Suppression of speech as theft from mankind, by Avery Rasmussen 

The ability for man to freely express his own thoughts is a relatively clear benefit for his own self-worth. In his essay On Liberty, though, (John Stuart) Mill celebrates free expression as more than that—it is absolutely essential to the happiness and progress of mankind as a collective unit. To keep any ideas from the people, regardless of such ideas’ merit, would be akin to stealing from them. Mill’s analogy relating censorship to theft is particularly convincing from a utilitarian perspective, because expression of all ideas is not just beneficial for personal development and fulfillment, but increases societal happiness and prospects as a whole. Thus, robbing one person of the opportunity to speak effectively steals from the community opportunities for betterment, progress, and overall happiness. Though there are costs associated with free expression of ideas, the utility that it brings for society is so great that the short-term costs are largely overshadowed.
It is clear that a right to freely express oneself holds important personal value for each individual man. To attempt to check a man’s thoughts and beliefs by disallowing his expression is to withhold an opportunity for genuine self-fulfillment, self-realization, and self-development. Majority tyranny that only allows the expression of popular opinion deprives a dissenter of his liberty—a liberty that some would say is innate. If this were the whole story, then it would matter how many people are obstructed in their pursuit of expression. If only one man is silenced, it is not as detrimental or dangerous as if one hundred men are silenced.

Mill, however, sees the value of free expression as one deriving from a utilitarian perspective on public good, rather than from an innate, inalienable source. The utilitarian interest in allowing free speech for the value of all of society goes far beyond the individual fulfillment that most people associate with free speech. The value of freedom of expression is much more than just a personal prize, much more than an intrinsic freedom to self-realize—it holds implications for society as a whole, because the community, not just the individual speaker, benefits greatly from a variety of opinions that is enriched by dissent. When free expression is curtailed, society ends up being deprived of a vital component, even if it is just a single voice. It is being robbed of the chance to hear speech and ideas that may end up bettering the entire community. From this perspective, contrary to the view of oppression as simply a “private injury,” it does not matter if just one person is being censored versus one hundred people.
Denying anyone the right to speak robs society universally, not just that one man, since the focus is on the collective development of mankind rather than just of any one man. In fact, it is actually more harmful to society if suppression aligns with public opinion and fewer men are censored, because when only one person is silenced, the rest of society is effectively oblivious to their deprivation of information. Society is robbed in the night without really realizing it. Majority imposition of beliefs on the minority dissenters hinders holistic development, and so to censor would be to deprive society of an opportunity to seek truth and progress.
When uninhibited, exchange of ideas becomes an instrument for seeking truth. Expression of a nonconforming opinion can strengthen society, whether the opinion is good or bad. If it turns out to be right, then humanity is enlightened in a way that would have otherwise been neglected. More commonly, though, the minority opinion will be proven wrong—but even this is not reason enough to curtail its expression. Actually, society has a vested interest in making sure that this ‘wrong’ speech is voiced so that the force of reason can push back against it. Thomas Jefferson embodied this sentiment when he said, “We are not afraid to follow truth wherever it may lead, nor to tolerate any error so long as reason is left free to combat it.” One cannot fully and truly know and understand something just on one’s own, but rather needs others to counter, to find objections, and to point out mistakes.
Dissenting opinion forces man to strengthen his reasoning behind his beliefs, to close holes in his rationale and to have a firmer grasp of the truth. Society should thus handle erroneous speech by countering it with reason and strengthening what it believes to be true, rather than just silencing opposition. Mill points out that a man’s error should invite “remonstrating with him, or reasoning with him, or persuading him, or entreating him, but not…compelling him.” Silencing counter-opinions just robs society of the opportunity to either reinforce the known truth or to find a new answer.
If the value of free expression were to lie solely in personal gain and self-development, then one might argue that this goal is reached by mere freedom of thought. This view would allow curtailment of free speech, as expression differs from thought in that it regards other people. However, Mill argues firstly that free thought is of no value without the equal freedom to express these thoughts. But more importantly, since free expression is of utilitarian value to society as a whole, it should not face any restrictions other than those which align with Mill’s ‘harm principle.’ Mill’s theory is that legal restrictions should only be used to protect others against harm. Thus, speech cannot be restricted due to societal feelings that the speech is wrong or immoral. Expression may only be limited where it poses harm, such as the incitement of violence, against another person. Thus, typical reasons for curtailing speech, like wickedness or error, are not sufficient, and serve as a mere excuse for robbing society of a valuable asset.
Suppression of speech is frequently justified upon the rationale that those setting the law know better than the common man what he should do or think or say, a rationale not in line with Mill’s harm principle. Mill calls this type of erroneous belief a presumption of infallibility. Mankind has a tendency to become so sure of the correctness of its own or prevailing opinion that it deprives anyone else of the right to say anything counter. In this type of ineffectual society, people talk only with whom they already agree, so they are denied the opportunity to recognize weak spots in their arguments, strengthen their understanding of what they already know to be true, or discover an elusive truth. They begin to use mere feelings and convictions to support their beliefs rather than reason, since they avoid the only situation requiring them to give convincing, rational argument. What this society accepts as truth, then, becomes hollow words without a firm foundation, since it has never had to defend against challenge. Silencing dissent thus robs humanity of the chance to have its views tested and strengthened, in turn giving a “clearer perception and livelier impression of the truth, produced by its collision with error."
Therefore, in order to give society ample opportunity to approach realization of the truth, unpopular and even erroneous opinion must be given the opportunity to be voiced. Any viewpoint that is truly deserving of confidence is one that has endured frequent testing and questioning, countering criticism with adequate rationale or altering elements according to a newfound truth. An opinion that has not been successfully challenged solely because all refutations are disallowed is not worthy of any confidence. However, a belief that has not been successfully challenged because, despite every opportunity, no respectable counter has been posed, is one that can reasonably be accepted as truth. To silence dissent would be to rob a person of the confidence in their beliefs that they can acquire by facing diverging opinions. An ideal society would thus be one that does not quiet dissent, does not even just tolerate it, but rather invites opinions that call prevailing ideas into question. This way, if the challenges prove to be true, society will be the better off for knowing it. If false, then proving it wrong only strengthens understanding. If open expression is allowed, “we may hope that if there be a better truth, it will be found when the human mind is capable of receiving it; and in the meantime we may rely on having attained such approach to truth, as is possible in our own day.” The only way to be truly confident of a belief is to open it up to criticism and either counter those attacks that do arise, or else incorporate correct criticisms into the framework of society’s beliefs.
Society draws great utility from the unfettered expression and exchange of ideas, significantly through a general increase in happiness. As a utilitarian, Mill lauds the greatest happiness for the greatest number as a guiding principle for his dogma. The way to reach this goal is to allow for freedom of expression. It is human nature to desire to reach truth, and so the ability to seek the ultimate truth of mankind is a precondition for happiness and even basic well-being. Thus, it is important to do anything that allows mankind to approach this truth. The way to bring society closer to realizing the prevailing truth is to allow for free thought and exchange of ideas. By this chain of causation, any utilitarian would be in favor of uninhibited free speech to allow for the greatest happiness of the human race. Viewed in an alternative light, any restraints on speech (other than those allowed by the harm principle) are essentially limiting society’s opportunity to approach truth and therefore happiness. Limits on speech rob mankind of an important opportunity to seek the greatest happiness for the greatest number by pursuing veracity. Allowing free dissent, according to the previously described benefits, is essentially a prerequisite societal condition for rational thought and the achievement of the greatest knowledge; therefore its limitation would subsequently mean a limitation on pursuance of well-being and happiness.
A utilitarian vision for society is applicable in this instance. The greatest happiness for the greatest number should be taken into consideration when it comes to expression of ideas. Though it may presently decrease some individuals’ happiness to have their views attacked or to listen to what they consider senseless or even offensive ideas, the overall enduring happiness of society should ultimately be the end goal. Short-term discomfort and unease by individuals is a small price to pay for a greater opportunity to seek truth and find happiness for society as a whole. Thus, the utilitarian argument that free speech allows society to pursue the greatest happiness for the greatest number is in line with the comparison of hindering speech with robbery of the human race.
Free speech also provides utility to society by encouraging progress. Despite the common presumption of infallibility, humans can not actually be sure that what we think now is the truth. Even if a premise is accepted by almost all of society, Mill argues that “ages are no more infallible than individuals,” pointing out that every age has seen some of its opinions proved “not only false but absurd” in subsequent ages.  Just as we have come to reject many commonly-held beliefs of past ages, surely future ages will reject or at least modify some of what we currently believe to be true. History has proven this pattern time and time again. Thus, the opportunity for progress requires a certain amount of humility in realizing that we have much more room for progress if we keep an open mind and refuse to fall prey to the presumption of infallibility. 
Silencing of dissenters nonetheless can often be justified by writing them off as “bad men.” Only a bad man, one might say, would desire to tarnish the beliefs held by society, and laws exist to restrain bad men. If only these “bad men” who truly have nothing but evil to add to society are restricted, then it seems that all is well. However, this idea again succumbs to the presumption of infallibility—this time claiming the power to decide which opinion qualifies as a “bad” opinion. This practice is essentially a higher authority deciding which opinions are worthy of hearing, robbing society of the opportunity to decide for itself whom it should listen and whom it should believe. Furthermore, it is nearly impossible for anybody to know in the present a man who is worthy of speech versus a “bad man” who should be silenced. “History teems with instances of truth put down by prosecution,” of men who were, in their time, considered “bad men,” but then turn out to have a lasting influence on societal progress. 
Mill cites examples of Jesus and Socrates, men who were assailed as heretics or lunatics during their time. Jesus’ speech was once condemned by many as heretical and absurd, and now millions of people follow his teachings. Socrates, now hailed as “the master of all the eminent thinkers who have since lived,” was also regarded as a radical dissenter during his time and clashed with beliefs considered to be the prevailing authority. If these men had been successfully censored so as to not be able to propagate their messages at all, then history would not have progressed the same way in the ages to follow. These examples of history should teach us that no matter how confident we are in what we think to be true, we should not silence those who disagree, as we never know where their views will bring us in the future. Restrictions on speech essentially steal away the chance to see where unconventional, seemingly meritless ideas take mankind.
Not only is progress hindered by the censorship of those who we perceive to be “bad men,” but it also deters people with original ideas from speaking. Men are robbed of the opportunity to explore new ideas by a fear of being labeled as one of these heretics. Creative, innovative, and differing thoughts are stifled as men strive to remain within the bounds of society’s accepted norms. “Free and daring speculation on the highest subjects is abandoned” where there is a threat of being seen as a heretic and legally silenced. Therefore, even if it were plausible to say that the government could truly identify “bad men” to silence, it would actually cause more harm to those who are not heretics but fear being labeled as such. There is no way for society to measure all of the opportunities for innovative thought that it would be deprived of due to fear of such ideas being labeled radical or “irreligious or immoral.” Regardless, it is more beneficial to encourage all lines of pioneering thought than to discourage some forms of it and risk deterring anyone from whose input society could directly benefit.
The validity of the analogy between censorship and robbery is convincing for a number of supplementary reasons as well. For one, silencing dissenting speech, even if perpetrated by someone deemed a “bad man,” takes away from society the constructive opportunity to know who is harboring offensive beliefs and react accordingly. Silencing opinions that society believe to be wholly incorrect or bad, be them racist beliefs or communist beliefs, means that the rest of society will then be oblivious to who believes these things. Instead, it is much more beneficial to society to allow those with offensive and truly wrong beliefs to speak out so that truth can then drown such beliefs out. Instead of forcefully silencing a person for wrongness, they should be silenced purely by the countering voice of reason. Bad speech should be faced with more speech, not restrictions. This allows society to not only become more firm in the truth, as Mill pointed out, but also to establish a more secure and promulgated counter to dangerous beliefs and to recognize and reasonably counter those who entertain these dangerous beliefs.
The threats to society posed by restrictions on expression, illustrated by Mill’s examples, hold true today. For example, in modern America, it might seem like a perfectly rational move to silence proponents of communist thought, since it can be seen as the speech of a “bad man” who wishes to end our democratic, capitalist system. However, we have no way of knowing if there is any merit in these ideas that will come to light in the future; and even in the meantime, we can strengthen our own democracy by bettering it to counter this opposing viewpoint. Another example of a modern application of Mills’ examples comes from society’s quick progression in terms of technology and new ideas. It seems extremely likely that novel, meaningful, and true ideas could present themselves in a single unconventional voice. If speech were allowed to be curtailed, that voice could easily be silenced in the interest of the popular direction that technology and society are generally progressing.
It would not be a stretch to say that silencing a man with an eccentric or nonconforming idea would be robbing society of an opportunity to enjoy a new direction of progress that was perhaps not previously considered. The culture of free exchange and expression in modern society has been a major contributor to the rapid and innovative advancement of technology and ideas. It would have been very enticing for restrictions to be placed on ideas progressing towards, for example, artificial intelligence, since many men are fearful of and disagree with these types of human-like technological advancements. However, if a fear like this had, in some alternative universe, caused suppression of ideas concerning artificial intelligence, then society would have been robbed of new advancements—for example, technology in medicine like a robotic surgery machine—which save human lives.
Due to all of the explicated reasons, Mill’s analogy between restrictions on speech and theft is very convincing. If we, as a society, do not allow all speech that does not fall under the umbrella of the harm principle, we are robbing the human race. We are robbing mankind of the means to better seek the truth, a precondition to happiness in the long run, and to progress. Though individuals may not be happier in the short-run if they are having to face offense, discrepancy, arguments, and hard choices every day, the human race will be better off in the long-run if unconventional ideas are allowed to be expressed unfettered to stimulate discussion. We cannot deprive our society of the opportunity to inch closer to human happiness and to work towards progress even if it seems more convenient now to just limit speech that does not align with conventional beliefs. If the conditions for rational belief and knowledge are undermined, then one constituent of overall well-being is undermined. The current age will be divested of the opportunity to self-fulfill and self-express without fear of being labeled heretical, but even more so, of the opportunity to strengthen understanding of the truth against a prodding opposition. Furthermore, posterity is also deprived of the opportunity to progress from opinions that the past deemed unworthy of a voice. That is why Mill sees restrictions on free speech not just as a private injury to the man not allowed to express himself, but rather as a form of theft from society. Censorship robs society of the chance to improve, to voice reason, to drown out error, to strengthen and reinforce what we know to be true—even to come together as a community behind what we believe to be true in order to combat error in peaceful discourse.
There is undeniably a cost associated with allowing speech to be expressed relatively unrestrictedly. Such a policy will mean sometimes more discomfort, sometimes more inconvenience, or sometimes stupidity. However, such a strategy will ultimately enrich society in a way so valuable that it outweighs the short-term costs. Another cost of freedom of speech that Mill points out is that society is basically allowing certain individuals to make bad examples of their own lives. People who are blatantly wrong, under this principle, will be allowed to live their lives in error rather than be corrected by some authority. However, from a utilitarian perspective, the value of the benefits of free speech outweighs the cost of certain individuals choosing to lead incorrect lives. This viewpoint sees free expression as arising out of utilitarian necessity rather than an inalienable freedom; therefore, it is not a problem to let individuals dwell in wrong beliefs in order to use them as a bad example or counterpoint to strengthen the rest of society. The costs are worth the long-term happiness and progress that results from free expression.
Theoretically, Mill’s analogy between limitations on expression and ‘robbery’ makes perfect sense. Society today, under a government that provides a largely free range of expression, is in a better position for innovative thought than it would be otherwise. However, regardless of whether or not a society actually takes the opportunity to break from any mold of conformity and pursue the end goal of progress and truth, the fact remains that the chance exists. This prospect would not even be possible in a society in which speech was significantly curtailed; therefore, society would be robbed of a fundamental opportunity, regardless of whether or not it would choose to pursue it.
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