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Week 2: Freedom of Thought  
 

 
1. Introduction 
 
- Last week we ended by asking what really motivates Mill: a commitment to 
utilitarianism? Or a commitment to human flourishing even if this doesn’t maximize 
happiness/pleasure? We’ll return to this repeatedly. 
 
- This week going to work carefully through the arguments of Chapter 2 of On Liberty. 
Sometimes seen as an annoyance or distraction; a bit dull compared to what comes later.  
 
- I think that’s a mistake. We need to pay close attention…even if the arguments aren’t 
always as clear or well-formulated as we’d like them to be. 
 
2. The set-up 
 
- Recall that Mill is very concerned with an allegedly new threat to liberty: enslavement of 
the ‘soul itself’ via the influence of censorious majorities. Particularly a threat to 
minorities and those who are different. 
 
- In particular, Mill is perturbed by the rise of mediocrity in human life brought about by 
majority oppression. Against this he wants to erect a strong barrier of moral conviction 
to protect those who dissent in their ways of life. 
 
- Mill declares that instead of defending a general thesis, he’ll take a particular case study. 
This he declares to be ‘liberty of thought’ – important because it cannot be separated 
from liberty of writing or speaking.  
 
- The grounds for the justification of liberty of thought, Mill claims, are poorly 
understood. But getting a better understanding of the liberty of thought will in turn crack 
open the wider issues he is concerned with. 
 
3. The initial argument  
 
- Mill asks us to imagine an idealized world in which the forces of government are 
entirely at one with the views of the general public, all opinions coincide, and the state 
only uses its power in line with what believes to be the public voice.  
 
- This is clearly not the real world. But Mill wants to show how strong his argument is by 
proving that it works even in the extreme case he imagines, it will apply even more 
strongly in the real world. 
 
- So imagining the world of widespread agreement and consent, Mill imagines a solitary 
individual who dissents from the prevailing view(s). And to this he says: 
 

‘If 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.’ 
 

- And he follows this up with an even bigger claim: 
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‘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’ 
 

- These are big claims! Mill is saying that the real losers when opinions get suppressed are 
not those who have their opinions suppressed, but those who do the suppressing.  
 
- This is the core claim that the rest of the chapter essentially seeks to defend. 
 
- Unfortunately, Mill’s subsequent defence isn’t as clear as we might have hoped. 
 
- He claims that the reason that the suppressors (rather than the suppressed) are ‘robbed’ 
when freedom of thought is stifled is because ‘they are deprived of the opportunity for 
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’. 
 
- Mill goes on to say that the rest of the chapter will be concerned with two alternatives 
as to why this is so. Unfortunately, he actually outlines three! In any case, these take up 
the bulk of Chapter 2. 
 
4. The First Set of Reasons 
 
- Widespread liberty of thought, Mill begins by saying, should be granted because a 
suppressed opinion may in fact turn out to be true.  
 
- Humans tend to assume that their own opinions are right, and shut down the 
possibility that dissenting opinions are wrong – especially if they don’t like those 
dissenting opinions. 
 
- Individuals tend to assume, in practice if not in theory, that their own views are 
infallible, and hence others are simply wrong if they happen to disagree.  
 
- This is heavily bolstered by the prevailing opinions of an age. Which is unfortunate, 
because ages tend to be even more fallible than individuals (e.g. the Spartans with 
infanticide; Mary I and burning protestants). 
 
- Suppressing opinion is merely asserting infallibility. But nobody can know for sure that 
their opinion or judgement or belief is correct, because nobody is infallible. (Everybody 
admits this when pushed, Mill thinks.) So no opinions should be suppressed.  
 
- A counter-argument: all government action is potentially fallible, e.g. a bad tax may be 
levied. But the appropriate response is not to claim that the state should cease all such 
activities! What’s so special about the case of freedom of thought? 
 
- Mill’s reply: ‘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’. 
 
- I.e. ‘governments make mistakes’ reply simply misses the point. [In technical 
philosophical parlance, it ‘begs the question’ – i.e. it assumes as true the very premise 
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they needs to be proved as true, in order for the argument to be correct.]  
 
- One cannot consistently say that something may not be subjected to disagreement 
‘because it’s already known to be true’, insofar as the only way one could know it to be true 
would be to have it subjected to disagreement. But that’s precisely what is lacking, and 
what is being denied. 
 
- Taxes, legislation, foreign policy etc, don’t work like that. They are about judgement 
calls regarding policy. The principle of protecting freedom of thought is of a different 
order entirely, hence requires a different kind of argument.  
 
- Another objection to Mill: it’s OK to challenge some opinions, but matters must not be 
‘pushed to extremes’. 
 
- Reply: who gets to decide what counts as extreme? That, after all, is part of what is up for 
debate! If one simply rules in advance that certain things are ‘too extreme’ to 
countenance dissent regarding, this assumes knowledge of truth over what counts as too 
extreme. But in order to have that knowledge, one would have to have debated openly to 
discover it. Denying that debate instead means claiming being certain over certainty. But 
this is a claim to the sort of infallibility that Mill believes nobody can seriously make in 
good faith. 
 
- A tough case: what about a belief that many in Victorian Britain hold must be infallible: 
that there is a benevolent God who has ordered the universe and provided for a future 
state in which our immortal souls will be saved? Surely Mill won’t deny that this belief is 
infallible? [Recall the context!] 
 
- Reply: Mill grants the premise – belief in God is infallible. But he denies the conclusion: 
that dissent from this belief can never be tolerated. Why? Because the real problem is 
specifically ‘the undertaking to decide that question for others, without allowing them to 
hear what can be said on the contrary side’. 
 
- So the defence of free thought has been considerably refined, it turns out. The real 
problem with an assumption of infallibility is that it prevents others from making their own 
minds up for themselves.  
 
- And doing this, Mill thinks, is wrong for two kinds of reasons:  
 
1) ‘intrinstic’: it’s just bad in itself not to let people make up their own minds 
2)  ‘instrumental’: if people don’t make up their own minds, their rational faculties 
become dulled, they lose their creativity, and society stagnates 
 
- And problem 2) leads to further bad consequences: the holders of dogmas tend to want 
to go around enforcing adherence to their views – and history is replete with examples of 
how that turns out to lead to very nasty states of affairs, and a lot of human suffering.  
 
- Mill drives the point home with examples: Socrates, Marcus Aurelius, Jesus Christ 
himself. [Remember the power of these examples for his Victorian audience!] 
 
- He stresses also the positives associated with free and open expression, however. Even 
Newton’s theories, if they were not openly debated and contested, would not be held with 
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vigour and liveliness. More generally, societies that debar open discussion and dissent 
quickly stagnate. Only where tolerance of dissent has been permitted are truly active and 
productive minds found. And only there is collective progress and improvement achieved. 
 
5. The Second Set of Reasons  
 
- The first set of reasons bleeds heavily into the second: that even if a dissenting opinion is 
false, mankind is still the loser by suppressing it. 
 
- The core of Mill’s claim is that however true an opinion may be, ‘if it is not fully, 
frequently, and fearlessly discussed, it will be held as a dead dogma, not a living truth’. 
 
- It’s not enough to believe something that is true – you have to believe if for the right kind 
of reasons, in the right kind of ways. And that often means experiencing confrontation with 
those who disagree. 
 
- Mill is scornful of the view that so long as an opinion is true, how one learns it is 
irrelevant.  
 
- Simply believing something because an authority figure prescribes it is no better than 
superstition. This is not befitting of a rational animal. And protestants ought to recognize 
their duty to improve their God-given faculties – which requires learning the grounds of 
one’s opinion. [Note the rhetorical power of this in context!] 
 
- Against arguments from ‘restricted debate’ (i.e. that some people may freely debate some 
issues, but not the wider masses). Again, this argument collapses upon itself: who gets to 
decide what is in and what is out for discussion? For Mill, it’s all or nothing if we are to hold our 
opinions for the right reasons, in the right kinds of ways. 
 
- However, for Mill not all forms of knowledge, and not all beliefs, are the same. It’s OK 
to learn e.g. mathematics or geometry by rote (at least at an early stage). But these are 
special cases. In science, encountering rival theories can be crucial to proper 
understanding of a putatively correct theory.  
 
- In morals and politics, however, we are dealing with a completely different form of 
knowledge to science of mathematics – and so we need different grounds for attaining 
certainty regarding them. 
 
- Mill goes on: one can never really know the grounds of one’s belief – and thus know its 
truth – in the right way and for the right reasons unless one encounters genuine opponents. 
Pretend teachers of ‘devils advocate’ opponents offer only a weak simulation. [Is this 
true? It seems dubious; Mill presents it as an uncontroversial empirical fact. It isn’t!] 
 
- Similarly, Mill insists that opinions are only truly fit for purpose if invested with living 
power – feeling the force of what one believes because one has forceful reasons to believe 
it. And that again requires genuine opponents.  
 
- Example: most Christians are, he thinks, complacent believers, and their faith thus fails 
to govern their actual practice. Even though they are sincere believers, their belief lacks 
living power. He compares this to the early Christians, and the power of their convictions 
and what it allowed them to do. [Again, rhetorical force!] 
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- So a big claim is being staked by Mill: in order to really know why one believes what 
one believes, and to believe it in the right kind of way, with the right kinds of effects 
upon one’s life, one needs to hold one’s beliefs in active opposition to genuine 
opponents. 
 
- Problem: but if knowledge is continuously progressing and human affairs becoming 
more enlightened (as Mill wants to claim that they are), won’t we then need to keep a 
subclass of society permanently misinformed so that they can challenge – sincerely! – the 
views of others, helping to provide lively illumination of truth?! 
 
- Alternatively, a paradox threatens: as we achieve more refined levels of knowledge, we 
will simultaneously lose the ability to really know truth, because there is no effective 
opposition to challenge us! Truth seems to perish at its own victory! 
 
- Regarding the first problem, Mill does NOT want to artificially keep some people in 
error to preserve lively conflicts of opinion. He is explicit about this…but shies away 
from giving an argument as to why. 
 
- It would probably be impossible to pull it off anyway. But let’s imagine it could be 
done, e.g. via drugs or propaganda or whatever. If it would be wrong to do so, why? 
What if doing so increased aggregate utility – would Mill then be in favour of it? Or 
would he still rule it out. (The tension between his vision of man as a ‘progressive being’, 
versus the principle of utility, is just below the surface.) Mill does not give a clear answer. 
 
- Interestingly, however, Mill does seem to think that there will be a sort of cost to 
society in terms of the dulling of truth through the withering away of lively open debate 
as knowledge progresses, and this may be a price to pay.  
 
- This cuts against the popular view of him as an unalloyed optimist about freedom of 
thought and expression. He here follows through on the more hardheaded implications 
of his position, going where the arguments take him – even if those aren’t pretty.  
 
- Certainly Mill’s presentation is sloppy. He runs together belief, opinion, truth, 
knowledge, as if these are obvious terms, often interchangeable, and the connections 
between them obvious. This is not so! But the core point is that for Mill, moral and 
political knowledge has a particular character, or nature, and that having it requires 
holding it in opposition to those who disagree – and that this makes it different from other 
(e.g. scientific) forms of knowledge.  
 
- He thus points us to the potential plurality of human enquiry and experience. Mill’s 
view is controversial. Whether you are attracted to or repulsed by it, it’s worth thinking 
more about. 
 
6. The Third Set of Reasons  
 
- In actual fact, it is very rarely the case, Mill says, that one side or another has a 
monopoly on truth or falsity: usually there is a mix on both sides. 
 
- Interestingly, Mill wants to say that his earlier arguments still apply even in the messier – 
more typical – mixed cases. Hence, if his earlier arguments work, they should have 



	 6	

maximum practical applicability. So the structure of the chapter may be neater than it 
first appears. 
 
- A Victorian objection: some beliefs cannot be considered as only partially true – those 
relating to the Christian gospel!  
 
- Mill has to tread carefully; he needs to convince a Christian audience.  
 
- His reply is that the Gospels need to be taken alongside other social and moral facts of 
life. They are to remind people of already-existing moral duties. 
 
- So the teachings of the Gospel are all true – they’re just not enough by themselves. 
(Think of all the wisdom to be gleaned from the Ancient writers, etc.) 
 
- Mill doesn’t deny that in religious matters, however, free thought and opinion can lead 
to sectarianism and mania as like-minded extremists fuel each other. Free thought may 
produce bigots. 
 
- But this is to be tolerated, as the price worth paying for the benefits to wider society 
yielded by free thought. ‘It is not on the impassioned partisan, it is on the calmer and 
more disinterested bystander, that this collision of opinions works its more salutary 
effect’. Note again that Mill is perhaps therefore a tougher, more hardheaded, thinker 
here than often given credit for. 
 
- Mill closes the chapter by recapping the main line of argument – that allowing free 
thought and its expression benefits everyone – and then confronts a final challenge: that 
heterodox opinions must only be expressed in ‘temperate’ ways, so as not to excessively 
disturb the tranquility of others. 
 
- This, however, is wrongheaded in two ways according to Mill: 
 
1) Holders of received opinion typically take any dissent as automatically intemperate. The 
standards of moderation are themselves partly what is at issue – cannot be impartially 
ruled in advance! 
 
2) If minority views want to get themselves heard, we know that they already tend to self-
moderate so as to avoid the ire of powerful and entrenched dominant interests (and thus 
dominant views). In reality it is the established view which needs to err towards 
moderation, as it is the one likely to engage in oppression and silencing of unpopular 
opinions. 
 
- In any case, it’s simply incoherent (Mill thinks) to try and lay down in advance what the 
‘appropriate’ bounds of discussion and thought are.  
 
- His position is thus ultimately rather combative. He wants people to bash up against 
each other; to argue and debate vigorously; to challenge and rethink.  
 
- He seems to think it is necessary – and even desirable – for people to shock and even 
offend each other, on a fairly regular basis.  
 
-And this is necessary if we’re going to develop our most important mental faculties in 
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the rights kinds of way, in turn living in healthy and vibrant societies that experience 
progress. 
 
- Hence, back to the questions raised last week. The end of Chapter 2 seem to indicate 
that if Mill is a utilitarian, he is a very unusual one. At any rate, his understanding of 
human happiness is a far richer and more complex thing than Bentham or James Mill’s 
crude insistence on the maximization of pleasure.  
 
- And given Mill’s insistence on developing the right capacities in the right kinds of ways, 
to create a certain sort of individual in a certain sort of soceity, we might wonder if this is 
really a maximizing view at all. And if it isn’t, can Mill really be a utilitarian? More on this, 
next week… 


