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The question of whether there should be limits to freedom of speech 
has been constantly re-examined in the wake of recent events. In 2006, 
incitement law was extended to cover incitement to religious hatred 
and the new precedent this set has lead to a number of controversies 
[Ref: Guardian]. The Scottish parliament recently passed a law 
prohibiting sectarian and religious chants at football matches in order to 
quell an historic rivalry between predominantly Protestant and Catholic 
supporters of Scotland’s two biggest teams [Ref: BBC News].  Such 
bans have been seen by some as important safe-guards which protect 
religious denominations from harm, yet others have felt that they 
represent a distinct affront to freedom of speech. Beyond incitement 
laws other recent issues have come to the fore in this debate, including 
that of Welsh student Liam Stacey, jailed for a series of offensive and 
racially aggravated statements on social networking site Twitter, raising 
questions about online accountability [Ref: BBC News]; and the case 
of Emma West who was videoed on a Croydon tram, and subsequently 
arrested and charged with racially aggravated public order offences 
[Ref: Telegraph], highlighting the issue of public offence and outrage, 
and how we deal with these today.  Furthermore, while incitement to 
hatred against gay people remains beyond the remit of law, a series 
of adverts which suggested homosexuality is a treatable condition 
were banned by Mayor Boris Johnson [Ref: Journal]. Johnson claimed 
this was in the name of maintaining the capital’s tolerant reputation, 
yet others have felt this move curtailed free speech merely to avoid 
causing undue offence.  While free speech is still widely considered a 
central democratic right, these events have lead many to feel that it has 
conceivable limits. Deciding if freedom of speech should be seen as an 
absolute remains essential in determining the nature of our society. 
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Are the traditional arguments for freedom of speech 
irrelevant, or more relevant than ever?
The Enlightenment thinker and defender of human reason over 
religious dogma Voltaire is associated with the sentiment that 
‘I disapprove of what you say, but I will defend to the death 
your right to say it’. The philosopher JS Mill defended freedom 
of speech on the basis that it is only by allowing beliefs to be 
criticised that we can be justified in believing that they are true. 
Some argue these ideas are still fundamental and that free 
debate, not restrictions, remains the only way of countering false 
or offensive views. Others say absolute freedom of speech would 
be all very well if debates in society were conducted like well-
mannered discussions in school classrooms. But in our society, 
where the media has a powerful position and where many 
social groups feel marginalised and ignored, such positions are 
idealistic and outdated.

Should speech be limited to avoid causing offence? 
do we have a right not to be offended?
Certain actions are criminalised in order to protect people from 
physical harm. Extending this argument to speech, it is argued 
that some types of speech, particularly hate speech, should 
be banned because the harm they cause is just as serious. In a 
culturally diverse society, good manners and respect for others’ 
beliefs should take precedence. On the other hand, it is argued 
that if one accepts some limits to free speech on grounds of 
offence, it will lead to competing demands by other groups not 
be offended, leading to an overall loss of freedom. Also, it’s 
claimed that the best way to oppose speech you don’t like is to 
use your own free speech against it, and that the whole point of 

freedom of speech is to protect ‘extreme’ speech; after all, by 
definition ‘acceptable’ or ‘mainstream’ speech needs no such 
protection.

how does free speech relate to democracy?
Advocates of absolute freedom of speech say that in a diverse 
society, instead of trying to prevent offence, the right to be 
offensive should be seen as essential to democracy. Diverging 
values lead to political conflict and the only way to progress is 
through airing different views. Looked at this way, free speech 
is the basis for all other political values as it assumes people 
are rational and fully capable of assessing different arguments. 
Those wary of protecting absolute freedom of speech take a 
very different view. They argue that speech is not only used to 
make rational arguments, but to foment hatred and stigmatise 
powerless minorities. Rather than free speech being egalitarian, 
it is too often used to oppress those ‘without a voice’.

how do we deal with ‘dangerous’ speech? don’t all 
rights come with responsibilities?
One argument against absolute freedom of speech is that speech 
is never really ‘free’ but has consequences; like all rights, it 
comes with responsibilities. Proponents of the above argument 
point out, for example, that there is no right to shout ‘fire!’ in a 
crowded theatre. They claim that this can be extended to other 
areas, such as speech that incites others to directly harm third 
parties, which justifies banning certain inflammatory types of 
speech. Advocates retort that in the political arena we can reflect 
on what is said; we do not just follow blindly what we are told. 
Further, the fact that some illegal acts incidentally involve speech 
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 3 of 6ThE fREE SpEEch dEBATE IN cONTExT cONTINUEd...

does not detract from the absolute nature of freedom of speech 
as a political value. Shouting ‘fire!’ is more analogous to the 
unnecessary pulling of a fire alarm, which is also illegal, than to 
other types of speech. 
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