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Sitting in the Oval Office in February as one of the first Western leaders to pay the obligatory
visit to the new American President Donald Trump, Prime Minister Keir Starmer told the
cameras that he was “very proud” of the history and current status of free speech in his
country. He was responding to a thinly veiled criticism of free speech in the UK from US Vice
President JD Vance, who raised concerns about “infringements on free speech” in the country

which were adversely impacting Americans and American technology companies.

While this essay is about the state of free speech in the UK, there is much to be said about
the state of free speech in America, and JD Vance may want to clarify why his administration
is currently attempting to deport foreign born permanent US residents for protesting against

Israel and the war in Gaza.

But, for now, there is plenty to be said about the British situation, one’s assessment of which
depends on how they define free speech. If you think that speech is only to remain free by

avoiding offending the latest social or religious sensibilities, assessments of which are made
based off of a reading of the current mood of the population, then you would be very much in

agreement with the Prime Minister’s robust defence of his nation.

If, however, free speech means the freedom to express and debate views, no matter how
horrible or offensive, without fear of state recrimination, then |, and more importantly, the
Prime Minister, have bad news for you. This kind of free speech does not currently exist in the
UK. The reasons vary but are mostly due to the existence of a set of laws and moral codes
which have become hostage to a dizzying array of political and social developments, taking

the police along for the ride.

The prevailing instinct within the government and among many who comment on this is to
follow the path of censorship. Criminalise speech and you will protect the population from
disinformation and “harmful” ideas, or at least so the thinking goes. But this will not work. To

properly confront extremist ideas, they must be challenged out in the open.

Why Free Speech?

First, to get the cliches out of the way. True free speech is the only serious way of confronting
and defeating ideas which threaten modern secular, liberal states. It forces liberals to
contend with their own claims and ensure that the strengths and advantages of these ideas
are communicated to a new generation. Real free speech also forces others to prove why

alternative, more reactionary, and less liberal ideas are preferable. The growing popularity




UNCOMFORTABLE TRUTHS

of reactionary and illiberal thought in the West, especially among the youth, may not be

disconnected from a reduced tolerance for debate and free expression.’

A “collision of opinions,” as John Stuart Mill puts it, creates a marketplace of ideas which
increases the chances that the best ideas convince of the most people. There is no other
reliable way to either undermine extremist ideas or demonstrate the power of liberal politics.
Shutting speech down kills any real debate, which atrophies the mind and discourages any
effort towards a critical assessment of both one’s own strongly held beliefs and opinions, and
all others. It encourages further social and political separation and leads to a chronic lack of

understanding of all ideas.

It is not the committed liberal who benefits the most from this - they already understand the
unigue advantages liberal thought offers them and their society. This opportunity must also
be afforded to everyone else, not by shoving ideas down their throat, but by allowing them the

space to consider liberalism alongside the ideas which have challenged it and largely failed.

The aspect of free speech which most undermines extremists today is its interconnectedness
with pluralism, a concept which ensures protection and equality for everyone, especially
minority groups. Free speech insists that all groups are, at the very least, allowed to express
themselves, no matter how it impacts the sensibilities of everyone else. Pluralism, a hallmark
of any modern free society, is only real if it includes everyone, not just those we like the most
like or who stay quiet enough to be left unnoticed. Free speech is inseparable from all the
other freedoms which have made modern Western democracies the most open and free

societies in history.

This often goes amiss for those who have benefitted greatly from the opportunities offered

by these societies, and who now ask that they curtail their freedoms to accommodate their
beliefs. Those often calling for further restrictions, from conservative Muslims pushing for
blasphemy legislation in the UK, to outraged ultranationalists who demand the banning of
Islam and any “unpatriotic language”, seem unaware that, without real free speech, they likely
would never have been allowed to gain a social foothold in the first place. If you want pluralism
and tolerance for your particular group, there must be real free speech — you cannot have one

without the other.

1 For recent polling on youth views towards liberalism and democracy see: “Gen Z Doubts About Democracy
Laid Bare in ‘Worrying’ Survey.” The Times, January 17, 2025. hitps://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/gen-z-
doubts-about-democracy-laid-bare-in-worrying-survey-vsxx509n3; Open Society Foundations. “Open Society
Barometer: Can Democracy Deliver?” September 2023. https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/publications/
open-society-barometer-can-democracy-deliver; The Guardian. “Young People Losing Faith in Democracy,
Global Survey Finds.” September 2023. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/sep/12/young-people-losing-
faith-in-democracy-global-survey-finds.
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Those who call for banning speech they don't like rarely perceive anything beyond the horizon
of their own beliefs and sacred values. This is because they think they hold the most important
and legitimate beliefs and do little to engage critically with them. If they considered the wider
implications of their actions, they would realise that, were they to get what they wanted, their
own beliefs and opinions could well be next on the chopping block. The demands of anti-
blasphemy campaigners are based on their certainty that their beliefs are so sacred that
everyone should be forced to respect them. By that logic, a liberal society which holds its own
values just as sacred could demand restrictions on the expression of reactionary religious
views which are an affront to liberal values. A ban, for example, on expressing conservative

religious views on the place of women in society and homosexuality.

Real free speech also saves the government from the impossible task of arbitrating on what
actually constitutes illegal speech. If the standard goes anywhere beyond direct incitement to
violence, libel, fraud or perjury, then the territory becomes treacherous. The state will constantly
find itself under pressure from a variety of often competing ethnic, religious, and political groups

to legislate hate speech against their rivals, sometimes while engaging in it themselves.

British Free Speech

Much like the term extremism, there is no settled definition of free speech, so the term is often
used by people with differing views on how it is to be legally applied. Currently, there are a
number of laws in the UK which restrict speech in ways that run counter to how it should be

reasonably defined.

In 2023, six retired police officers were found guilty of improper use of a public

electronic communications network after a judge found that they had breached the 2003
Communications Act.? They received suspended prison sentences and community service
orders. Their crime was that they used a private WhatsApp group in which they sent countless
horrible jokes and comments about ethnic minorities. Clearly something which should put their
employment as police into question, but potential jail time? The judge certainly thought so,
stating in their sentencing statement that the messages were “offensive to many good people
in this country and not only people who might be directly offended.” This episode is a perfect
illustration of how legislation intended to combat extremism and hate is open to curtailing free

speech, including making it illegal to be offensive.

2 Crown Prosecution Service. “Ex-Metropolitan Police Officers Sentenced after Sending Racist Messages.”

CPS, June 7, 2024. https://www.cps.gov.uk/london-south/news/ex-metropolitan-police-officers-sentenced-
after-sending-racist-messages.
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The section of the Communications Act relied on by the judge was S.127 (1)(a), which uses
broad and vague language including: “A person is guilty of an offence if he— sends by means
of a public electronic communications network a message or other matter that is grossly
offensive or of an indecent, obscene or menacing character.” The threat to free speech posed
by this section of the act singled out by the Law Commission in 2018 as having a “chilling
effect” on free speech. Both its vague language and broad application exemplify the confusion

surrounding free speech today in Britain.

This element of S.127 remains in force today, but other aspects of the Communications Act
have been superseded by the Online Safety Act (OSA), which is likely what JD Vance was
referring to that day in the Oval Office. Despite some good curbs on social media companies,
and a clear effort to protect free speech based on lessons learned from the Communications

Act, the OSA has created new offences which are likely to again threaten free speech.

One of the goals of the Online Safety Act is to curb the spread of “disinformation.” This

is concerned with the use of social media to spread lies or half truths about major social

and political issues, from the Covid-19 Pandemic and mass migration in Europe, to the
Russian invasion of Ukraine. The Act makes it an offence to share or otherwise send “false
information intended to cause non-trivial harm.” The language here is in keeping with the
general vagueness of much UK legislation related to protected and unprotected speech. The
implications of this new law raise some significant questions and empowers claims made by
extremists about government cover ups. It forces us to ask, and think seriously about, who
decides what constitutes disinformation, and how this is done objectively. Should the state
use the law to dictate what is and is not true, especially when it comes to a new event or
ever-changing set of circumstances about which not all of the facts are known? Arriving at the
truth is, according to Mill, only possible through open discussion, not via the state’s top down
decrees. It is the process of discovering the truth which is most important here, and there is

reason to worry about how that process is taking place today.

Recent such efforts to arbitrate on the truth have had mixed results. It was in the early
phases of the Covid-19 pandemic when terms dis- and mis-information came into their own
and gained widespread use. People hardly need reminding about initial official and media
reactions to claims about the new virus possibly emerging the Wuhan Institute of Virology, the
lab experimenting on how to make Corona viruses more contagious among humans which
happened to be found in the same city where the disease was first detected. During the early
months and years of the Pandemic, then UK Health Secretary Matt Hancock denied the
suggestion entirely, as did most other officials and the majority of health experts who were

asked.?® The Lancet, an influential British medical journal, published an open letter signed by

3 Sky News. “Matt Hancock: ‘We’ve Seen No Evidence COVID-19 Is Man-Made.”” YouTube video, 1:22. May 3,
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leading public health scientists which insisted that “we stand together to strongly condemn
conspiracy theories suggesting that COVID-19 does not have a natural origin.™ In April 2020,
the BBC'’s resident disinformation expert declared the theory “debunked,” telling us that the

“scientific consensus was clear” that the virus came from a bat.? Case closed.

Today, the lab leak hypothesis is widely considered by authorities including the World Health
Organisation and the FBI as one likely explanation for the emergence of the new virus, and
claims about this are regularly reported in every leading media outlet. Worse still, it was recently
revealed that even at the time British and German intelligence considered a lab leak to be the

most likely cause of the pandemic, but officials decided not to share this with the public.®

Given that experts like those who signed the Lancet letter are likely to have influence in
helping the government decide what is and is not true, were the Online Safety Act to have
been in force during that time, those who expressed or even shared a post expressing this
view could have found themselves facing criminal charges. The prospect of jailing people for
saying things which may turn out to be true should, at the very least, give lawmakers serious
pause about the scope and enforceability of the Act. If that were not enough, it is also worth
considering this from the perspective of those who have a pathological distrust for the state.
This is a law which, in their eyes, appears to give power to the state to cover things up. It is not
hard to imagine how this empowers the claims of the paranoid conspiracy theorists who are

gaining traction and followers by the day.

The damage the Covid-19 episode wrought on public trust in official institutions and the
media, and huge advantages it has handed to fringe extremist conspiracy theorists, is hard
to measure but likely outweighs the impact of online disinformation. As the Covid-19 lab
discourse demonstrates, fears around disinformation can discourage the discussion of ideas

which may contribute towards solving or better understanding a problem.

Extremists take advantage of situations like this, exploiting preexisting erosions of trust

and offering their own ideas as alternative explanations, often in the form of conspiracy
theories. The question which is rarely asked by the lawmakers and politicians is why people
believe disinformation and conspiracy theories in the first place — what conditions created

an atmosphere where significant portions of the population decide to believe right-wing

2020. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1cJZ4UeH7kw.

4 Charles Calisher, Dennis Carroll, Rita Colwell, Ronald B. Corley, Peter Daszak, Christian Drosten, et al.
“Statement in Support of the Scientists, Public Health Professionals, and Medical Professionals of China
Combatting COVID-19.” The Lancet 395, no. 10226 (2020): e42—e43.
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30418-9.

5 BBC News. “Coronavirus: ‘Extremely Unlikely’ Virus Came from Lab.” BBC News, March 30, 2020.
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-52224331.

6 BBC. “German spy agency ‘believed Covid likely started in lab’.” BBC News, March 13, 2025.
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cz7vypq31z7o.
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conspiracy theorists ahead of trained journalists, scientists, and the politicians they elected?

Part of the answer comes from looking at their own failure to retain credibility.

Research has also shown that the worst disinformation comes from organised campaigns in
states like Russia, who often target British citizens. The idea that a British citizen who falls
for any of this content and reposts it or adopts its talking points could be arrested should be a

cause of serious concern for anyone interested in living in a free country.

The subjectiveness of current UK legislation surrounding unprotected speech also places
police in an unfair and unenviable position. No police force could possibly be expected to
enforce breaches of these laws whenever they happen, but they are trying. The police are
now making around a thousand arrests a month for online posts, many times appearing to
make decisions based partly on levels of public outrage.” This is not how an open and free
society is supposed to function. Mob rule cannot act as a guide for government action and its
application of laws which restrict or punish speech. This is self-evidently harmful to democracy

and freedom.

Preserving free speech and fighting extremism

The guiding principle of any counter-extremism work carried out by the state should be that
it cannot legislate its way out of the problem. Shutting down and censoring extreme political
ideologies has never worked. It not only shuts down the marketplace of ideas but is more
impractical today that it has ever been. In a free society, even one which restricts speech

to the degree seen in the UK, ideas don’t simply go away. At best, they are allowed to be
expressed and strongly rebutted, at worst they remain in the dark corners of our society and

online, festering and continuing to spread unchallenged.

Rather than focusing efforts on “protecting” the public from extremist ideologies, more thought
needs to be given to equipping people with the skills needed to better identify, understand,
and reject extremist ideas when they inevitably come across them. Aside from this, even if the
Online Safety Bill achieves its goal of reducing extreme content on social media platforms,
committed extremists are highly adaptable and have shown great skill and innovation when it
comes to overcoming attempts to silence them online. Major social media companies already
have fairly robust terms of service which have only marginally impacted the presence and

activity of extremists on their platforms.

7 The Economist, “Britain’s Police Are Restricting Speech in Worrying Ways,” The Economist, May 15, 2025,
https://www.economist.com/britain/2025/05/15/britains-police-are-restricting-speech-in-worrying-ways.
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Despite concerted efforts against them, ISIS sympathisers, for example, remain highly active
and accessible on a range of lesser known platforms and even on mainstreams ones like
Facebook and YouTube. They are able to hack and hijack non-extremist accounts and use them
to disseminate material which is often curated to specifically circumvent automatic and manual
detection measures. Links to file download sites full of extremist propaganda can be posted in
comments on social media posts and YouTube videos and remain undetected. To overcome
automated video and image detection software, ISIS supporters design their propaganda videos
to look exactly like something you would see produced by BBC News or CNN. They have also
overcome text detection and moderation by using broken text, a method of masking keywords
like “jihad” by adding other characters like an asterisk or punctuation, and even emajis, within the

word, making it undetectable to software designed to identify and remove it.

In the case of extreme right-wing and white supremacist online communications, the
challenge is different but no less complex. They have created a highly developed online youth
culture and language which, to the outside observer and potential censor, is very difficult to
understand, let alone explain. Coded language, memes, cultural and pop culture references
combine and constantly evolve to communicate racist, hateful, and violent ideas about race
and white supremacy in terms which most would be unable to recognise. Understanding

and identifying any of this takes considerable time and effort, including an almost daily
engagement with the latest trends. Imagine coming across, then trying to understand, the
discussions of an online message board for hardcore fans of a niche sci-fi epic you have
never heard of — this is what the online extreme right looks like to outsiders today. There is no

obvious way of identifying, let alone constantly censoring, any of this.

Accepting that these ideas are, for now, here to stay and have unfortunately found a foothold
is the first step to dealing with them. Once this is taken on board, policy can focus more on

what to do about this. There is no easy or obvious response to this challenge.

One guiding principle should be that protecting speech is not the same as agreeing with or
supporting it. Legally protected extreme speech does not have to mean protecting it from being
publicly criticised by the government. Resilient democracies and open societies need the

proper tools to aggressively and unapologetically stand up to those working to undermine them.

During the dying months of the last government, the Department for Levelling up Housing
and Communities under Michael Gove sought to create an official government system of
naming extremist groups and providing the public with detailed information on the threats their

ideas posed to a free society.® This kind of official communication of how extremist threats

8 Paul Seddon and Dominic Casciani. “Michael Gove Names Groups as He Unveils Extremism Definition.” BBC
News, March 14, 2024. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-68564577
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are viewed and understood by the state can help fight extremism in a number of ways. Most
importantly, it provides clear and authoritative information to the public about why certain
groups and ideas are considered extreme — it should not be taken for granted that this is
obvious to everyone. This is the first step towards equipping a population with the knowledge
needed to reject extreme ideas when confronted with them. This approach will also assist
public bodies by helping guide their dealings with extremist groups and the expression of
extreme ideas by those in their care and employ. This also includes providing details to both
public and private bodies, such as banks, which may help cut off funding of extremist activities

in the country.

This is not without precedent. In Germany, the Federal Office for the Protection of the
Constitution monitors legal and illegal extremist activity using open source public information
and provides a freely available detailed annual report on the latest trends and why certain
groups are included. Unfortunately, one of the first orders of business for counter-extremism
work under the new government was to axe this idea. One understandable concern is that
publicly labelling groups as extremists exposes the government to potentially costly libel

litigation. Then again, no one should expect that fighting extremists will be easy, or cheap.

Another aspect of the government’s strategy to counter extremists will also need to consider
those who are currently assaulting what remains of free speech in this country. Over recent
years, a concerted effort to intimidate, threaten and endanger people accused of insulting

or blaspheming against Islam and its prophet has begun to gain momentum. One of the first
warning signs was in 2021 in Batley, where a teacher at the local grammar school showed a
drawing of Mohammed to his students. Within day angry mobs had gathered outside of the
school demanding his sacking. One local charity, along with a well-known preacher and activist
who led the protests, also publicly identified the teacher to their angry supporters on social

media.® The teacher has been in hiding with their family ever since, fearing for their lives.

In 2023, there was another blasphemy incident at a British school. This time a group of boys in
Wakefield were accused of bringing a Koran into their school and allegedly dropping or kicking
it. At least one of the boys allegedly received death threats after the school’'s headmaster
named him in a terribly managed school assembly where students were also told that “awful

things” had been done to the Koran."® A local labour councillor also tweeted that the act was a

9 Lucas Cumiskey. “Khan Review: Teacher in B/asphemy Row Was “Totally and Utterly Failed’.” Schools Week

10 The charity published an open letter on its social media channels naming the teacher. The letter was later
deleted after a Charity Commission intervention. Dame Sara Khan, The Khan Review: Threats to Social
Cohesion and Democratic Resilience (London: UK Government, January 2024), https://assets.publishing.

service.gov.uk/media/65fdbfd265ca2ffef17da79c/The_Khan_review.pdf.
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“serious provocative action.”"" The boy’s mother attended the local mosque that was demanding
answers about the incident and effectively begged for the forgiveness and safety of her son.

She was flanked by local police, an independent local councillor, and mosque officials.

In both cases, British citizens were intimidated into silence—not by the law, but by social
actors who view free speech as a threat. More troubling is the connection between some of
the activists involved here and the Pakistani extremist group Tehreek-e-Labbaik (TLP), known
for glorifying vigilante violence in defense of blasphemy laws. British preachers connected to
the TLP and its unofficial UK wing have held events in mosques across the UK and coordinate

their efforts to intimidate accused blasphemers.

Anti-blasphemy extremism has also spilled over into terrorism in recent years. In 2023 there
were two terrorism convictions related to murder plots against accused blasphemers, one of
which had clear TLP links."

Currently, the government’s counter extremism work has shown little interest in the blasphemy
issue, despite its impact on community relations and its proven potential to incite violence and
extremist activism. One can only hope that there will be no future developments which will
force the government to reconsider its position on this matter, but the signs are not promising.
Developing clear policy around this issue, with guidelines for local councils, police, and
schools, will help to ensure a better response next time, and one which prioritises protecting

lives over feelings.

A related challenge to dealing with this is the existence of MPs within Labour who appear to
favour the introduction of de facto blasphemy legislation. During Prime Minister’s Questions

in November last year, Tahir Ali, the MP for Birmingham Hall Green and Moseley, asked the
Prime Minister if he would “commit to introducing measures to prohibit the desecration of all
religious texts and the prophets of the Abrahamic religions.””® Thankfully, no such commitment
was made at the time, but pressure on the government to protect religion from criticism will
continue as long as those working towards this gain confidence from the signals they receive

from current legislation related to speech in the UK.

Demands to make bad ideas and mean comments illegal will continue to grow, but the
government must resist the temptation to give in. Censorship and the restriction of speech will

not make any of this go away and is likely to make things a lot worse for everyone.

11 National Secular Society. “Kettlethorpe: New Guidance on ‘Non-Crime Hate Incidents’ Approved.” May 11, 2023.
https://www.secularism.org.uk/news/2023/05/kettlethorpe-new-guidance-on-non-crime-hate-incidents-approved.

12 Duncan Gardham. “Twitter User Who Published Image of Severed Head Sentenced to Five and a Half Years
in Prison.” Sky News, May 11, 2023. https://news.sky.com/story/twitter-user-who-published-image-of-severed-
head-sentenced-to-five-and-a-half-years-in-prison-12878501

13 House of Commons, “Oral Answers to Questions: Prime Minister—Engagements,” Hansard, Volume 757,
Commons, 27 November 2024, column 2 (The Prime Minister, Keir Starmer), https://hansard.parliament.uk/
Commons/2024-11-27/debates/5CDC74BA-B602-4676-A97A-B678AF436F85/PrimeMinister.
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