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Foreword

by Jacob Mchangama

Nadine Strossen and Greg Lukianoff have undertaken a monumental and crucial task by systematically refuting the “10 arguments against” free speech most frequently advanced by those who think this freedom has gone too far and should be restricted.

It’s about time too! Because the history of free speech demonstrates that the “10 arguments against” that Strossen and Lukianoff identify are not modern inventions: one or more of them have—in various guises—been used to justify censorship and repression throughout history and around the world by oligarchies, theocracies, dictatorships and, yes, democratic governments on the left, right, and center.

Modern, conscientious liberals may think they are the first to consider “words as violence” (Argument #1). Yet, as I’ve written in Free Speech: A History from Socrates to Social Media, English apologists for Charles I blamed the “Paper Bullets of the Press” for the English Civil War that led to Charles’s beheading.1 After prepublication censorship was repealed in 1695, British Tories, alarmed by the “licentiousness” of the press, warned that seditious libelers were the “very Assassins of all Government,” and that “a Civil War began with Ink may end in Blood.”2 Two centuries later, when Lenin came to power in Russia, he imposed a stifling censorship regime since “the bourgeois press is one of the most powerful weapons of the bourgeoisie” and “no less dangerous than bombs and machine-guns.”3

In contemporary America, conservative and liberal universities alike are busy censoring “dangerous” or “hateful” ideas to “protect” students who apparently cannot—or should not—think for themselves (Arguments #2 and #3). Worry not that this is a novel anti–free speech argument. In 1231, Pope Gregory IX prescribed that unrepentant heretics pay “the debt of hatred,” meaning death at the stake. The USSR’s 1936 “Stalin” constitution declared punishable by law “any advocacy of racial or national exclusiveness or hatred and contempt.”4 Of course, any group that monopolizes power gets to define whose interests are protected by laws against “dangerous” or “hateful” ideas. South Africa’s apartheid regime used the Jacobsen’s Index of Objectionable Literature to ensure that nothing challenging white supremacy was published.5

Many on the left today believe free speech is just a veil for spreading conservative propaganda (Argument #6). They ought to recall a young Karl Marx’s view that “the free press is the ubiquitous vigilant eye of a people’s soul, the embodiment of a people’s faith in itself.”6 Or the indefatigable British campaigner for universal suffrage and religious freedom, Richard Carlile, who spent a total of ten years in prison for “crimes” such as spreading the gospel of Thomas Paine’s The Age of Reason to the lower classes in Britain’s highly stratified society.7

Free expression only achieved its status as a universal human right (though one all too often honored in the breach) through a continuous struggle against the hydra-headed “10 arguments against”—which, like zombies, tend to rise from the grave, as soon as proponents of free speech think they have won for good.

Successfully mobilizing popular opinion against the “10 arguments against” demands a civic commitment to free speech rights beyond constitutional protections. This wisdom has been recognized by thinkers as diverse as John Stuart Mill, George Orwell, and Albert Einstein, and it could not be more relevant today. The Future of Free Speech’s recent survey (conducted in October 2024) of thirty-three countries around the world found that, overall, people are more inclined to support government censorship of ideas they consider pernicious than in 2021.8 This includes the United States, which dropped from 3rd to 9th in the ranking, with deeply worrying decreases in support for free speech among younger generations.

Two falsehoods contribute to slackening public support for free speech in the West specifically. The first is the widespread belief that there is no actual threat to speech today. The second is the belief that free expression should be subordinated to values considered more important, like social order and national security for conservatives or racial and economic justice in the eyes of American liberals.

In responding to the first falsehood, it is essential to place free speech in the global historical context. Western democracies no longer burn blasphemers at the stake, nor do they torture or execute political dissenters. Crucially, that is only the case because a robust culture of free speech forced the law to accommodate unpalatable expression. As recently as the 1950s in America, suspected communists and civil rights activists were arraigned for “sedition” or “treason.” Only through a series of Supreme Court decisions in the twentieth century, culminating in the 1950s and 1960s, was the First Amendment’s robust protection against content-and viewpoint-based restrictions securely entrenched.

The recent erosion of our free speech culture empowers the state to push legal boundaries. Witness the current administration’s attempts to deport lawful permanent residents for expressing ideas with which it disagrees, or the previous administration’s attempts to pressure social media platforms to remove speech it disfavored.

The culture of free speech has partly been eroded from within its traditional liberal heartland. Consider the argument in professor Mary Anne Franks’s Fearless Speech: Breaking Free from The First Amendment—which has also been made by many other left-leaning academics, as well as journalists—that “First Amendment norms have consistently exalted and elevated reckless speech that benefits the powerful at the expense of the vulnerable [and] perpetuated and maintained a neo-Confederate ideology of white male supremacy.”9 This claim is entirely at odds with the history of the First Amendment and oblivious to many of its current beneficiaries.

In actuality, free speech is compatible with—indeed, essential for—liberal and conservative goals alike. Take the American independence movement—which many conservatives read as the triumph of their values of limited government against an oppressive English Crown. Defying British seditious libel laws was instrumental in this endeavor. As James Madison wrote, “to the press alone, chequered as it is with abuses … the United States owe much of the lights which conducted them to the rank of a free and independent nation.” Had American presses been allowed to silence colonial dissent, might not the US remain as “miserable colonies, groaning under a foreign yoke?” Madison asked rhetorically.10 And, of course, there also have been pious, traditionalist defenders of free speech rights. One of the eighteenth-century’s most impassioned spokesmen for free speech, the Dutchman Elie Luzac, was a staunch Calvinist. So confident was he in his religious faith—as well as his faith in free speech and debate—that he declared, “we cannot take pride in the power of persuasion of the most important truths, as long as we prevent atheists, free-thinkers, and others of that ilk from brandishing their pen.”11

Sadly, too many today—including government officials, university administrators and faculty, and even traditional-media leaders—have lost faith in free speech as the primary instrument for the pursuit of truth, and instead support the top-down imposition of ideological orthodoxy.

Free speech is the essential means to the end of any idea—conservative or liberal. Supporting free expression offers a chance to fact-check your views through debate— the “right to hear,” as Strossen and Lukianoff point out, echoing Frederick Douglass in his timeless speech, “A Plea for Free Speech in Boston.”

But there are even more “selfish” reasons for endorsing free speech. When you defend the right to speak freely, you are protecting your right to express yourself by agreeing to respect others’ rights to do the same. It is the highest form of the Golden Rule: denying free speech rights to rivals only facilitates a crackdown on your ideas as soon as it is their turn in power. The War On Words makes a robust case for returning to that Golden Rule. Political leaders in Western democracies, and their citizens, should carefully read Strossen and Lukianoff’s effective debunking of the “10 arguments against,” lest they lose the very free speech culture that we all too often take for granted, to our own great peril.
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