
Why Free Speech is Crucial in Upholding the
Liberal Tradition
Freedom of speech is a cornerstone of democratic societies, rooted in the liberal
tradition. It is a fundamental right that allows individuals to express their thoughts,
opinions, and ideas without censorship or fear of persecution.

But what exactly is the liberal tradition? And why is free speech so crucial in
upholding its principles?

The liberal tradition encompasses a set of values and principles that prioritize
individual liberty, limited government intervention, and free markets. It champions
the protection of individual rights and freedoms, including the freedom of
expression, as a means to foster a thriving and diverse society.
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Free speech plays a vital role in the functioning of a liberal society. Here are three
key reasons why it is crucial:

Promoting Intellectual Diversity

In a liberal society, diverse opinions and perspectives are valued. Free speech
allows for the exchange and exploration of ideas, fostering intellectual growth,
innovation, and progress. By encouraging individuals to express their thoughts
freely, society benefits from the richness of different viewpoints, leading to a more
informed and inclusive public discourse.

Checks on Power

Free speech acts as a check on power, ensuring that those in authority remain
accountable to the people. By allowing criticism and dissent, individuals can voice
their concerns and challenge prevailing narratives or policies. This helps prevent
the concentration of power and fosters a more transparent and responsive
governance, which is a fundamental principle of the liberal tradition.

Protecting Minority Rights

In a liberal society, the rights of minorities must be safeguarded. Free speech
allows marginalized groups to voice their grievances, challenge discrimination,
and advocate for equal treatment. By providing a platform for marginalized
voices, free speech ensures that the liberal tradition remains inclusive and truly
protects the rights and dignity of all individuals.

The Challenges to Free Speech

While the liberal tradition places great importance on the freedom of expression,
it is not without its challenges. In recent years, concerns regarding the limitations
and boundaries of free speech have grown.



One challenge is the rise of online platforms and social media. While these
platforms offer unprecedented opportunities for the exchange of ideas, they have
also become breeding grounds for disinformation, hate speech, and harassment.
Striking a balance between protecting free speech and addressing these issues
presents a complex challenge in the digital age.

Another challenge stems from efforts to curtail free speech on university
campuses. Some argue that certain ideas or viewpoints can be harmful and
should not be given a platform. However, stifling dissenting opinions undermines
the liberal tradition by limiting intellectual diversity and hindering the pursuit of
truth.

Free speech is a vital pillar of the liberal tradition. It promotes intellectual diversity,
acts as a check on power, and protects the rights of minorities. While challenges
to free speech persist, it is crucial to find solutions that strike a balance between
protecting this fundamental right and addressing concerns such as disinformation
and hate speech.

A flourishing liberal society requires the continued commitment to upholding free
speech as a fundamental value, ensuring that individuals can express themselves
freely and without fear. Only then can we truly embrace the richness of diverse
perspectives and ideas that the liberal tradition inherently values.
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Courting the Abyss updates the philosophy of free expression for a world that is
very different from the one in which it originated. The notion that a free society
should allow Klansmen, neo-Nazis, sundry extremists, and pornographers to
spread their doctrines as freely as everyone else has come increasingly under
fire. At the same time, in the wake of 9/11, the Right and the Left continue to
wage war over the utility of an absolute vision of free speech in a time of
increased national security. Courting the Abyss revisits the tangled history of free
speech, finding resolutions to these debates hidden at the very roots of the liberal
tradition.

A mesmerizing account of the role of public communication in the Anglo-American
world, Courting the Abyss shows that liberty's earliest advocates recognized its
fraternal relationship with wickedness and evil. While we understand freedom of
expression to mean "anything goes," John Durham Peters asks why its
advocates so often celebrate a sojourn in hell and the overcoming of suffering.
He directs us to such well-known sources as the prose and poetry of John Milton
and the political and philosophical theory of John Locke, Adam Smith, John Stuart
Mill, and Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr., as well as lesser-known sources such as the
theology of Paul of Tarsus. In various ways they all, he shows, envisioned an
attitude of self-mastery or self-transcendence as a response to the inevitable
dangers of free speech, a troubled legacy that continues to inform ruling norms
about knowledge, ethical responsibility, and democracy today.

A world of gigabytes, undiminished religious passion, and relentless scientific
discovery calls for a fresh account of liberty that recognizes its risk and its
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splendor. Instead of celebrating noxious doctrine as proof of society's robustness,
Courting the Abyss invites us to rethink public communication today by looking
more deeply into the unfathomable mystery of liberty and evil.
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