
 Slippery Slope
by
Eyes Right 
Greenville, ME – I spent much of my time in college on the debate team. This development was rather ironic in that prior to the end of my first year at the U.S. Naval Academy I had never heard of debate as a team competition.   Chalk that rather glaring educational deficiency to being a Kentucky farm boy.  My standard joke, once on the team, was that, of course, I had heard of debate:  that was what we put on the hook when trying to catch a catfish.
Nonetheless, I thoroughly enjoyed the debate experience and, after many months of struggling to eliminate my “hillbilly accent” (as our coach labeled it), I became a rather successful intercollegiate debater.   
One of the key lessons I took away from my debate experience was that that there are few absolutes in this world, as we currently know it.  There are indeed at least two sides to most arguments/discussions and that in a civilized, free world the best guarantee that all avenues are explored is “free speech” - that is, the absolute right to express one’s own thoughts, even if the prevailing winds suggest that you are in a significant minority.  Our Founding Fathers clearly understood the importance of this concept, and in 1791 enshrined it in our Constitution as the first amendment.  Many of these men were students of history and realized that as early as the 5th century B.C. the concept of free speech was recognized as an important part of the Athenian culture in Greece.   
Over the years of our “American experiment” the U.S. Supreme Court has been called upon to interpret the meaning of those two words, free speech (it was not defined in any way in the Constitution).  During the Vietnam War years, free speech was determined to include certain acts, such as flag burning, as symbolic forms of speech which must be protected.  There are notable exceptions which have limited American free speech, such as the classic example of yelling “Fire” in a movie theater, and such over-the top transgressions as child pornography, libel, slander, and true threats to the nation’s survival.  It is this last category which provides a pathway to a very slippery (and steep) slope abridging our right to speak freely.
Recently, several private online companies have chosen to exclude certain individuals from using their platforms to express views.  Perhaps the most notable example has been Twitter (a private company) excluding President Trump from further use of this world-wide service.  Generally speaking, private companies such as Twitter have considerable latitude as to who can put material (and thoughts) on their system.  Newspapers, for example, have long had the right to choose whose letters they publish.  Although newspapers are public forums, they are under no obligation to print my thoughts.   Even public entities, such as National Public Radio, do not have to broadcast my thoughts (or yours).   
The problem begins when our government decides to be the arbiter of speech on these platforms.  Recently the idea has been floated by the current Presidential administration that social media owners should not allow certain categories of thought to be published on their platforms.  The argument was that postings by those who oppose COVID vaccinations should be forbidden because such thoughts are counter to public health and safety.  For those who cherish free speech such a move is fraught with peril.  Exactly who determines what is harmful to public health and safety???  This same argument can be used against gun ownership, activities deemed to be counter to efforts to ease “climate change,” and just about anything that the government of the day declares to be a public health issue.   I cannot imagine a more dangerous threat to freedom as Americans have known it for the past two and a half centuries.
Americans, no matter of which any political persuasion, need to be very careful before accepting any limitations on our RIGHT to speak our thoughts.  Hell, this column might be next to be cancelled.
I thought you might like to know.
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