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Dr. Ari Santas’ Notes On:

J.S. Mill’s On Liberty, Chapter II
Diversity in Thought and Expression
A.  Free Speech
· Chapter II concerns the liberty of thought and discussion

· Free speech is one of the necessary conditions of a free society

· Mill’s position amounts to this:

· No opinion, no matter how false or immoral it appears, should ever be silenced – unless it directly leads to the harm of others

· So, Chapter II is a defense of the Harm Principle (HP) with respect to Free Speech

· To support his contention, Mill considers different cases concerning the truth of the opinion we might propose to suppress:

1. when it’s true

2. when it’s false

3. when it’s partly true, partly false

B. Fallibility

· Suppressed opinions are always suppressed on the grounds that they are false

· But to suppress (censor) an opinion is more than to believe that we are right – it implies that we could not be wrong

· Suppression presumes certainty to be equivalent to absolute certainty

· But everyone knows that we can be mistaken

· People have been mistaken

· Ages have been mistaken

· Great thinkers have been mistaken

· Socrates & Athens, Christianity & Marcus Aurelius

· The most open-minded and educated people can be wrong!

· We have no reason to believe that today’s certainties will not be found false tomorrow

· We used to be “certain” that the earth was flat

C.  It Could Be True

· The opinion that is suppressed could very well be true, and if we squash it, we’ve missed out on the truth

· And if you believe that the truth always shines, you’re mistaken

· If not entirely lost it can be lost for centuries, e.g. Aristarchus and the solar system

· The only way to insure that we are as close to truth as possible is to allow for divergent opinions

· Experience is not enough, we need discussion – the free exchange of ideas

· This is evidenced by the fact that the greatest advances in knowledge have always taken place in ages of extreme toleration, e.g. German Enlightenment
D. The Balance Theory of Truth
· In dealing with questions concerning matters of fact, the only way we can come close to truth is by subjecting our belief to the rigors of debate

· Recall that reason alone won’t do it

· All ideas must be tested through discussion:


Claim

  Objection 1


Experience & Testimonies on 

both sides

Reply

  Objection 2

Reply



    Truth

· We need completely free discussion because that’s the only way we can compensate for our fallibility
· It’s the only way to be assured that our mistakes can be rectified

· It’s the only way to avoid stagnation and decadence of thought

E. ‘Limited Toleration’ is an Oxymoron
· Just as no one thinks they are mistaken about any of their beliefs, no one takes themselves to be intolerant

· The tendency is to limit the class of things we could be mistaken about or intolerant of

· I know I’m not right about everything, but I am right about this!

· It’s good to be tolerant – of all good people, e.g. all Christians, all theists, all non-communists
· Compare to Jefferson on Religious Freedom
· Such an attitude, says Mill, is self-deception at best
· There is no such thing as limited toleration, or limited fallibilism
· To be tolerant, is to let people have their own point of view, period!

· Provided it bides by the HP
· (the only time to be intolerant)

F.  Why Defend Such Liberties?

· It is often claimed that the only people who defend deviant beliefs & practices are deviants.

· Only atheists defend the right to express atheistic practices?

· Only Nazi’s defend the right to publish Nazi literature?
· Only perverts defend the right to publish pornography?

· This attitude is mistaken, says Mill

· The people we protect in defending these rights are not the perverts, Nazi’s and heretics, but all of society

· Unless we defend everyone’s rights, there’ll be no guarantee that ours will not be the next one to be infringed upon

· Martin Niemoller’s quote (after WWII)

· We might have to tolerate giving rights to (seemingly) despicable characters to insure that our rights will be preserved

G.  What If It Is False?

· Of course it is sometimes the case that the received view is the best and the deviant view is false

· Why not suppress deviance in this circumstance?

· First of all, we really can’t be certain that our view is true or will continue to be true
· Secondly, even if we know for sure that the deviant view is mistaken, we should still allow its expression

· There are two main reasons for this:

1. Without opposition, a true belief will be nothing more than a prejudice (preference)  (Irrational Belief)
2. Without opposition, true belief will lose its meaning  (Unfelt belief)
H.  Prejudicial Beliefs
· There are two major problems in holding beliefs as prejudices (preferences)

· First:  beliefs that are not backed by reason (irrational beliefs) are often not very stable

· The slightest argument can shake you from your conviction
· Second:  Even if you’ve been drilled so much that you can’t be shaken from your conviction the belief is still irrational
· It could be false for all you know

· Knowledge is not equal to true belief

· To know it is to know both sides of the issue

I.  Meaningless Beliefs

· A belief that is nothing more than a prejudice one that does not come from rational reflection – is a dead belief

· The truth of it is not something you feel, but something you repeat like a parrot
· cf Aristotle on akrasia (Nicomachean Ethics, Bk VII)
· If the belief is to be meaningful, you must understand why it is true

· Why is stealing wrong?

· Why is infidelity a bad idea?

· Why should we be polite to our neighbors?

· To fully understand why it’s true, we must have arguments for our views

· To prevent these arguments from being more than associated words, we must test them by debate
J. The Balance Theory of Meaningful Belief
· Just as finding the truth in all questions concerning matters of fact requires a dialectical exchange, true beliefs must be subjected to the same dialogue to retain their meaning

· A free discussion of the pro’s & con’s of any idea both verifies (or falsifies) it, and it keeps the idea lively and forceful:


Pro

  Con



Pro

  Con


Justified Truth

· And so, even if the deviant opinion is false, we must allow its expression that our view will not be reduced to empty words

· Comment on Christianity of his day  (p. 39, Hackett ed.)

K.  Partial Truths

· The last possibility concerning the truth of a deviant opinion is the most common one

· Most doctrines are neither absolutely true, nor absolutely false; they are partly true & partly false

· In these cases, suppressing the opinion – squashing discussion – makes us incapable of finding the whole truth

· It is through dialogue that we can amend and revise our views to conform to the truth; hence the need for free discussion

· The Balance Theory of Inquiry


Jack is to blame

No! Jim is



Jack poked Jane 

But Jim threatened

in the eye


him into doing it


Jack could have 

told Mom





Both are to blame

L.  Recapitulation

· There are Four Main Reasons for allowing free speech:

1. Any opinion that is suppressed could be true – to deny this is to claim infallibility;

2. Even false opinions have a portion of the truth and to suppress them makes it impossible to find that portion which is true;

3. Even if the received opinion is entirely true, unless it is contested, it can be nothing more than an irrational prejudice;
4. Not allowing people to contest the truest of doctrines makes these doctrines feeble and meaningless (no heartfelt conviction).

