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In Which Cases Can A Restriction Of The Freedom Of Speech Be Justified? 

 Freedom of speech is used to mean not only the liberty to exercise verbal communication, 

but it also extends to the search, reception, and dissemination of information and ideas 

irrespective of the medium involved. There is a consensus among free speech scholars that 

freedom of speech needs to be exercised with precaution and some justifiable limits should be 

imposed on the people in their exercise of this freedom. Modern liberal societies and 

democracies equally have no unconditional free expression. This paper argues that while 

freedom of speech is vital in the discovery of truth, the promotion of individual self-realization 

and the maintenance of democracy, it should be limited when it is used to promote violence, 

disseminate false statements, or threaten democracy by offending the dignity and respect of the 

people. 

 To begin with, it is justifiable to limit freedom of speech when it conflicts with other 

existing rights of societal values. Some scholars call this situation the “harm principle.” The 

dissemination of information and ideas such as pornographic content through the internet as well 

as the use of hate speech can justify the government to limit freedom of speech (Shapiro 28). 

Freedom of speech can be suppressed when people use it perpetuating immorality or social 

embarrassment. Both in theory and practice, philosophers and freedom of speech scholars have 
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emphasized that there is no absolutism in the practice of freedom of speech when it causes social 

harm (Benjamin 1681). 

 Furthermore, freedom of speech can be restricted justifiably when it is used to perpetuate 

obscenity. The constitution does not shield people from involving themselves in obscene acts and 

expressions (Shapiro 18). Publications or speeches can be described as obscene when they 

implicate negative comments on sex, they offensively describe sexual conduct, or they do not 

have artistic, scientific or artistic value. It is illegal to broadcast offensive images or sounds and 

use language that is inappropriate in the presence of children (Benjamin 1675). Nevertheless, the 

internet is free from obscenity restrictions although the owners of social media sites have been 

given the freedom to exercise censorship of content and delete it if it is determined to be grossly 

offensive. Even so, when expressions or publications violate the moral code by use of obscenity, 

it is justifiable for freedom of speech to be restricted. 

 Besides, the restriction of freedom of speech can be justified when it is used to promote 

defamatory lies and incitement. In countries such as the United States, people can be prosecuted 

if they lie under oath in an offense known as perjury (Hudson 58). People can be charged if they 

mislead authorized investigators. Also, misleading advertisements are illegal, and people can 

also be prosecuted for publishing of speaking defamatory information about others. Freedom of 

speech can be limited when a person uses it to promote offensive remarks and personal insults 

which may provoke violence (Hudson 71). 

 In retrospect, while it is honorable for a decent society to respect freedom of speech 

concretely, there are cases when such freedom needs to be checked for the stability and sobriety 

of society. When an expression is used to promote harm, perpetuate obscenity, violate the social 
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values and other people’s rights, or defame others and promote incitement, it is justifiable for the 

government to limit it as a way of protecting third parties. 
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