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‘Give me the liberty to know, to utter, and to argue freely according to conscience, above all liberties.’

John Milton, Areopagitica






Contents

[image: image]

Copyright

Dedication

‘We Need to Check Your Thinking’

Left and Right

Then and Now

Common Misapprehensions

The Social Contract

Cancel Culture

The Indispensable Condition

Offence

A Thought Experiment

Comedy and Satire

The Self-Censoring Artist

The New Conformity

Persuasion and Debate

Words and Violence

Identity Quakes

Incitement

Hate Speech

Year Zero

Acknowledgements

Notes

Index




‘We Need to Check
Your Thinking’
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It’s the kind of phrase that wouldn’t seem out of place in the pages of a dystopian novel. Yet these were not the words of an agent of some totalitarian regime, but rather those of a police officer in the United Kingdom in 2019. Harry Miller, a fifty-three-year-old entrepreneur and former constable, was contacted by Humberside Police following a complaint by an offended party about a poem that he had shared on social media which was deemed to be transphobic. During the course of the conversation, the officer explained that, although not illegal, this nevertheless qualified as a ‘non-crime hate incident’. Why, Miller asked, was the unnamed complainant being described as a ‘victim’ if no crime had been committed? More to the point, why was he being investigated at all? To which came the ominous response: ‘We need to check your thinking.’

Over the past decade, many people have detected a pattern of minor changes in our culture, a kind of piecemeal reconfiguration at odds with our hard-won rights to personal autonomy. Miller’s case is not an isolated affair. Between 2014 and 2019, almost 120,000 ‘non-crime hate incidents’ were recorded by police forces in England and Wales. This sort of development has left a substantial number of us feeling as though we are no longer on secure ground; the tremors are too persistent. The ‘culture wars’, although often dismissed by commentators as a manufactured phenomenon, are closely tied to this gnawing sense that something is amiss. Miller’s experience is one of many stories in which the principle of free speech has been casually disregarded for the sake of what is perceived to be a higher social priority.

Much of this can be explained by a sea change in the public’s attitude to free expression and its key function in a liberal society. A new identity-based conceptualisation of ‘social justice’ has brought with it a mistrust of unfettered speech and appeals for greater intervention from the state. We are left facing that confusing and rare phenomenon: the well-intentioned authoritarian. When those who long for a fairer society are also calling for censorship, we find ourselves stranded on unfamiliar terrain. How are we meant to respond when the people who wish to deprive us of our rights sincerely believe that they are doing so for our own good?

Defenders of free speech are often confronted with the accusation that we are indulging in the ‘slippery slope’ fallacy. The occasional instance of state overreach, we are told, is hardly cause for alarm. Yet the idea that citizens of the United Kingdom might be investigated for ‘non-crime’ would have seemed unimaginable twenty years ago. One need only have a cursory familiarity with the history of authoritarianism to know that such regimes do not emerge overnight. I am by no means suggesting that we are freewheeling towards a future of gulags and show trials, but there appears to be a general degree of apathy that bodes ill for the preservation of our fundamental liberties.

Inevitably, the phrase ‘Orwellian’ has become something of a cliché and subject to derision by free speech sceptics, but it is predictable only because it is so pertinent. When Christopher Hitchens visited Prague in 1988 to report on the Communist regime, he was determined to be ‘the first visiting writer not to make use of the name Franz Kafka’. During one of Václav Havel’s ‘Charter 77’ committee meetings, police burst into the property with dogs and searchlights, threw Hitchens against a wall, and arrested him. When he asked for the details of the charge, he was told that he ‘had no need to know the reason’. For all Hitchens’s best intentions, the Kafka cliché was forced upon him. As he later observed, ‘They make you do it.’

Similarly, cliché or no, the spectre of George Orwell looms large in current debates about freedom of expression. He joins a long line of thinkers who have explored what John Stuart Mill described in 1859 as the ‘struggle between Liberty and Authority’. Opposition to free speech never goes away, which is why it must be defended anew in each successive generation. It is a privilege that has been denied to the overwhelming majority of societies in human history. Our civilisation is abnormal, almost miraculous, in its dedication to this most estimable of principles. Free speech dies when the populace grows complacent and takes its liberties for granted.

In 1644, the poet John Milton penned an elegant apologia for freedom of speech called Areopagitica, a counterblast to the Licensing Order of June 1643 which would see all printed texts passed before a censor in advance of publication. Midway through his tract, Milton recalls meeting the elderly Galileo near Florence during his period of house arrest by the Inquisition. His crime was ‘thinking in astronomy otherwise than the Franciscan and Dominican licensers thought’. The evidence of his studies had persuaded him of the validity of the Copernican theory of the earth’s motion around the sun. Tellingly, Milton does not defend Galileo’s views – at this time the Ptolemaic model of the universe was accepted by most educated people – but he clearly feels aggrieved at those authorities who would see the free-thinkers of the world punished and shamed.

History does not look fondly on the hubris of those who, like Galileo’s inquisitors, appoint themselves as arbiters of permissible speech and thought. Their authority is only ever contingent on the wisdom of their time. Today’s free speech sceptics are characterised by a similar tendency to mistake self-satisfaction for infallibility. If nothing else, the story of Galileo is a potent reminder of the importance of freedom of speech, and how none of us can ever be sure which heresies of today will become the certainties of tomorrow.

I start from the proposition that free speech is nothing less than the keystone of our civilisation. You may have reservations about this view. You may believe that unlimited speech enables the worst elements among us to commit harm. There is much to be said in favour of this perspective, although I hope to show you that a society that abandons freedom of expression risks exacerbating the very problems about which you are rightly concerned.




Left and Right
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We have much in common. We would rather live in a world in which love and compassion triumph over hatred and bigotry. We believe that we have a responsibility not only for the wellbeing of ourselves but for those around us. We are troubled when people are mistreated, particularly for immutable characteristics over which they have no control. We feel that individuals should think before they speak and consider carefully the impact of their words.

All of which amounts to a substantial bedrock of shared values upon which we can build. Some are persuaded that these values are threatened by absolute freedom of speech. In this little book, I will try to show that the reverse is true, and that preventing individuals from expressing themselves as they see fit represents a far greater menace to social cohesion. If we agree on nothing else, we can at least accept that our goals are similar even if our views on how best to achieve them are not.

By acknowledging that our intentions are good, we are in a position to move forward and consider our differences and how these might be resolved. Too often these discussions are freighted with unfounded suspicion, mostly due to the belief that the defence of freedom of speech is associated with political extremism. Concerns over censorship are now routinely dismissed as ‘a right-wing talking point’. As one commentator put it recently, there are those for whom free speech is ‘nothing more than a political ploy, a ruse, a term the far right wilfully abuse to spread hatred’. In my view, free speech is a principle that transcends notions of ‘left’ and ‘right’ because all forms of political discourse depend upon its existence. Yes, unpleasant people are bound to use their speech to advance reactionary ideas, but the human right that enables them to do so is precisely the same right that allows us to counter them.

Moreover, if we permit the worst people in society to take ownership of our most fundamental values, we are gifting them a degree of power they do not deserve. Simply because hate-fuelled demagogues might disingenuously proclaim their fealty to free speech, this does not mean that the principle itself is tainted by association. Good people should not abandon their beliefs when bad people claim them for their own. If they do, such beliefs can only ever be said to have been tenuously held.

Free speech is the marrow of democracy. Without it, no other liberties exist. It is detested by tyrants because it empowers their captive subjects. It is mistrusted by puritans because it is the wellspring of subversion. Unless we are able to speak our minds, we cannot innovate, or even begin to make sense of the world. As Thomas Hobbes noted, the Greeks had ‘but one word, logos, for both speech and reason; not that they thought there was no speech without reason, but no reasoning without speech’.

Free speech does not belong to anyone; it is a universal precept and a core human right. If it has come to be perceived as a specifically right-wing concern, this merely goes to show that those of other political persuasions have failed to uphold it. At any given historical moment, the defence of free speech is typically left to those who feel, justifiably or otherwise, that their opinions have become marginalised.

When I was a child, it was the right-leaning tabloids that would commonly call for censorship of television, film and the arts, whereas this is now predominately a feature of those who identify as being on the left. Similarly, the most vocal opposition to censorship today comes from right-wing commentators, whereas only a few decades ago the reverse was true. Misgivings about freedom of speech, then, cannot be said to be tied to any specific political allegiance.

To avoid the accusation of partisanship, it is therefore prudent to advocate consistently for the rights of everyone to speak freely, irrespective of whether or not we approve of what they have to say. In any case, the accusation is in and of itself an admission of bias. If we complain that our opponent’s defence of free speech is some kind of subterfuge in order to advance a nefarious agenda, have we not already made a judgement about the validity of the position he or she intends to take? If our fear of free speech is that it facilitates the dissemination of bad ideas, then we have pre-emptively decided which ideas are beyond the pale. By doing so, we limit our own capacity to be challenged, and inadvertently reveal our existing prejudices.


ops/images/9780349135397.jpg
Free
Spuch

Andrew
Doyle





ops/page-template.xpgt
 
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
 
  
  
     
    
     
 
 

 
  





ops/images/cmn.jpg





