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We Westerners are used to hearing about the need for laws to protect the rights 
of the individual.  No doubt it seems strange to our ears to hear that there must 
also be laws to protect the community, and yet it is true.  The community has its 
own character, by which I mean something different than the sum or the average 
of qualities of the people who make it up.  One obnoxious person can spoil the 
atmosphere of a party; a company of men is often braver as a group than any of 
them would be as individuals; a religious congregation can be said to collectively 
accept articles of faith about which many of its members harbor private 
doubts.  In each case, it’s a question of what belief sets the tone of the group, not 
the secret thoughts of individuals.  A set of shared beliefs, customs, and authority 
is the very stuff of which a community is made.  Its members have a strong 
interest in making sure that the beliefs are true, the customs good, and the 
authority respected.  The communal atmosphere has a powerful influence (for 
good or ill) on the conscience of each individual; a strong collective sense of 
justice and piety is also a good thing in itself.  An attack on a group’s beliefs and 
customs is an attack on the group itself, a call for it to be reconstituted along 
different principles.  On vital matters, the community will always have an opinion, 
and those who disagree will find their voices less welcome in the public sphere 
than will those who agree.  Censorship is a community defending itself against 
attack.  No society ever has or ever could survive without it.  Censorship is the 
basis of civilization. 
 
Are there really collective beliefs? 
Why then does censorship have such a bad name in our society, so much so that 
when we do censor (as every society must) we always feel the need to call it 
something else?  There are two main arguments against censorship.  The first is 
to deny that there really are such things as collective beliefs or collective morals 
in the sense I described above.  Only individuals have beliefs.  Individual beliefs 
can’t be legislated, and to attempt to do so would be tyrannical.  Therefore, 
censorship is both tyrannical and futile.  This argument would be very strong if 
there were indeed no real collective beliefs and if censorship really did therefore 
aim to control private beliefs.  However, I think it’s pretty clear that something like 
what I’ve called the collective “tone” does exist.  Consider an example.  Sixty 
years ago in the United States, when someone publicly defended extramarital 
sex, he was accused of being a “pervert” or being “immoral”, and he would 
certainly not be regarded as respectable.  The collective belief and expectation 
was that sex only belongs in marriage.  Unmarried couples knew better than to 
openly flaunt this expectation.  Of course, many privately dissented from this 
view and acted on their dissention, and many more accepted the belief in theory 
but acted against it anyway, but the public line was clear.  Today, by contrast, 
when someone publicly criticizes extramarital sex, he is accused of being a 
“prude” or a “religious fanatic”, and he is liable to be ridiculed in university 



classrooms and late-night talk shows.  Unmarried couples openly cohabit, and it 
would destroy a person’s reputation if he publicly criticized them.  The collective 
opinion has definitely turned from chastity to licentiousness.  Once again, many 
people dissent from the collective view, but they are keenly aware of holding a 
disapproved opinion.  I think it would be difficult to argue that this change has not 
occurred or that it hasn’t had significant effects on teenage pregnancy rates, 
divorce rates, and many other matters of public importance. 
	  
Will the truth win out on its own? 
The strongest and most popular argument against censorship is that the free 
exchange of ideas does a better job of promoting true beliefs and good 
customs.  The idea is that if every side is allowed to make its case without 
obstruction, the truth will naturally win out.  After all, true beliefs are guaranteed 
to be logically self-consistent and consistent with all accurately-determined facts, 
while false opinions will often fail one or both of these tests.  This is the argument 
made by J. S. Mill in his celebrated liberal tract On Liberty.  Mill goes so far as to 
say that beliefs which are supported by tradition or authority should be regarded 
as especially suspect, because they haven’t yet shown their mettle in the test of 
free debate. 
 
What can the defender of censorship say to this claim?  Only that it is simply not 
true.  For a race of purely logical intelligences, free debate might work like this, 
but not for real human beings.  For a human being, there are aspects of a 
proposition which attract him and which are uncorrelated or even negatively 
correlated with the probability of it being true:  how well it flatters his pride or 
helps to rationalize his vices, how much it relies on apparently simple concepts 
and avoids challenging his imagination, how well it is able to discredit its 
opponents and shut down debate in its favor.  One need only consider Richard 
Dawkins’ theory of the spread of “memes” to imagine the possibilities.  If, then, 
free debate will generally not lead to the truth, then this gives us one means of 
deciding when censorship is necessary.  What ideas, or more importantly, what 
rhetorical tricks must a debating community disallow in order to keep the search 
for truth on track? 
 
In this context, one often hears appeals to the example of science.  Here, we are 
told, complete freedom to criticize old theories and suggest new ones has 
undoubtedly led to an advance in knowledge.  In fact, the equation of science 
with free debate reflects a misunderstanding of the scientific enterprise.  The 
scientific community has rules—rigidly enforced—regarding what may and may 
not be said while engaging in scientific discourse.  One may not fabricate or 
misrepresent data.  One may not attack the character of a fellow researcher in 
order to discredit his theory.  One may not accuse him of forging or plagiarizing 
data without strong evidence.  One may not criticize a theory by asserting that 
negative social or political consequences would follow from its acceptance.  One 
may not criticize a theory for its disagreement or agreement with a religious or 
political authority.  One may not draw philosophical conclusions from empirical 



data, or vice versa.  If a scientist violates any of these rules, his professional 
reputation, and usually his career, will be destroyed.  Science owes its success 
not only to the freedom it does allow, but also to the freedoms it doesn’t.  The 
community knows that, if personal aspersion or political passion were allowed 
into scientific debate, they could quickly destroy it or render it fruitless. 
	  
As a second case, let us consider public debates over morality.  Here the 
dynamic is quite different than in the case of the sciences.  Concern over the 
public consequences of accepting some ethical position is obviously legitimate, 
and therefore they should be heard.  On the other hand, moral debates have 
their own illegitimate temptations.  When I am trying to decide whether or not an 
act is morally licit, it can certainly affect my judgment if I have a strong desire (or 
a desire that can be made strong by enticement) to engage in that act.  This 
desire has no relevance to the act’s morality—its influence is illegitimate, but it is 
there nonetheless.  To take an extreme example, suppose an enlightened high 
school decides to host a debate on the morality of premarital sex, in order to help 
students “make up their own minds”.  First a Catholic priest admonishes the 
students to chastity, then a utilitarian bioethicist encourages them to satisfy all 
their carnal desires—just put on a condom first!  Is it really credible that the 
teenage boys will make a decision based entirely on the logical merits of each 
side?  In the same way, is it credible that utilitarianism/consequentialism holds 
the place it does in our public debates entirely because of its philosophical 
merits?  Is it really so demonstrably superior to teleological and deontological 
ethical systems?  Only in the sense that it makes the fewest inconvenient 
demands on its followers, it seems to me.  So it would seem that free debate on 
ethical matters does not lead to moral truth.  In fact, what it seems to lead to is a 
race to the bottom to whatever position is most permissive.  Hardly surprising, 
then, are the efforts by authorities in most times and places to suppress threats 
to “public morality”.  A moral consensus seems to be something that doesn’t take 
care of itself. 
 
Another concern of censors has always been to safeguard what we may call “the 
sacred”, that is, whatever the community believes should be regarded with 
reverence.  Governments have therefore prohibited public displays of blasphemy, 
obscenity, the desecration of revered symbols, and the large-scale promotion of 
irreverence among the young.  Again, the intention is not to regulate private 
feelings—which would be impossible—but to safeguard the communal 
norm.  The question is whether the public will be dominated by those who revere 
the symbol or by those who ridicule it.  Whose sentiments will be the default, the 
taken-for-granted, position in the public sphere?  As in the case of moral debate, 
it would be foolish to think that the best positions on these matters would 
naturally win out in an unregulated debate.  The two sides do not fight from 
symmetric positions.  Reverence requires a profound spiritual concentration, 
whereas any fool can adopt an attitude of cynicism.  One snickering guest can 
destroy the atmosphere of solemnity at a wedding or a funeral.  The impious can 
always seize the public space away from a religion by ridicule.  Even if their 



jokes, slanders, and innuendos don’t add up to an actual argument against the 
religion’s claims, these stunts often succeed in fostering attitudes of suspicion 
and cynicism that are incompatible with faith. 
	  
The false ideal of neutrality 
Here we come to the crucial issue—the liberal ideal of neutrality.  Recall that the 
central tenet of liberalism is that the state should be neutral between competing 
comprehensive theories of the good.  Each of us has our own conception of the 
good life, but, it is said, we can step outside of our own beliefs to adopt an 
“original position” above them all, and from this position make decisions which 
favor each view equally.  It is not surprising that liberals should embrace the ideal 
of free exchange of ideas; it bears a great similarity to their political ideal.  On 
any given issue, the liberal would recommend that we initially adopt a neutral and 
unprejudiced view, listen attentively to all of the arguments that anyone can think 
of, and then make an informed and rational decision.  The conservative, 
however, realizes that there is no such neutral position above every idea of the 
good (or, if there is such a position, it would not be possible to draw any 
normative conclusions within it).  He asserts that the neutral position advocated 
by liberals is really just utilitarianism/consequentialism/individualism in 
disguise.  The calls for open debate based on “public reason” are really attempts 
to preempt the debate by excluding all non-liberal points of view. 
Something similar is the case for debates over morality and the sacred.  The 
liberal demands that we, or at least the public as a collective, adopt a neutral 
position between the two sides.  We must be skeptical of all claims, they say, and 
not prejudice the issue by allowing authority to weigh in on one side.  But this 
“neutral position” turns out to be identical to one of the sides of the 
dispute.  Consider moral debates.  To neutrally judge between two competing 
moral systems, one would have to disregard each system’s claim that adherence 
to it is intrinsically good—otherwise, one would be judging from the “inside” and 
not from a neutral position at all.  But if a morality can’t be an end, it must be a 
means to an amoral end (e.g. maximum or equal preference 
satisfaction).  However, to look at morality this way is already to embrace 
consequentialsim.  It is not surprising, then, that free debate on moral issues 
always results in a race to the bottom, i.e. to utilitarianism.  It would do so even in 
the absence of self-interest.  The case is even clearer for sacred matters.  No 
one would suggest that, in order for me to be a rational person, I should be 
neutral between the options of trusting or mistrusting my wife until a careful 
investigation proves her honesty and faithfulness.  Even to undertake such an 
investigation means choosing not to trust her, and this means ruining my 
relationship with her (even if she doesn’t know it).  Surely it is more reasonable to 
trust those with whom we have valued relationships until we have good reasons 
to doubt them.  So it is also with religion and tradition, which are our relationships 
with God and with our ancestors.  There is no neutral ground between trust and 
suspicion, between faith and doubt.  To demand investigation on these terms is 
to prejudge the issue. 
 



 
Free speech and accountability 
There is one final argument against censorship—that it is a necessary check on 
the abuse of power by the government.  Allow magistrates to suppress reports of 
their misdeeds, and they will be completely unaccountable.  This is a strong 
argument, but it only applies to a minority of censorship cases.  It is a 
fundamental rule of justice that no one should be the judge of his own 
case.  Thus it does seem that government officials should not be allowed to 
censor criticism of their policies or allegations of abuse of office.  However, their 
inability to defend themselves doesn’t mean they can’t discourage attacks on 
other authorities, such as parents or the established church.  Nor does it mean 
that they should tolerate attacks on articles of natural law, which are not matters 
of personal policy.  People should be allowed to criticize a change in the tax or 
interest rate, but calls for easy divorce are a short road to the moral sewer. 
	  
The inevitability of censorship 
At the beginning of this essay, I claimed that censorship is both beneficial and 
inevitable. So far, I have only defended the first claim. From what I have said so 
far, it will be clear that censorship is necessary if a society is to keep from falling 
into utilitarianism and atheism. However, suppose one were to embrace, or at 
least resign oneself to, these positions. Couldn’t an atheist, utilitarian community 
survive without censorship? At one time, such a question would be theoretical, 
but today there are a number of such communities embracing the entire 
populations of Europe and Canada. When we examine these societies we find, 
rather than utopias of free expression, regimes which police public expression to 
a degree that would have been inconceivable in the Middle Ages. These 
countries have draconian laws against “racism” and “hate speech” which in 
practice forbid practically any expression of disapproval for wedge minority 
groups or any expression of cultural or ethnic pride by the majority group. Some 
have outlawed criticism of Islam or homosexuality. Most bizarrely of all, it is a 
crime in some European countries to deny that the Nazi Holocaust ever 
happened. This certainly seems peculiar. Why should censorship be necessary 
at all? After all, the social dynamics I described above would all seem to favor the 
established positions, so these governments needn’t fear free debate for any 
reason I’ve given so far. Also, the governments in Europe and Canada largely 
control the schools and the media, so this would give them an enormous 
advantage in any public debate. 
 
It would seem that human beings have some inclinations which can’t be satisfied 
in the atheist/utilitarian/cosmopolitan/androgynist framework of contemporary 
Europe. The most relevant in this case is the tendency to love and favor one’s 
own group, be it religious, cultural, geographical, or ethnic. For half a century, 
Europeans have been brainwashed to believe that all races and cultures are 
identically good (except for their own race and culture, which are worthless), and 
that the most evil thing that anyone can do is to show preference for one’s own 
kind and their ways. In spite of this, the tendency to love and loyalty for one’s 



own group is so strong that it keeps popping up even against the wishes of the 
ruling class. We see this above all in clashes between the ruling class and lower-
class whites over the issues of mass immigration and the Islamization of the 
European continent. 
 
As a conservative, I might be expected to object to the European form of 
censorship, or at least use it to gloat over liberalism’s hypocrisy. On the contrary, 
I realize that European governments have the same imperative as all 
governments: to maintain their own legitimacy. If a state can’t do this, all is lost. 
This is why every state regards it as a crime to publicly challenge the 
government’s authority and to incite insurrection. This would be an attack on 
what Eric Voegelin called the “existential representation” of the people. However, 
most societies also have what Voegelin called a “cosmological representation” 
and a “transcendental representation”, i.e. the state is legitimated in the eyes of 
the people by reference to an alleged order of nature or of morality. In such 
societies, an attack on this idea of natural law or divine order or whatever is an 
attack on the authorities that these beliefs legitimate. In medieval Europe, one 
could not publicly deny that Jesus Christ rose from the dead. In contemporary 
Europe, one cannot publically deny that Hitler killed six million Jews. In both 
cases, we are dealing with civic myths. By “myth”, I don’t mean to say that these 
events didn’t take place (in fact, I think they both did); I mean that they both serve 
the purpose of legitimating the social order. In the Middle Ages, kings held their 
authority from God, the same God that was revealed through His Son. Remove 
the revelation, and you remove the Divinity. Remove the Divinity, and the king’s 
authority is reduced to raw power. The European Union, on the other hand, 
claims its reason for existence in the viciousness of the European nationalism 
which it is meant to fight. Just as Christ’s passion and resurrection disclosed the 
true nature of God and our relationship to Him, so the Holocaust supposedly 
disclosed the true hateful nature of every form of European group loyalty. In the 
official view of European history, Nazism is read backwards into the entire history 
of the West: from Roman patriotism, to Catholic universalism, to French 
absolutism and Prussian militarism. All of it is pure evil. Therefore, the EU must 
destroy the peoples of Europe and fashion a homogeneous race of impeccably 
tolerant liberal cosmopolitans. If anyone questions this narrative, say by praising 
some aspect of the European past, he is implicitly questioning the European 
Union’s claim to authority. This is the one thing that no state, whatever its stated 
beliefs, can tolerate. 
	  


