
Reason 1: The Pursuit of Knowledge Requires the Competition of Multiple 
Perspectives

Take the example of an editor. Most professional and student newspapers have opinion sections that are meant to 
give readers access to competing perspectives on contemporary events. What should you do if you are an editor 
of a student publication and receive multiple letters demanding that a columnist be fired for expressing unpopular 
views on a sensitive topic, such as defunding police or the Israeli-Palestinian conflict? 

Before making any decision, consider a principle articulated by 19th-century English philosopher John Stuart Mill 
called the “marketplace of ideas.” Mill argued that the best test of truth was to allow people with different ideas to 
compete with one another. Truth may not immediately win out in the marketplace, but repeated encounters with a 
variety of viewpoints encourages people to think critically rather than accepting whatever idea is handed to them. 
Even flawed or incomplete opinions were valuable, Mill argued, because they could be used to gain a “clearer 
perception and livelier impression of truth.” 

Though it can be hard to resist the demands of angry readers, there are ways to address some of their concerns 
without retracting the article or firing the writer. For example, you could invite critics to submit an op-ed contesting 
the writer’s viewpoint. If your paper doesn’t have one, you could introduce a “letters to the editor” section so that 
readers can regularly respond to columns with which they disagree.

Reason 2: Silencing Offensive Speech Can Unintentionally Give More Attention to the 
Speaker

Censoring speakers or their writings immediately draws attention to them and often provides a sense of martyrdom 
or persecution that elevates them as victims of suppression.

Some people are aware of this phenomenon, and use efforts to censor them in order to cast themselves as free 
speech “martyrs.” Perhaps no one has been better at this than the right-wing provocateur, Milo Yiannopolos. In 
2015, Yiannapoulous was invited to speak at multiple college campuses. Many students, angered by language they 
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