




















































































































































































































































































































































































means left them of obtaining even a hearing? When their mouths are 
gagged, can they be reproached for using their anns?24 

Mill seems then to be arguing that if a government inhibits 'the promulgation of 

opinion' and in doing so, by definition, thus prevents any 'peaceful means' open 

to the public to convey their opinions, then the public is perfectly entitled to 

engage in physical force to make their point. However, the statement runs 

contrary to his later pronouncements in On Liberty, as Mill famously states, 'the 

sole end for which mankind are warranted, individually or collectively, in 

interfering with the liberty of action of any of their member is self protection. '25 

Thus we have a contradiction. On the one hand Mill is arguing that violent 

insurrection is defensible if the government withholds the right to freedom of 

expression, and on the other hand, Mill notes that the only reason that violence 

can be used is for self protection. Mill continues: 

[ ... ] by what right can the Assembly now reprobate any future 
attempt, either by Monarchists or Socialists, to rise in anns against 
the Government? It denies them free discussion. It says they shall 
not be suffered to bearing their opinions to the touchstone of the 
public reason and conscience.26 

Such a statement could not be put down to the immature writings of a young man, 

as Mill was forty two when he wrote this. However, Mill could be excused a 

certain amount of leeway here, as the article on the French press restrictions was 

written eleven years before On Liberty. Moreover, a moral justification of 

violence could well fit into utilitarian philosophy, as the emphasis is on 

maximisation of utility of the majority, as such overrides particularist 

interests of the minority. However, as Williams notes, Mill sympathised 'to a 

greater or lesser extent' with 'revolutions' and 'revolts' across the globe, 

24 Mill, 'The French Law Against the Press', Collected Works, Vol. XXV, p. 1118. 
25 J. S. Mill, 'On Liberty', Collected Works, Vol. XVIII, p. 223. 
26 Mill, 'The French Law Against the Press'. Collected Works. Vol. XXV. p. 118. 
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particularly during the 1830s and 1 840s. 27 Indeed he notes that Mill in his day was 

not seen as the 'old fashioned moderate', or the traditional liberal, as he is often 

credited today. For Williams (echoing Rees's reflections on Mill28
), argues that 

Mill was perceived by his contemporaries largely as a dangerous radical who 

rejected much of the English Victorian mentality, inspired instead by French and 

German radical thought. Mill's perspective is to be seen as typically un-English, 

with his rejection of custom and tradition, and his embrace of radical change. 

Seen in this broader contextual light, Mill's defence of violent insurrection can be 

viewed not so much as a contradiction; rather, it could be viewed as a component 

of praxis that emerges in the work of a progressive - albeit to some dangerous -

radical. 

In a similar vein to his utilitarian forebears, Mill cites the stamp taxes as a key 

vehicle by which the government impeded the spread of useful knowledge. Mill 

even criticised the role of the Post Office for its part in enforcing the taxes on 

knowledge. In an article entitled 'Conduct of the Ministry with Respect to the 

Post-Office Department, and the Payment of Officers by Fees', Mill attacks the 

levy on newspapers gained by the clerks of the Post Office from the franking of 

newspapers. Mill, in more typically liberal vein, then goes on to describe the 

practice and links it to the evils of monopolisation, and monopolisation of 

newspapers in particular. Mill argues that such taxation is for the benefit of 

preserving a monopoly of the press and runs contrary to widespread interests 

which are best served by the market: 

It is this, the anti-popular instinct together, which makes them 
uphold the taxes on newspapers and political publications. Who are 
their advisers in this? The daily newspapers! Monopolists, the 
market which they now engross exclusively. Ministers little know 

27 G. L. Williams, 'J. S. Mill: Then and Now'. Politics, Vol. 15, No.3, (1985), pp. 183-189, 
p. 184. 
28 See Rees, John Stuart Mill's On Liberty, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), especially 
Chapter III. 
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the store of public hatred which they are laying up for themselves by 
this, and their defence of the com laws, and one or two things more, 
which the mass of the working people feel to their heart's core, and 
which a Ministry, unexceptional in every other respect, could not 
possibly persevere in for three or four years without becoming as 
odious as the Castlereagh Ministry in its worst times.29 

Mill here in the 1830s is presenting a slightly different argument, and one that is 

later taken up in the 1850s by Richard Cobden, which intimates at government 

complicity with the established newspaper press in maintaining a monopoly of 

the newspaper market in return for generous reporting. The market itself would 

allow for the circulation of ideas, free from government intervention and interest 

which is symptomatic of corruption and greed. Thus rather than an assertion of 

truth, we have an attack on monopolies and on government taxation. An 

argument that hints at the assertion of individual liberty above all else. 

Another theme which emerges early in Mill's writings on the press, and one taken 

up at greater length in On Liberty (but as we will see, much more critically), is a 

consideration of the role and value of public opinion. Moreover, it is the value of 

public opinion which Mill sees as indispensable to the struggle for freedom of the 

press: 

He will learn from this pamphlet, that the rulers of this country 
possess as great a power of suppressing obnoxious publications by 
fine and imprisonment as they can desire: that the comparative free 
discussion which we enjoy exists only by convenience, and would 
not exist at all, were it not forced upon the government by an 
enlightened public opinion.30 

Ten years later, Mill again intimates the potential role of public opinion in 

advancing freedom of discussion in France, inferring that public opinion needs to 

29 J. S. Mill, 'Conduct of the Ministry with Respect to the Post-Office Department, and the 
Payment of Officers by Fees'. Examiner, Nov. 10th

, 1833, 706-7. Collected Works, Vol. XXIII, 
p.645. 
30 J. S. Mill, 'Place's On the Law of Libel', Morning Chronicle, January 1", 1824, p. 2. 
Collected Works, Vol. XXII, p. 91. 
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be 'sufficiently advanced' before any progress can be made. Commenting on the 

progression of a law not dissimilar to the Six Acts, Mill notes that: 

There is no doubt that it [the law] will pass; for public opinion is not 
yet sufficiently advanced among the French, to maintain any 
struggle on behalf of freedom of discussion for its own sake, when 
they take no personal or party interest in those who are victims of its 
infringement. 31 

Clearly such endorsements of the potential of public opinion may be perceived as 

running contrary to Mill's later concerns of public opinion stifling individuality 

and diversity as noted in On Liberty. However, in both of the examples cited 

above, Mill is clear that it is an enlightened or an advanced public opinion that is 

necessary to offset corruption and create an open society. It is the raised 

consciousness of the public that will ensure advancement in society within the 

context of Mill's ideal political community and not the public opinion of 

contemporary France, (and Victorian England) with its narrow interests and low 

horizons. 

In order to raise these horizons, Mill was sure that education was the key. In 

another passage on the importance of education we can see more clearly a crucial 

feature of utilitarian philosophy that Mill embraced, one that echoes quite 

resonantly some of the key sentiments of the previous chapter and one that stayed 

with Mill throughout his life. Specifically, we might expect justifications for 

education that enhance the search for truth and the discovery of that which might 

enhance knowledge and inhibit ignorance. A free press, of course, was essential 

to this: 

Another question, which it does not suit those who make the 
ignorance of the people a plea for enslaving them to put it, is, why 
are they ignorant? because to this question there can be only one 

31 J. S. Mill, 'French News', Examiner, February ~, 1834, pp. 88-9. Collected Works. Vol. 
XXIII, p. 683. 
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answer, namely, that if they are ignorant, it is precisely because that 
discussion, which alone can remove ignorance, has been withheld 
from them. And although their masters may find it convenient to 
speak of their ignorance as incurable, we take the liberty of 
demurring to this conclusion, until the proper remedy shall have 
been tried. This remedy is, instruction: and of instruction, discussion 
is the most potent instrument. Discussion, therefore, has a necessary 
tendency to remedy its own evils.32 

Thus we see above examples, some raw and immature, of Mill's early 

considerations on liberty of the press. Evident are strong utilitarian overtones that 

stress accountability and openness, but also an assertion of the value of truth as a 

public good. Moreover, in the earlier writings, we see Mill starting to generate a 

sense of the value of individual liberty and the virtues of unfettered expression. 

These themes and others are more fully explored below in my discussion of On 

Liberty. 

5.4: The 'Classic Defence': On LiberW3 

We can see then, that in the early passages examined above, Mill has many 

sympathies with the utilitarian analysis, although in some of the passages noted, it 

is evident that Mill is starting to shift in his analysis towards a mode of thinking 

that surfaces more starkly in On Liberty, and later still in Utilitarianism (1861).34 

Mill was charged (and still is to this day) with not dealing with some of those 

'shaky foundations', as the tensions between a rights based theory present in On 

32 J. S. Mill, 'An article on The Law of Libel' and 'On the Law of Libel; with Strictures on the 
self-styled Constitutional Association', Westminster Review, April, 1825; Collected Works, Vol. 
XXI, p. II. 
33 The title of 'classic defence' of free speech has been given to Mill's argument in On Liberty 
by Alan Haworth in his book Free Speech (London: Routledge, 1998). I will return to some of 
Haworth's remarks on On Liberty later in this section. 
34 I am not asserting here the 'two Mill's' thesis, (see below) only that Mill's utilitarianism 
developed a more complex, more empathetic and less prescriptive tone in later works. 
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Liberty and the consequentialism of utilitarianism as a moral theory are seen by 

some as irreconcilable.3s 

What has come to be known as the classic liberal position on freedom of speech 

was developed by John Stuart Mill in his book On Liberty (1859). There have of 

course been many commentaries, critiques and re-evaluations of this classic text 

and it is not my intention here to add to them in any great detaip6 However, given 

that the period under investigation provided Mill's often abstract arguments with 

some real substance, I will, for the purposes of clarity, provide a brief outline of 

the main arguments that are developed by Mill in this work, and some of the 

criticisms that have been made against his arguments during his time and more 

recently. 

On Liberty was written in a context of great social and political change. Powers 

of the press were emerging as a result of the repeal of the stamp tax, and new 

franchise arrangements of 1832 meant that the political landscape and the 

structures on which this landscape was built were starting to change. With this 

change came a shift, albeit a minor one, in the power base of society. The rule of 

law was no longer the result of a closed Parliament, but was now to be defined as 

a result of an albeit limited, participatory democracy. For some, and for Mill in 

particular, this new democracy should not be embraced without some notes of 

caution. Most notably, as official censorship declined, the potential of another 

form of censorship, this time emerging from public opinion, grew stronger; a note 

3S For a discussion of this area of Mill studies see J. F. Stephen, Liberty Equality and Fraternity 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1967 [1873]); G. Himmelfarb, On Liberty and 
Liberalism (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1974); J. Gray, Mill On Liberty: A Defence (London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1983); G. L. Williams, 'J. S. Mill on the Greeks', Po/is, Vol. 4, 
No.2 (1982) pp. 1-17; J. C. Rees, John Stuart Mill's On Liberty (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1985), and G. L. Williams, 'The Greek Origins of J. S. Mill's Happiness' Utilitas, Vol. 8, No. 
1 (1996), pp. 5-14. 
36 Since the publication of On Liberty in 1859 there have been many re-evaluations, critiques 
and commentaries to On Uberty; some of which have been included in this brief survey, others, 
for reasons of space and appropriateness have not. 
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of caution was needed against such a threat. Such a note came from On Liberty. 

A.W. Levi37 notes that the intention of On Liberty is to 'examine the nature and 

limits of the power which society can legitimately exercise over the 

individual. ... ,)8 Mill not only asserted freedom from governmental interference 

but also from 'social' tyranny in the fonn of the weight of public opinion which 

was now more likely, due to the new representative system of government. From 

this premise, Mill asserts a commitment to liberty of thought and discussion 

which emanates from an obligation to individuality and its concomitant 

commitment to human flourishing. In On Liberty, Mill's defence of freedom of 

speech, or more accurately freedom of thought and discussion,39 takes the fonn of 

a number of interrelated arguments and it is worth drawing attention to these here. 

At the end of Chapter Two of On Liberty Mill summarises them so: 

Firstly, 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 subject 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 a manner of a prejudice, with little comprehension of 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 fonnal profession, inefficacious for good, but 

31 In 'The Value of Freedom: Mill's Liberty (1859-1959)' in P. Radcliffe, Limits of Liberty, 
Studies of Mill's On Liberty. (Belmont: California, Wadsworth Publishing Co., 1966). 
38 Levi, 'The Value of Freedom', p. 7. 
39 In Free Speech Alan Haworth asserts that freedom of speech is in short, an 'umbrella term' 
for a number of distinct freedoms. Freedom of thought and discussion are but one, freedom of 
the press another; as is freedom to participate in political meetings and rallies. I feel that this 
umbrella term is sufficient and do not intend to engage in semantics on this topic; needless to 
say in my introductory notes I provided a defence of my use of terminology and see no reason 
to dissent from this. 
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cumbering the ground, and preventing the growth of any real 
heartfelt conviction, from reason or personal experience.4O 

The first overriding premise - and one which is grounded in his early socialisation 

to the principles of Positivist rationalism - is that the search for truth should not 

be impeded as this can only harm the progress of mankind. Moreover, to silence 

any opinion is to assume that the silenced opinion is wrong, thus assuming 

infallibility. Mill notes: 

[ ... ] 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.41 

Mill thus posits that any person's opinions, unless they are open to refutation, 

necessarily claim an assertion of certainty in all cases and at all times. For Mill, 

this runs contrary to his Positivist training which emphasised the testing and re­

testing of hypotheses and assumptions. As we can see, Mill is not reticent about 

his belief in such a process: 

As mankind improve, the number of doctrines which are not longer 
disputed or doubted will be constantly on the increase: and the well­
being of mankind may almost be measured by the number and 
gravity of truths which have reached the point of being 
uncontested.42 

Mill then moves on to note that even if the opinion that is silenced is false, to gag 

it is to deny that there may be some part of the opinion which is true or contains 

some truth. In gagging this we are jeopardising any future inquiry. Only if 

40 Mill, 'On Liberty', Collected Works, Vol., XVIII, p. 258. 
4. Mill, 'On Liberty', Collected Works, Vol., XVIII, p. 229. 
42 Mill, 'On Liberty', Collected Works, Vol., XVIII, p. 250. 
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untruths are allowed to be aired can we affinn any movement towards the truth, 

as it is untrue opinions' 'collision' with true opinions that make the move towards 

greater understanding possible. 'The discovery of truth is facilitated by the 

"collision"43 of opinions which takes place when ideas are discussed.' As Mill 

famously states: 

[ ... ] 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. If the opinion is right, they are deprived 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.44 

Thus once an approximation of the truth is achieved, the continued testing of this 

assertion and the ongoing search for truth is still necessary in order to test and 

ensure the validity of the approximation; in a sense an almost organic 'living 

truth' is sought after, through ongoing assault from the opinion's dissenters. 

This dynamic sense of progressive truth is emphasised when Mill brings in the 

constraining notion of prejudice and how prejudice can impact negatively on the 

vitality of truth. Mill here asserts that even if we are sure that a truth is just that, 

and uncontrovertibly so, unless we contest it with regularity, people will lose the 

essence of the truth, and it will become an unsubstantiated prejudice: 

[ ... ] when the mind is no longer compelled, in the same degree as at 
first, to exercise its vital powers on the questions which its belief 
presents to it, there is a progressive tendency to forget all of the 
belief except the fonnularies, or to give it a dull torpid assent, as if 
accepting it on. trust dispensed with the necessity of realising it in 
consciousness, or testing it by personal experience; until it almost 

43 A. Haworth, Free Speech (London: Routledge, 1998), p. 4. 
44 Mill, 'On Liberty', Colltcted Works, Vol., XVIII, p. 229. 
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ceases to connect itself at all with the inner life of the human 
being.4s 

From this position we can see that Mill views prejudice as a potential threat to the 

search for truth in that the vitality of a true opinion is lost as it ceases to be 

engaged by mental industry. The final primary point that that Mill makes in 

Chapter Two follows on from the last, and relates to the status of an untested 

opinion, in that if it is not rigorously contested it will be received with some 

suspicion by rational agents, and worse, it will become nothing more than a dead 

dogma. 

In sum, what Mill has in mind here is that constraints which hinder the ongoing 

movement of knowledge should be removed so as to ensure that the free 

circulation of thought and discussion allows a movement towards an 

approximation of the truth which can only benefit mankind. Such restraints might 

be institutional, as in restrictions on the press; but Mill is more concerned with 

those constraints which stem from the tide of public opinion and which might 

quash individuality and the development of the full capacities of individuals as 

diverse beings. What Mill is concerned with here is that diversity should be 

encouraged through the lack of formal and informal social constraints. If only 

limited constraints remained - those which protected individual liberty - then not 

only would an approximation or movement towards truth be possible, but 

mankind would flourish as each individual would live to their full potential, 

unhindered by government or unenlightened public opinion. 

Clearly, this view emanates from a PositivistlEnlightenment view that the search 

for the truth is necessary for human fulfilment, furthermore, the truth or some 

approximation of it is attainable by unconstrained human intellect and mental 

industry. It should be clear from the discussion above that one of the key 

4S Mill, 'On Liberty', Collected Works, Vol., XVIII, p. 248. 
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components of Mill's argument is the idea that freedom of speech is prioritised 

over other sorts of activity because of its propensity to activate a movement 

towards the truth, or at least an apprehension of the truth. 

At this point, I refer again to the points made in Chapter One in my discussion of 

the typologies of free speech arguments. In Mill, we can see here an assertion of a 

version of the truth argument in that the open discussion of ideas leads to closer 

approximation to or 'livelier impression' of the truth. However, placing truth 

above all other social values as Mill seems to do has been questioned, for 

example by Frederick Schauer.46 Schauer argues that a search for some 

approximation of the truth is not necessarily superior to any other social interest;47 

even if we are confronted with the truth and falsehood side by side, it does not 

necessarily follow that falsehood would be rejected. In other words why should 

the notion of objective 'truth' be placed upon such a high mantle, as many people 

would fiercely reject what positivists would term 'objective facts' in favour of 

particular belief systems or cultural norms? Moreover, is it good theoretical 

practice to assume that rationality should always triumph over irrationality? 

Phenomenologists would say not. However, again we must contextualise Mill and 

reassert the relevance of his Positivist/Enlightenment upbringing. Even if Mill did 

not believe in absolute truths in the Platonic sense, he did regard truth as a higher 

social value. As we saw with the Philosophic Radicals in the previous Chapter, 

the value of truth both in terms of its social significance and as a means to 

achieving greater understanding is overwhelming. For Mill, as the Utilitarians 

before him, the truth would provide the answer to questions pertaining to the 

problems of society. What Mill believed was that if people had unfettered access 

to all opinions, and if people were allowed to rehearse and debate such opinions, 

46 F. Schauer, Free Speech: A Philosophical Enquiry (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1982). 
47 Schauer, Free Speech. p. 23. 
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rational outcomes would follow; rational outcomes which would benefit all 

society. 

In tenns of political praxis then, how should we interpret Mill's arguments? The 

press, if left unfettered, would contribute to the increasing rationality of the 

people, and as the people became more rational, they would be able to reach a 

rational consensus about the organisation of politics and society. In doing so they 

would be in a position to dispel the ignorance and prejudice that governments had 

hitherto depended on to maintain their power base. Thus as we saw in Chapter 

Four, the increase in the sum of rationality would benefit society as a whole. 

Again, we can see elements of this argument in Paine's Rights of Man, but Mill's 

argument has more of an applicatory sophistication than that of Paine, in that Mill 

is asserting the value of a particular type of activity which in his mind promotes 

an increased sum of rationality in the people which implicitly aids the search for 

truth. Such activity is apparent in Chapter Two of On Liberty. 'The argument 

from truth is very much a child of the Enlightenment, and of the optimistic view 

of the rationality and perfectibility of humanity it embodied. '48 

However, a key question for Mill, particularly in relation to arguments for 

freedom of the press is: is it the same (as it has to be for Mill) to say that the 

activities of freedom of discussion and opinion amount to the same sort of 

activities as a free press? Mill would have us believe that indeed they do; freedom 

of the press and freedom of thought and discussion are for Mill the same sort of 

activities that provide a movement towards the truth. However, Haworth argues 

that this particular feature of Mill's argument is difficult to sustain in general as it 

is based on what he terms the 'seminar model' of speech in which 'the chances of 

finding the truth are enhanced when it is possible to constantly pit ideas, one 

against the other in an arena of debate',49 an arena not dissimilar from a seminar 

48 Schauer. Free Speech. p. 26. 
49 Haworth. Free Speech. p. 27. 
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situation. He notes that this quite particularistic arena for discussion falls outside 

the bounds of a large number of instances of speech activity and can only really 

apply within a particular conception of speech activity; i.e. not unlike those of a 

seminar. Thus in terms of Haworth's analysis, he is not wrong to suggest that the 

seminar model is indeed particularistic and confined to a quite distinct set of 

activities. 

However, what Haworth fails to acknowledge sufficiently enough, is the context 

from which the so-called seminar model stems: that being the arena of the free 

press. 50 The press in Mill's day provides a living example of what Haworth terms 

the seminar model, as ideas and arguments were pitted against each other in the 

pages of many radical newspapers and pamphlets. As we have seen, Mill himself 

vigorously contributed to the press and it is no accident that this was the case as 

he saw the arena of the press as, to adapt Haworth's phrase - a mass seminar, in 

which ideas and thoughts could be expressed openly and contested within the 

context of the free exchange of ideas. 

Another way of conceptualising Mill's principle, which again is linked to the free 

exchange of ideas, is the free market place of ideas metaphor. 5 
I Such a metaphor 

asserts that as in the free market in which there is a free exchange of goods and 

services, and from this free exchange the best product or service emerges as a 

result of market demand; accordingly in the free exchange of ideas and opinions, 

the truth emerges in a similar way. However, Gordons2 notes that the marketplace 

metaphor does not accurately represent Mill's views on freedom of speech in On 

Liberty; indeed she points out that Mill never actually used the term; noting that 

50 Haworth does make a passing reference to journalistic activity, but not sufficient to sway him 
from his premise. 
51 See Schauer, Free Speech, pp. 15-17; also, R. P. Wolf, The Poverty of Liberalism (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1968). 
S2 In J. Gordon, 'Mill and the "Marketplace of Ideas"'. Social Theory and Practice, Vol. 23, 
No.2 Summer, (1997) pp. 235-249. 

191 



when Mill talks of ensuring that all opinions are not to be stifled by public 

opinion, he is 'going beyond any mere passive tolerance of ideas contrary to 

received opinion. '53 She argues that rather than a mere allowance of opinion, there 

is an active encouragement by Mill for minority opinions to be aired.54 Moreover, 

Mill puts the 'highest value on the speech of those who are the least numerous 

and/or who have the least power in society at any given time. '55 This, she argues, 

does not fit into the market metaphor and even though she does not argue that a 

'market mechanism' would not suppress opinion and actively allow the free 

expression of ideas, this model of free speech, even if it did allow all viewpoints 

and opinions to be heard, is not representative of Mill's position. She argues that 

because Mill's position goes further than merely allowing the free expression of 

all ideas: 'we are compelled to give special consideration to certain of those ideas 

that are voiced by the minority. ' 56 

Gordon correctly asserts that Mill does not develop On Liberty to answer key 

questions such as: what does it mean in practical terms to countenance and 

encourage minority opinions? Through what mechanism ought we bring it about 

that the minority opinion is countenanced and encouraged? And should such a 

mechanism be governmental? She rightly has reservations about the 

'marketplace' metaphor. However, it is my contention that she overplays the 

extent to which the language of the market has been 'corrupted' by our 

contemporary understanding of the market, although (and as she notes) Mill 

would reject many of the consequences of our free market system, it is not the 

contemporary market system, that Mill's marketplace of ideas is associated with; 

it is the nineteenth century emerging free market, which was based on the ideas 

that Mill supported actively throughout his life. Moreover, the free market in 

53 Gordon, 'Mill and the "Marketplace of Ideas"'. p. 239. 
54 Again. the issue of the value of diversity emerges. 
55 Gordon. 'Mill and the "Marketplace of Ideas"', p. 240. 
56 Gordon, 'Mill and the "Marketplace of Ideas"'. p. 240. 
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tenns of the battle of ideas within the free press is something that Mill actively 

engaged in and encouraged. Of course Mill was sure to support and ensure that all 

ideas, even those of minorities, be heard, just as within a free market, there is 

active encouragement of innovation in the development of 'products', 'goods' 

and 'services'. All products and services are developed initially in a small number 

at their inception, only after their launch into the market place are they judged and 

succeed or fail on their merit, as is the same with ideas and opinions. I am not 

arguing that Gordon is wrong to highlight inadequacies in this metaphor, but 

fundamentally, Gordon attempts to make Mill less of an apologist for the free 

market than he ultimately is. The market place of ideas metaphor may be 

inappropriate but it is not inconsistent with Mill's belief in the value of the free 

exchange of goods and services. In again referring to the typologies outlined in 

Chapter One, we see that Mill's main argument is one that asserts truth, and the 

ongoing search for truth as primary. However, it should be also evident from the 

discussion above that in order to attain truth, complete liberty is necessary. Mill's 

stress on the value of individual liberty is of course fundamental to his arguments 

in On Liberty. Without freedom, the search for truth would be impossible. Thus 

in addition to the truth argument, we also have in equal measure the liberty 

argument, and it is this I will tum to in the next section. 

Having outlined some of the main elements of Mill's arguments as found in 

Chapter Two of On Liberty, and placed them within the context of the truth 

argument, it is now necessary for me to look at how Mill's arguments stand up 

within the broader context of his work. I suggest that though Mill's arguments do 

offer a compelling justification for liberty of thought and action, and of course 

speech, it is within the context of the praxis of such arguments and within the 

framework of Mill's other works that Mill's arguments for freedom of speech are 

undennined. Indeed, I argue that the operational validity, i.e. the actual playing 

out of Mill's arguments is jeopardised by his more powerful commitment to 

political and economic liberalism, a commitment that has serious implications for 

any philosophical justification of freedom of speech. In order to justify this 
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assertion, it is necessary for me to look a little more closely on Mill's views on 

equality. 

5.5: Mill. Liberty and Equality 

It is my argument that the notion of equality is an important component within an 

exploration of the praxis of freedom of speech. As we have seen in Chapter Four, 

the utilitarian assertion of a free press was primarily intended to galvanise the 

middle-class ascendancy and socialise the working-classes into the acceptance of 

the inequality brought about by market forces. Thus the utilitarian praxis of 

freedom of speech is itself particularistic to specific interests and therefore cannot 

stand up in practice as an unproblematic justification for freedom of speech. For 

utilitarians, the praxis of their arguments for freedom of speech undermines any 

truly democratic aspirations that Bentham might originally have had. 

For Mill too, it is necessary to examine the implications of his work, not only 

within the social and political context of his day, but also within the context of his 

other works. For example, how do Mill's arguments in On Liberty sit with the 

social and political system of his time, and more importantly, how do Mill's other 

political beliefs rest with his arguments in On Liberty? In this section I intend to 

highlight some of the difficulties Mill had with the concept of equality, mainly 

reflected initially in his distrust of certain aspects of socialist thought. Greater 

tensions emerge when one attempts to reconcile the notion of liberty, partiCUlarly 

in relation to the socio-economic system which Mill defended, with some of the 

egalitarian sentiments which emerged later in Mill's life. Indeed I highlight the 

inherent assertion of inequality as a crucial component of Mill's political 

philosophy, and which ultimately creates tensions with Mill's justification of 

freedom of speech and fundamentally its political praxis. 

I suggest that Mill's view of non free-market or socialist systems is underpinned 

by his individualist view of liberty. Moreover, it is this narrow individualist view 

of liberty, that in part lies at the heart of Mill's support for the free market. I argue 

that this is where Mill's arguments for liberty founder, as it is the free market 
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economic system itselfthat undennines Mill's arguments for liberty and freedom. 

The problem is highlighted by this simple question to which I shall return: simply 

put, how can people be free to express themselves to their full potential, i.e. to be 

truly free, if they are not truly free because of the economic constraints placed on 

them that are the result ofthe free market? 

Although historically Mill has been labelled a 'liberal', he often noted that 

socialism, if it were achieved by peaceful means, would be a desirable end and 

indeed its supporters 'may eventually establish their claims to preference over the 

existing order of things,.s7 However, in terms of Mill's justification of free 

speech, he is finnly posited as a liberal and not a socialist and it is necessary here 

to see why this was the case. 

Mill, even before writing On Liberty, was aware of the potential dangers of 

collectivism. The following newspaper extract displays Mill's awareness of the 

pitfalls of socialist or communist systems.58 Mill argues that within socialism 

there is 'a great weight of confonnity', and it is lack of freedom from 'other 

peoples opinions' and 'bondage which I am afraid of in co-operative 

communities.' He continues: 

I fear that the yoke of confonnity would be made heavier instead of 
lighter; that people would be compelled to live as it pleased others, 
not as it pleased themselves; that their life would be placed under 
rules, the same for all, prescribed by the majority; and that there 
would be no escape, no independence of action left to anyone, since 
all must be members of one or another community. It is this which, 
as is contended in Political Economy, would make life monotonous; 
not freedom from want, which is a good in every sense of the word, 
and which might be ensured to all those who are born, without 

57 J. S. Mill, 'Chapters on Socialism', in Collected Works Vol. V (London: University of 
Toronto Press, 1967 [1879]), p. 748. 
58 In this article, Mill criticises George Jacob Holyoake's attack on Mill's Principles of Political 
Economy, in which, Holyoake charges Mill with propagating 'sharp pangs of hunger' in the 
poor. 

195 



obliging them to merge their separate as well as their working 
existence in a community. No order of society can be in my 
estimation desirable unless grounded on a maxim, that no man or 
woman is accountable to others for any conduct by which others are 
not injured or damaged.59 

Thus we have Mill asserting that the focus of his Political Economy was a 

warning against conformity to a common system and not a justification of poverty 

and hunger.60 Clearly Mill is concerned that 'socialistic' forms of organisation 

would stifle individuality liberty and diversity. However, Mill later acknowledged 

in his Chapters on Socialism that 'the various schemes for managing the 

productive resources of the country by public instead of private agency have a 

case for a trial.. . .'61 Mill was clear though that revolutionary socialism 'would 

have no effect but disastrous failure,62 The best means of achieving such a state 

was by gradual means because reformist socialism: 

has the great advantage that it can be brought into operation 
progressively, and can prove its capabilities by trial. It can be tried 
first on a select population and extended to others as their education 
and cultivation permit. It need not, and in the natural order of things 
would not, become an engine of subversion until it had shown itself 
capable of being also a means ofreconstruction.63 

Mill was sympathetic to aspects of socialism, but he qualified this by noting that 

it was a system that could only be realised initially 'by the elite of mankind, and 

[they] have yet to prove their power of training mankind at large to the state of 

improvement which they propose. ,64 For Mill, examples of existing socialism 

were perceived as useful experiments in social organisation, in a similar vein with 

which Mill advocated all types of experimentation as positive aspects of diversity. 

S9 J. S. Mill, 'Constraints of Communism', Leader, Aug. 3,d, 1850, p. 447, Collected Works, 
Vol. XXV, pp. 1179-80. 
60 Of course these concerns were to be raised again in On Liberty. 
61 Mill, 'Chapters on Socialism' , p. 748. 
62 Mill, 'Chapters on Socialism', p. 749. 
63 Mill, 'Chapters on Socialism', p. 737. 
64 Mill, 'Chapters on Socialism', p. 748. 
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Thus socialist experiments should be encouraged, just like all types of 

experiments in living which have the desired effects on individuals. However, 

when describing the socialist critique of political economy, Mill notes that their 

analysis is produced by their 'ignorance of economic facts, and of the causes by 

which the economic phenomena of society as it is, are actually determined. '65 

Thus for Mill, socialistic economic analyses which form a key component of their 

overall critique are based upon incorrect assertions about the nature and process 

of capitalist economic theory and practice. 

It seems then there are some tensions between Mill's concerns about the potential 

threat to individual liberty from 'socialistic' political arrangements, and an 

advocacy of socialism as a possible ideal social system. This point has been 

developed further by Raimond Ottow who argues that Mill 'bridges the camps of 

liberals and leftists,66 and that elements of his political philosophy have appealing 

components to both left and right aspects of the political spectrum. Ottow notes 

that although in his Autobiography Mill calls himself a socialist, he was aware 

that he had to appeal to different elements of his contemporary audience. Ottow 

argues that Mill called himself a socialist because of so-called 'meta-reasons', 

writing 'with a double audience on view: on the one hand he demands that the 

leading strata of capitalist society see and react to the necessity for reform, and on 

the other hand, he demands that the leaders of the working-class movement 

moderate and tone down the expectations of a revolution soon to come. '67 

However, as we have seen, Mill was far more unsure of collectivism than Ottow 

implies and some further investigation is necessary. 

65 Mill, 'Chapters on Socialism' , p. 727. 
66 R. Ouow, 'Why J.S. Mill Called Himself a Socialist', History of European Ideas. Vol. 17, 
No.4 (1993), pp. 479-483, p. 479. 
670UOW, 'Why J.S. Mill Called Himself a Socialist', p. 480. 
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Amy Gutmann argues that the egalitarian tendencies within Mill's theories are 

strong, with an explicit commitment to participatory equality.68 She goes on to 

link Mill's commitment to rationally motivated happiness with his assertion that 

if the appropriate form of education is provided to everyone, all will be able to 

experience the range of higher pleasures equally. In Mill's day however, and as 

she points out, 'not everyone is qualified to equally rank all the pleasures; '69 but 

Gutmann asserts that if given equal 'social inheritance' and upbringing, the range 

of pleasures available, would be available to all mankind, as everyone would be 

able to pursue their own interests equally. Gutmann asserts that everyone will be 

equal in the sense that all have the range of capacities which will enable them to 

appreciate higher pleasures. What Gutmann is asserting then, is that Mill had an 

implicit egalitarian view of human nature which saw that everyone had equal 

potential capacities. It was only because of inequalities in education and 

socialisation that such differences in aspirations and abilities existed and if such 

inequalities were somehow removed, equality would prevail. 

However, Gutmann fails to adequately acknowledge the tensions between Mill's 

commitment to a level of participatory democracy and the inequalities generated 

by the market system which he supported.70 Although Mill did consider that an 

'ideal' form of society might be attainable which looked to some degree like 

socialism, Mill's commitment to the market system as an expression of individual 

liberty, and the inequalities it generated is clear. To a large degree, Mill viewed 

some of the aspirations of socialism as being attainable within the liberal market 

system: 

In truth, when competition is perfectly free on both sides, its 
tendency is not especially either to raise or to lower the price of 

68 A. Gutmann, Liberal Equality (London: Cambridge University Press, 1980), p. 48. 
69 Gutmann, Liberal Equality, p. 49. 
70 She concedes a time-bound advocacy of capitalist market economy, (p. 49) but this seems not 
to have any serious implications for her analysis. 
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articles, but to equalise it; to level inequalities of remuneration, and 
to reduce all to a general average, a result which, in so far as realised 
[ ... ] is, on Socialistic principles, desirable. 71 

It seems then in principle that Mill viewed socialistic systems that generated 

equality as desirable in the far distant future. However, Mill was unshakeable in 

his belief that some of the benefits of socialism could be generated within the 

market system with relatively little effort. This belief highlights the tensions 

noted by Ottow above, but also demonstrates Mill's lack of insight into the 

divisive nature of the market system. It seems that the contradictions were not 

evident to Mill. Macpherson echoes this view when he contends that Mill did not 

see that the suffering of the working classes was a necessary consequence of the 

market system, but a monopoly of ownership by the ruling class. Moreover, he 

notes that Mill did not see that unfreedom was a necessary result of capitalist 

institutions at all.72 He argues that Mill 'found himself helpless, unable to 

reconcile his notion of values with the political economy [ ... ] he still believed 

in.73 He notes that although Mill was: 

outstanding as an economist, [he] did not grasp the essence of the 
capitalist market economy. It was his failure to do so that enabled 
him to reject the market morality. The founding father of liberal­
democratic theory, we are compelled to say, was able to rise above 
the market morality only because he did not understand the market 
society.74 

Duncan is even more doubtful about Mill's aspirations when he asserts that Mill's 

commitment to higher and lower pleasures necessarily leads Mill to a form of 

'democratic Platonism' in which all are equal but some are more equal than 

others. It is worth quoting him at length when he argues that Mill: 

71 Mill, Chapters on Socialism, p. 251. 
72 C. B. Macpherson, Democratic Theory: Essays in Retrieval (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1973), 
p.99. 
73 Macpherson, Democratic Theory, pp. 174-5. 
74 Macpherson, Democratic Theory, p. 175. 
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envisaged a fruitful and productive relationship, in conditions of 
intellectual freedom, between the morally and intellectually 
advanced members of the community, and the ordinary people. 
Everybody could not develop to the same degree, exercise the same 
powers and undertake the same responsibilities, but each should be 
encouraged and aided to develop to the pitch of which he was 
capable. Mill's doubts about the rectitude of and integrity of even 
wise leaders were combined with a desire to improve all men, and 
the result was an untidy and unsuccessful compromise which can 
best be labelled democratic - or even bourgeois democratic­
Platonism. Mill did more than put a democratic fa~ade over 
capitalistic inequality, but he cannot be characterised as 
unequivocally democratic even according to his own lights. He was 
a democrat of whom it could be said that he genuinely wanted 
democracy but failed to see the large social changes which would be 
needed if it was to become reality.7s 

In my view, Duncan's points, if a little harsh, do raise some important issues in 

relation to the tensions within Mill's political ideal and his view of how these 

may be attained, and more importantly what sort of compromises may be needed 

by the market system, particularly in relation to the 'Platonist' tendencies which 

are evident at times in Mill's work. Indeed even during Mill's life similar 

tensions were highlighted by some of Mill's contemporaries, as Rees notes in his 

John Stuart Mill's On Liberty.76 In this work we see that Rees provides some 

detail of the 'hostile criticism' that Mill received from his contemporaries, one of 

the main components of which was that he was charged with placing too great a 

weight on his conception of individualism, at the expense of a greater 

understanding of the 'social whole'. It is this notion of the social whole, and the 

impact of free market capitalism, and its link to individual freedom, on the social 

whole, that Mill seems to ignore in his work On Liberty. 

75 G, Duncan, Marx and Mill, Two Views of Social Conflict and Social Harmony (London: 
Cambridge University Press, 1973), p. 259. 
76 J. Rees, John Stuart Mill's On Liberty (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985). 
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What, however, does the above discussion of Mill's views on equality and 

socialism have to do with freedom of speech? The answer should be clear - in 

examining the praxis of Mill's arguments it has been necessary to briefly explore 

Mill's other thoughts on issues that impact on his arguments in On Liberty. We 

have seen that Mill's distrust of collectivism, because of its threat to individual 

liberty, and his commitment to free market capitalism raises serious problems for 

Mill and his arguments in On Liberty. In asserting the primacy of individual 

liberty above all else, he is jeopardising any actual commitment to real freedom 

of speech by undermining the notion of equality. It seems that Mill is blind to the 

problems of reconciling individual liberty with the consequences of the related 

market system. This problem then impacts on the praxis of his arguments for 

freedom of speech; I return to the question posed earlier: how can people be free 

to express themselves to their full potential, if they are not truly free because of 

the economic constraints placed on them that are the result of the free market? 

Unfortunately for Mill, he does not even recognise this question. As I suggest 

later in this work, a clear conception of equality has to be a necessary component 

of any meaningful argument for freedom of speech. If it can be shown that a 

strong operational commitment to equality is a necessary component of freedom 

of speech, and if Mill cannot meet the demands of a stark commitment to 

equality, as I have suggested, some doubt about Mill's arguments for freedom of 

speech are raised. 

Finally, and to recap, referring again to the typologies of freedom of speech 

arguments, Mill's arguments for freedom of speech are derivative of two types of 

argument highlighted in Chapter One. Firstly it is evident in On Liberty that the 

search for truth is a key component of human flourishing. Secondly, and closely 

related to this, the exercise of individual liberty is posited as the best possible 

mechanism for the attainment of truth, hence, the liberty argument is employed. 

Thus the liberty argument and the truth argument are brought together. My 

comments on the praxis of these arguments as employed by Mill are intended to 

provide analytical scrutiny to the praxis of these arguments. Having raised some 

questions about the operational practicality of Mill's arguments in On Liberty it is 

201 



now necessary to shift my emphasis towards what could be termed more 

generally liberal justifications for free speech and their praxis. In doing this, I will 

tum to those themes that were centred around augmenting and cementing the 

middle-class ascendancy. One of the chief organs of this was 'The Association for 

the Repeal of the Taxes on Knowledge'. 

5.6: The Middle-Class Ascendancy 

Having discussed Mill's contribution to the philosophy and praxis of free speech, 

it is worth now considering other contributions from the liberal tradition during 

the nineteenth century. I assert in this and the following section that the 

mainstream middle-class liberal argument for freedom of speech has its roots 

primarily in the liberty argument which is essentially evident in the assertion of 

economic liberty. Moreover, I suggest that such arguments are to be seen as 

practical necessities in the broader battles for social, political and economic 

power during the nineteenth century. In asserting this, I highlight the way in 

which the middle-class argument for freedom of the press acted to disenfranchise 

the already fragile working-class movements, and cement their own position 

ideologically and politically in the ascendancy.77 I will demonstrate this by 

highlighting the role of The Association for the Repeal of Taxes on Knowledge, 

and the practice and arguments of some of its key activists - John Bright and 

Richard Cobden. 

The Association for the Repeal of Taxes Against Knowledge was established in 

1848 and largely grew out of the failure of a working-class Chartist spin-off 

group called the Newspaper Stamp Abolition Committee. The Association's 

members included its founder and secretary, Collet D. Collet; John Bright; T. 

77 I am aided here in my analysis by drawing on the work of G. Boyce, J. Curran and P. 
Wingate eds. Newspaper History: From the Seventeenth Century to the Present Day (California, 
Sage Publications, 1978), and J. Curran and J. Seaton, Power Without Responsibility. the Press 
and Broadcasting in Britain (New York: Routledge, 1997). 
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Milner-Gibson; George Jacob Holyoake; Joseph Hume; Richard Cobden and 

Francis Place. The aim of the movement was to end taxes on knowledge and in 

doing so 'improve' the literature for the working classes. The Association's main 

argument was that working-class people would improve their lot by self 

improvement by buying 'intelligent' and 'moral' newspapers if they were cheap 

enough. Not only would a cheap press provide useful information for the 

working-classes, it would also awaken their appetite for knowledge and stimulate 

them to read further. The main organ of the Association was the Potteries Free 

Press, an unstamped penny weekly owned by Collet D. Collet. In the very first 

edition of the Potteries Free Press, Collet sets out its principles and aims, the 

foremost of which was to highlight the fact that 'the issue of Parliamentary 

Reform takes precedence of all others in point of interests. since it lies at the root 

of the vast majority of the grievances complained about by the working-classes of 

this country. '78 In addition to the extension of the franchise the Potteries Free 

Press sought also to highlight the inequitable system of taxation that both middle 

classes and working classes had to endure: 

With respect to taxation we are entirely in favour of the gradual 
substitution of direct for indirect taxation. We desire to have all the 
taxes removed from all the necessities of life, whether physical or 
intellectual, and in lieu thereof, a graduated Income and Property 
Tax; a mode of raising the revenue on the nation which we are 
convinced would be readily acquiesced in by the majority of all 
thinking minds in the country. 79 

However, another of the main aims of the Potteries Free Press was to highlight 

the irrationality of the stamp taxation system and it did this earnestly, mainly by 

antagonising and goading the Stamp Office. In an open letter to the 'Honourable 

Commissioners of the Inland Revenue' Collet notes the similarities of the 

78 The Potteries' Free Press and Weekly Narrative of Current Events. Saturday, February 12· 
1853. 
79 The Potteries' Free Press, Saturday, February 12m 1853. 
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Potteries Free Press with such (unstamped and un-prosecuted) organs such as 

Hansard, Punch, the Builder and the Racing Times all of which were not stamped 

and carried similar information (even though they did so separately). The letter 

challenges the authorities to prosecute the Potteries Free Press on these lines. 

Just below the title header of the Potteries Free Press is the phrase: 'Published in 

conformity with the practices of the Stamp Office, which permits records of 

current events, and comments thereon, to be published without Stamp, in the 

"Athenreum," "Builder" "Punch" "Racing Times," &c.' Such overt mocking of 

the Stamp Office was a recurrent theme of this publication; as we see in a later 

edition, Collet highlights the lack of attention given to the Free Press: 
• 

It is noteworthy that the publication of an unstamped weekly journal, 
in which are given records of current events and comments thereon, 
should have been permitted by government to live this long. We 
certainly did not expect this lenient treatment from the authorities of 
the Stamp Office, and we must confess a slight feeling of 
disappointment that the lynx eyed guardians of our Inland Revenue 
have not deigned, as yet, to take notice of our proceedings. [ ... ] 
Silence however, reigns at headquarters and we are allowed to go on 
in happy ignorance as to whether the Potteries Free Press is 
conforming to or disobeying the law of the land. so 

Collet continues: 

A successful prosecution of the Potteries Free Press would be as 
embarrassing to Government as an unsuccessful one, and it is 
thought, perhaps, more prudent to be let alone that which cannot be 
stirred without unpleasant consequences. The maintenance of this 
paper until a jury in a court of law shall have pronounced it to be 
either legal or illegal, is essential to the success of our cause. The 
battle we are fighting is not one for personal interests; it is a battle 
for public advantage, a patriotic struggle to emancipate the English 
press from fetters, which by diminishing its sphere of usefulness, 
cramp the industry and hinder the education of the people.sl 

80 The Potteries' Free Press, Saturday, March 5th, 1853. 
81 The Potteries' Free Press, Saturday, March 5th, 1853. 
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Although Collet was at pains to highlight the fact that the Potteries Free Press 

was not an organ of the Association for the Repeal of Taxes on Knowledge, it is 

clear from the language used above that Collet set out to highlight the hypocrisy 

and relative unworkability of the stamp tax. It is unclear why Collet denied any 

connection with the Association, but it is possible that a wider circulation was 

attainable without overt connection to the group. 

Collet in his History of the Taxes on Knowledge sets out the main aims and 

achievements of the Association in which he played a large part and which, he 

notes, still had the flickering embers of Chartism within its ranks: 

From the People's Charter Union we had come out as a separate 
committee, not surrendering personally our Chartist views, but 
putting the repeal of the Taxes on Knowledge as the sole basis of 
our movement. We had thus suppressed any idea that by joining us 
any man was giving up his own opinions on the suffrage of the 
Church Establishment, on National Education, or even on Free 
Trade in Com.82 

Although many members of the Association did have sympathies with Chartism's 

demands, and some (as Collet demonstrates) even called themselves Chartists, the 

overall flavour of the Association had an overwhelmingly middle-class 

paternalistic tone. Moreover, the essential middle-class character of the 

Association became more prominent throughout the 1850s, as links with 

working-class organisations diminished and 'its links with the radical working­

class movement [grew] tenuous during the period of 1850-9'.83 Indeed Collet's 

statement highlighted above took its inspiration, not from remnants of Chartist 

agitation, but from the pro free-market Anti-Com Law League.84 Thus the flavour 

82 C. D. Collet, History of the Taxes on Know/edge (London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1899), p. 134. 
83 J, Curran, 'The Press as an Agency of Social Control: An Historical Perspective', in Boyce 
et. al., Newspaper History, p. 57. 
84 See Collet's admission that 'We cannot pretend that it was an original policy of our own. It 
was that of the Anti-Corn Law League [ ... ].' Collet, History of the Taxes on Knowledge, p. 
135. 
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of the Association for the Repeal of the Taxes on Knowledge was, if not at its 

inception then soon after, distinctly middle-class. 

As such, the sentiments of the association were greatly sympathetic to the 

mechanisms of the market, and the move towards an end to the monopolisation of 

the established press always expressed a tone of authority and forthrightness. 

Such a tone of authority is well represented (albeit innocently and idealistically) 

in Collet's recollections when he notes that the movement, after its development 

out of the Newspaper Stamp Abolition Committee, was now comprised of 'an 

upper circle of public men', and who were 'persons of some position'.8s 

As Curran notes, the 'principal attraction of the repeal campaign was, of course, 

the realisation that, if press taxation was cut and newspaper prices halved, there 

would be an enormous expansion in the popular press', 86 which would put an end 

to the monopoly on the daily newspaper press held most notably by the Times. 

More importantly though, Curran describes the activities of the association as a 

key driver in the gradual disenfranchisement of working-class interests. As the 

middle-class campaign gained ground and thus more power and influence, the 

repeal movement grew ever more distant from working-class associations. As the 

locus of power was taken out of the hands of working-class movements for press 

reform, the middle-class argument gradually gained general acceptance, thus 

disempowering large sections of working-class agitation which sought an end to 

press restrictions. In a more recent work, Curran and Seaton87 note that the 

weakening of controls, and the eventual reform of the press, highlight the 

ascendancy and inereasing power base that middle-class elite entrepreneurs were 

8S Collet, History of the Taxes on Knowledge, p. 137. 
86 Curran, 'The Press as an Agency of Social Control', p. 57. 
87 J. Curran, & J. Seaton, Power WithoUl Responsibility. The Press and Broadcasting in Britain 
(New York, Routledge, 1997). 
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developing. Not only did the end of the 'taxes on knowledge' mark the end of 

official censorship legislation, it also marked the end of the radical press: 

Both the extent and pennanence of the eclipse of the radical press as 
the dominant force in national popular journalism was due to 
structural changes in the press industry. The industrialisation of the 
press, with its accompanying rise in publishing costs, led to the 
progressive transfer of ownership and control of the press from the 
working-class to wealthy businessmen [ ... ].88 

Furthermore, the middle-class ascendancy provided the dynamics that would 

ensure that working-class interests would be subsumed into the rhetoric of 

middle-class debate, and it also ensured that any working-class resistance or non­

compliance would be associated with recent failures of working-class 

organisational activity, such as that of the 'Peoples Charter Union' during the 

early 1850s. The middle-class papers: 

offered a very different view of the world from that of the early 
radical press they supplanted. Papers like the Northern Star had 
amplified class conflicts in the local community. [ ... ] In contrast, 
the new local commercial press tended to block out conflict, 
minimise differences, and encourage positive identification with the 
local community and its middle-class readership.89 

The theoretical stance of the Association of the Repeal of the Taxes on 

Knowledge was largely a development of the utilitarian stance discussed in depth 

in the previous chapter, with a number of key differences. Firstly, the later liberal 

refonn movement no longer had to structure its arguments on overtly paternalistic 

lines, as the force of enculturation and assimilation into capitalistic values was 

much stronger in 1850 than it was in the 1820s or 1830s. Arguments that once 

espoused freedom of the press to provide the working man with a means to better 

himself were replaced by arguments that took comfort in the failure of organised 

88 Curran & Seaton, Power Without Responsibility. p. 41. 
89 Curran & Seaton, Power Without Responsibility, p. 58. 
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labour, most notably the Peoples Charter Union and other Chartist organisations. 

As such the language and tone of freedom of speech changed significantly, with 

almost an assured confidence, as Collet indicates when he describes the 

membership of the new Association as men of 'the upper circle' and 'persons of 

some position. '90 Secondly, abstract philosophical pronouncements that focussed 

on utility maximisation present in previous utilitarian arguments for freedom of 

the press, had to be 'diluted' so that 'ordinary working men' could benefit from 

its message.91 Such abstract complexities were no longer a part of the mainstream 

liberal argument, as the 'search for knowledge' was now engrained within the 

radical political culture of the day. It was simple enough to argue that the taxes on 

knowledge were a hindrance to progress, progress which was manifested in terms 

of the opening up of markets which would have beneficial effects on the 

conditions of the working man. What is clear, is that the justification for freedom 

of the press was not made on grounds that had their basis in notions of freedom of 

expression as a necessary component of a conception of 'the good life', but were 

more closely linked to the aspirations of a middle-class elite striving for the 

opening up of markets and the generation of profits whilst at the same time 

exercising subtle mechanisms of social control over the so-called lower orders. 

The liberty argument, fixed to economic liberalism, was the central theoretical 

component of the middle-class ascendancy. 

Given that there was an overwhelming desire to end monopolisation and strict 

press controls because of market considerations and profit maximisation, one 

could miss the often implicit political philosophy of free speech that emerged 

within liberal circles at this time. Even though I assert that market considerations 

were paramount, I feel that this interpretation alone, although powerful, would 

fail to illuminate the intricacies that did exist in the middle-class liberal 

90 Collet, History of the Taxes on Knowledge, p. 137. 
91 J. A. Roebuck's Pamphlets for the People would be a good example of this. 
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justifications for freedom of the press. I do not dissent from the view that wider 

contextual conditions and drivers were an important component in shaping the 

defence of free speech, but some insight into theory still needs to be made. To do 

this, I will tum to the work of leading Victorian liberals, Richard Cobden and 

John Bright. 

Richard Cobden (1804-1865) was part of the radical liberal flavour of politics 

that emerged during the middle years of the nineteenth century. Cobden was an 

MP and had a strong commitment to the free market, expressed particularly in his 

active participation within the Anti Com Law League - fighting against the 'iron 

hoof of monopoly'; and also in attacking aristocratic privilege and corruption. 

Cobden was also a Quaker and as such had high moral standards, evidence of 

which often reverberated in his speeches, letters and articles. In his unpublished 

PhD thesis, Farrar argues that Cobden deserves more attention from scholars than 

he has thus far been given, as he argues that Cobden made great contributions to 

the social, economic and political landscape of Britain during the nineteenth 

century.92 Farrar goes on to highlight the way that Cobden's politics was centred 

around key themes, themes that included the notion that social progress was 

dependent on 'the interaction of economic, religious and educational factors. ,93 

Thus a mixture of religious and economic concerns helped shape Cobden's view 

of politics and social life. 

As noted, Cobden was active in the Anti-Com Law league which sought an end 

to taxation on grain and other harvested crops; and as an agitational organisation, 

it was important that as much information and publicity be generated about the 

Anti-Com Law movement as possible. Yet the Anti-Com Law League itself was 

hampered by press legislation prior to the abolition of stamp taxes. Publications 

92 P. N. Farrar, Richard Cobden: Educationalist, Economist and Statesman (University of 
Sheffield, 1987). 
93 Farrar, Richard Cobden, p. iv. 
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such as the Anti-Corn Law Circular and the Anti-Bread Tax Circular were taxed 

as usual; but these papers generally avoided commenting directly on the stamp 

taxes, as they did not want to divert attention away from their main aims. 

Although this was a consideration, another reason that such publications avoided 

commenting on the taxes was because they knew that the established press were 

indeed sympathetic to the stamp taxes as they ensured that the 'cheap' press could 

not flourish and potentially threaten their revenues. However, a good number of 

the established press were sympathetic to the views of the Anti-Com Law 

movement and as a result, such organs did not want to alienate themselves from 

it. As such, any direct mention of the stamp tax in the Anti-Com law press could 

potentially alienate it from the established press. Even the more sympathetic 

Cobden scholars. note that Cobden himself was reluctant to comment directly on 

the stamp taxes initially, because he wanted to ensure that he did not displease the 

established press by making such calls. 94 

Cobden shared this conception of politics and morality in his public life, 

contributing to pertinent debates in the Commons and at public meetings and in 

the press. As with many liberals in mid-Victorian England, Cobden was 

sympathetic to the notion that a free press was beneficial to the masses, and after 

pressure from a number of like-minded individuals, joined the Newspaper Stamp 

Abolition Committee in 1849, which, as we have seen, later developed into The 

Association for the Repeal of Taxes on Knowledge in 1851. As noted, a key 

theme of the Association was the promotion of education for the working-classes 

and an oft quoted statement from Cobden echoes the intrinsic value that he and 

the association put on the newspaper press as an organ of self betterment for the 

working man; - 'a penny newspaper press would do more to educate the millions 

94 In addition to Farrar noted above, other sympathetic contributions include: D. Read, Cobden 
and Bright, A Victorian Political Partnership (London: Edward Arnold Ltd., 1967); N. C. 
Edsall, Richard Cobden: Independent Radical (London: Harvard University Press, 1986). 
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than all the schoolmasters in the land. '95 Newspapers in particular were a 

compelling means of providing moral guidance and useful information. This 

letter to the Manchester Times provides a good example of Cobden's reasoning: 

I regard the influence of public opinion, as exercised through the 
press, as the distinguished feature in modem civilisation, and which 
by its progress or degradation must determine the period of 
existence of civilisation itself. The engine of good or evil can exist 
only by the breath of the public to award wisely its suffrages 
amongst the contending candidates of the periodical press.96 

News 'should be stated as concisely as is constant with clearness, and should be 

so arranged as to communicate the greatest amount of information with the least 

demand on the time and labour of the reader. '97 Thus we have a view of the press 

that provides a specific social function in that if allowed to circulate freely and 

unhindered from constraint, it would provide society with a progressive social 

dynamic. Moreover, it is the competing perspectives of the press that will be 

judged or rejected by the public, and as such, a paper will succeed or fail 

according to the market. The free market of ideas metaphor has already been 

highlighted above, and its articulation by members of the middle-class press 

reform movement such as Cobden, reinforce the power of such arguments within 

the context of seeking an end to press restrictions. 

However, it would be an oversimplification if this 'free market of ideas' 

metaphor were not placed under any further critical scrutiny in this context. Such 

an analysis would underestimate the role that key activists had in helping to 

define the largely middle-class free press agenda, in particular in terms of the 

ideological weight they had in the middle-class movement to reform that press. 

Like a large number of activists in the Association for the Repeal of the Taxes 

95 Cobden, Cited D. Read, Cobden and Bright, if Victorian Political Partnership, p. 186. 
96 Cobden, cited Farrar, Richard Cobden, p. 404. 
97 Manchester Examiner, Saturday, January 10th, 1846. 
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Against Knowledge, Cobden was an MP, and played a significant role in the 

pressure for the repeal of the stamp taxes within Parliament not only to advance 

the free market, but also to ensure that the working classes would have the 

'appropriate sources of education for their betterment'. In other words, Cobden's 

position continued the role of the middle-class press, by ensuring that any 

working-class agitation could be pacified and subsumed into the burgeoning 

market ideology. This was clear from the language that was used in some of the 

publications that emanated from this middle-class movement to repeal the stamp 

taxes; the language of social control was strong and sometimes explicit. Titles 

such as The Popular Educator, The Working Man's Friend and Family Instructor 

and the Freeholder, all proclaimed the virtue of high moral attitudes with an 

emphasis on free trade. The Popular Educator for example, from week to week 

provided 'instruction' on matters relating to history, botany, astronomy and of 

course political economy. The aim was to reach as many poor and working-class 

people as was possible in a cheap weekly. Such publications were obvious about 

their intentions and their role: 

There are numerous instances in every hamlet in England, of 
dwarfed intellects and disappointed aspirations, in consequence of 
the want of means to procure even elementary works on common 
subjects in this age of cheap literature; and there are thousands of 
you throughout the land whom a simple and concise digest of the 
facts and hearing of leading subjects would have converted into 
diligent and earnest votaries of knowledge, but whom confused 
plenty has disgusted and sent away empty.98 

In the pages of such weeklies, the emphasis was on education, which would serve 

to minimise conflict between master and worker, as this excerpt from The 

Working Man's Friend and Family Instructor highlights: 

If artisans and others feel that their pay is not just or equitable, they 
have an undoubted right to lay their grievances before their masters. 

98 The Popular Educator, April 13th, 1852. 
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[ ... ] but this should always be done in a friendly, peaceable, and 
respectful manner. [ ... ] Agreement, kindly feeling towards each 
other, and a sense of reciprocal dependence should always prevail.99 

Cobden was sure of the value of a popular press and saw the need for such a 

paper which did not pander to the lowest common denominator, as many other of 

the dailies did. Thus, after the abolition of the stamp tax in 1855, Cobden with the 

financial backing of Joseph Sturge, published the London based Morning Star 

and the Evening Star. The papers proclaimed that they 'will pander to no popular 

passions. At all times the Morning and Evening Star will endeavour to enforce 

the sound teachings of political economy and to apply the right principles to the 

Science of Government'. 100 The content of the Morning Star was a mixture of 

foreign news and market news with advertisements on the front page. The focus 

was clearly on 'educating' the working classes in the business and the interests of 

the middle class, with news of economic interest and political news. Interestingly, 

the language used mixes the interests of the middle classes with those of the 

working classes, as if representative of them both, but still echoing middle-class 

sentiment. The following excerpt on taxation is a good example: 

There is no subject of domestic policy which calls more attention of 
our statesmen and the Legislature than that of taxation. [ ... ] The 
incidence of taxation, as a whole, is also inequitably and 
oppressively laid on the shoulders of the classes who live by labour, 
while the proprietors of the kingdom escape their fair share of the 
burden. As a contribution to popular enlightenment on this 
important matter we propose to put a few facts and arguments 
together, our main object being to assist in compelling a 
reconstruction of the entire system on a sound and equitable 
principle. [ ... ] In examining these duties, we have confined 
ourselves to the proof of the simple fact, that they fall almost 
entirely on the working and middle-classes, and scarcely reach the 
possessors of the vast property of the kingdom. 101 

99 The Working Man's Friend and Family Instructor, Saturday, February 161b, 1850. 
100 Farrar, Richard Cobden, p. 416. 
101 The Morning Star, January 61b, 1857. 
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Unfortunately for Cobden and Sturge, the sale of the Morning and Evening Star 

was limited, with the new one penny Daily Telegraph securing the majority of the 

cheap press market. It seems that the papers' close association with Richard 

Cobden, a Quaker, and his well known and generally unpopular anti-Crimean war 

views proved too much for the reading public and the paper never really made 

much of an impact on the London press market. 

Interestingly Farrar cites 'recent work'102 which argues that the various middle­

class movements which called for a repeal of the stamp tax were committed to 

socialisation of the working class into the existing capitalist order. Farrar notes 

that this was not the case as Cobden and the Morning and Evening Star were 

actively disowned by the middle-class press and as such could not have been part 

of this 'conspiracy'. He notes that 'the promoters of the Morning Star held that 

the middle and working-classes both needed liberation, and that their economic 

interests rightly understood, were identical. '103 However, Farrar is missing the 

point here, in that although the largely middle-class movement to repeal the 

stamp taxes did not always agree with each other on specific issues, the 

functionality of encouraging acceptance of the market system is a clear example 

of socialisation of the working classes into the market system. Moreover, organs 

such as the Morning and Evening Star viewed working-class organisations as a 

potential threat to middle-class aspirations. They criticised the activities of 

Chartists and Mechanics Institutes, and the rejection of Trades Unions by Cobden 

(at least those which 'sought interference into matters properly concerning 

management') echoes a strong pro-market tone that organs such as the Morning 

Star promoted. If one looks at the specific recommendations that Cobden made 

for the Morning Star on matters regarding layout and content of the paper, one 

can see that the authoritative paternalistic tone is well in evidence. Cobden notes 

102 Farrar, Richard Cobden, p. 418-419, citing Curran et ai, Power Without Responsibility. 
103 Farrar, Richard Cobden, p. 418-419. 
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that 'Moralising and reasoning of an abstract nature must be avoided. The views 

of the paper should be instilled through the clear discussion of specific issues and 

incidents.' The readers 'must be taught without their knowing it'. As such the 

presentation of articles was intended to be different from the established middle­

class press. 104 

Even after the final repeal of taxation on the press (the duty on paper) in 1861, 

Cobden was aware of other threats to freedom of the press. The first was the 

monopolisation of the press by papers such as The Times. Cobden argued that 

such a monopoly was not in the interests of the public as only one set of opinions 

could be heard by the public. This was against his view of the press acting as an 

organ of vigorous public opinion and debate. This of course echoes Mill's worries 

concerning the threat of public opinion in stifling individuality. Cobden is aware 

here that a monopolisation of opinion in the press acts in the same vein as Mill's 

notion of the weight of public opinion in stifling individual development: 

The London daily press has been hitherto a MONOPOLY, and, like 
all monopolies, it has profited at the expense of the public. When, 
by the exertions of a small band of persevering politicians, the Total 
Repeal of the Stamp Duty was secured in 1855, it might have hoped 
that the monopoly established twenty years previously would have 
been broken up. [However], under this monopoly the public are 
expressly prohibited from obtaining the advantage of competition. 
[ ... ] The result, therefore, comes to this- that the "high priced" 
papers are in a combination to limit, by means of price, the spread of 
intelligence and the diffusion of knowledge. In this, indeed, they 
well serve the purposes of those to whose ends they are subservient­
for the less the enlightenment of the masses, the smaller, according 
to the notions of most of our rulers, the difficulty of guiding and 
governing the people. It is with this regard that the proprietors of the 
Morning and Evening Star, - men who have at heart the diffusion of 
healthy knowledge, the progress of reform, and the establishment of 
good government, - have determined that the public shall have the 

104 Farrar, Richard Cobden, p.426. 

215 



advantage of a First Class Daily Newspaper, free from party and the 
combination of high price. lOS 

Another threat to freedom of the press was perceived to emanate from an 'un­

healthy' relationship between Parliament and the press. Famously, Cobden argued 

that The Times had too close a connection to those in power. Indeed, he argued 

even as early as 1853 that newspaper editorial policy was under the influence of 

certain members of Parliament. He would have liked the Morning Star to 

overshadow the authority of The Times but it remained an 'institution of the 

Realm' .106 'The public could not justly weigh the opinions of a paper unless it 

knew what connections it had.' 107 

A close friend and ally of Cobden was John Bright, (1811-1889) who was also 

involved in the Association for the Repeal of the Taxes on Knowledge as he too 

was of the opinion that the taxes on knowledge condemned the poor to a life of 

misery and subservience. Bright was a notable orator and travelled the country 

giving speeches and addressing public meetings on the day's most pressing 

issues. One issue that Bright spoke on repeatedly was on the repeal of the 

newspaper taxes. Bright like Cobden often courted criticism from the established 

press, in particular The Times, for demanding an end to the newspaper taxes and 

as such, bringing an end to the monopoly that The Times in particular had 

enjoyed. Bright also had a hand in publishing a number of political organs, many 

of which had their base in the north of England (Bright was MP for Durham in 

1843 and then Manchester in 1847). One notable example was the Manchester 

Examiner. Like Cobden's London based Morning and Evening Star, the 

Manchester Examiner was specifically aimed at the working classes and as such 

courted a working-class readership in the hope of raising its sights. However, this 

lOS The Morning Star, Monday, March 1'r", 1856. 
lOS Farrar, Richard Cobden, p. 427. 
107 Cobden cited Farrar, Richard Cobden, p. 428. 
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was always done with overtones of middle-class sentiment, particularly when 

emphasising the benefits of laissez-faire political economy: 

The Free Trade movement [ ... ] is a movement altogether of, from 
and by the people, for a popular object - an effort of the industrious 
classes, as such, irrespective of party and sectarian distinctions, to 
wield the powers of opinion and franchise for an end of their own 
choosing. This movement has given the industrious classes a new 
sense of their rank and standing in the state. It has taught trade, self 
respect and self reliance - shewn it at once its honourableness and 
its power given public status to its most eminent and most 
enlightened men, - and called forth a spirit of sympathy and co­
operation among all engaged in the pursuit of industry. It is a 
movement that has added incalculably to the prestige of truth and 
knowledge, as the governing power of the country. Never was 
''useful knowledge" so rapidly diffused among a people, as during 
the past seven years: and never was popular intelligence brought into 
so close and immediate contact with politics and legislation. For the 
first time in history, the multitude have been made practically 
aquainted with the facts and laws affecting their physical and· 
economical condition. For the first time in history, economical truth, 
reinforced by alliance with moral right, and advocated with all the 
energy of religious earnestness, has become the life and soul of a 
popular political movement. 108 

We can see then that Cobden, Bright and Collet are pertinent examples of those 

embracing a liberal ideology which sought to embed the virtues of fashionable 

economic theories into the population. As with the Philosophic Radicals decades 

earlier, the function of arguments for freedom of the press from these liberal 

activists serve to engender general acceptance of the prevailing social order. 

Through the education of the masses into an acceptance of in vogue economic 

doctrines, coupled with high moral virtues contained in the pages of the liberal 

press, the emphasis on individual moral responsibility started to emerge as the 

focal point of their analysis. Rather than any doctrinaire adherence to specific 

108 Manchester Examiner, Saturday, January 10th, 1846 

217 



scientific rules, as had been the case with the utilitarians, the individual rather 

than the greatest happiness of the greatest number was paramount. 

It has been the intention of this section to highlight the mainstream liberal praxis 

of freedom of speech which was articulated in calls for an end to the stamp 

duties. I have demonstrated that arguments for freedom of the press, that are 

framed within the context of the liberty argument for freedom of speech, have 

been grafted on to the battle to suppress working-class agitation, and ensure 

middle-class dominance. Thus we have what I term a 'thin' political philosophy 

of freedom of speech which is immersed in the wider concern to 'ensure that the 

press provided institutional support for the social order.'l09 The enculturation of 

working classes into the acceptance of middle-class opinion which 

operationalised a level of social control, was derived from an affirmation of 

individual responsibility and compliance to specific moral codes. The emphasis 

on 'self-education' for the working classes as a means to break free from the 

chains of ignorance, was transposed by the liberal press into education for 

, individual self-fulfilment and advancement.' 110 

The argument for freedom of the press, as Curran notes 'was never actuated 

primarily by a libertarian commitment to freedom and diversity of expression';111 

though fundamentally liberal, they were contrived to restrict liberty of the masses 

by placing the middle class in the ascendancy. He continues: 

All that had changed was a growing commitment to positive 
indoctrination of the lower orders through a cheap press, and a 
growing conviction that free trade and normative controls were 
morally preferable and more efficient control system than direct 
controls administered by the state. Underlying this shift was the 
growing power and confidence of the Victorian middle:'class, which 
dominated the legal campaign for the repeal of press taxes and 

109 Curran, 'The Press as an Agency of Social Control', p. 61. 
110 Curran, 'The Press as an Agency of Social Control', p. 72. 
III Curran, 'The Press as an Agency of Social Control', p. 61. 
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recognised in the expanding press a powerful agency for the 
advancement of their interests [ ... ].112 

Thus the liberty argument was incorporated into an ideological battle for political 

and economic power and as such a tool for social control. The assertion of the 

free market, and its linkage to the betterment of the working classes, helped 

propel the thin liberty argument for freedom of speech into the front line of the 

ideological battle between a mass working-class and a middle-class elite. 

5. 7: Conclusion 

As noted in the initial section of this chapter, there is no definitive liberal praxis 

offreedom of speech to be identified. The more refined analysis provided by John 

Stuart Mill is in stark contrast to the less sophisticated and more overtly 

politically motivated 'thin' arguments provided by mainstream liberals such as 

Cobden and Bright. It is important to make this distinction between the two sets 

of arguments as the arguments for freedom of speech (and therefore freedom of 

the press) although emanating from core beliefs that stem from the Enlightenment 

- the progress of knowledge and the assertion of liberty etc. - differ in significant 

ways. For example, the arguments provided by Mill offer a unique analysis of the 

virtues of individuality and diversity in a dynamic flourishing society. The 

arguments from liberals such as Cobden and Bright and other leading liberals of 

the day, stress the benefits of social compliance to middle-class values and 

leadership, something that as we have seen, was articulated years before by James 

Mill. Conformity to specific ways of living was something that J. S. Mill 

campaigned against all his life, the virtues of experimentation and eccentricity 

echo throughout On Liberty, whereas such ideas would have been seen as 

dangerous and irresponsible by middle-class elites seeking working-class 

conformity. Hence 'liberal' justifications for freedom of speech during the 

112 Curran, 'The Press as an Agency of Social Control', p. 61. 
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nineteenth century are to be seen as almost polemical. On the one hand we have 

Mill defending individual expression from the weight of conformity, on the other 

we have liberals striving to make the masses conform to belief systems which 

would ensure that liberty and freedom for the people at large was never attained. 

Aided by the Association for the Repeal of Taxes on Knowledge, the examples of 

the mainstream liberal press provided above highlight the liberal press's 

vindication of free trade and an assertion of the role of the press as an educational 

tool for the lower orders. These arguments should not been seen out of context of 

the middle-class interests which they sought vigorously to promote. Thus I assert 

that the mainstream liberal praxis of freedom of speech, unlike Mill's arguments, 

were centred around enculturation and control, rather than any specific 

commitment to freedom or liberty. The arguments used to promote freedom of 

the press, have to be seen within the context of a middle-class rise to economic 

and political dominance rather than arguments for freedom of speech in their own 

right. Hence the assertion of a 'thin' praxis of freedom of speech argument is as 

suggested one that should be seen as actually inhibiting the liberty of the masses, 

in that poverty, injustice and misery were maintained even when liberal 

arguments for press 'freedom' won through by the victory of the market. 

Finally and returning to Mill, in terms of the philosophy of freedom of speech. 

Mill's arguments of course offer us a powerful defence of freedom of speech and 

I have set out the components of these arguments above to demonstrate just this. 

However, as I have suggested, Mill's arguments in On Liberty lose some of their 

potency when seen in the context of his other works. especially when one 

considers his advocacy of laissez faire political economy and his general distrust 

of co-operative social systems. This assertion. however, should not condemn 

Mill's arguments to being perceived as a more sophisticated version of the 

mainstream liberal argument. It is important to note that Mill's conception of 

liberty went far beyond those pronouncements of free trade that were practised 

ad-nauseum by the liberal press. Mill's shortcomings were that he did not fully 

appreciate the illiberal tendencies of the market system he supported. 
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Furthennore, he failed adequately to recognise the importance of equality as a 

necessary component of a truly free society; it will remain to be seen in the 

following chapter what exactly the concept of equality offers to are-articulated 

fonn of Mill's arguments as I explore the socialist praxis of freedom of speech in 

the nineteenth century. 
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Summary 

The development of a Millian justification of freedom of speech has been 

highlighted with reference to early newspaper articles and an analysis of On 

Liberty. Some of the controversies surrounding Mill's argument have been 

highlighted and the means by which such controversies may be overcome, have 

been suggested. A tension between Mill's philosophy and the concept of equality 

has been raised which may have implications for even a sophisticated 'liberal' 

defence of freedom of speech such as Mill's. However, Mill's work should be set 

apart from the mainstream liberal discussion of freedom of speech which was 

grounded in concerns about the potential threat of organised working-class labour 

to the market system. As with utilitarianism, the burgeoning market and the need 

to control large sections of the populace were prime motivations in the middle­

class liberal argument. However, this justification of freedom of speech should be 

set apart from utilitarian justifications as the contextual landscape had changed to 

a large degree by the middle years of the nineteenth century. No longer was overt 

paternalism a theme within the praxis of free speech, now a more inclusive 

language of shared interests and the assertion of individuality was used. 

Individuals such as Cobden and Bright should be seen as exemplars of middle­

class assertiveness as too should the role and function of the Association for the 

Repeal of the Taxes on Knowledge. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Socialism: Free Speech Reasserted 

Of course absolute Freedom of Opinion includes the right to the 
unfettered expression of opinion by means of both voice and pen. 
Neither penal laws nor priestly despotism, not sectarian intolerance, 
nor mob violence can be permitted to interfere with the freedom of 
the platform or the press, without violating that right which 
MILTON wisely held to be the most important and valuable of all 
liberties. For let this right to be claimed and maintained by each 
man, not merely for himself, but also for his fellow men, and no evil 
power can prevent the progress of the Human Race from ignorance, 
error, slavery, and misery, to knowledge, wisdom, liberty, and 
happiness. I 

6.1: Introduction 

It is my intention in this chapter to analyse the socialist justification of freedom of 

speech during the nineteenth century in Britain. This task is complicated by the 

fact that free speech was given varying status within socialist thought and praxis 

during the nineteenth century. Unlike utilitarianism or liberalism, where free 

speech is a major component of the doctrines' philosophical make up and 

political requisites; free speech, within what I will term the 'socialist sphere of 

analysis', has varying levels of importance and significance to different actors and 

groups. As Williams and Pearson note '[t]he political theory of nineteenth­

century British socialism exhibits a wide range of attitudes and beliefs about 

industrial society [ ... ]. At one end of the spectrum of ideas we find socialism 

rejecting the values of industrial capitalism [ ... ]. At the other end of spectrum we 

find the acceptance of industrialism and its benefits but a rejection of its forms 

I The Friend of the People. No.2, December 21st 1850. 
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and organisation.'2 Moreover, when attempting to define socialism within this 

context, it is important to note that the idea of socialism was largely raw and 

underdeveloped (at least until the 1860s); this will have to be borne in mind, 

particularly as some writers and agitators that are referred to within this chapter 

may hold views that would not necessarily 'neatly' fit into what might generally 

be known as socialist thought. However, they are included because of their 

commitment to the interests of the working classes and are important characters 

within the history of socialist politics. For example, William Cobbett in his early 

years was a staunch monarchist and Tory but is included in this section as a 

testament to his work fighting for the cause of the poor and in defence of the 

interests of the working-classes. Given the varying range and scope of socialist 

political philosophy during the nineteenth century, it should be of no surprise that 

such a breadth of focus should be taken into account in my analysis of free 

speech. Moreover, until Robert Owen and William Thompson, the phrases 

socialist and socialism were little used. This chapter, therefore, will capture and 

analyse the range of debates concerning freedom of speech, which emanate from 

radical working-class politics, within the very wide parameters of what can be 

termed (though I acknowledge, not un problematically) socialist thought during 

the nineteenth century. 

Two other important considerations should be borne in mind within the context 

of this chapter. Firstly, there can be little doubt that Robert Owen and William 

Morris were two of the nineteenth century's leading socialist figures. However, 

this chapter makes only a sparse mention of Owen and, other than in this 

introductory section, does not discuss William Morris. The reason for this is 

simple. Owen and Morris did not feature significantly in the debates around free 

speech and a free press as they both saw that these were largely unimportant 

2 Pearson, & Williams, Political Thought and Public Policy. p. 102. 
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elements of the socialist programme. For Owen, socialism would emerge through 

education as experienced by people living within co-operative communities. Such 

communities would emerge as a result of direct guidance from himself. Morris 

also believed that education was important but that enlightenment stemmed from 

within and not through exposure to a free press. Such 'messianic' perspectives 

assert that knowledge and understanding depended not on the circulation or free 

exchange of ideas but on the mass of working people following enlightened 

leadership, as only the enlightened guides were in possession of the means to 

comprehend and articulate the totality of the socialist vision. 

Moreover, the lack of representation of thinkers such as Owen and Morris is also 

due to their particular lack of interest in and attention to arguments for freedom of 

speech. Such arguments were historically speaking largely 'not an issue' within 

the confines of socialist political activity and analysis, as the 'solutions' or 

'remedies' to the constraints upon the working people were perceived to lie 

elsewhere and not in or around arguments for freedom of speech. Finally, it will 

become evident that the main focus of this chapter is on working-class radicalism 

during the first half of the nineteenth century; this is primarily because debates 

around free speech that emanated from socialist organs were generally (but not 

exclusively) confined to the period between 1819 and around 1850. Thus the 

focus of the chapter places greater weight on ideas that were generated before the 

tum of the mid-century when a small number of socialist thinkers and writers 

prioritised freedom of speech. The substance of the chapter will be an analysis of 

radical socialist or collectivist nineteenth-century pamphlets, journals and 

newsletters, monthlies and weeklies and their editors, writers and publishers. 

This chapter will be divided into a number of interrelated parts and the first will 

focus on the core components of socialist thought. This is an important part of 

this chapter in that it sets out the parameters of the socialist sphere of analysis. 

Secondly, we examine arguments for freedom of speech that emanated during the 

early years of the nineteenth century. Here we see the likes of Cobbett and Hone 

challenging the Old Regime of church and state, and arguing for freedom of 
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speech as a component of political refonn. This section will look closely at those 

pamphleteers and socialist radicals that have some stake in the heritage of 

socialist thought in Britain and see freedom of speech exemplified in a free press 

as, if not fundamental to their struggle, then a major part of it. 

From this relatively immature socialist analysis which seeks to widen the political 

franchise and assert an accountable legislature, we move on to the third section 

where we examine arguments from socialist radicals who see freedom of speech 

as a major component of their political programme. Here we see agitators such as 

Richard Carlile who sought freedom of speech almost as a distinct right in itself, 

and combined this with calls for Parliamentary refonn and a better deal for the 

working man. The theme of an emerging political consciousness, in part 

facilitated by a free press is a major theme in the fourth section of this chapter. 

Here we observe the fonnulation of a distinct class dimension in the arguments 

for freedom of speech. Not only do we see this class identity emerging in the 

arguments, but also a sharp and focussed critique of capitalism, emerging from 

the likes of George Jacob Holyoake, Henry Hetherington and Julian Harney. This 

theme is even more resonant in the fifth section of this chapter in which we 

examine the arguments of Marx. 

Although Marx's writings on free speech at this time were generated outside 

Britain, I contend that their inclusion within the context of this survey is 

warranted on three counts. Firstly, the philosophical and historical importance of 

Marx's work should not be underestimated; no historical or theoretical discussion 

that has socialist thought and tradition as one of its main foci should ignore this. 

Even during the mid-nineteenth century, Marx and Engels's work was starting to 

influence socialists in Britain, and their work was often translated into English 
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and reproduced within the radical press.3 Moreover, even today, twelve years after 

the fall of the Berlin wall and the so-called 'death of Marxism,' Marx's ideas still 

have resonance in academic and scholarly discourse. Secondly, very little 

attention has been given to Marx's perspective on freedom of speech and freedom 

of the press4 and as such an exploration of this aspect of his work should be 

included as I argue it provides a 'more mature' socialist justification of freedom 

of speech than earlier socialist writers. I feel that in including an analysis of Marx 

within the context of this chapter I am providing some evidence of progress in the 

development of arguments for free speech within the socialist tradition. I argue 

that the earlier writers on freedom of speech acted as a precursor to Marx's 

writings as many of the arguments that writers in the 1820s and 1830s put 

forward have a similar political philosophy and use of language to that employed 

by Marx. Thus, the mechanism of freedom of speech is developed and formulated 

within the earlier arguments and culminates in a more mature and fully rounded 

defence of freedom of speech from a socialist perspective. 

The next part of the chapter will explore the theoretical underpinnings of socialist 

justifications of free speech. Thus, within the confines of this chapter, I hope to 

provide an insight into the practical and theoretical components of free speech 

from the perspective of socialist agitators and thinkers. The focus of this section 

will be devoted to providing a discussion of the 'mechanism' of free speech 

within the context of socialist thought. The concluding section of this chapter will 

examine the accountability argument, the truth argument and the liberty argument 

in the light of the work discussed. From this I suggest that the socialist arguments 

3 For Example, the first English translation of the Communist Manifesto was published in Julian 
Harney's Red Republican in 1850. 
4 Work that does exist includes: A. F. McGovern, 'Karl Marx First Political Writings: The 
Rheinische Zeitung, 1842-1843' in Demythologising Marx (Boston: College Chestnut Hill, 
1969), and G. Teeple, Marx's Critique of Politics 1842-1847 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1984). Both works are also cited below. 
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for freedom of speech, despite surface similarities, differ sufficiently enough from 

those arguments provided by utilitarians and liberals. As such the concepts of 

equality and fraternity are posited as key components of a socialist defence of 

freedom of speech; such concepts thus set socialism apart from liberal and 

utilitarian formulations of freedom of speech. In sum, I suggest that the socialist 

arguments highlighted present us with a re-assertion of freedom of speech. Also 

in this concluding section I speculate on the value of freedom of speech to 

socialism as an idea and as a practical component of socialist society. Here I look 

at the limits of the socialist argument and suggest that a broader conception of 

freedom of speech is a necessary component of any socialist programme. 

6.2: Focus 

The focus of the philosophical justifications for free speech under examination 

within this thesis stems from the weight given to particular fundamental aspects 

of the theory in question. As we have seen in the previous chapters, the weight of 

the utilitarian justification of free speech stemmed from the belief in the theory of 

utility and the application of this theory to practice. As has been demonstrated, 

the attainment of utility depended (amongst other things) on unrestricted press 

freedom. Within the confines of this chapter, a similar method will be deployed in 

that it is first necessary for me to focus on key elements or strands of socialist 

political thought, before I explore the conceptualisation and practice of free 

speech which is set against this theoretical backdrop. I will not, however, dwell 

too much on this preliminary task, as analyses of nineteenth-century socialist 

thought and its foundations have been given much attention, especially by 

socialist historians such as G.D.H Cole, E.P. Thompson and others. I will 

however, pick out elements of socialist philosophy that offer a 'way in' to 

discussion about socialism, free speech and its analysis. 

In order then to place the discussion of free speech within the parameters of 

nineteenth-century socialist thought, some common ground or general principles 

should be developed. It is important to note, however, that no overarching 
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definition or statement of intent will be provided in this thesis. BerkP reminds us 

that socialism is difficult to get to grips with because it is all too easy to fall into 

the traps of 'dogma', 'essentialism', and 'reductionism'. Moreover, he notes that 

socialism 'is not a single thing, but a range, an area, an open texture [ ... ].'6 

Perhaps the best way of thinking about the emergence of socialist thought is that 

provided by William Stafford, when he states that 'between 1775 and 1830 

occurred a remarkable flowering of radical social criticism in Britain. When we 

survey them, we can see the gradual emergence of ways of thinking that have 

subsequently been labelled socialist.'7 The nature of this criticism emanates from 

a number of sources which predominantly stem from the onset of the 

Enlightenment. This new Enlightenment thinking follows on from the victories of 

the 'bourgeois revolutions'. Again it is worth quoting Berki. 'Socialism is almost 

exactly coeval with classical liberalism: it is its reverse side, giving expression to 

the spiritual traumas and social and economic dislocations which were the effects 

of bourgeois-liberal victories. It became a stream at first of tiny, separate trickles, 

soon deepening and widening into a mighty river.,8 In attempting to characterise 

socialism Berki goes on to outline what he tenns the four basic tendencies of this 

political and philosophical creed. The first tendency is the commitment to some 

fonn of egalitarianism in the sense of a rejection of the notion of the individual as 

the focus of human activity. What is prominent is the idea that all human beings 

should be treated equally, irrespective of the circumstances that they might find 

themselves in. The second tendency that Berki notes is the emphasis on 

moralism, primarily etY;lanating from Christian socialists and evoking values of 

social justice, peace, co-operation and brotherhood. It primarily focuses on 

SR. N. Berki. Socialism (London: J. M. Dent & Sons. 1975). 
6 Berld. Socialism. p. 16. 
7 W. Stafford. Socialism. Radicalism and Nostalgia. Social Criticism in Britain. 1775 - 1830 
(London: Cambridge University Press. 1987). p. 1. 
8 Berki. Socialism. p. 23. 
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capitalism's institutionalised exploitative nature. Thirdly and explicitly stemming 

from the Enlightenment tradition, is rationalism which emphasises the rational, 

purposeful organisation of human society towards ends that contribute to human 

progress. This is in contrast to the values of superstition and tradition which are 

generated by ignorance. The final tendency that Berki highlights is libertarianism, 

which he says is the most extreme tendency within the socialist sphere, in that it 

is a value that upholds total freedom and absence of restraint, both internal and 

external. 

If one was to point to leading figures that have had influence on the development 

of socialist thought, it could read like a complete history of political thought that 

goes back as far as ancient Greece or Rome. MacKenzie9 and Crick 10 note figures 

such as Plato, Lycurgus of Sparta, Thomas More, Rousseau, Bentham, Paine, 

Babeuf, Saint-Simon, Fourier and of course Marx as all contributing, in some 

way, to the 'socialist vision'. However, to go into great detail about the specific 

individuals that contributed to the development of socialist thought and its 

political tradition, is to go far beyond the scope of this thesis. 

Berki's model should not be seen as a steadfast guide to socialist thought within 

the context of this thesis. It is meant to be a loose framework and at least a 

pointer to themes that reverberate through some of the socialist justifications for 

freedom of the press and free speech that are examined in the chapter: a 

contextual theoretical precis which provides a backdrop on which the examples of 

socialist justifications for free speech can be placed. I will return to Berki's model 

at the end of this chapter and discuss socialist arguments for free speech with 

reference to his framework. 

9 N. MacKenzie, Socialism (London: Hutchinson'S University Library, 1949). 
10 B. Crick, Socialism (Milton Keynes: Open University Press, 1987). 
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6.3: Libel's Dissenters: Revolution and Reform 

Having outlined the focus of this chapter, it is now necessary for me to engage 

more closely with socialist thought in relation to arguments for freedom of 

speech. A good place to start this discussion is at the beginning of the nineteenth 

century, when movements for reform replaced the threat of revolution, if only 

marginally. 

As the war with Napoleon came to a close, reform as opposed to revolution 

seemed to be the new ideal of radical thinkers and movements. Thomas Paine's 

Rights of Man inflamed the heart of many a radical towards the end of the 

eighteenth century and its impact was no less during the start of the nineteenth. 

However, the revolutionary zeal that accompanied Paine's work during its early 

inception gradually turned to enthusiastic calls for reform. II It was during these 

early years of the nineteenth century, after the war with France, that it became 

clear to many observers that the Tory government of the day was corrupt and self 

serving and that some radical change was needed. As Wickwar notes: 

The Government had failed to secure the welfare of its subjects, and 
the criticism of many of them went to what seemed to be the root of 
the trouble: they sought a remedy in a change of constitution rather 
than a change of policy or of men. 12 

The post war slump brought no better life for the majority of working people in 

Britain, even the middle and upper classes were suffering hardships. No longer 

could the people blame the war with France and its drain on resources for their 

II The reasons for this change in direction of many of the late eighteenth/early nineteenth 
century radicals are many and complex. However, a large part of the transition has to be seen in 
the perceived failure, by many, of the original ideals of the French revolution. The ideals in 
themselves were not at fault. but the way in which Napoleon contorted these ideals sounded 
alarm bells in the minds of many radical thinkers and agitators; reform was increasingly being 
perceived by agitators as the way in which society could be changed. 
12 W. H. Wickwar. The Struggle for Freedom of the Press 1819 -1832 (London: George Allen 
& Unwin, 1928). p. 49. 
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miserable plight. The answer was becoming clearer, the blame for their plight and 

its solution lay closer to home. Without any radical reform in the political 

structure of Britain, reform which gave men the right to have a say in the running 

of their country, there would be no rest for those who sought to challenge the 

patronage, corruption and privilege at the heart of the British political system. 

Those who did challenge the excesses of political privilege provided the 'lower 

orders' with the ammunition to generate a critical consciousness that would 

eventually seek to replace the 'oafish' patronage of Parliament with a more 

democratic system of government. As Hollis argues in The Pauper Press 13 , the 

working-class justification for freedom of the press particularly during the early 

part of the nineteenth century rested primarily, as seen in other arguments 

discussed in other chapters in this work, on the extension of the franchise and the 

repeal of taxes on the poor. The 'Unstamped' press (both working-class and 

middle-class) during this time was chiefly concerned with highlighting the 

injustices of privilege and the corruption inherent within such a non­

representative system of government. 

One such challenger ofthe status quo was Major John Cartwright (1740-1824) an 

ex-sailor and early pioneer of the cause of political reform (he was politically 

active even before the French Revolution), who took a diligent part in many of 

the radical movements of the time. Imprisoned in 1813 for his views, he 

published a number of reformist works including Take Your Choice which was 

his main work on radical reform and which forms the basis of much of his 

political philosophy. In addition to Take Your Choice, Cartwright wrote Rights 

and Liberties, or an Act for a constitutional Parliament, which was published 

13 P. Hollis, The Pauper Press, A Study in Working-class Radicalism of the 1830's (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1970). 
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after he spent a year touring the provinces gauging the discontent of many 

workers and labourers. 

Osbourne notes that 'Cartwright helped to shape the policies which were to 

influence the mainstream of British radicalism until the middle of the nineteenth 

century'14; however, this radicalism was centred around reform rather than 

revolution as gradual reform was the key to uniting middle-class moderates with 

radical working-class movements. Even though he was an advocate of peaceful 

change rather than violent insurrection, IS in 1820 Cartwright found himself 

indicted for being: 

malicious, seditious, evil-minded and unlawfully and maliciously 
intending and designing to raise disaffection and discontent in the 
minds of his Majesty's subjects, and intending to move them to 
hatred and contempt of the government and constitution as law 
established. 16 

Following this indictment, he was fined £100. However, this did not deter 

Cartwright as his clear and strident message, particularly aimed at advancing 

liberty for the poor, could not be more pronounced: 

Every person if not a peer is a commoner, or a member of the 
democratic branch of the state; and consequently hath, with all other 
commoners, an equal right to legislative protection, and the means 
of it by having a vote in electing Representatives of the Commons. 
To this right the POOR have equal right with, but far more need 
than the rich. 17 

14 J. W. Osbourne, John Cartwright (London: Cambridge University Press, 1972), p. 18. 
IS See Cartwright's If Letter to the Luddites which he urged the working-class to avoid violent 
insurrection as an example. 
16 Cited from 'The Life and Correspondence of Major John Cartwright', published in 1826 by 
Cartwright's niece F. Cartwright, in Osbourne, John Cartwright, p. 128. 
17 In an extract form a letter to Sir John Bailey, Knight of His Majesty's Justices of the Court of 
the Kings Bench. Cartwright outlined 23 clauses in his 'Bill of Rights' in which he advocated 
the 'establishment of Liberty on immovable grounds'. Black Dwarf, No. 26, June 27. 1821, p. 
926. sections 9 and 10. 
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As was the case with many radical dissenters of the day, Cartwright had a number 

of 'near misses' with the authorities, as his publications attacked the corruption 

and greed of the government; it was becoming clear that in order to get his 

message across, battles with the courts over his publication practices would 

become even more fervent. 

At the same trial at which Cartwright was being fined £100 for Take Your Choice, 

another political agitator and publisher was also under indictment at the same 

hearing. Thomas 1. Wooler (1786-1853) was not as lucky as Cartwright as he was 

imprisoned for fifteen months for similar charges to that of Cartwright. Thomas 

Wooler was a radical reformer who in 1815 published the radical pamphlet Black 

Dwarf, which John Cartwright supported financially and to which he contributed 

regular articles and letters. Black Dwarf was a sharply satirical pamphlet aimed at 

making 'public men look ridiculous'.18 In some contrast to other pamphlets, 

Wooler's Dwarfheld nothing back in its calls for political reform and justice for 

the poor. Wooler advocated the notion of 'open constitutionalism' where debates 

about new forms of political organisation were out in the public sphere and open 

to scrutiny of government and people alike. The Black Dwarf was particularly 

adept at presenting the status quo in stark terms and was often the target of 

censorship. Like other radical pamphlets, the Black Dwarf was vehement in its 

criticism of the 'establishment press' in which the interests of those in power 

were represented. Such 'corruption of the press' was perceived as a vehicle of 

exploitation as the 'so-called' middle-class radical press presented the case of the 

poor, but with the interests of the rich still firmly in hand, as this critique of the 

paternalism of the middle-class press highlights: 

The weak and ignorant are accustomed to look up, as they turn to it, 
[the press] to their "betters" for such information as it may please 

18 Wiclcwar, The Struggle/or Freedom o/the Press, p. 57. 
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them to bestow. Afraid of fonning any opinions for themselves, the 
timid beg them, of those who live by keeping them ignorant, and 
leaving them destitute. When tyranny was defeated in its open 
attacks upon the liberty of the people, it devised a more covert, and 
more successful means of warfare. It flattered the prejudices, and 
fostered the credulity of the people. It commended their valour, that 
they might not exert their strength:- it complemented their wisdom 
that they might not learn no more. [ ... ] Both kings and people have 
been fools enough to follow the advice of the interested knaves; and 
the consequence is, that they have become the absolute masters of 
both - plundering the one, and imprisoning the other [ ... ].19 

The Black Dwarf was particularly eloquent when it came to arguing that the 

censorship of vehicles such as the Black Dwarf was useless, as it only reflected 

the existence that many working people were experiencing. Unlike much of the 

utilitarian radical press that was to emerge, and which as we have seen saw that it 

was enough to merely educate the poor, the Dwarf did not patronise its audience. 

The paternalism of the utilitarians saw that the poor needed to be educated as to 

the causes of their misery and guided accordingly. Wooler and Cartwright knew 

that working men and women were more than capable of realising and 

understanding the causes of their misery without such paternalistic guidance. 

Moreover, they were quite capable of coming up with their own solutions to their 

problems and need not be patronised by the middle-class press, radical or not. 

Such a belief in the ability of the poor to comprehend and negotiate their plight is 

demonstrated in the following passage and combines the case for a free press with 

the cause of the working man and woman: 

These [censorship] laws, and the various inferences which the 
country magistrates are to be empowered to make at their pleasure, 
in confonnity to the general design of exterminating everything 
radical, it is presumed will be sufficient to effect the great object of 
rendering the people loyal and happy. It is presumed the poor will no 

19 Black Dwarf, Vol. II. No. 42, October, 1818, p. 666-667. 
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longer discover they are hungry, or naked when the radical press 
ceases to infonn them of it [ ... ].20 

E. P. Thompson in The Making of the English Working-class notes that the period 

of the radical press during the early 1820s was very important in that it paved the 

way for the emergence of a distinct class consciousness when 'there came a 

climactic contest between Old Corruption and Refonn. '21 This is clearly evident 

in the writings of the working-class radicalism of the day, as the powers of the 

press were seen as a constituent part of the movement for refonn within the 

context of the interests of the poor, which were not solely parliamentary. Such 

interests fennented within the context of such radicalism and laid the seeds of 

working-class movements that were to come much later. 

This aspect is evidenced in the work of another pro-refonn pamphleteer - William 

Cobbett (1763-1831). Cobbett was initially a Tory but after travelling in France 

and America he became influenced by the work of Thomas Paine; as a result he 

became more radical and by 1806 was a strong advocate of Parliamentary refonn. 

The first time that Cobbett felt the wrath of the libel laws was in 1810 when he 

had, a year earlier, criticised the use of German troops by Britain to quell a 

mutiny in Ely. The result was a conviction for seditious libel and a resulting 

sentence of two years in Newgate prison. On his release Cobbett continued to 

attack British policy in the pages of the Political Register, particularly the 

censorial newspaper taxes. Cobbett severely distrusted the ordinary press and 

sought to enlighten everyday people about the real roots of their day to day 

tunnoil. 'The root cause of their distress was political and constitutional, and not 

primarily due to either machinery or profiteering.,22 In his popular Weekly 

20 Black Dwarf. Vol. VI. No.1. January. 1821. page 16. 
21 E. P. Thompson. The Making of the English Working Class (London: Victor Gollancz. 1980 
[1963]). p. 781. 
22 Wickwar. The Struggle for Freedom of the Press. p. 53 
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Political Register, later to become the Political Register, Cobbett was vehemently 

outspoken, reacting against the privileges of the establishment and the liberties 

they took to the detriment of normal working people. Cobbett, however, was 

despairing of their lack of verve for political change, change that would benefit 

the middle-classes as well as journeymen and labourers. Seeing working people 

as being pivotal to change, he reduced the price of his Weekly Political Register 

to two pence in 1816 (later to be known as 'Twopenny Trash'), in the hope of 

stirring up unrest and dissatisfaction amongst the working class; he also changed 

its distributed form from a newspaper to a pamphlet. As a result, Cobbett's 

Political Register soon had a circulation of 40,000 and was now the main 

newspaper/pamphlet to be read by the working classes. 

An example of his agitational prowess is evident 10 his 'Address to the 

Journeymen and Labourers' in the Political Register in 1816. In this issue, 

Cobbett severely criticised the British constitution which he saw as highly 

dysfunctional to the majority of British subjects in that it deprived them of the 

right (as he saw it) to have their say in the running of the country. Although he 

did not advocate violence as such, the increasing number of riots and disturbances 

was seen by him as almost a natural consequence of the misery inflicted upon 

working people, asking: 'when did hunger listen to reason'.23 Cobbett saw that 

violence would lead to even greater repression and never viewed it as an answer 

to the problems of the poor, thus he placed great emphasis upon reform of the 

Parliamentary system. He was sure that if he could make people aware of the 

system upon which their misery was founded, they would understand how and in 

what way government could be reformed. Issue 'No. 18' of his Political Register 

was one of Cobbett's most celebrated attacks on the political system in Britain. In 

the pamphlet, Cobbett attacked the nature of its constitutional make up and 

23 Political Register, No. 20, May 18111, 1816, col. 626 
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lambasted those in power for exacting vast amounts of taxes from the working 

people of the country: 

As to the cause of our present miseries, it is the enormous amount of 
taxes, which the government compels us to pay for the support of its 
armies, its placemen, its pensioners, and for the payment of the 
interest of its debt. That is the real cause has been a thousand times 
proved; and, it is now so acknowledged by the creatures of the 
government themselves.24 

He continues: 

The remedy is what we have now to look to, and that remedy 
consists wholly and solely of such a reform in the Commons, or 
People's House of Parliament [ ... ]. We must have that first or we 
will have nothing good [ ... V5 

Twenty thousand copies of the famous 'No. 18' were sold within two weeks, 

forty-four thousand within a month, and two hundred thousand within the next 

year.26 In 1817, Cobbett heard that he was again to be tried for sedition and fled to 

America where he continued to publish the Political Register with the help of his 

friend William Benbow, who was based in London. Wickwar notes that '[I]t was 

then for the first time that one who was conscious of being a writer with a social 

message tried to speak to (my emphasis) the people instead of speaking for them, 

to lead them instead of patronising them, and to educate them instead of lecturing 

their unheeding Government. '27 He goes on to argue that this marked an 

unprecedented moment in press history, in that the printing press not only became 

the instrument of the oligarchic Parliamentary Government, belching out 

government propaganda, but also the instrument of democratic change in terms of 

its potential to reach a large number of people with its message. I am not sure that 

24 Political Register. No. 18. November 2nd. 1816. col. 435. 
25 Political Register. No. 18. November 2nd, 1816. cols. 453 and 454. 
26 J. W. Osbourne, William Cobbett (New York: Rutgers, 1966), p. 54. 
21 Wickwar, The Slrugglejor Freedom ojlhe Press. p. 54. 
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Wickwar is totally correct in this assertion, as the printing press had already been 

used in the production of many 'pro-democracy' political tracts; not least Thomas 

Paine's Rights of Man. However, it is correct to assert that this particular 

medium, cheap to produce and readily available, was pivotal in creating a form of 

political consciousness that was in part responsible for a new mood of radicalism 

that sought great change in the political system. 

At this period in time, many other similar messages were being echoed from like­

minded individuals who saw the use of print as a key means to undermine the 

corruption of the current political system. The pamphlet or weekly was now being 

perceived as a potent political force in generating and maintaining political 

dissatisfaction amongst the un-propertied classes. Rather than aiming to record or 

report particular events as did newspapers and magazines, the pamphlets sought 

to effect or shape events, and they were much cheaper to produce and distribute. 

Also, as newspapers and magazines had to depend upon advertising for their 

existence, the pamphlets expressed the views of one, or a small number of 

disaffected individuals, and due to their low cost did not, for the most part, have 

to depend upon advertising revenue.28 

As with many of the pro-refonn pamphleteers, Cobbett was also a vehement 

advocate of a free press which he saw as necessary in order to contribute to 

widespread liberty in general. As Osbourne notes: 'Basic to Cobbett's ardent 

championing of a free press was his insistence upon the ability of people to 

choose correctly between truth and error if an argument was presented without 

favour. ,29 An example of Cobbett's belief in the freedom of the press is revealed 

in a letter to the Prince Regent regarding the dispute with the American States. He 

28 In his Political Register, William Cobbett originally refused to allow space for 
advertisements, though he changed his views later on in the life of the pamphlet and allowed 
some advertisements. 
29 Osbourne, William Cobbett, p. 59. 
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notes: 'If left free, it is impossible that it can, upon the whole produce harm; 

because, from a free press discussion will flow; and where discussion is free, 

truth will always prevail [ ... ].'30 Clearly we see Cobbett stressing faith in human 

rationality as a mechanism by which the truth could be attained. Thus an early 

example of the truth argument which, as we have seen, has its roots in the 

Enlightenment belief in rational progress. This stress on rationalism, is present in 

the arguments already discussed in this work. It is also clear that Cobbett views a 

free press as a vital mechanism by which it is possible to keep officialdom in 

check by public scrutiny. As such we can make connections here with the 

accountability argument already discussed in the introduction to this work and 

seen in operation in Chapter Three. 

Another notable ally of Cobbett was Henry Hunt (1773-1835). In 1800, Hunt was 

introduced to radical politics by Henry Clifford, a lawyer, whilst in prison for a 

domestic matter involving a member of the aristocracy, Lord Bruce. Clifford 

introduced Hunt to like-minded men such as Richard Carlile, Thomas Hardy and 

John Home Tooke. It was a natural progression for Hunt to become actively 

involved in radical politics. Hunt soon became a prominent figure in the radical 

movement and gained a reputation as a fine orator and the name of the 'Orator 

Hunt' followed him throughout his career. With Richard Carlile, Henry Hunt was 

speaking in St Peters field in Manchester in 1819 when the yeomanry charged and 

killed eleven people in what later came to be known as the PeterIoo massacre. He 

was later arrested and charged with holding an unlawful and seditious assembly. 

The resultant sentence saw him in Illchester gaol for six months. In addition to 

Parliamentary reform, Hunt was involved in other issues that were particularly 

pertinent to working-class people, issues including child labour and the call for a 

ten-hour day. Hunt too was subject to censorship and his printed speeches often 

30 Political Register, No.5, February 1. 1812. col. 129. 
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suffered at the hands of censorship legislation. Hunt was also opposed to the 1832 

Refonn act as it did not give the franchise to working-class men. 

As the refonn movement took hold, more and more men were prepared to risk 

fines or imprisonment for the sake of advocating a greater system of democracy. 

William Hone (1780-1843) was one such radical refonner. Hone was an 

auctioneer and bookseller who after his move into publishing in 1818 soon found 

himself at the mercy of the Attorney General for blasphemous libel. Much of 

Hone's publications involved parody, partiCUlarly aimed at the Royal family and 

the ministers of Government. Hackwood31 describes Hone's writing at this time 

as 'always topical and full of invention, and by a happier combination of 

caricature and satire, they oftener than not accomplished the particular purpose 

they aimed at [ ... ] .'32 In 1817 Hone published the pamphlet entitled Hone's 

Weekly Commentary, this short-lived periodical being replaced by the cheaper 

(two pence) Reformer; both publications lambasting the current political set up, 

and such diatribes were to get Hone and his supporters in trouble. The first 

incident that found Hone in trouble with the courts concerned an alleged insult to 

the Prince Regent. After the Prince's speech on the opening of Parliament in 

181 7, the Prince, on his way from Parliament found himself being attacked 

verbally and physically (stone throwing and other acts of civil disobedience). 

Hone reported the incident and argued that for the most part that there had been 

an overreaction by the Prince and his entourage. However, Hone did report on the 

ill feelings of public opinion towards the Prince Regent and he dared reflect that 

such public outrage was enough to ruffle the feathers of the Courts given that they 

were concerned to avoid further outbursts of public dissatisfaction. At this time of 

public unrest the Government did its utmost to hinder the development of ideas 

31 F. W. Hackwood, William Hone His Life and Times (London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1912). 
32 Hackwood, William Hone, p. 219. 
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and opinions that it viewed as seditious, or which sought to make political capital 

of civil unrest. In no time the government moved to pass measures such as the 

Seditious Meetings Bill, a Treasonable Practices Bill and the Army and Navy 

Seduction Bill. In 1817 these (and other similar) Bills were passed in the Habeas 

Corpus Suspension Act. It would now become much easier for the Government to 

hinder the reform movement, with prosecutions for criminal libels becoming 

easier to secure. Hone and his parodies were an ideal target. Although Hone was 

not part of any secret society or political club, the Attorney General found that by 

charging Hone with blasphemy with regard to his parodies of the Church, Hone's 

sedition could be kept in check and made an example of. Hackwood notes: 

[Hone] was marked out for prosecution simply because it was 
possible to construe his 'parodies' as blasphemous [ ... ] when 
charges of sedition failed to convict a man, a conviction for 
blasphemy had been secured from the mQst public spirited juries.33 

On May 3, 1817 William Hone was arrested and imprisoned on three separate 

charges of 'printing and publishing certain impious, profane and scandalous 

libels,' although Hackwood argues that the arrest was solely down to the biting 

satire against the ministers of government. In three trials Hone represented 

himself in Court and much of his defence rested on references to Church 

hypocrisy. Hone recited work of a similar nature to his own which had gone 

previously unpunished and was written by Church dignitaries. This line of 

defence lasted over three days and was meticulous in its construction and 

execution, and he was subsequently found not guilty on all charges. Hone's trials 

and subsequent acquittal can be seen as a pivotal event in free press law as there 

was no other instance after the trial of a prosecution being brought forward 

against a 'witty parody'. William Hone had found a method of attacking the 

33 Hackwood. William Hone, p. 122. 
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status quo which was safe from public prosecution.34 Hackwood notes of Hone's 

trial that it 'must be regarded as a landmark in the history of the public press; '35 if 

this is so, then so too must the trial of William Cobbett noted above. 

The agitators above then represent political radicalism that sought, via arguments 

for a free press, to enlighten the working class so as to challenge the Old Regime 

of privilege and corruption. Thus in this sense, freedom of the press is 

instrumental in overcoming the Old Regime and part of a wider struggle for the 

franchise. Clearly, the arguments of the radicals and dissenters highlighted above 

provide arguments that are similar to those expressed by utilitarians and later by 

liberal commentators. Notably the fundamental stress on rationality, the search 

for truth and the assertion of public accountability in politics via a free press. 

However, though the accountability argument and the truth argument are being 

articulated in much the same way as the utilitarian and liberal arguments, a 

crucial difference is an emerging sense of class cohesion within socialist 

discussions of freedom of the press. The accountability and truth arguments are 

increasingly being articulated in the interests of the working classes themselves 

rather than a middle-class elite who act as guides or leaders for the poor. As we 

saw starkly in Chapter Four, similar arguments were used but with an overt 

paternalistic tone. Cobbett, Cartwright and Hone saw themselves not as leaders of 

the working classes as such, but as facilitators to their incorporation into the 

machinery of politics and political practice. What we have is an early assertion of 

working-class interests that seeks to highlight middle-class complicity in the 

torment of the working classes, the quote from the Black Dwarf No. 26, June 

1821 cited above being a good example of this type of analysis. Though at this 

stage familiar arguments were employed, stressing accountability and the 

34 William Hone later published The Three Trials of William Hone in which he gave full account 
of the proceedings against him and his articulate and calculated defence. 
35 Hackwood, William Hone, p. 170. 
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assertion of truth, the emphasis of these arguments was increasingly focussed on 

the social whole, and particularly on working-class interests within this social 

whole. Thus within these early attempts at a broader more inclusive social 

analysis are starting to develop notions of class identity and class cohesion. 

Theses themes will reverberate more strongly in arguments later to be developed. 

6.4: Free Speech as an End in Itself: Richard Carlile 

Although as has been noted the struggle for a free press often went hand in hand 

with the struggle for Parliamentary refonn, there are also examples of a free press 

being fought for as an end in itself, as a political ideal. One such tireless 

campaigner was Richard Carlile (1790-1843). Carlile, a journeyman tin-plate 

worker, suffered greatly as did many of the craftsmen and labourers in the early 

part of the nineteenth century. He was an avid reader and spent much of his 

money buying 'agitational' literature; inspired by these works he set himself the 

task of first circulating and then producing similar works. Before long, it became 

clear to Carlile that a free press was of utmost importance. He notes: 

Having my attention drawn to politics, I began to read everything I 
could get my hands on with avidity, and I soon saw what was the 
importance of the Free Press. I had the same opinion of Mr 
Cobbett's two penny sheets, ofMr Hone's register, and indeed of all 
that was published in 1816. As well as to read I began to scribble, as 
I wanted to be doing something in the great cause as I saw it then. I 
was an enthusiast with the best intention and anxiety to do more 
good than I saw doing. Being fired with ardour by the political 
publications of the day, in the spring of 1817 I resolved to try my 
fortune at giving them a more extensive circulation.36 

One of the pamphlets that Carlile sought to give a greater audience was the 

Republican, later to be known as Sherwin's Political Register. This 'Painite' 

36 G. A. Aldred, Richard Carlile, Agitator, His Life and Times (Glasgow: Strickland Press, 
1941). Sections reproduced in edited form from pages 52-55. 
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pamphlet was published by W.T. Sherwin. However, due to the increased risks of 

publishing such material, Sherwin decided that he would confine himself to 

printing alone and leave publication to someone else. Carlile was only too keen to 

oblige, taking up an offer from Sherwin on his shop and the publication of the 

Republican. He continues: 

As the publisher of Mr Sherwin's Political Register, and as the 
person responsible for the publication, it was I who urged him on to 
that strength of writing and sometimes even violence which he 
subsequently assumed, and which I knew was calculated to keep up 
the other political writings to something near the standard. I may 
look upon myself as the author of all bold writing for it was the 
work of my responsibility, and he was always encouraged by me to 
go his full length under a pledge that I would never give him up as 
the author unless he wished it. This fearless responsibility on my 
part brought the Gorgon into existence, and evidently led to many 
other spirited publications.37 

Carlile's first taste of the libel laws was as a result of printing Hone's parodies, 

for which he served eighteen months in prison. Whilst in prison he amused 

himself by writing. On his release he published a satirical attack on the Anglican 

Communion Service.38 However, Carlile's most celebrated conflict with the libel 

laws came as a result of publishing Thomas Paine's Age of Reason and Elihu 

Palmer's Principles of Nature. Previously these publications had been 

condemned as seditious and blasphemous; however, Carlile felt that it was his 

duty to republish these tracts in the hope of pressing forward his claim to absolute 

freedom of the press. It was no surprise to anyone when on January 12th 1819, the 

new Attorney General, Sir Robert Gifford, indicted Carlile for blasphemy 

following his publication of Paine and Palmer's works. If this was not enough, 

37 Aldred. Richard Carlile. p. 54. 
38 The title page read: 'The Order for the Administration of the Loaves and Fishes; or. The 
Communion of Corruption's Host [ ... J.' 'Printed and Published by Richard Carlile. and sold by 
those who are not afraid of incurring the displeasure of His Majesty's Ministers. their Spies or 
Informers. or plunderers of any denomination.' 
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Carlile was also to be charged with sedition on account of his letters to the King 

and Prime Minister concerning the killing of eleven people at the Peterloo 

Massacre in Manchester.39 Carlile was later released on bail. However, before the 

Court of the Kings Bench on 12 October 1819, Richard Carlile was charged with 

being a 'wicked, impious, and ill-disposed person, who had caused to be printed 

and published a scandalous and blasphemous libel of, and concerning, the Old 

Testament. ' 

The following trials, based upon three separate instructions, produced a clear 

statement of the Court's case against a free press, and, as usual, the reason for the 

vehemence of the prosecution reflected a deep unease by the establishment about 

dangerous publications and the effect of such material on the 'lower orders'. As 

Aldred notes: 

The prosecution wished to protect the lower and illiterate classes of 
society from having their faith sapped and their minds diverted from 
those principles of morality which were so powerfully inculcated by 
the Christian religion. When such noxious productions were 
deliberately put into the hands of the ignorant, into the hands of 
those, who unlike the rich and powerful, were unable to draw 
distinctions between ingenious but mischievous arguments and 
divine truths, like vice, they become familiar to their minds, all 
respect and veneration for religion would diminish, and 
consequences too painful must ensue.40 

Carlile's defence was based upon convincing the jury that Paine's Age of Reason 

was not a blasphemous work as charged but a tract on 'human improvement'. In 

his defence, Carlile read passages from the Age of Reason to the jury, hoping to 

show them at first hand that the charges against him were ridiculous. Carlile then 

tried to read extracts from the Bible to substantiate Paine's assertions in the Age 

39 The rally was also addressed by Henry Hunt and attended by between 50, 000 and 60, 000 
people. 
40 Aldred, Richard Carlile, p. 64. 
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of Reason. The Judges, the Attorney General and the jury denied Carlile this 

opportunity, arguing that Carlile would only attack and revile the Christian 

religion and this would cause great offence to many and 'injure the minds of 

individuals' . 

On his summing up of the first instruction against Carlile, Chief Justice Abbott 

noted that a man might, in accordance with the law, doubt or disbelieve in the 

divinity of the Christian religion. He might also communicate these beliefs to 

others so long as he did it 'privately' 'silently' and 'respectfully'. However, by 

publishing opinions which openly attacked the 'veracity' ofthe Bible, it was clear 

that the defendant aimed at creating a breach ofthe peace!1 The jury found Carlile 

guilty. He was subsequently led from the dock and taken into custody. The next 

day Carlile appeared in court on account of the second instruction against him for 

publishing Palmer's Principles of Nature; an indictment instigated by the Society 

for the Prevention of Vice.42 Again, Carlile was found guilty. On the fifth day of 

the trials, Carlile was brought into court and charged with publishing a seditious 

libel in Sherwin's Register; however, the Attorney-General and the Chief Justice 

postponed the prosecution. The case was never called upon again. Richard Carlile 

was sentenced to two years imprisonment and a fine of £1,000 for publishing 

Paine's Age of Reason, and one year imprisonment and a fine of £500 for 

publishing the Principles of Nature. 

Although Carlile was an advocate of Parliamentary reform, the main focus of his 

energies were dedicated to a free press as a crucial component of human 

development. Unlike many of his contemporaries who saw a free press as being 

41 Aldred, Richard Carlile, p. 72. 
42 'The Society for the Suppression of Vice' was founded in 1802. Its aim was to keep a 
watchful eye on blasphemous literature and encourage godliness and virtue throughout Britain. 
In its Annual Register the guardians of public morality, as they saw themselves, were keen to 
suppress any material which, whether lewd or not, could pose a threat to the moral, social and 
political fabric of Britain. 
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something to fight for as a method of gaining political representation, Carlile saw 

a free press as an end in itself. He notes: 'My whole and sole object, from first to 

last, of the time of putting off my leather apron, to this day, has been a Free Press 

and Free Discussion. ,43 When we examine Carlile's arguments we can see that his 

view of freedom of the press as an expression of the rational character of man and 

as a means to overcome oppression and corruption, echoes the sentiments of 

Paine. As he notes - 'correct principles require nothing but a clear and forcible 

statement to have them adopted and admired [ ... ].'44 He continues: 

The first object necessary to raise man from a degradation is to show 
him what he ought to be, and elevate his mind with useful 
knowledge and sound philosophical principles. This Paine saw, and 
no human being before or since has ever elevated the minds of 
mankind to so great an extent. No man can rise from reading the 
writings of Paine without feeling an additional importance, in his 
character of man, and as a member of society. Paine troubled not 
about inculcating respect and obedience to existing powers: the first 
object he taught man was to examine whether those powers were 
constituted and existing for the welfare of society at large; if not, to 
set earnestly about reconstituting them, not by any violence, but by 
temperate discussion and a dissemination of correct principles. To 
the best of my ability I have endeavoured to tread in the steps of that 
celebrated character.4s 

Clearly we have a representation here of the accountability argument and the truth 

argument. Evident here is the combination of the two in the arguments of Carlile. 

The truth unveiled, society and mankind will be the better for it. On the surface, it 

seems that the socialist justification articulated by Carlile and that espoused later 

by classical liberals such as Mill are very similar. Similar in the sense that both 

stem from the Enlightenment belief in rational progress and both point to 

43 R. Carlile, cited Wickwar, The Struggle/or Freedom o/the Press, p. 75. 
44 R. Carlile, cited Wickwar, The Struggle/or Freedom o/the Press, p. 74. 
4S R. Carlile, cited Wickwar, The Struggle/or Freedom o/the Press, p. 74. 
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unfettered debate and openness as a means of obtaining greater understanding and 

truth of a given situation. 

Though similar these arguments do diverge in one key area. The crucial 

difference between the approaches, is centred upon each position's underlying 

analysis of society. For Mill and for liberalism in general, the focal point of 

society is determined by the realm of the individual. Individuals' rights are 

inviolable, whether they be the right to gain profit from another's labour; the right 

to own property or the right to speak freely on whatever matter one chooses, and 

no authority has legitimacy over these rights.46 Thus the right to free speech 

coupled with the truth argument within this context is connected to the rights of 

individuals as autonomous, free-thinking beings. 

From a socialist perspective, however, even in the more immature representations 

(from the likes of Cobbett and Hone), the notion of individual rights is rejected as 

it succumbs to fundamentally divisive aspirations; whether they be the divide 

between the middle-class in their paternalist role as 'superior guide' for the 

working man, or the capitalist who sets himself apart from the worker within the 

context of capitalist production relations. For the liberal, the autonomous 

individual is posited as the central feature of the moral, political and economic 

analysis of society. In the case of developing nineteenth century radical socialist 

thought, (which is even more evident in later works), there is a clear 

understanding that the search for truth, through an unrestricted press is necessary 

for the great mass of people to come to terms with their existence and further 

their interests as a whole. The focus on the individual search for truth, is 

46 This list of liberal rights is obviously not comprehensive, nor should it be assumed that these 
rights are to be acted upon without some prior restraint i.e. these rights are acceptable only if 
they do not infringe upon another's equally valid rights. 
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sunnounted by unified movement towards collective understanding. It is worth 

quoting the following passage from The Red Republican at length: 

[W]e must not say I, but must say we. It must be understood that 
rights are only the results of accomplished duties, that the theory is a 
dead letter whenever we do not practically translate the principle in 
our every day acts [ ... ]. Those who follow their individual 
susceptibilities, refuse the little sacrifice which organisation and 
discipline exact, deny, in virtue of the habitudes of the past, the 
collective faith they preach. Every man who pretends by the isolated 
labour of his intelligence, however powerful it may be, to discover 
to-day a definitive solution to the problems which agitate the 
masses, condemns himself to error by the incompleteness in 
renouncing one of the eternal sources of truth - the collective 
intuition of the people in action. The definitive solution is the secret 
of victory. Placed to-day under the influence of the medium we 
desire to transfonn, agitated in spite of all the instincts - by all the 
reactionary feelings of the combat between persecution and the 
spectacle of egoism given us by a factitious society built upon by 
material interests and mutilated in its most noble faculties, we can 
hardly seize what there is of most holy, most vast and most energetic 
in the soul of the Peoples. Drawn from the depth of our cabinets into 
the teaching of tradition - disinherited of the power which springs 
from the cry of actuality, from the I, the conscience of humanity, our 
systems cannot be, in great part, other than an atomising of corpses, 
discovering evil, analysing death, but powerless to comprehend life. 
Life is the people under emotion, it is the instinct of multitudes 
elevated to an exceptional power by the contact, the prophetic 
feeling of great things to do, by spontaneous, sudden electrical 
association in the public place; it is action exciting to the highest of 
all the facilities of hope, devotion, enthusiasm, and love which 
slumber now, and revealing man in the unity of his nature in the 
plenitude of his realising powers,,7 

Not only though do we see an emphasis on accountability and truth as serving the 

interests of the social whole, we also see the importance of generating and 

developing a coherent critique of the prevailing political and economic system. 

47 The Red Republican. No. 12, Vol. 1, September 7th 1850. 
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Therefore, the use of the truth argument from a socialist position rests upon far 

more critical grounds for free speech than for liberals in that it is not based upon 

the 'supposed' rights of individuals, but the 'necessary' commitment, especially 

by the later socialists, to disentangle the complex, socially divisive and 

contradictory nature of capitalist production relations and offer the foundations of 

a more egalitarian, less socially divisive society. In an analysis taken further by 

Marx, the cult of individualism is transcended by de-mystifying commodity 

production relations and the real rational nature of mankind emerges. Importantly, 

unearthing of the 'truth' is not accomplished by theoretical positions that 

emphasises individual political action, but by social action and participation; the 

transmission of ideas into practice - praxis. I will discuss this aspect of socialist 

thought in greater detail below. 

For now we can observe, particularly in the works of Carlile, a socialist argument 

for freedom of speech that takes on an overt rationalist tone with an emphasis on 

discussion and exchange of ideas leading towards a better understanding of how 

society could be organised for the masses. In Carlile's work there are also 

currents of the accountability argument, but the thrust of his arguments for 

freedom of speech seem to point to a belief in rationalism and the attainment of 

certain truths about the proper organisation of society. This absolute belief in 

liberty of the press for Carlile is, as it was for J. S. Mill some years later, a means 

of achieving a rationally grounded mechanism for generating knowledge about, in 

Carlile's case, the welfare of society as a whole. In expressing this focus on wider 

social inclusion and participation, indeed a sense of equal citizenship, that clearly 

emanates from Paine, we see Carlile re-articulating the truth argument in a way 

that is largely absent in Mill's arguments. 

Carlile, even from his prison cell in Dorchester gaol, never ceased to be active in 

the name of liberty of the press and social and Parliamentary reform. E. P. 

Thompson sums up Carlile's radical character when he notes that 'unlike Cobbett 

and Wooler, who modified their tone to meet the Six Acts in the hope of living to 

fight another day (and who had lost circulation accordingly), Carlile hoisted the 
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black ensign of unqualified defiance and, like a pirate cock-boat, sailed straight 

into the combined fleets of State and Church. '48 

6.5: Holyoake. Hetherington and Harney, Radicalism Unfettered? 

As noted, a key socialist agitator and propagandist of the nineteenth century was 

of course Robert Owen. Clearly, Owenite socialism was a strong current of 

working-class radicalism of the nineteenth century, and as previously highlighted, 

Owen himself was largely unconcerned with the movement for a free press. One 

political activist who was sympathetic to Owenite views, and who saw the 

struggle for a free press as being part of the struggle for working-class rights, was 

George Jacob Holyoake (1817-1906). Although many of the dissenters and 

propagandists mentioned in this chapter can be accredited with belonging to what 

might be termed a socialist tradition, few can be more firmly seated than George 

J. Holyoake. 

Coming from a solid working-class background in Birmingham, Holyoake had 

both adroit abilities and intellectual prowess even at an early age. At the age of 

seventeen, he was introduced to the socialist ideas of Robert Owen and developed 

a sympathetic ear for Owenite socialism and co-operativism. Holyoake soon 

cultivated a reputation as a radical atheist and socialist, often contributing articles 

to the secularist journal Oracle of Reason which was edited by Charles 

Southwell. After the arrest of Southwell on charges of blasphemy in 1842, 

Holyoake became the journal's new editor and not long after, he too was charged 

with blasphemy and 'condemning Christianity'. He was sentenced to six months 

in prison. After his release Holyoake began the journal called The Movement 

which was replaced three years later by The Reasoner, espousing secularist and 

co-operativist views. Because of his radical views, Holyoake became associated 

48 Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, p. 791. 
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with the likes of Carlile and Hetherington and as such was 'committed to the 

principle that all men should be allowed to express their views in whatever 

language they saw fit, being punished not by the law but by the contempt or 

indifference of the reading public. '49 Although fighting the Owenite cause, 

Holyoake was not in full agreement with all of Robert Owen's views, was closely 

associated with the Chartist movement and, as such, was disillusioned with the 

1832 Reform Act and in particular the 1834 Poor Law. Following on from 

Carlile, the Chartist movement saw the fight against censorship as an element of 

the struggle for working-class rights as a whole. 

Another key agitator who is perceived to have taken forward the socialist agenda 

during the nineteenth century was Henry Hetherington, who with his editor 

Bronterre O'Brien produced the Poor Man's Guardian from 1831 to 1835. The 

Poor Man's Guardian was one of the chief organs of working-class radicalism in 

the 1830s. Avowedly anti-middle class, the radical Poor Man's Guardian 

developed an analysis that increasingly took into account the new political 

economy developed by middle-class radicals such as Ricardo, James Mill and 

McCulloch, and made popular by middle-class radicals like John Wade, Francis 

Place and Charles Knight. sO Hollis notes that there were two radical periods of 

socialist agitation, from that stemming from the likes of Cobbett and Wooler 

writing in the earlier 1820s, to the more developed critical works of the likes of 

Holyoake, Hetherington and O'Brien in the 1840s. She notes that the first period 

was focussed mainly on Old Privilege and as such denounced the aristocracy and 

the church with a particular emphasis on taxation of the poor and an extension of 

the franchise. The second period was more sharply concerned with economic 

exploitation of the poor, though again with particular emphasis on further 

49 A. C. Marshall, Lewd, Blasphemous &: Obscene; Being the Trials and Tribulations of Sundry 
Founding Fathers of Today 's Alternative Societies (London: Hutchinson, 1972), p.131. 
so See P. Hollis, The Pauper Press, Chapter VII. 
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extension of the franchise and an end to Parliamentary corruption. Moreover, this 

'new analysis was compounded by the exploitation theories modified by other 

sources of social criticism, the attack on Old Corruption, land theft and 

competition; and it was stretched and shaped by debates with popularised 

political economy. '51 

As such, the arguments for a free press that emanated from the likes of 

Hetherington echoed the sharper more focussed critique emerging from working­

class sympathisers and agitators that went on to influence the Chartist movement 

later on in the 1840s. Indeed arguments for a free press gradually became 

subsumed within Chartism and it was left to a few key writers, including 

Holyoake,s2 to continue the critique of censorship. In the first edition of The Poor 

Man's Guardian, Hetherington sets out clearly his defence of a free press, a 

defence that not only has within it strong working-class sympathies, but also a 

sharper sense of coherent class awareness: 

Yes, we buckle on our armour of patience and perseverance - we 
draw forth our sword of reason, and we brave the whole host of 
tyranny! Defiance is our only remedy; - we cannot be slave in all: we 
submit to much - for it is impossible to be wholly consistent - but 
we will try, step by step, the power of RIGHT against MIGHT, and 
we will begin by protecting and upholding this grand bulwark and 
defence of all our rights - this key to all our liberties - THE 
FREEDOM OF THE PRESS - the press, too, of the IGNORANT 
and the POOR! we have taken upon ourselves its protection, and we 
will never abandon our post: we will die rather.S3 

Clearly the emphasis on 'we' is strong and the notion of Hetherington writing as 

part of the working class and on behalf of the working class sets him apart from 

51 Hollis, The Pauper Press, p. 220. 
52 Holyoake and Hetherington both had some involvement in the setting up of the largely 
middle-class organisation the 'Association for the Repeal of the Taxes on Knowledge' which 
was effectively run by middle-class liberals and MP's. See chapter S. 
53 The Poor Man's Guardian. No.1, July ~ 1831. 
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the likes of Place or Cobden and even Cobbett to some degree, who saw 

themselves as over and above the emergent working class.54 In addition to the 

shaping of a class consciousness was a burgeoning economic analysis within the 

pages of The Poor Man's Guardian. Although relatively immature, some of the 

language is similar to that employed much later in the works of Marx. Indeed 

John Saville notes that O'Brien's contribution in particular had an affinity with 

the broader historical understanding of Marx and Engels:55 

Everywhere do we find hordes of lazy, dark-minded villains, 
devouring the fruits of industry, and ruling the population with ropes 
and bayonets. Every where do we find the foot of insolence upon the 
neck of virtue, and innocence craving mercy at the feet of guilt. 
There must be a cause for this. Such complicated wickedness could 
not exist without a cause. Yes fellow-country-men! there is a cause, 
and only one cause, but that a perfectly adequate cause. It is told in a 
word, and though it is almost death to name it, we shall tell it you, -
IT IS "PROPERTy!".56 

Fools imagine that it is the government that makes itself what it is, 
when the real fact is that the government is only the creature of the 
usurious classes to protect them in their exorbitant profits, rents, and 
impositions on the labouring classes. The middle-classes, or profit 
men, are the real tyrants of the country. Disguise it as they may, they 
are the authors of our slavery, for without their connivance and 
secret support no tyranny could exist. Government is but a tool in 
their hands to execute their nefarious purposes.57 

The above passage goes on to note how the working class can impact on the 

'profit-mongering' capitalists by way of 'mutual exchanges of labour for labour 

54 Examples of increasing class consciousness developed through class association was the 
formation of organisations like the 'London, Working Men's Association' formed by 
Hetherington and Lovett and later the 'London Democratic Association', formed by Harney, 
Davenport and Neesom. 
55 1. Saville, The Red Republican and The Friend of the People in Two Volumes. Introductory 
notes (London: Merlin Press, 1966), p. ii. 
56 The Poor Man's Guardian. No. 164, July 26th 1834. 
57 The Poor Man's Guardian. No. 126, November 2nd 1833. 
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on the co-operative principle.' What is starting to emerge within this analysis is 

the idea of an alternative economic and social system which again influenced the 

Chartist movement. 

In addition to the development of a sharper more focussed class consciousness 

and a critical economic analysis, we also have some insight into the mechanism 

for social change. Thus stemming from an increasing class awareness was the 

developing belief that the working classes themselves could be the agents of 

social change. Rarely was overt revolution and violent revolt explicitly called for 

in the pages of The Poor Man's Guardian, but there was, however, the assertion 

of the possibility that the working classes could bring pressure on the status quo 

through direct action - petitions, demonstrations, processions etc. Thus we see a 

strong sense of social solidarity and belonging to a broad social group. These are 

clearly important elements of a socialist vision, and we can see arguments for 

freedom of the press reflecting these beliefs. 

Although The Poor Man's Guardian did not advocate violent insurrection, some 

pamphlets that have their intellectual roots in The Poor Man's Guardian did, one 

of which was edited by George Julian Hamey8 and entitled The Red Republican 

(the title was later changed to The Friend of the People). This publication 

provided a voice to the more extremist tendencies within the Chartist movement. 

The Red Republican and the Friend of the People provided a damning critique of 

capital and of middle-class reformers, who were perceived as apologists for 

capital with their 'individualist' theories of reform. Rather than stressing 

autonomy and individuality within which freedom would be expressed, such 

S8 George Julian Harney (1817-1897) had, in his teens, worked as a shop boy with Hetherington 
and O'Brien on The Poor Man's Guardian and as such soon developed a keen interest in 
working-class politics, an interest that soon developed into active participation. See Saville, The 
Red Republican. 
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pamphlets stressed a wider social perspective and analysis, where the social 

whole was the focus of attention rather than the realm of the individual: 

The modem bourgeoisie, the discoverers of the natural rights of 
men, have raved and are increasingly raving against feudalism, 
against serfdom and bondage. They call it the age of anarchy and 
oppression; yet they have commenced business with the stock which 
they accumulated under the wings of feudalism; they have extended 
that knowledge and industry which they acquired under its 
protection; they have abolished serfdom and bondage for their own 
aggrandisement, and have created a numerous proletariat - modem 
slaves - who have to get a scanty subsistence by working for 
wages.59 

Before we move on and for purposes of clarity, it is necessary to summarise the 

arguments present thus far in this chapter. We can observe that a justification for 

freedom of speech was emerging which started to differ in significant ways from 

the arguments discussed in the previous chapters. Initially we see that the 

accountability argument was evident in early working-class radical arguments 

from the likes of Cobbett and Cartwright, with however, a greater sense of 

inclusion and belonging. Carlile's emphasis on the social whole and the 

progression of society through greater understanding takes the earlier socialist 

arguments closer to Mill's assertion of individual fulfilment being attained 

through the search for truth. However, as we have seen, Carlile's arguments differ 

significantly from the later arguments developed by Mill, in that the emphasis on 

the social whole and of society moving forward in a state of solidarity that is 

increasingly class bound is in stark contrast to Mill's stress on individual 

autonomy. This is later emphasised to an even greater extent when one examines 

the work of Holyoake, Hetherington and Julian Harney, whose work starts to 

develop a stronger notion of class awareness and cohesion - the working classes 

acting in the interests of themselves. As such, arguments for freedom of speech 

59 The Friend o/the People. No.4, January 4th, 1851. 
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start to take on a radically different character from the arguments cited 

previously. The later arguments represented in this section offer us a critical 

denunciation of capitalist exploitation. An assertion of freedom of speech is being 

harnessed to undermine the arguments of middle-class elites, with equality and 

solidarity being highlighted as a key component of their analysis. 

Though similar to the truth argument articulated by Mill, the key difference 

between the arguments of Mill and the arguments presented above, are that 

working-class radicals believed that the working classes themselves could 

progress towards a greater understanding of their condition and through this, they 

could become the chief organ of political change. Mill was far less confident 

about the working-classes' ability to progress towards the truth and thus 

adequately comprehend their plight and come to terms with the causes of their 

misery. This is one reason why Mill was largely not in favour of immediate 

representative democracy. He thought that it was perfectly reasonable for 

intellectuals, or those of higher intelligence, to have a greater say in public affairs 

and politics. Though Mill saw that everyone could eventually realise their full 

individual potential if social and economic conditions permitted, it was 

imperative that political power be balanced in favour of those who had the 

necessary expertise. This analysis lay in contrast to that in the pages of the Red 

Republican: 

In demanding representative institutions, universal suffrage, freedom 
of the press, trial by jury, and the usual order of "Reforms," 
advocated by mere political agitators, the people of Continental 
Europe were ignorant of the all-important fact that such ''reforms'' 
are utterly valueless, unless associated with such social changes as 
will enable the great body of the community (my emphasis) to 
command the actual sovereignty of society. Political freedom is 
incompatible with social slavery.60 

60 The Red Republican. No.1, Yol.1, June 2200 1850. 
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And following the summary from Robespierre's Report of the 18th Pluvoise: 

We desire an order of things, in which all the mean and cruel 
passions shall be chained down, all the beneficent and generous 
passions awakened by the laws; in which ambition shall consist in 
the desire of meriting glory, and serving our country; in which 
distinctions shall spring from but from equality itself; in which the 
citizen shall be subject to the magistrate, the magistrate to the 
people, and the people to justice; in which the country shall ensure 
the prosperity of every individual, and in which each individual shall 
be elevated by the continual intercommunication of Republican 
sentiments, and by the wish to merit the esteem of a great people; in 
which all the arts shall flourish as the decorations of liberty that 
ennobles them; and in which commerce will be a source of public 
riches, and not the monstrous opulence of a few great houses only.61 

Again it seems that the assertion of equality and a sense of fraternity and 

solidarity is a key feature of differentiation between the arguments from truth in 

Mill and in key sections of the working-class press. It is this sense of class 

dynamism, uniting a class in the interests of itself, with equal respect for all, 

whatever their mental capabilities and aspirations, that separates the truth 

argument from that of the working-class radical press, from that of Mill. 

Hollis notes that the campaign to repeal the stamp taxes on newspapers between 

1830 and 1836 is important in at least five ways. Firstly, it was another arena for 

the battle for popular education; secondly, it opened up the market to cheap 

literature; thirdly, it united, to some degree, working class and middle class 

radicals in that some of their aims and methods overlapped; fourthly and fifthly, 

the war of the unstamped had 'its own martyrs and heroes' which contributed to 

the development of a working-class critique of exploitation, poverty and 

government and as such went a long way in laying the seeds of a unified class 

consciousness. This assertion by Hollis provides a useful analysis of the role of 

61 The Red Republican. No.1, VoLl, June 2200 1850. 
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the unstamped press in developing a critique of capitalism and the Old Regime. 

What Hollis's examination shows us is that the later socialist analysis went a long 

way to advancing the repeal of the stamp taxes and made moves into changing the 

plight of the working class, through self recognition and self-awareness. Thus 

what we see are the makings of a sufficiently distinct set of arguments for 

freedom of speech. As we have seen, the stress on belonging to a social group, 

whose interests are shared, is crucial. 

Having examined some of the arguments of working-class radicals during the 

nineteenth century, we can see the development of a set of arguments for freedom 

of speech that are changing character to those highlighted in previous chapters. 

To emphasise this further, I now turn to Marx's work on freedom of speech and 

freedom of the press, which stresses the components highlighted above to an even 

greater degree and with greater analytical sophistication. In doing this I will turn 

firstly to Marx's arguments in the Rheinische Zeitung. 

6.6: Censorship. Oppression and Capital.' Marx and Freedom o[the Press 

In short, Marx argued that free speech was essential to the spiritual and 

intellectual development of man. When the shackles of capitalist oppression were 

removed, man would be free to express himself and develop true to his species 

being. Marx's justification of free speech serves a dual purpose, firstly 

highlighting the oppressive nature of the state therefore being part of the 

mechanism for bringing about its destruction; secondly it is as an inherent 

ingredient to man's fulfilment in a rational, and in Marx's case, communist 

society. Though we see some parallels here to some of the arguments above, it is 

necessary to go further and explore in greater detail Marx's arguments for 

freedom of speech and freedom of the press. 

In April 1842 Karl Marx began his journalistic career, writing for the 'liberal' 

Rheinische Zeitung newspaper. His work was of such a calibre that he progressed 

to editor only six months later. Much of his time, similarly to other young 

Hegelians, was spent severely criticising the oppressive nature of the Prussian 
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regime. After the death of Frederick Wilhelm III, there were hopes that a more 

sympathetic, less repressive monarch might make life easier for everyone, 

especially critical journalists. When the new monarch acceded to the throne, he 

did issue a new press instruction, one which surprised and pleased the majority of 

journalists with its leniency. The new instruction decreed that the official censors 

should be less rigorous in their prosecutions and more lenient when implementing 

existing laws. 

Unlike many other journalists who saw that the latest Prussian censorship 

instruction was less severe than the previous one, Marx was not as easily pleased 

and saw that 'the new instruction, far from liberalising freedom of the press, 

simply add[ ed] new chains'. 62 In his first work as a revolutionary journalist, an 

article entitled Comments on the Latest Prussian Censorship Instruction,63 Marx 

aimed to show the hypocrisy and orthodoxy of the newly revised and, as he saw 

it, even more strict press legislation. Although as McLellan64 notes, Marx's 

writing at this time was highly eclectic and somewhat unsystematic, we can 

observe the fonnulation of a foundation on which Marx's justification for free 

speech and a free press was fonned. Marx questioned whether the new instruction 

really advanced the freedom of the press; more likely it was an even clearer 

indication ofthe tightening grip of censorship. 

As with all the arguments represented above, which express the spirit of 

enlightenment progress through critique, continued questioning was of course an 

62 A. F. McGovern. 'Karl Marx First Political Writings: The Rheinische Zeitung. 1842-1843' 
in Demythologising Marx (Boston: College Chestnut Hill. 1969). p. 26. 
63 Marx. In Marx and Engels Collected Works (MECW) , Vol. 1, (London: Lawrence and 
Wishart. 1975), note 39, p. 738. This article was prompted by the new censorship instruction of 
Dec. 24, 1841. Originally intended for the Deutsche Jahrbucher. the article was subject to the 
new censorship restrictions. It eventually appeared in 1843 in Switzerland in Anekdota zur 
Neuesten Deutsche Philosopie und Publicistik. a collection of works by 'oppositional' authors. 
However, selected excerpts were published in the Mannheimer Abenzeitung in 1843. 
64 D. Mclellan, Karl Marx Selected Writings (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), p. 17. 
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important component of human development. Marx at this stage of his 

intellectual development saw free speech and a free press as a necessary condition 

of self-examination and progression; press freedom was necessary if the press 

was to develop and improve itself. Moreover, and more in keeping with the 

socialist analysis, self-understanding through a free press was essential for the 

people as a whole to gain awareness of their predicament and come to terms with 

the nature of their existence. For Marx, a free press was 'the spiritual mirror in 

which a people can see itself, and self-examination is the first condition of 

wisdom' .65 More than a mere characteristic of freedom, free speech in its own 

right was the means by which people could grasp their own destiny and further 

their own interests as a class: 

The free press is a ubiquitous vigilant eye of the people's soul, the 
embodiment of a people's faith in itself, the eloquent link that 
connects the individual with the state and the world, the embodied 
culture that transforms material struggles into intellectual struggles 
[ ... ].66 

This particular statement explicitly provides a primary justification for Marx's 

advocacy of a free press. There is more than a hint in this passage that Marx saw 

free and open criticism, the 'vigilant eye of the people', as necessary if the people 

are to improve their lot. Clearly here we have an extended version of the 

accountability argument, it is extended not only in terms of connecting the 

'individual with the sate' with a 'vigilant eye', but also turning that eye inwards 

towards themselves as a people. As such we see a more critically reflective 

accountability argument, one that not only projects its gaze on the state, but also 

towards the people themselves. This type of argument is crucial with regard to 

Marx's understanding of political action, in that only when the people truly come 

to realise their plight in totality, can they begin to make strides to change their 

65 K. Marx, 'Comments on the Latest Prussian Censorship Instruction', (MECW), Vol. 1, p. 165. 
66 Marx, 'Comments on the Latest Pruss ian Censorship Instruction', pp. 164-165. 
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predicament. Later works by Marx highlight this process much more clearly. By 

emphasising the effects of political economy, Marx is demonstrating the power of 

capital to mystify social reality. Through a thorough analysis which stresses 

dialectical historical insight Marx exposes the power of capital as a force of 

oppression. 

For later socialists and Marx in particular, (and this represents a more 

sophisticated analysis than earlier socialists), capitalist commodity production by 

its very nature mystifies social relationships; relationships, which appear on the 

surface as freely chosen by individuals and equitable, are subsumed in the inverse 

logic of capitalist commodity production. These relations disguise the material 

relations between individuals and are thus self mystifying. The result is an 

alienated workforce which cannot grasp the reality of their situation. It is helpful 

again here to draw on the work of Marx: 

Political economy hides the alienation in the essence of labour by 
not considering the immediate relationship between the worker 
(labour) and production. Labour produces works of wonder for the 
rich, but nakedness for the worker.67 

In the much later work Capital, Marx outlines the way in which commodity 

production is itself self mystifying: 

Capitalist production is the first to develop the conditions of the 
labour process, both its objective and subjective ones, on a large 
scale - it tears them from the hands of the individual independent 
worker, but develops them as powers that control the individual 
worker and are alien to him. In this way capital becomes a highly 
mysterious thing.68 

67 K. Marx, 'Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts' in Mclellan, Karl Marx Selected 
Writings, pp. 79-80. 
68 K. Marx, Capital Vol. 1 (London: Penguin Books, 1976 [1867]), p. 1056. 
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It is not, however, impossible for us to break through the barriers of mystified 

capitalist production relations and the effect these have upon society. Part of the 

answer in helping the working class do this depends upon working through the 

errors imposed upon us by commodity production. For socialism, free speech, via 

unrestricted criticism, is such a mechanism for helping to overcome the 

mystification of society and exposing the inherent contradictions of alienating 

capitalist production. 

A re-articulated truth argument, based upon this premise, IS a consummate 

mechanism which enables mankind to work through the inverse logic of 

capitalism and overcome its repression. Any restraint upon expression, whatever 

that expression might be, can halt debate and hinder the search for greater 

understanding of society's situation and so serves capitalist domination of 

mankind. It is clear that Marx and other radical agitators that belong to the 

socialist tradition were committed to free speech partly because it could help 

break down the mystified social relations of capital and serve to undermine these 

relations and help replace them with a more rational and just mode of production. 

Thus the instrumentality of free speech emerges again, but this time with a 

parti~ular twist, free speech takes the form of both a means to an end as well as 

being a constitutive end in itself.69 Even in the more immature socialist advocacy 

of free speech we can see that knowledge is necessary so as to provide the mirror 

in which 'the working man can see himself as the most useful and most important 

member of society, raising him in his own estimation [ ... ].'70 

Thus we can discern a representation of Marx's understanding of the function of a 

free press with regard to political action. The free press is in itself political, as it 

69 In the conclusion of this chapter I speculate on the importance of freedom of speech within 
the socialist vision of the ideal society. 
70 Hollis, The Pauper Press. p. 20. 
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is an expression of political freedom, and it also promotes, in Marx's view, 

political awareness and activity among the population. This argument, in short, is 

a more reflective form of the accountability argument and the truth argument 

which as we have seen is also evident in later socialist arguments. However, this 

reflective component is far stronger in Marx as there is a more explicit sense of 

political dynamism in his arguments. In Marx's view, active engagement in 

political action was necessary to overcome the oppressive nature of the state, and 

this political action in part stems from the operation of freedom of speech. It 

stems from reflection and interpretation, and this was necessary for change. 

Famously in his Theses on Feuerbach Marx emphasises the importance of 

political activity. Criticising Feuerbach, Marx notes that: 'he does not grasp the 

significance of "revolutionary", of "practical-critical", activity. '71 He continues: 

'philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point is to 

change it. >72 

It is true that Marx eventually realised the limits of merely advocating free 

speech, whatever the motives that lie underneath this advocacy. Free speech was 

perceived as not the sole ingredient for social change. This is where the 

connection between philosophy, action and Marx's later, more scientific, analysis 

is most acute. In Marx's Preface to a Critique of Political Economy (1859), he 

argues: 

At a certain stage of their development, the material productive 
forces of society come into conflict with existing relations of 
production, or - what is but a legal expression for the same thing -
with the property relations within which they have been at work 
hitherto. From forms of development of the productive forces these 
relations tum into their fetters. Then begins an epoch of social 

71 K. Marx, 'Thesis on Feuerbach', in D. McLellan, Karl Marx, Selected Writings (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1990, [1845]), p. 156. 
72 Marx, 'Thesis on Feuerbach', 158. 
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revolution. With the change of the economic foundations the 
immense superstructure is more or less rapidly transformed. 73 

It is then according to Marx, the contradiction between social forces that is the 

pivotal parameter that undermines capitalist production relations. However, the 

notion of free speech plays an important role in the writings of the younger Marx 

with particular reference to notions of political understanding and its contribution 

to social change and praxis for the working class as a whole. 

Thus we have an explicit connection between philosophy and political action, 

with freedom of speech playing a major part. The re-applied accountability 

argument is therefore infused with an assertion of radical political action and 

change. 

This radicalism is stressed further when we examine Marx's view of democracy. 

Doveton argues that Marx also saw democracy as 'the essential means by which 

the working-class can express itself politically' .14 Institutions based upon 

democratic principles would ultimately 'challenge social inequality and reinforce 

proletarian struggle.' Marx, in keeping with the socialist tradition, viewed the 

implementation of universal suffrage as part of man's move towards a truly 

rational state: 

In democracy the constitution itself appears only as one 
determination, that is, the self determination of the people [ ... ] In 
democracy the formal principle is at the same time the material 
principle. Only democracy, therefore, is the true unity of the general 
and the particular.1s 

73 K. Marx, 'Preface to A Critique of Political Economy' [1859]. McLellan, Karl Marx 
Selected Writings, p. 389. 
14 D. Doveton. 'Marx and Engels on Democracy'. History of Political Thought. Vol. XV. No. 
4. Winter (1994) pp. 555-591. 
7S Doveton, 'Marx and Engels on Democracy'. p. 559. 
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In later works too, Marx is clear that democratic fOTITIS of social and political 

organisation are the key to real freedom: 'Freedom consists in converting the state 

from an organ superimposed upon society into one completely subordinated to it 

[ ... ].'76 Here we can see a move away from a narrow view of democracy as a 

system of majority rule to a situation in which every person eligible is able to 

participate equally, with equal respect for individual dignity and choice. This 

more egalitarian conception of the accountability argument is a crucial feature of 

truly representative democracy, as we see emerging a conception of equal respect 

for opinion and choice; one of the key cornerstones of socialist political thought. 

As we saw with Berki's four 'tendencies' of socialism, the first tendency he 

highlights explicitly rests on notions of equality and a sense of equal respect for 

all. 

Though we can see that Marx articulated a more sophisticated fOTITI of the 

accountability argument, which has its roots in a dialectical understanding of the 

nature of history, the themes represented above could be seen as re-articulations 

of the arguments of Hetherington and Harney. In order, however, to stress the 

sophistication of Marx's arguments for freedom of the press, and how these 

arguments take socialist arguments forward, we must examine further Marx's 

analysis of rationality and freedom. 

6.7: Marx, Rationality, Freedom and Unfreedom 

The arguments represented above go a long way in highlighting the shift in 

emphasis of the socialist arguments for freedom of the press. In highlighting 

Marx's contribution, we see this shift in emphasis even more clearly. However, 

by taking an even closer look at Marx's political philosophy, we are provided 

76 K. Marx, 'Critique of the Gotha Programme', in Mclellan, Karl Marx Selected Writings, p. 
564. 
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with further evidence of this shift. Indeed, we start to uncover the fundamental 

components of Marx's analysis, which shape his understanding of the nature of 

freedom and its contrary state. By gaining an understanding of Marx's concept of 

freedom, a clearer perception of the role and function of freedom of speech is 

provided. 

Before we can get to grips with Marx's conception of freedom and its opposite, 

we must initially re-examine the basis on which these arguments are made, and to 

do this we return to the concept of rationality and its connection to what Marx 

terms 'species being', in essence - real freedom. As we have seen, Marx leans 

heavily on Enlightenment assertions about the progress of rationality for 

enhancing human existence. This emphasis on rationality is reinforced by Marx's 

claim that the essential characterisation of man is as a social being, acting 

rationally to further the interests of the social whole. This state of man's essential 

species being for Marx is the expression of real freedom, as it is freedom from 

want, exploitation and oppression and the freedom to create and develop. The 

natural state of man is to act socially and intellectually and universally: 

Man is a species being [ ... ] because he relates to himself as to the 
present, living species, in that he relates to himself as to a universal 
and therefore free being. [ ... ] The whole character of a species, its 
generic character, is contained in its manner of vital activity, and 
free conscious activity, is the species characteristic ofman.77 

Thus for Marx freedom is the essence of mankind as creative and intellectual 

being unbound by the constraints that commodity production and political 

economy engenders. This assertion is reinforced by the focus on rationality as a 

fundamental component of man's species being - as such Marx sees that 

77 K. Marx, 'Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts', in McLellan, Karl Marx Selected 
Writings, pp. 82-83. 
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unfreedom is connected to irrationality. We will now see how this hypothesis is 

incorporated into Marx's understanding of freedom and censorship. 

In Marx's early articles in the Rheinische Zeitung, it is apparent that he is 

employing a critical rationalist analysis of the mechanism of the Prussian state. 

This critique, as Teeple78 notes, 'was the method by which reason, in the person 

of the philosopher (in this case Marx), would confront the real world. ,79 What 

follows is 'the real world becoming philosophical, that is, rational, and 

philosophy becoming worldly.' Philosophy, or rationality, necessarily must 

impose itself upon the real world of existence and correct the defects of such a 

world. The crucial component within Marx is his understanding of the disjuncture 

between the real world of irrationality and the world of the rational. In order to 

place the irrational world in some context, the rational world must be highlighted. 

In Marx's writings we see that his conception of the 'real' state represents his 

conception of rationality; Marx's ideal is represented in abstract terms in the 

notion of the rational state. Again, it is helpful to quote Teeple at length: 

As a concept, the state is seen as a whole, an organism, a community 
with a reality above and beyond the sum of its parts. It is only within 
this community that freedom can be realised; human nature being 
social nature, individuals only become human in relation to others, 
therefore freedom can have meaning only in the reflexive relation of 
the particular whole. Law, here, is to be understood as embodying 
the moral essence of rational principles of human behaviour, in 
short, the theoretical expression of freedom. And rationality is the 
state of affairs in which the interests of the whole are reflected in the 
individual and the interests of the individual are represented by the 
whole.80 

18 G. Teeple, Marx's Critique of Politics 1842-1847 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1984). 
79 Teeple, Marx's Critique of Politics, p. 29. 
80 Teeple, Marx's Critique of Politics, p. 30. 
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This real, rationally based nature of man for Marx is the essence of freedom, as it 

is based upon mankind's real social nature, and this real rational state is one 

which Marx set against the existing state, and formed the basis of his criticism of 

it. These criticisms were directed at various measures undertaken by the state 

whose aims were divergent from the real rational state which stems from the 

essence of the community. Articles such as Debates on Freedom of the Press and 

Publication of the proceedings of the Assembly of the Estates81 and Debates on 

the Law on Thefts of WOO(f2 as well as other articles throughout this period, show 

Marx highlighting the disjuncture between the rational state and the actually 

existing state. The conflict between rationality and irrationality - between real 

freedom and unfreedom - was keenly represented as the conflict between narrow 

private interests i.e. the interests of capital, and the wider interests of society and 

humanity. It was clear to Marx that the state acted solely in its own interests, 

which were of course unrepresentative of the interests of the people as a whole. 

This meant the state was acting 'unnaturally'; it was operating contrary to the real 

state, whose interests, by definition, are the interests of the whole. 

In order that this position be corrected, and the state operate naturally in the 

interests of society, and to resolve this contradiction and generate a solution, an 

element should be introduced, which by its nature would counter private interests 

and convey the basis of true politics. This element would be a free press. A free 

press would not stand alone as a separate entity but would operate as a 'mediator 

between the divergent elements of existence and therefore be the means to bring 

reality into accord with its essence':83 

[b]ecause they [the censors] want to regard freedom not as the 
natural gift of the universal sunlight of reason, but as the 

81 In MECW, Vol. I, pp. 131-181. 
82 In MECW, Vol. 1, pp. 224-263. 
83 Teeple, Marx's Critique of POlitics, p. 42. 
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supernatural gift of a specially favourable constellation of the stars, 
because they regard freedom as merely an individual property of 
certain persons and social estates, are in consequence compelled to 
include universal reason and universal freedom among the bad ideas 
and phantoms of" logically constructed systems". 84 

It is clear that the basis of Marx's criticism of censorship lay in its irrationality in 

helping generate and then maintain the condition of unfreedom. Censorship 

represents only one interest in society: the interest of the state, which itself 

represents a minority of property-owning individuals, whose interests by their 

nature according to Marx, are at odds with those of the majority. Real freedom 

therefore is seen as rational, it is incompatible with illusory freedom in which 

men and women as individuals are perpetually in competition with one another: 

From the standpoint of the idea, it is evident that freedom of the 
press has a justification quite different from that of censorship 
because it is itself an embodiment of the idea, an embodiment of 
freedom, a positive good, whereas censorship is an embodiment of 
unfreedorn, the polemic of a world outlook of semblance against the 
world outlook of essence; it has a merely negative nature. 85 

Marx went even further and saw the nature of censorship as something distinct in 

itself and worthy of examination. Censorship was perceived by Marx as almost a 

form of sickness, a sickness that 'pollutes itself and the people as a whole'. 

Censorship was also an expression of the dominating nature of the state acting for 

its own interests at the expense of the majority: 

The government hears only its own voice, it knows that it hears its 
own voice, yet it harbours the illusion that it hears the voice of the 
people, and it demands that the people too should itself harbour this 
illusion. For its part therefore, the people sinks partly into political 

84 K. Marx, 'Debates on Freedom of the Press And Publication of the Proceedings of the 
Assembly of the Estates'. Rheinische Zeitung, No. 130, Supplement, May 10, 1842 (MECW), 
Vol. l,p.151. 
85 K. Marx, Rheinische Zeitung, No. 132, Supplement, May, 12, 1842, (MECW), Vol. 1, p. 
158. 
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disbelief, or, completely turning away from political life becomes a 
rabble of private individuals.86 

Censorship then, attempts to justify its own existence in that it sees itself as 

protecting the public, while in reality it is protecting its own interests, those being 

the interests of capital and private property. Marx saw censorship as part and 

parcel of wider oppression, in the sense that it is an expression of unfreedom and 

an explicit one: 

The censored press remains bad even when it turns out good 
products, for these products are good only insofar as they represent 
the free press within the censored press, and insofar as it is not in 
their character to be products of the censored press. The free press 
remains good even when it produces bad products, for the latter are 
deviations from the essential nature of the free press. A eunuch 
remains a bad human being even when he has a good voice. Nature 
remains good even when she produces monstrosities. The essence of 
the free press is the characterful, rational, moral essence of freedom. 
The character of the censored press is the characterless monster of 
unfreedom; it is a civilised monster, a perfumed abortion.87 

Marx was clearly attempting to show the irrational and contradictory nature of 

censorship and how it fitted in with the wider mechanisms of oppression. Marx 

viewed free speech, exemplified in a free press, as an actual expression of 

freedom which is fundamental to mankind's species being, and one that is 

essential if society and mankind is to develop and flourish to its fullest potential. 

Clearly freedom of the press, as with other freedoms, is part and parcel of a 

particular conception of freedom and corresponding to this position is its 

opposite: unfreedom. There is certainly no shortage of debate on the particular 

86 K. Marx, 'Comments on the Latest Prussian Censorship Instruction', (MECW), Vol. 1, p. 167-
168. 
87 K. Marx, Rheinische Zeitung, No. 132, Supplement, May, 12, 1842, (MECW) , Vol. 1. p. 
158. 
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nature of Marx's conception of freedom. 88 However, a clear understanding of 

Marx's theoretical underpinnings of freedom of speech may provide the basis for 

an improved awareness of Marx's view of freedom in general. By drawing 

attention to Marx's arguments regarding real freedom and unfreedom, I suggest 

that a whole new ontology of the liberty argument is being developed. As we 

have seen, Marx developed a thorough explication of rationality and its relation to 

freedom and connected it to his understanding of the pure essence of mankind as 

a species being which is rational, creative but above all social. Here we see Marx 

asserting notions of liberty that go far beyond the narrow individualism of liberal 

thought. Marx's notion of freedom here is the embodiment of rationality applied 

to all individuals, to all society, to all humanity. 

In suggesting both a re-applied version of the accountability argument, and an 

articulation of the nature of freedom according to Marx, I am proposing that the 

Marxian justification of free speech, though having themes from the 

accountability arguments and of liberal notions of freedom within it, goes much 

further beyond its original parameters even than those that emanate from within 

the more radical socialist argument provided in previous sections. This is 

primarily apparent when we observe his emphasis on freedom and man's species 

being. Though I have identified examples of Marx's arguments for freedom of 

speech and placed them within the parameters of socialist arguments for freedom 

of speech during the nineteenth century, by examining Marx's arguments, we see 

a sharper analysis and one which makes freedom of speech as political praxis 

clearer and more dynamic. 

88 See S. Lukes, Marxism and Morality (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985); R. G. Peffer, 
Marxism, Morality and Social Justice (Oxford: Princeton University Press, 1990), and G. G. 
Brenkert, Marx's Ethics of Freedom (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1983). 
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In emphasising this even sharper analysis, I am also highlighting to a greater 

degree the difference in character of socialist arguments for freedom of speech. 

This examination of Marx's arguments provides greater weight to my assertion at 

the end of the last section, that the stress on the social whole, equality, solidarity, 

and the critique of economics makes socialist arguments for freedom of speech 

sufficiently different in character to those arguments seen in previous chapters. 

Indeed, I suggest that what this exercise has shown is that the arguments differ 

sufficiently enough for us to consider whether it is worth asserting a new form or 

type of free speech argument. 

From a socialist position, arguments for freedom of speech rest upon: a search for 

truth which is provided in part by an historical understanding of the mystified 

relations inherent in capitalist society; from this understanding some form of 

change would take place to a more rational mode of social organisation in which 

free speech would exist by the very nature of the then existing social relations. 

Within the context of rational socialist systems of organisation, the notion of 

equal participation and reward, equal respect for others' opinions resonates in 

many radical pamphlets. The virtues of true liberty, which is not compromised by 

narrow individualism, of equality which is shared by all, and of fraternity which 

sees humanity as one are asserted: 

We believe in Liberty, without which all human responsibility 
vanishes. In Equality, without which all human liberty is only a 
deception. In Fraternity, without which liberty and equality would 
only be a means without end. In Association, without which 
fraternity would be an unrealisable programme.89 

6.8: Conclusion - A New Typology of Free Speech? 

89 The Red Republican. No. 12. Vol. 1. September 7d1 1850. 

276 



Within the context of this chapter, it has been my intention to identify the 

components of nineteenth-century socialist arguments for freedom of speech, and 

examine examples of these arguments as political praxis. What we see at first 

glance is an articulation of the main types of arguments used by utilitarians and 

liberals. However, on closer inspection we can observe a number of elements 

within the arguments that impact on the nature of the arguments used. Indeed, I 

argue that the socialist arguments for freedom of speech are indeed sufficiently 

different from either liberal and/or utilitarian arguments; enough so, to assert a 

socialist typology of free speech in its own right. The arguments themselves, the 

accountability argument, the liberty argument and the truth argument are indeed 

to be found in the range of the socialist arguments for freedom of speech that we 

see in the nineteenth century and this is certainly no surprise as no argument 

exists in a pure form. However, the overwhelming shift in emphasis, from the 

narrow individualism of liberalism and the paternalism expressed in 

utilitarianism, to the stress of the social whole that is based on a belief in equality 

found in the socialist arguments for freedom of speech, is sufficient to change the 

character of the three types of argument in significant ways. 

It is worth returning to Berki's four 'tendencies' of socialism so as to remind 

ourselves of the wider socialist vision from which the arguments set out above are 

derivative, and within which we can view the socialist arguments for freedom of 

speech. Firstly, Berki notes that an overarching emphasis on egalitarianism is 

prominent within socialism, with a commitment to equality particularly within the 

democratic process. As I have demonstrated throughout this chapter, the socialist 

political philosophy of free speech is closely associated with the struggle for 

representation and democracy, both practically and theoretically. We see this 

most starkly in the accountability argument, the overriding premise of such an 

argument from the socialist position is that government should be accountable to 

all sections of society at all times. In other words, there is a commitment to 

complete democracy where all sections of society, irrespective of wealth, 

intelligence or social standing, have an equal part to play in the operation of 
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government. As we saw with the utilitarians, the accountability argument in 

practice generally applied to an elite of educated persons, best suited to lead the 

masses as they saw fit. This is in stark contrast to even the early arguments for 

freedom of speech based on the accountability typology. Though accountability as 

a justification for free speech is necessary to both political creeds, and it works in 

much the same way, only the socialist argument, with its core value of 

egalitarianism, stresses that this accountability should be available to all. 

Connected to the assertion of democracy as the ideal form of political 

organisation, is another tendency that Berki highlights - moralism. Again as has 

been seen, the arguments for freedom of the press, particularly in instrumental 

terms, rested upon a belief in the immorality of the aristocracy and the Old 

Regime. Less so with the later justifications but more evident with earlier 

examples, the moral weight placed on a free press was great, as the suffering 

caused by excessive taxation and lack of representation was a source of great 

misery for the poor. The free press would form part of the mechanism that would 

rectify this moral travesty. 

Berki also notes overt rationalism in which we see the second type of argument to 

be seen in socialist justifications of freedom of speech. Such arguments rest on 

the Enlightenment belief that the search for truth should be unfettered and 

unrestrained. This truth argument too, I argue, is sufficiently different in theory 

and practice as to change the character of the argument. We have seen that the 

unfettered search for truth is one component necessary, especially for Marx, in 

disentangling the mystifying relations of capital. The truth argument here though 

is sufficiently different in that it is committed methodologically to a specific way 

of interpreting and explaining historical processes; and it is linked to a connected 

process of political action, class awareness and solidarity. The truth here is 

ascertained by more than mental prowess, but by historical understanding, class 

consciousness and political action. Freedom of speech is more than a search for 

truth, it is a mechanism within a larger mechanism which leads to a 

transcendence of ideology and false consciousness towards a better society. For 

278 



Marx especially, unless the historical processes are confronted by reason 

untainted by false consciousness, truth is an illusion. This type of truth argument, 

which is tightly bound up with history, class consciousness and political activity 

is not to be found in the arguments of liberals during the nineteenth century. As 

such, the great weight placed on the socialist emphasis on class and history brings 

forth a sufficiently different emphasis to the truth argument. 

Finally we have libertarianism, a belief in absolute freedom from restraint in all 

spheres of activity. I have demonstrated that the socialist perception of freedom 

within socialist society is also sufficiently different to that of liberal conceptions 

with its emphasis on autonomy and individual liberty. The liberty argument 

within the context of socialism seeks to engender expression, fulfilment and a 

sense of solidarity. Freedom of expression and toleration are built into the 

socialist ontology and are therefore necessary components of an idealised socialist 

society. Unlike the liberal conception of liberty, for socialist radicals in the 

nineteenth century liberty for all is not compromised by the liberty of the few. 

The three types of argument for freedom of speech then take on a sufficiently 

different character to the arguments we saw in Chapter One and articulated in 

Chapters Four and Five. With their stress on political, social and economic 

equality, with a wider conception of freedom, the socialist arguments for freedom 

of speech are both theoretically and practically dissimilar to those we have seen 

before. In examining and analysing the range of arguments for freedom of speech 

from what has been broadly termed the socialist tradition, I have isolated crucial 

tendencies and differences in emphasis and as such, I have completed my task. 

Though it has been the purpose to identify and explore socialist arguments for 

freedom of speech during the nineteenth century in this way, it is worth stressing 

that we may get an even broader understanding of the significance of these 

arguments if we speculate on how these arguments might look within the context 

of a real socialist society. 
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Obviously, if we were to look to the so-called socialist experiments during the 

twentieth century, we see that if anything freedom of speech is often actively 

discouraged and censured. But if, as I have suggested, freedom of speech is not 

only necessary to bring about a transformation of society, but a necessary 

component of the society thus transformed, we need to at least speculate on the 

nature and function of free speech within this actually existing egalitarian, 

socialist or communist society. In other words, what implications do the 

arguments for freedom of speech, highlighted above, have on a society that has 

been transformed from capitalism to socialism? Is there any need for freedom of 

speech within such a society? If so what are its limits? 

Firstly, if we were to speculate on the political organisation of this socialist 

society, it is not beyond the realms of possibility to imagine a version of 

democratic participation and representation as the primary form of political 

organisation.90 The socialist variant of the accountability argument indeed stresses 

this point, not only does it provide a mechanism for change, but also provides an 

operational component which is necessary to a democracy. Clearly the operation 

of democratic systems requires an informed electorate, with an accountable 

political machinery of government. Thus speculating on an idealised form of 

socialist society, which has freedom of speech within a system of popular rule 

based on the sentiments expressed above, is not too problematic. What clearly 

emerges within the texts of socialist radicals in the nineteenth century is a clear 

commitment to a society in which participation in politics and equal respect for 

all is possible; in short, a notion of equal citizenship and participation. In political 

terms then, the socialist variant of the accountability argument fits neatly into a 

transformed socialist system of political organisation with little difficulty. 

~ must note that it is beyond the scope of this work to identify the exact form of democratic 
political organisation to be found within our 'idealised' democratic socialist society. 
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The socialist justification of the truth argument also has an operational 

component inherent within socialist society. Clearly within the context of social 

organisation, the operation of society will be along the lines of the socialist vision 

of truth in political practice. False consciousness is eradicated and the truth about 

the real nature of man is revealed. The historically bound transition from 

capitalism to socialism (and eventually to communism) will be proved as an 

expression oftruth. However, the operational validity of the truth argument is still 

a necessary component within our supposed socialist utopia. The search for truth 

or greater certainty in science and medicine would still presumably be necessary; 

as so too the search for a greater understanding in research and education. Here 

the Enlightenment belief in progress of knowledge is still pertinent, but is now 

bound up again with conceptions of citizenship and social solidarity. 

If we now tum to look to the socialist argument based on notions of real freedom, 

i.e. the liberty argument, we are faced with a number of issues that impact on the 

foundations of such an argument and as such this aspect of the socialist argument 

is not as simple to deal with. This said, we do not have an insurmountable 

problem, only the need for further clarification. 

As noted, the socialist conception of freedom, especially from Marx, has a 

particular conception of mankind. This is that mankind is truly free when he is 

operating within a productive social relationship with his fellow beings. This 

productive relationship is not based on any notion of oppression or exploitation 

but on a mutual understanding and respect for one's own kind. Thus to be human 

is to be social, and to be social is to be truly free. As Phillips asserts, 'socialists 

challenge individualism'; she goes on to note: 

Socialists would never define their objectives solely in terms of 
liberty and equality: the finest liberty and most scrupulous equality 
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would still be inadequate if they left us isolated and alone. [ ... ] A 
socialist society would be one in which we acknowledged and 
developed our common concerns; the movement to create such a 
society would be one of co-operation and solidarity.91 

However, the limits of freedom within socialism are similarly bound by those 

constraints that exist within liberalism. Notably, freedom can only exist within 

parameters that do not conflict with the interests, in liberal terms the individual 

and in socialist terms, the interests of the social whole. In this sense the 'liberal is 

no worse off than the socialist' ,92 This said, it is within the context of socialist 

society, where mankind is perceived to be truly free, with equal respect of opinion 

and choice for all, we can see that arguments for freedom of speech could be 

subsumed within broader arguments for toleration. We can thus imagine that in 

an idealised socialist society, freedom of speech is but one component of a 

broader conception of toleration which is based on notions of equal citizenship 

and social solidarity, as Susan Mendus notes: 

[ ... ] socialists will justify toleration both as a way of promoting a 
sense of citizenship, and as a way of sustaining a sense of 
citizenship [ ... ]. It is also the socialist desire to create a society 
where all can feel that they belong. [ ... ] [The socialist] therefore 
sees toleration as practically necessary, but also as morally required 
in the construction of a complex sense of socialist unity.93 

In sum, we have a view of freedom of speech which is liberated from the 

constraints of liberalism and capitalism; restraints we see socialism attempting to 

overcome. These restraints include inequality, oppression and poverty. In this 

sense we have arguments for freedom of speech which in a sense are re-asserted 

91 A. Phillips, 'Fraternity' in B. Pimlott, Fabian Essays in Socialist Thought (London: 
Heinemann, 1984), p. 231. 
92 S. Mendus, Toleration and the Limits of Liberalism (London: Macmillan, 1989), p. 161. For 
a discussion on the limits of freedom within liberalism and socialism, see Mendus, Toleration 
and the Limits of Liberalism especially Chapter Six, and A. Gutmann, Liberal Equality 
(London: Cambridge University Press, 1980). 
93 S. Mendus, Toleration and the limits of Liberalism, p. 160. 
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in such as way as to ensure that freedom of speech is not just the privilege of the 

few but also a component of a more rational, truly democratic and fulfilling free 

life. 
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Summary 

The socialist justification of free speech took an evolutionary path through the 

nineteenth century. Initially claiming the right to the franchise, the argument 

developed into a radical critique of capitalist exploitation and of middle-class 

interests. From within the later arguments for freedom of speech emerged a 

stronger sense of class identification and a sharper analysis of the evils of 

capitalism. This class dimension - the demystification of production relations, 

coupled with a commitment to equality via common ownership - provides the 

socialist justification of freedom of speech with an instrumentalist and an 

operational force. The notion of equality and fraternity is pivotal to the socialist 

argument and as such changes the character of previous arguments for freedom of 

speech. In a sense the accountability argument, the truth argument and the liberty 

arguments are redefined within the context of the socialist analysis and liberated 

from their constraints as highlighted in previous chapters. What we have is a re­

articulation of free speech from within a socialist programme of political change 

and its view of the ideal formation of society. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Conclusion 

7.1: Aim ofthe Thesis Restated 

It has been the purpose of this work to combine an analysis of theory and action 

in the study of arguments for freedom of speech and their application during the 

nineteenth century in Britain. In undertaking this work, I have sought to add to the 

literature on both freedom of speech, and nineteenth-century press history. I have 

demonstrated that in analysing the philosophical dynamics of arguments for 

freedom of speech, and exploring these ideas in political praxis, a fresh insight 

into nineteenth century political history and political philosophy is provided. The 

language of free speech here is largely articulated in middle-class appropriation of 

the public sphere within the context of overt calls for freedom of the press, via an 

end to taxes on knowledge. Such calls can only be adequately examined in the 

light of the changing political and economic dynamic of the nineteenth century. 

By asserting that the study of political ideas necessitates a close inspection of the 

texts - the linguistic artefacts, the historical circumstances - and. the power 

dynamics of the society in question, as well as the theoretical foundations of ideas 

themselves, this thesis has provided a discussion of free speech during the 

nineteenth century which cuts across academic boundaries in that the relevant 

whole is studied rather than the particular. 

7.2: Key Arguments Summarised 

Within the context of this conclusion, it is worth summarising the mam 

achievements of this thesis. Chapter One provided an important introduction to 

this work in highlighting the focus and methodology of the thesis. In 

methodological terms, borrowing from Habermas and aided by the work· of 

Curran and Seaton, this work has sought to combine a stI'qctural and procedural 

analysis of the mechanisms of censorship, both official and unofficial, with a 

textually and contextually grounded exploration of political praxis. The official 
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components of censorship are highlighted with reference to press legislation and 

taxation. The unofficial components of censorship can be observed within the 

context of the middle-class fight for control of the press and an assertion of 

control over the so-called 'lower orders'. In addition to addressing some key 

definitional issues and reviewing relevant literature, Chapter One also outlined 

key theoretical arguments, or types of arguments for free speech, that would form 

the conceptual framework on which the main substantive chapters would be 

based. For clarity's sake, it is worth restating these three types of free speech 

argument. 

Firstly I identified the political, or as I have termed it, the accountability 

argument. This argument is thus named as it is an argument for freedom of 

speech which at its core underpins representative democratic systems of social 

organisation. Such an argument asserts that governments should be held 

accountable by those whom they represent by public scrutiny of their decision 

making processes. However, as we saw, the epistemological basis of the 

accountability argument can differ. For example Thomas Paine's argument for 

accountability in democracy stems from a belief in the natural rights of man to 

have a say in the way he lives his life. For Bentham, as I have demonstrated, such 

a notion of natural rights is posited as 'nonsense on stilts'. For Bentham, 

democracy and accountability are sought after as they are the best political system 

for promoting utility, or the greatest happiness of the greatest number. After a 

discussion of the accountability argument, I moved on to discuss the liberty 

argument for freedom of speech. This type of argument is best summarised by 

noting that freedom of speech is a necessary expression of the 'natural rights' of 

man. From this position any restrictions on freedom of speech, are against man's 

natural rights, unless the free speech in question would mean that liberty of the 

individual was in imminent harm. The final orthodox type of freedom of speech 

argument outlined in Chapter One is the truth argument. Stemming from the 

Enlightenment belief in the search for knowledge and the belief in human 

progress, the truth argument is in essence based on a foundation of a belief in the 
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rational character of man. Freedom of speech in this context is necessary to 

ensure that progress through rationality is achievable for mankind. These 

orthodox types of argument thus outlined, we were better placed conceptually get 

to grips with the praxis of these arguments in Chapters Four, Five and Six. 

Finally, in this section of Chapter One, I raised the possibility of identifying a 

fourth typology of freedom of speech within the context of my discussion of 

socialist arguments for freedom of speech in Chapter Six. 

The primary purpose of Chapter Two and Chapter Three was to provide a 

historical and contextual backdrop to the main substantive chapters of this thesis. 

In Chapter Two, I highlighted the historical character of arguments for freedom of 

speech, noting the rise of mechanisms of censorship from the Stationers' 

Company and the Star Chamber to the stamp tax. Moreover, the rise of arguments 

for freedom of conscience and toleration coincide with a new found belief in 

rationality and progress, a theme which reverberates throughout nineteenth 

century arguments for freedom of speech but are more developed and intricate, 

and bound explicitly to particular sectional interests. In a similar contextual vein, 

Chapter Three highlights the social, economic and cultural context of the 

nineteenth century, noting the specific historical conditions which impacted on 

nineteenth century arguments for freedom of speech. In particular we see the 

development of a strong middle-class elite and the drive towards industrialisation 

and capitalisation of the press, which severely undermined working-class 

organisations and which eventually gave rise to a strong middle-class elite. 

Chapter Four explored the utilitarian arguments for freedom of speech. The 

chapter highlighted Bentham's conception of utility and outlined how his 

commitment to representative democracy underpinned his belief in freedom of 

speech. This was highlighted with reference to the accountability argument, 

which stressed freedom of speech as a necessary component of truly democratic 

systems of government. From an exploration of Bentham's view, I then examined 

the contributions to freedom of speech as provided by Bentham's so-called 

'disciples'. Here we see a shift in emphasis in utilitarian arguments for freedom 
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of speech which I argue provide evidence of a drive to assert dominance over the 

working-classes. The accountability argument remains intact, but is tempered by a 

strong paternalist sentiment. In the arguments of the likes of James Mill, John 

Arthur Roebuck and Francis Place, we see a strong emphasis on the role and 

function of education in providing 'useful knowledge' to the masses. This 'useful 

knowledge' though posited as a means of escape from their miserable plight, was 

in fact intended to socialise the working class into a passive acceptance of laissez­

faire. By arguing that the taxes on knowledge were the root cause of the sorry 

condition of the working classes, the utilitarian praxis of freedom of speech 

provided the means to shift the emphasis away from the market as the cause of 

their plight, and place a middle-class elite in a position of dominance. In the tracts 

of pamphlets and journals, I demonstrated the explicit paternalism of the 

utilitarian praxis of freedom of speech which placed the emergent middle class in 

a position of ideological dominance. Such an assertion of ideological dominance 

was evident within the utilitarian praxis of freedom of speech in its discussions 

about political economy, education and moral censorship. Indeed it was 

demonstrated how easily arguments for freedom of speech can be transformed 

into those of censorship, by focussing on the notion of the Panopticon and 

applying its formula to the moral character of man. It has been demonstrated that 

although utilitarian articulations of free speech theory are among the first to 

actively influence policy and provide a model of political participation, the 

paternalistic tone and the assertion of middle-class hegemony over both working­

class interests and those of the landed gentry are bound together within the theory 

and praxis of freedom of speech, and as such, resonate with the particularist 

interests that were prominent at the end of the eighteenth century and well into 

the beginning of the nineteenth. 

Chapter Five sought to explore the liberal praxis of freedom of speech. Here we 

saw half of the chapter devoted to John Stuart Mill's arguments, with the other 

half of the chapter concentrating on the arguments of the more mainstream 

liberals. After a brief discussion of the main tenets of liberalism, the chapter 
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moved on to analyse Mill's early newspaper articles which provided examples of 

his developing view on freedom of speech. From this, a brief outline of Mill's 

arguments in On Liberty was provided which highlighted Mill's strong 

commitment to free speech as a means to uncovering the truth and as a necessary 

component of individual human flourishing. Following this, we examined the 

implications of Mill's arguments in the light of some of his other works. I argued 

that Mill's stress on individuality and his commitment to laissez-faire, coupled 

with his distrust of socialism, had severe implications for his arguments in On 

Liberty. The problem is highlighted in the following question: how can people be 

free to express themselves to their full potential, if they are not truly free because 

of the economic constraints placed on them by the market system? Because Mill 

asserts the primacy of the individual above all else, and asserting that the market 

system is the best form of economic organisation, he is undermining any real 

commitment to freedom of speech, as the consequences of the market system 

impedes freedom for the great mass of people. Though Mill's arguments allow' 

for freedom of speech for a small privileged minority, they are meaningless for 

the great mass of people in Mill's day. In Mill's argument, the liberty and truth 

arguments are brought together, only to be undermined by the consequences of 

the market system Mill supported. Having discussed Mill's arguments and their 

implications, I shifted my analysis to explore the mainstream liberal argument 

and praxis for freedom of speech in the nineteenth century. Here we saw 

examples of movements, primarily the Association for the Repeal of Taxes on 

Knowledge, and individuals - Richard Cobden, Collet D. Collet and John Bright, 

who articulated arguments for freedom of speech and freedom of the press 

primarily on commercial grounds. In highlighting and exploring these arguments, 

I asserted that a strong middle-class ascendancy was taking place which 

undermined working-class organisations by incorporating the language of the 

working-class radical press into their arguments but with an overriding emphasis 

on the virtues of the market as providing an answer to their problems. Similarly to 

that of utilitarianism, the paternalism inherent in mainstream liberal arguments 

for freedom of the press provided a means to break down organised labour whilst 
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at the same time attack government controls of the press. Thus after the end of the 

'taxes on knowledge', the industrialisation of the press made it nearly impossible 

for a radical working-class press to exist as costs and prices soared. Thus the 

middle-class arguments for freedom of the press should not be separated from the 

middle-class interests that they sought to promote. Though the mainstream liberal 

arguments for freedom of speech have elements of the accountability argument, 

the truth argument and the liberty argument, these arguments in praxis allowed an 

enculturation process to take place which undermined working-class interests and 

asserted middle-class dominance. Finally, in this chapter I noted that the 

arguments from Mill and those from mainstream liberalism should be separated. 

The 'thin' free speech arguments provided by the liberals such as Cobden and 

Bright, are shallow and self serving in comparison to those of Mill. 

The liberal perspective has demonstrated the vast difference in analysis of those 

who are representative of nineteenth-century liberalism. It is clear that John Stuart 

Mill is distinct in terms of level of analysis and scope from his 'liberal' 

contemporaries, many of whom, as we have seen, viewed Mill as a dangerous 

radical. However, Mill's unease at notions of community and equality raise 

difficulties in terms of his view of an idealised political community, and these 

difficulties of course, have implications for Mill's arguments for freedom of 

speech. The overt language of social control is clear in the social engineering 

sentiment of mainstream liberal arguments for freedom of speech. The force of 

enculturation of the so-called lower orders and the opening up of markets via the 

end of monopolisation of the newspaper trade buttress calls for an end to the 

ancient regime. Rather than opening up a world of discovery and potential for the 

mass of people, the middle-class argument for freedom of speech served to divide 

and quash working-class movements and assert a middle-class hegemony over the 

movement for a free press. 

The final substantive chapter of this thesis focussed on socialist arguments for 

freedom of speech and their praxis in the nineteenth century. After a brief 

discussion of the parameters of the socialist sphere of analysis, I analysed the 
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work of early socialist agitators such as William Cobbett and William Hone. In 

analysing these arguments, we see a strong emphasis on democracy as a key 

demand for the working masses and thus a version of the accountability argument 

is demonstrated. However, even in these early examples, we observe an emerging 

emphasis placed on identifying the working classes acting in their interests as a 

class as a whole, which is distinct feature of early working-class radicalism at this 

time. After briefly looking at the work of Carlile, who sought freedom of speech 

almost as a right in itself, I explore the arguments provided by a more mature 

socialist analysis. These are to be found most resonantly in the works of George 

Jacob Holyoake, Henry Hetherington and Julian Harney. In their arguments for 

freedom of speech, these agitators demonstrate a much more critical analysis of 

the capitalist system, identifying the market as a key instrument of working-class 

oppression. Furthermore, in the pages of the Red Republican and the Friend of 

the People, we see a much more clearly defined notion of class and class 

cohesion. The arguments represented here are, on the surface, derivative of the 

main orthodox arguments for freedom of speech; however, I argue that in mixing 

with the distinct features of socialist political thought, we see these arguments 

taking on a new and sufficiently distinct character. This point is developed by my 

exploration of the work of Marx and his commitment to unmasking the 

contradictory nature of capitalism and asserting a more rational mode of social 

organisation. Attention is drawn also to the socialist conception of freedom which 

is most clearly developed in Marx's conception of man as a species being. This 

being that the essence of man is to be free, to be part of the social whole, to be 

productive and creative, but importantly man must also be free from want, 

oppression and exploitation. This essential characteristic of freedom implies a 

distinction between liberal notions of freedom, which stress individuality and 

competition amongst individuals, and the socialist emphasis on freedom for the 

entire mass of society, the social whole, which is not compromised or placed 

under threat by what socialists would term the narrow individualism of 

liberalism. In highlighting these relatively distinct elements of socialist arguments 

for freedom of speech, I am asserting that the socialist praxis of freedom of 
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speech during the nineteenth century could in fact be identified as a type of 

argument in its own right, as it is sufficiently different in its emphasis from the 

orthodox arguments. I will return to this point again in my concluding comments 

below. Finally in Chapter Six I speculated on the role and function of freedom of 

speech within the context of an idealised socialist society. Here I stressed the 

importance of democracy to the socialist vision and as such, freedom of speech is 

essential to the operation of this mode of social organisation. Furthermore, even 

though the truth about the real nature of man has been uncovered and is 

articulated in the existence of a true socialist society, the drive for greater 

understanding of, for example, the scientific and natural world, necessitates a 

continuing commitment to the free and open search for knowledge, which as we 

have seen is facilitated by freedom of speech. However, the actual limits of 

freedom of speech within socialist society provide us with a more difficult 

conceptual problem. In terms of defining the limits of freedom within our 

supposed socialist utopia, we are restricted by ontological claims in the same way 

as liberalism is constrained by its ontological foundation, namely, we must limit 

freedom only if it threatens or undermines the foundations of socialist belief 

systems; contra liberalism, which sees liberty being restricted only when 

individual freedom is threatened or undermined. Though we have a theoretical 

impasse, I assert finally in Chapter Six, that within the context of a pluralist, 

tolerant and democratic community, the needs of the culturally diverse do not 

need to become relations of domination over the social whole, rather I argue that 

the socialist free speech argument has a stronger rational, moral and ontological 

basis than the arguments which emanate from liberalism. 

Although against the weight of a middle class seizure of the radical political 

space, working-class agitation still developed a sharp focussed critique of 

capitalist society which encompassed implicit and explicit political philosophies 

of free speech. The gradual maturing of the socialist critique is testament to the 

insight and determination of radicals such as Hetherington, Harney and Holyoake. 

The working-class assertion of free speech, in philosophical terms if not in 
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political terms, is powerful in that the emphasis on the social whole cancels out 

any tensions which emerge within even the more sophisticated liberal 

justifications which implicitly (in the case of Mill) and explicitly (in the case of 

mainstream liberalism) endorse levels of inequality within their 'ideal' systems 

thus restricting freedom. The Marxian dimension adds further to the socialist 

analysis in that it provides the means to demystify capitalist production relations; 

an analysis that socialists such as Harney were close to, but never articulated in 

such a sophisticated way. 

7. 3: Concluding Remarks: Reasserting Modernity 

The role and force of the radical newspaper and pamphlet as expressions of 

political praxis has been well emphasised within this work. Moreover, the ideas, 

the arguments and of course the political activity manifested within these works 

provide us with an understanding of the importance and power of political debate 

and argument expressed through these media during the nineteenth century. 

Although it is also clear that the ideas represented within such linguistic artefacts 

may not be as sophisticated as what we may call the classic texts (the contrast 

between the relatively unsophisticated arguments of Roebuck and the cultivated 

discourses of Bentham springs to mind), we can observe the role by which ideas 

permeated through political culture to force themselves on the political agenda. In 

Habermasian terms, I this we might describe as the assertion of some level of 

communicative rationality which was generated within the literature cited 

throughout this work. Such communication practices sought to develop and 

influence a massively changing social, political and economic landscape and the 

battle for the ascendancy was probably won by the middle class by the defeat of 

Chartism in the mid-nineteenth century. From then on, the power dynamic 

I See Chapter One. Section Six. 
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eventually established by the middle class helped to maintain their hegemonic 

control over the influence and levels of debate for the rest of the century. The 

middle class hold on the forces which shaped the social, economic and political 

reality of Britain during the nineteenth century has been relatively unshakeable 

ever since. 

The arguments analysed above, however, are not to be perceived as existing in a 

historical or cultural vacuum, and as such we see the orthodox arguments for 

freedom of speech overlapping and combining in political practice across the 

range of political perspectives. Moreover, even the assertion of a relatively 

distinct type of free speech argument, to be found in Chapter Six on Socialism 

and freedom of speech, must be seen in view of the fact that no political ideas are 

entirely distinct, or exist in a pure ontological form. The orthodox arguments for 

freedom of speech, after being infused with socialism, are altered in such a way 

as to create a sufficiently different type of argument. This example of ideas 

developing and transforming also emphasises the importance of the power of 

human intellect in shaping ideas as a means to progress through praxis. This is a 

significant point, as I suggest the socialist arguments for freedom of speech 

provide far stronger rational and moral justifications for freedom of speech; 

stronger arguments that might not have developed unless some sense of human 

agency and belief in rationality had been asserted. 

Of primary importance to this study is to show ideas in practice, and as such, 

echoing Skinner,2 I make the assertion that for political philosophy to have any 

impact on the way in which we view history, we must examine the context and 

articulation of these ideas in practice. This study has highlighted the role and 

function of ideas in political philosophy as providing the armoury of political 

2 See Chapter One. Section Six. 
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activity. Praxis, expressed in the radical literature above, is a feature of 

nineteenth-century political culture and this should be celebrated. This feature of 

nineteenth-century political culture is in stark contrast to the political culture of 

recent years, in that ideas and their connection to politics seem to be less a feature 

of modem political life. The faith asserted by nineteenth-century radicals, from all 

political perspectives, the faith in humanity itself to work through its 

contradictions and difficulties, is something that seems lost in the 'post­

modernisation' of political discourse. 

I believe this faith should be re-ignited. As we saw in the nineteenth-century it 

was this faith in human intellect and spirit that was asserted as a means of 

confronting despotism, injustice and oppression. It was this faith in human 

rationality that made politics meaningful, as ideas impacted on the real world of 

politics in such a way as to bring these ideas to life and help shape history. In 

doing so, rationality and humanity were affirmed as one. In this sense, political 

ideas were transformed into political action, the results of which helped shape and 

affirm a sense of humanity in those for whom political struggle was sometimes as 

important as matters of life and death; for some of course, it was more than that. 

In attempting to reclaim some sense of modernist agency, I am hoping to show in 

this thesis that historically at least, we were not all separate subjective agents, 

with identities that have no context or social power. The thesis is itself full of 

examples of ideas springing to life with a purpose and conviction that is now 

seemingly lost in our so-called post-modem times. Freedom of speech and the 

assertion of modernity seen during the nineteenth-century is just one such area 

which is an exemplar of the assertion of human rationality above all else. To 

quote Marshall Berman, in what might seem as timely encouragement for those of 

us who wish to reclaim belief in human agency: 
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[ ... ] for all of us modernism is realism. This will not resolve the 
contradictions that pervade modem life; but it should help us 
understand them so that we can be clear and honest in facing and 
sorting out and working through the forces that make us what we 
are. 3.4 

3 M. Berman, All tlUlt is Solid Melts into Air (London: Verso, 1999 [1982]), page 14. 
4 I have asserted elsewhere similar concerns about post-modem analyses. See my chapter on 
nineteenth century political thought applied to contemporary pedagogy and technology in -
'Critical Reflections: Political Theory and Web Technology' in Issues in Web Based Pedagogy, 
edited by R. A. Cole (Westport, CT: Greenwood press, 2(00). 
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