
1

+C0This image is in the public domain. Source: Wikimedia Commons.

24.150 Liberalism, Toleration, and 
Freedom of Speech, Fall 2023

wrap-up

2

The book’s main theses

‘there is a duty to reveal our evidence against social 
pressure, so long as the costs are not too high…you 
have a duty to speak your mind’
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This is a duty to your community: ‘…this constitutes 
doing your part to protect a common resource—
namely, the epistemic commons.’ 

There is also a duty to yourself: ‘you should speak 
your mind your your own sake. Speaking your mind is 
an essential component of the good life.’
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Q1a. What is the ‘epistemic commons’? 

‘the stock of facts, ideas, and perspectives that are 
alive in society’s discourse.’
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Q1b. Can the epistemic commons of some society 
contain both a statement S and its negation, the 
statement not-S?
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The dam example

Abe, Beth, and Candice all know: 

(R1) The dam is built with good materials. 

(R2) The structural engineering is sound.
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In addition: 

Abe knows (R3) that rainfall has been unusually high. 

Beth knows (R4) the spillway design is defective. 

Candice knows (R5) output pipe maintenance is bad. 

Each believes that the dam will not break.
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Knowing R1, R2, and only one of the rest justifies believing that the 
dam will not break. 

Knowing all of R1-R5 justifies believing that the dam will break. 

Joshi: A, B, and C’s beliefs are ‘rational,’ ‘But the group as a whole is 
irrational.’
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Q2. What does Joshi mean by saying that we have ‘a 
duty to speak our minds’ (60)? Why does he think we 
have such a duty?  
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An interpretation of the argument

P1. Sharing one’s evidence makes it more likely that the beliefs 
of members of one’s community constitute knowledge. 

P2. If doing X makes it more likely that the beliefs of the 
members of one’s community constitute knowledge, then one 
has a prima facie duty to do X. 

C. One has a prima facie duty to share one’s evidence.
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The inefficacy objection

Speaking your mind presents a collective action problem. 
Each individual maximizes his narrow self-interest by not 
rocking the boat—that is, only sharing evidence where there 
is no social cost to doing so. But if everybody (or enough) 
people act in this way, then dangerous blind spots emerge. 
Everyone in the group would be better off if they all spoke 
their minds. 
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Asch’s conformity experiments
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Q3. What is ‘pluralistic ignorance’? What’s an 
example of pluralistic ignorance? What mechanisms 
might cause pluralistic ignorance to persist?
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a related idea: preference falsification
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Cristina Bicchieri lays out five conditions which facilitate pluralistic 
ignorance: (i) people engage in social comparison with others in 
their reference network, taking cues about what is to be done and 
said; (ii) other people’s behavior is observable…and so are 
punishments for errant behavior; (iii) people do not express their 
true views out of fear of social sanction; (iv) while we think our 
outward behavior doesn’t reflect our preferences, we assume that 
others’ outward behavior does reveal their true preferences; and (v) 
we come to think that all others (or amajority) accept the norm in 
question.
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arguments

an argument is a list of sentences (statements): 

P1,…Pn, C 

the Pi are the premises, and C is the conclusion 

two concepts to master: validity and soundness
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Ƨŷƨ Therefore, whatever the Bible says is true.
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validity

a valid argument is one in which: 

it is impossible that P1, P2, … , Pn are true and C is false 

equivalently: 

necessarily, if P1, P2, … , Pn are true, C is true 

an argument that is not valid is invalid
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P1, P2, … ,Pn, C

soundness

a sound argument is a valid argument with true premises 

by the definition of validity, a sound argument has a 
true conclusion

an argument that is not sound is unsound
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P1, P2, … ,Pn, C
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invalid, valid, sound?

P1: Socrates is a Martian 
P2: if Socrates is a Martian, Plato is from Venus 
C: Plato is from Venus 

P1: Aristotle is not a Martian 
C: Aristotle is not a Martian 

P1: Democritus is from Venus 
P2: Democritus is not from Venus 
C: Aristotle is a Martian
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valid 
unsound

valid 
sound

valid 
unsound

invalid, valid, sound?

P1: no professors are ignorant 
P2: all ignorant people are vain 
C: no professors are vain 
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profs

ignoramusesvain people

invalid, valid, sound?

P1: all lions are fierce 
P2: some lions do not drink coffee 
C: some creatures that drink coffee are not fierce 
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lions

fierce things
coffee abstainers
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https://youtu.be/QxB3b7fxMEA
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Q1. Applebaum thinks cancellation (as she describes it) is bad, but 
what is the problem? Am I not free to avoid talking to you or 
associating with you, even if you've done nothing wrong? Isn't a 
company free to fire its ‘difficult’ employees who make others feel 
uncomfortable, if it chooses? (Note that in the US much 
employment is ‘at will,’ meaning the employer need not have a ‘just 
cause" to fire you.) How would Douthat answer these questions?
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liberalism is supposed to clear a wider space for debate than other 
political systems and allow a wider range of personal expression. So 
you would expect a liberal society to be slower to cancel, more 
inclined to separate the personal and the professional. 

The goal [of attempted cancellations] isn’t to punish everyone, or 
even very many someones; it’s to shame or scare just enough 
people to make the rest conform.
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Attempted cancellations on the right are mostly battles for control 
over diminishing terrain, with occasional forays against red-state 
academics and anti-Trump celebrities. Meanwhile, the left’s cancel 
warriors imagine themselves conquering the entire non-Fox News 
map.

(Is there any moral to be drawn from this, if it is true?)
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10. If you oppose left-wing cancel culture, appeals to liberalism and free speech
aren’t enough.

to defend a liberal position … you need more than just a defense of free speech in 
the abstract; you need to defend free speech for the sake of some important, true 
idea…no merely procedural argument for granting [such ideas] a platform will 
sustain itself against a passionate, morally confident attack. 

liberals…who fear the left-wing zeal for cancellation need a counterargument that 
doesn’t rest on right-to-be-wrong principles alone. They need to identify the places 
where they think the new left-wing norms aren’t merely too censorious but simply 
wrong, and fight the battle there, on substance as well as liberal principle.
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Next time: continuing with Appelbaum, wrap-up discussion of this 
section of the course, discussion of paper questions (if desired)  
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