
Freedom of Expression: controlled or uncontrolled? 

 

Freedom of expression means that one is allowed to express one's opinions in writing, art, speech or 

any other way. This is a large part of the foundation of a democratic society. However, what does 

this freedom entitle us to? Where do we draw the line when it comes to expressing one's views? 

Should there be limitations, such as laws preventing misuse, or is that working against democracy? 

These are some of the things that I will be discussing in the following essay, while introducing 

examples of how freedom of expression can be both good, and bad if misused. This is quite a 

complicated subject, but I am of the conviction that we should all be entitled to this freedom. 

However, I do think some sort of protective laws should be in place to ensure the safety of groups, 

such as the LGBT
1
 community, who might be targeted by people with extreme views. 

 

Many people are born in countries where freedom of expression is a fundamental law. The fact that 

they are lucky enough to be able to speak their minds when they like, is perhaps not something that 

they even think twice about. For others who are not as fortunate, this right might actually be 

something worth dying for. There are dictators in the world who suppress their citizens by taking 

away the freedom of expression. If one dares express one's opinion anyway, one risks jail, or even 

death. So stating that freedom of expression is a large part of a democratic society, might be an 

understatement. Freedom of expression is probably the largest part of a democratic society, 

considering the fact that voting, which makes a democracy what it is, is a part of this right.  

 

On the other hand, there are those who take this privilege one step too far. In Topeka, Kansas, there 

is a group who call themselves The Westboro Baptist Church, or WBC. They are based around 

pastor Fred Phelps, and the congregation is primarily composed of his family members. Over the 

past few years, they have received a great deal of media attention, and there have been several 

documentaries made about them. This in mostly due to their rather extreme views on homosexuality 

and the relationship between God and man. They are infamous for picketing the funerals of dead 

soldiers with signs with statements along the lines of “Thank God for 9/11”, “God hates fags” and 

“Thank God for dead soldiers”. Their message is that by giving the same rights to gay people as 

everyone else, we are bringing forth the wrath of God. Soldiers fighting for countries that are what 

the WBC call “fag enablers”, are dying because it is God's punishment. This is just one example of 

how the freedom of expression can be used by people with quite extreme views to show what they 

think. In the process they are hurting a lot of people, yet there is no one who can stop this church 

                                                 
1 LGBT – lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender. 



spreading their messages of hatred. This is because in America the freedom of speech is protected 

by the First Amendment of the Constitution. 

 

Had this been taking place in Sweden however, the story would probably be different. Here, there is 

a law called “Hets mot folkgrupp”, which essentially means that one cannot target a specific group 

of people and accuse them of something. For example, WBC might still be able to use their signs 

saying “Thank God for 9/11” but if they picketed with signs saying “God hates fags”, or talked 

about how “fags” are dooming mankind to hell, they would probably end up in jail. For example, in 

June 2006, four people where placed on probation and each sentenced to pay a fine for handing out 

flyers at a school. The flyers contained statements that where homophobic and the case was taken to 

the Swedish Supreme Court, who found the four men guilty of “hets mot folkgrupp”. All four where 

part of an openly neo-Nazi group and this was the first case of persecution of homosexuals that has 

led to conviction. 

 

One could argue that if there were no such law, perhaps there would not be such a relatively strong 

nationalist party in Sweden. If they were able to speak their minds more openly, without risking jail 

for saying something out of order, then they might show their true faces. This might open the eyes 

of some of their followers and could, hopefully, lead to them losing some of their votes in an 

election. 

 

What it really comes down to is this: should there be protective laws for the groups of our 

communities that are likely to be targeted by “haters”? Should they be allowed to show their true 

faces, like the WBC are doing, or should we make them withhold their opinions like Sweden's 

nationalist party? Even though I think it would be better if everyone could speak their mind freely, 

the sad truth is that some people will try to spread hatred if given the chance. Therefore, it is 

probably better that we introduce laws that, while giving people the right to express themselves, 

prevent the misuse of that right and protect the groups that need protecting.  
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