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

Today: continuing with Appelbaum, wrap-up discussion of this section 
of the course, discussion of paper questions (if desired)  
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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.
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(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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James Madison proposed that the U.S. Constitution ensure that ‘no 
person shall be ... deprived of life, liberty or property without due 
process of law.’... Nevertheless, these [cancelled] Americans have 
been effectively deprived of it.

22

Applebaum’s stages of cancellation: 

1. People stop talking to you. You become toxic.

2. Even if you have not been suspended, punished, or found guilty of
anything, you cannot function in your profession.

3. You try to apologize, whether or not you have done anything
wrong.

4. People begin to investigate you...Nobody is perfect; nobody is
pure; and once people set out to interpret ambiguous incidents in a
particular way, it’s not hard to find new evidence.
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The censoriousness, the shunning, the ritualized apologies, the public 
sacrifices—these are rather typical behaviors in illiberal societies with 
rigid cultural codes, enforced by heavy peer pressure.
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if we drive all of the difficult people, the demanding people, and the 
eccentric people away from the creative professions where they used 
to thrive, we will become a flatter, duller, less interesting society, a 
place where manuscripts sit in drawers for fear of arbitrary judgments. 
The arts, the humanities, and the media will become stiff, predictable, 
and mediocre. Democratic principles like the rule of law, the right to 
self-defense, the right to a just trial—even the right to be forgiven—
will wither. 
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Q2. ‘Applebaum overlooks the difference between government and 
private sanction. If a government throws you in jail without due 
process, you have no remedy. If Company Z fires you without due 
process (but in fact you did nothing wrong and are a good employee), 
another company will see your value and hire you. So there's no need 
to get all up in arms about “cancellation.”’ 

How do you think Applebaum would respond?
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Q3. Is it worth getting worked up about who our public schools are 
named after? (Two kinds of people get worked up: those who want to 
change the names, and those who are upset that the names are being 
changed.)
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Two “pro free speech” positions: 

1. “Free speech absolutism”: No thought/opinion/idea/view is such 
that the expression of it may be legally punished.  

2. The expression of thoughts/opinions is a good to be balanced 
against other goods; when they conflict, it is sometimes better to 
suppress expression.
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Some general questions about the case for free speech

If you were to be pro free speech, which would you prefer? Why? 
(don’t answer yet!)

1. Expressing an opinion and inciting lawless action are different 
acts.  

2. One may, on an occasion, incite violence by expressing an opinion. 
If the State punishes you for incitement, by (1) it has not punished you 
for expressing an opinion. 

Analogy: killing and firing a gun are different acts…
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A useful distinction (reminder)

Two “pro free speech” positions: 

1. “Free speech absolutism”: No thought/opinion/idea/view is such 
that the expression of it may be legally punished.  

2. The expression of thoughts/opinions is a good to be balanced 
against other goods; when they conflict, it is sometimes better (for 
the State) to suppress expression.

31

Some general questions about the case for free speech

If you were to be pro free speech, which would you prefer? Why?

“Free speech doesn’t mean speech free from all consequences.”  

What does this mean? Is it true? Which consequences are ‘okay’? 
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Some general questions about the case for free speech



Questions or topics you would like to discuss? 

(May include, eg, “I still don’t get how X’s argument is supposed to 
go…”)
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Some general questions about the case for free speech

next time

Freedom of expression: 
limits and opposition
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