
INTRODUCTORY NOTE:  Walter Lippmann was a statesman and political commentator.  In 
the following passage, condensed from an article he wrote in 1939, Lippmann explains why he 
thinks the freedom of speech guaranteed by the first amendment to the U.S. Constitution is so 
important to a democratic society's health. 
 

 
 

The Indispensable Opposition 
 

 Were they pressed hard enough, most men would probably confess that political freedom--
that is to say, the right to speak freely and to act in opposition--is a noble ideal rather than a 
practical necessity.  As the case for freedom is generally put today, the argument lends itself to 
this feeling.  It is made to appear that, whereas each man claims his freedom as a matter of right, 
the freedom he accords to other men is a matter of toleration.  Thus, the defense of freedom of 
opinion tends to rest not on its substantial, beneficial, and indispensable consequences, but on a 
somewhat eccentric, rather vaguely benevolent, attachment to an abstraction. 
 
 It is all very well to say with Voltaire, "I wholly disapprove of what you say, but will 
defend to the death your right to say it," but as a matter of fact most men will not defend to the 
death the rights of other men; if they disapprove sufficiently what other men say, they will 
somehow suppress those men if they can. 
 
 Yet actually, as a matter of historic fact, there is a much stronger foundation for the great 
constitutional right of freedom of speech, and as a matter of practical human experience there is a 
much more compelling reason for cultivating the habits of freemen.  We take, it seems to me, a 
naively self-righteous view when we argue as if the right of our opponents to speak were 
something that we protect because we are magnanimous, noble, and unselfish.  The compelling 
reason why, if liberty of opinion did not exist, we should have to invent it, why it will eventually 
have to be restored in all civilized countries where it is now suppressed, is that we must protect 
the right of our opponents to speak because we must hear what they have to say. 
 
 We miss the whole point when we imagine that we tolerate the freedom of our political 
opponents as we tolerate a howling baby next door, as we put up with the blasts from our 
neighbor's radio because we are too peaceable to heave a brick through the window.  If this were 
all there is to freedom of opinion -- that we are too good natured or too timid to do anything about 
our opponents and our critics except to let them talk -- it would be difficult to say whether we are 
tolerant because we are magnanimous or because we are lazy, because we have strong principles 
or because we lack serious convictions, whether we have the hospitality of an inquiring mind or 
the indifference of an empty mind.  And so, if we truly wish to understand why freedom is 
necessary in a civilized society, we must begin by realizing that, because freedom of discussion 
improves our own opinions, the liberties of other men are our own vital necessity. 
 
 We are much closer to the essence of the matter, not when we quote Voltaire, but when we 
go to the doctor and pay him to ask us the most embarrassing questions and to prescribe the most 
disagreeable diet.  When we pay the doctor to exercise complete freedom of speech about the 
cause and cure of our stomachache, we do not look upon ourselves as tolerant and magnanimous 



and worthy to be admired by ourselves.  We have enough common sense to know that if we 
threaten to put the doctor in jail because we do not like the diagnosis and the prescription, it will 
be unpleasant for the doctor, to be sure, but equally unpleasant for our own stomachache.  That is 
why even the most ferocious dictator would rather be treated by a doctor who was free to think 
and speak the truth than by his own Minister of Propaganda.  For there is a point at which things 
really matter, where the freedom of others is no longer a question of their right but of our own 
need. 
 
 Freedom of speech is best conceived, therefore, by having in mind the picture of a place 
like the American Congress, an assembly where opposing views are represented, where ideas are 
not merely uttered but debated, or the British Parliament, where men who are free to speak are 
also compelled to answer.  We may picture the true condition of freedom as existing in a place 
like a court of law, where witnesses testify and are cross-examined, where the lawyer argues 
against the opposing lawyer before the same judge and in the presence of one jury.  We may 
picture freedom as existing in a forum where the speaker must respond to questions; in a 
gathering of scientists where the data, the hypothesis, and the conclusion are submitted to men 
competent to judge them; in a reputable newspaper which not only will publish the opinions of 
those who disagree but will re-examine its own opinion in the light of what they say. 
 
 The democratic system cannot be operated without effective opposition.  For, in making 
the great experiment of governing people by consent rather than by coercion, it is not sufficient 
that the party in power should have a majority.  It is just as necessary that the party in power 
should never outrage the minority.  That means that it must listen to the minority and be moved 
by the criticisms of the minority.  That means that its measures must take account of the 
minority's objections, and that in administering measures it must remember that the minority may 
become the majority. 
 
 The opposition is indispensable.  A good statesman, like any other sensible human being, 
always learns more from his opponents than from his fervent supporters.  For his supporters will 
push him to disaster unless his opponents show him where the dangers are.  So if he is wise, he 
will often pray to be delivered from his friends, because they will ruin him.  But, though it hurts, 
he ought also to pray never to be left without opponents; for they keep him on the path of reason 
and good sense. 
 
TOPIC:  Explain Lippmann's ideas about why freedom of speech is necessary to a democracy, 
and explain whether Lippman's essay describes what you've observed really happens in   
American political life or in your own immediate experience. 
 
 


