Do We Have Freedom of Speech? Should We?

I've always thought of freedom of speech as a bit like air: you
don’t notice it until someone tries to take it away. Growing up,
I’d hear my parents argue about politics at the dinner
table—Nad’s voice booming about taxes, Mom countering with a
sharp quip about fairness. No one shut them down. No one could.
That, to me, felt like freedom. But lately, I’ve been wondering:

do we really have it? And if we do, should we keep it as it is?

Let’s start with the first guestion: do we have freedom of
speech? On paper, sure. Most democracies enshrine it in their
constitutions—think of the First Amendment in the U.S. or
Article 19 in India’s Constitution. You can say what you think,
criticize the government, or even yell about how much you hate
pineapple on pizza (a hill I’11 die on). But reality isn’t as
neat as a legal document. I’ve seen friends bite their tongues
at work, afraid a stray opinion might cost them a prcmotion.
Online, people get “canceled” for tweets from a decade ago, dug
up like skeletons in a digital graveyard. And in some places,
speaking out lands you in jail—or worse. Just look at
journalists in authoritarian regimes, silenced for daring to

report the truth.



So, Y€S, We have freedom of speech—sort of. It’S patchy, uneven,

and comes with asterisks. Laws protect it until they don’t.
Social pressure polices it when the state steps back. Even here,
in supposedly “free” societies, there’s an unspoken rule: you
can speak, but you’d better be ready for the consequences.
That’s not the pure, unshackled liberty we imagine when we
picture town squares and soapboxes. It’s more like a tightrope

walk—exhilarating, but one misstep and you’re done.

Now, should we have it? That’s trickier. I want to say yes,
because the alternative feels suffocating. Imagine a world where
every word 1is pre-approved, where dissent is a crime, and where
my parents’ dinner-table debates turn into whispered secrets—or
silence. Freedom of speech, at its best, is a pressure valve. It
lets us vent, argue, and wrestle with ideas. Without it, those
tensions build up, and history shows what happens next:

revolutions, oppression, or both.

Take the Civil Rights Movement. Martin Luther King Jr.’s words
weren’t just speeches—they were weapons against injustice,
sharpened by the freedom tc speak them. Or consider the
suttfragettes, whose voices cracked open a male-only world.

Speech has the power tc change things, to drag truth into the



light® I can’t imagine PrOgress yithout it® Even the MESSY

stuff—-rants, protests, bad takes—keeps us honest. It’s the sound

of a society breathing.

But here’s where I pause. Not every voice lifts us up. Some tear
us down. I’'ve scrolled through online forums where people spew
hate—racism, threats, lies that spread like wildfire. Last week,
I saw a post claiming vaccines turn you into a magnet.
Ridiculous, yes, but it had thousands of likes. Should that be
“free”? When speech incites violence—like the 2017
Charlottesville rally—or peddles dangerous misinformation, I
start to wonder if we’ve drawn the line too loosely. Maybe

freedom needs guardrails.

Philosophers have wrestled with this forever. John Stuart Mill
argued that even offensive speech should stand, because truth
emerges from the clash of ideas. Let the bad stuff be aired out
and debunked, he’d say. But then there’s Karl Popper, who warned
about the “paradox of tolerance”: if we tolerate the intolerant
too much, they’1ll destroy the very system that protects them.
It’s a tug-of-war between liberty and safety, and I’'m not sure

who’s winning.



I think about MYy OWN 1ife® I’'ve said dumb things—plenty of them.

In high school, I once argued in class that cats were better
than dogs, mostly to annoy my teacher’s poodle obsession. I got
laughs, not detention. That’s the kind of freedom I cherish: the
right to be silly, wrong, or provocative without ruin. But I’ve
also seen words wound. A friend once shared how online trolls
targeted her after a blog post, calling her names I won’t
repeat. She stopped writing for months. Freedom gave those

trolls a megaphone, and it nearly silenced her.

So where does that leave us? I’d argue for a middle ground—not
total freedom, not total control. We need space to speak, even
when it’s messy or unpopular, because that’s how we grow. But
when speech crosses into harm—real, tangible harm, like violence
or deliberate deception—society has a right to step in. Think of
it like a campfire: let it burn to warm us, but don’t let it
torch the forest. Laws already reflect this in bits—libel,
incitement, and threats aren’t protected. Maybe we just need to

enforce those lines better, not redraw them entirely.

Still, I worry about who decides. Governments? Tech companies?
The mob? Power tends tc tilt toward silencing what it doesn’t
like. In Rusesia, criticizing the war gets you labeled a traitor.

In the U.S., sccial media platforms ban users based on murky



“community standards.” I’d rather €rr ON the side of too much

speech than too little, because once you start clamping down,

it’s hard to stop.

Back to my parents’ table. Their debates weren’t perfect—half
the time, they were just shouting past each other. But they were
free to try. That’s what I hold onto: the chance to speak, to be
heard, to mess up and start again. Do we have freedom of speech?
Not fully, not everywhere. Should we? Yes, but with eyes open to
its limits. It’s not a blank check—it’s a fragile, precious
thing, worth defending even when it drives us crazy. Because

without it, we’re not just guiet. We’re lost.



