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‘T despise what you say, but will defend to the death your right to say it.’

This declaration, attributed to Voltaire, encapsulates the idea at the core of this book:
freedom of speech is worth defending vigorously even when you hate what is being spoken.
Commitment to free speech involves protecting the speech that you don’t want to hear as
well as the speech that you do. This principle(») is at the heart of democracy, a basic human
right, and its protection is a mark of a civilized and tolerant society.

Article 19 of the United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1) and the
First Amendment to the US Constitution both explicitly recognize the need to protect free

expression.

‘Congress shall make no law ... abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press, or of the
people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.’
(First Amendment to the US Constitution)

‘Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes freedom
to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart information and
ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers.’

(Article 19, Universal Declaration of Human Rights, UN 1948)

In both cases this indicates the free speech principle’s fundamental importance, but it
1s also an acknowledgement of how fragile this freedom can be if it is not protected. The
presumed purpose of the First Amendment was to block central government from making

1Incursions into this area. Itis a bulwark against using censorship as if it were a legitimate

instrument to prevent criticism of government policy. (») The temptation to use law or force

to gag opponents of one kind or another is difficult to resist. Without freedom to criticize
and challenge those acting on our behalf, democracies may degenerate into tyrannies. But
[ a ] and itis not just political speech that warrants protection.
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Belief in the importance of free speech is not an inherited dogma of the Enlightenment,
though some have argued that thatis allitis. Karl Marx thought that liberal rights tended
to preserve the interests of an individualistic bourgeoisie rather than the permanent
interests of humanity. [ disagree..=) Declaring a right to extensive free speech is not
shorthand for the protection of the speech of those in positions of power, whether economic
or political.



@ Free speech is of particular value in a democratic society. In a democracy voters have

an interest in hearing and contesting a wide range of opinions and in having access to facts

and interpretations, as well as contrasting views, even when they believe that the expressed

views are politically, morally, or personally offensive.;) These opinions may not always be

communicated directly through newspapers and radio and television, but are often
presented in novels, poems, films, cartoons, and lyrics. They can also be expressed
symbolically by acts such as burning a flag, or as many anti-Vietnam War protestors did,
during a draft card. Members of a democracy also have an interest in a wide range of
citizens being active participants in political debate rather than passive recipients of policy
delivered from above.
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