Do we have freedom of speech? Should we?

Free speech is a highly contentious topic and criticised on a variety of fronts. While many
democratic societies claim to uphold it, the boundaries of expression are constantly shifting,
shaped by external factors such as political power and digital platforms. Critics of free
speech often focus on the potentially damaging nature of it and its role in reinforcing
dominance by higher social classes. However, as the independence of our democratic
institutions are being challenged every day, free speech remains more important than ever

—even when it is uncomfortable or controversial.

One of the primary indicators of whether we have free speech is its protection under the
law. Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, signed by 193 countries,
protects the right to free speech. In many countries, including the UK, this has been
enshrined in legislation, allowing individuals to hold and express opinions without
government interference. In the instances where the principle is threatened, independent
institutions like the judiciary may reinforce it. The UK Supreme Court has consistently ruled
for the expansion in free speech, emphasising that it is “essential to the proper functioning

system of parliamentary democracy”

However, in recent years, legal standing of free speech has come under threat. According to
the British government, limitations to free speech are legitimate if they are “necessary and
proportionate.” Recent legislation has failed to meet these criteria. Let’s examine the UK’s

2022 Public Order Bill, which restricts one of the core forms of expression — protest. The law



expands the power of the state to penalise individuals that cause “severe disruption” with
years of imprisonment or a large fine. Therefore, the law violates the principle of
proportionality — it corrects short-term harms, such as noise pollution or traffic disruptions,
with long-term punishments that can severely harm an individual’s future prospects. Police
now also have the power to stop and search individuals even without suspicion, and arrests
have been made pre-emptively, undermining the idea of necessity. Therefore, this bill is an

illegitimate repression of free speech.

Furthermore, an estimated 63% of countries experience highly restricted speech. With such
a large part of the global population excluded, the quality and freedom of speech is
undermined for all. For example, China’s “Great Firewall” restricts online access to many
sites, such as Google, Facebook and Yahoo, isolating Chinese citizens from sharing their
experiences and engaging with overseas opinions. As this scales up, many of these unique
perspectives will be left out of discussions. Consequently, discourse is worsened for
everyone else as assumptions remain unchecked, the potential for genuine understanding is

diminished and people are unable to fully discuss diverse views.

Beyond legal constraints, fear of backlash and social peer pressure has led to increasing self-
censorship. The trend of political correctness has urged people to prime speech seen as
derogatory or offensive, with 53% of those interviewed agreeing that ‘people should be
careful what they say to avoid offending others.” Beyond internal pressures, those that
express unfavourable opinions may also face social ostracization or even professional

backlash. For example, Colin Kaepernick was sidelined from the NFL after kneeling during



the national anthem as a form of protest. The growing insistence that opposing views be
silenced may create environments where individuals fear expressing their true opinions and

deviating from popular narratives.

The best defence of political correctness is that it facilitates further debate by creating an
inclusive space where marginalised communities can participate. However, as Mill
reinforces, offence and “his own good, either physical or moral” are not sufficient
justifications. Given the remote nature of social media, people may not be materially
harmed by the content they see on social media as it is removed from their personal life —
reactions to marginalising posts are more often characterised by anger or dismissal rather
than genuine fear or withdrawal. Therefore, political correctness over-corrects for any
existing limitations on free speech and errs on the side of censorship. Therefore, while right
to freedom of speech may have legal protection, the right is inaccessible to many, raising

concerns about the extent to which freedom of speech is upheld.

As free speech becomes increasingly restricted, it becomes more important to understand
its necessary role in our society. For revolutionaries like Voltaire, speech was essential in
forcing abusive officials out of power and restoring power to the people. This remains
relevant today. Leaders are placed in positions of incredible power and will inevitably never
be completely immune to corruption or the abuse of power. For example, Bangladesh’s
Sheikh Hasina was heralded as a pro-democracy icon, but became increasingly autocratic,
cutting off internet access in parts of the country and responding to protests with

nationwide curfews. Uniquely, freedom of speech enables societal agents to act as a check



to this power, allowing them to place the government under scrutiny. Eventually, anti-
government protests toppled her regime. As Mill posits, suppressing speech assumes the
government is infallible. Philosophically, this approach reflects an epistemic arrogance — the
belief that we possess all the knowledge necessary to judge what should not be expressed.
Yet, history reinforces that once-condemned views have led to the evolution of thought.
Moral standards are not objective or static, and therefore a restriction in free speech

assumes that the speech has no value.

Marx’s response to this argument is to highlight that speech is often dominated by the
ruling classes under capitalism. Therefore, as free speech entrenches socio-economic
hierarchies and will always favour the majority, Marx calls for the imposition of limits.
However, his argumentation fails to engage with the retributive nature of free speech. Yes,
while currents laws may disfavour minorities, free speech offers a method of recourse. It
can spotlight important issues faced by minorities and empower them to speak up,
representing their community by connecting with other members of society. Free speech
can exclusively give power to minorities as they are the only ones who can sufficiently

capture their lived experiences.

A better critique is that speech ought to be limited to protect vulnerable individuals, given
its potential to cause harm. As it may infringe on other people’s rights, free speech should
therefore be limited to ensure the protection of all. Ultimately, though, censorship is
ineffective and causes even greater harm. Restricting free speech fails to address the

underlying belief that individuals hold. Instead, they may retreat to more private spaces



with like-minded people, where they can be further radicalised. These spaces also often lack
legal oversight — in fact, the January 6 Capitol Attack was organised on far-right social media
sites, after Facebook and Twitter began cracking down on groups like QAnon and the Proud
Boys. Instead of encouraging people to retreat into echo chambers, we should instead allow
public engagement. By leaving the speech open to debate, harmful speech can be rebutted
and disproven, such as fact-checking fearmongering claims or show gaps in argumentation.
Even if the idealogues do not change, exposing the flaws in their beliefs may deter others

from adopting similar views.

The arguments that oppose free speech seem to fall when put under greater scrutiny and
applied in the real world. As freedom of speech becomes increasingly limited, the
importance of free speech is reinforced — not because it is easy to uphold, but because it

lays the foundations for democratic accountability and societal progress.



