lead. Truth gains more even by the errors of one
who, with due study and preparation, thinks for himself, than by the true opinions of
those who only hold them because they do not suffer themselves to think….

Let us now pass to the second division of the argument, and dismissing the
Supposition that any of the received opinions may be false, let us assume them to be true,
and 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….
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He who knows only his own side of the case, knows little of that. His reasons 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 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….

To what an extent doctrines intrinsically fitted to make the deepest impression upon
the mind may remain in it as dead beliefs, without being ever realized in the imagination,
the feelings, or the understanding, is exemplified by 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. 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 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 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 same thing holds true, generally speaking, of all traditional doctrines--those of
prudence and knowledge of life, as well as of morals or religion. All languages and
literatures are full of general observations on life, both as to what it is, and how to
conduct oneself in it observations which everybody knows, which everybody repeats, or
hears with acquiescence, which are received as truisms, yet of which most people first
truly learn the meaning, when experience, generally of a painful kind, has made it a reality
to them. How often, when smarting under some unforeseen misfortune or
disappointment, does a person call to mind some proverb or common saying familiar to
him all his life, the meaning of which, if he had ever before felt it as he does now, would
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have saved him from the calamity. There are indeed reasons for this, other than the
absence of discussion: there are many truths of which the full meaning cannot be realized,
until personal 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 impressed 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 mankind to leave off thinking
about a thing when it is no longer doubtful, is the cause of half their errors. A
contemporary author has well spoken of "the deep slumber of a decided opinion.…"

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 intellectual advancement which at present seems at an incalculable distance. We have
hitherto considered only two possibilities: that the received opinion may be false, and
some 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….

We have now recognized the necessity to the mental wellbeing of mankind (on which
all their other well-being depends) of freedom of opinion, and freedom of the expression
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 know, be true. To deny this is to assume our own infallibility.

Secondly, though the silenced opinion be an error, it may, and very commonly does,
contain a portion of truth; and since the general or prevailing opinion on any object 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.

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 most 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 experience….


