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There is no place for censorship in a democracy.
The first form of censorship acknowledged by history originated many centuries ago from Rome, 443 BCE, where the first ever Office of the Censor was established to take the census and regulate the citizen’s morale. Since then, censorship has become a part and parcel of human life, and can be acknowledged to be a powerful tool in any political forms of government and society. Censorship is the restriction of ideas, action or image through control of the media or any other medium of expression. This means by officially examining documents, films, newspapers, publications, etc to control their dissemination by various ways such as banning and editing. 

The governments and censorship boards in many countries have often come under attack by anti-censorship communities for being too restrictive and controlling. What more, in democratic societies, whose political systems are governed under the pillars of human rights, where citizens are treated as equals and there is absence of class feeling. In a democracy, the political power of the people (all adult citizens) is normally exercised only indirectly, through freely elected representatives who are supposed to make government decisions according to the popular will, or at least according to the supposed values and interests of the population. The government also encourages and allows the rights of citizenship such as freedom of speech, religion, and expression; the majority rules and the minorities have rights.

 In acknowledging the above, it seems that censorship contradicts the values in a democracy, that there is no place for censorship in a democracy. However, our group’s stand is that despite the drawbacks of censorship, it is still necessary to ensure the social, economical and political harmony of a democratic society. Censorship should not be abused but instead practiced sensibly; that is having a balance between repressive and liberal censorship, so that it would not restrict the development and expression of new ideas. 

Universal declaration of Human Rights, Article 14:

“Everyone has the right to freedom of opinions and expression; this right includes freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek; receive and import information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers.” 

The right to speak freely is regarded as basic in a democratic society. The growth of a discerning adult can only be achieved through careful individual reflection and analysis of different opinions so that he can arrive at a well-considered view. Censorship may affect the development of these independent-thinking intellectuals. This is because with censorship, one is usually restricted to narrow views and would not be able to gain access to all opinions. Therefore, one would not be able to exercise or develop his critical and analytical judgments on issues. This often leads to individuals who are easily exploited and manipulated. A good reflection of what harsh repressive censorship measures can do to people is North Korea; the people are said to be generally ignorant, incapable of discerning truth from distortion. Hence, censorship infringes on the fundamental rights of people.


 Censorship stunts responsible citizenship as individual citizens learn to develop self-censorship. They would be suspicious of airing their views for fear of reprisals against anti-Establishment views. Thus, censorship stifles public discussions. With censorship, more individual citizens would also tend to abdicate their role as responsible members of society. They would let someone else do the thinking about how the government and the country are to be administered. Again, this goes against the principles of democracy as the citizens shy from expressing freely and exercising their rightful political power.     

Furthermore, censorship impedes creativity. In the artistic field, for example, what is a naked body and what is a nude or what is sublime music and what is sheer trash is subjective. The big question is whose view would be the right one if there were censorship. The ruling body that decides what to censor is not infallible. However, because the ruling body is powerful- be it the social, economical or political majority- they would determine what is acceptable and the norm. This would remove some creative expressions and lead artists to work towards a more acceptable or mainstream form to survive in the field, and in the process undermining their creativity.

In addition, censorship can become rather discriminatory. For example, the majority of Singaporean was against making homosexuality open in a recent poll taken. Thus, censorship tends to promote the interests of the dominant group and marginalizes the different; and again this conflicts with the laws of democracy, which also advocates the rights of the minority. In fact, censorship may appear to be unfair to some since it is also used to ensure the views, values and interests of the minority are not violated by the majority. Thus censorship could be regarded as striking a balance between the two parties. 

Censorship may be abused by the authorities to maintain and protect their welfare. For instance, strict censorship of the mass media is carried out in Soviet Union and various communist countries to maintain their survival of the communist regimes despite their dissatisfactory performance. The point here therefore is that censorship should be denounced for reason that we run the risk of power hungry elected representatives misusing their power and thus not work towards the interest of the population as required by a democratic society.

As democratic nations move into the Information Age, the free flow of information is important to the prosperity of future generation. Thus as the societies become increasingly reliant on the Internet, censorship becomes nearly impossible because the information and images become virtually impossible to control. In Singapore, censorship seems to contradict the goal of creating a knowledge-based economy. In light of the new direction taken in the economy, the standards of censorship in Singapore may have to be relaxed if it wishes to become the goal of an Information hub.

Furthermore, people’s curiosity tends to be aroused by what is officially censored. This “forbidden fruit” syndrome would ironically result in a greater exposure to the censored

item. The banning of Salman Rushdie’s Satanic Verses and Nikos Kazantzakis’ Last Temptation  of Christ, for example, created a thriving underground black market for the book and movie respectively. Thus censorship is only self- defeating, especially as stated above with the flourishing of the Internet where information is boundless. 

However, despite these many disadvantages of censorship, it still and will be practiced for a long time. The only difference is that, the form of censorship would be more liberalized. To quote New York University Professor Irving Kristol: "If you care for the quality of life in our American democracy, then you have to be for censorship". In addition, to say that there is no place for censorship in a democracy is a fallacy. The statement is simply too extreme and one who says it actually makes a hasty generalization. Also, a democracy does not necessarily mean total democracy. A nation that follows 65 percent of the general rules of democracy can be called a democracy as much as a nation that follows 80 percent of its fundamentals.  The point here is that the term censorship does not actually conflict with democracy because the varying degrees of democracy allows for the practice of censorship; that in fact there is a place for censorship in a democracy.

In a democratic society, the government is tasked to protect the values and interests of the majority and the minorities. In so doing, members of the society agree to give up some individual freedom in exchange for social and political harmony. The law imposes censorship to ensure the protection of the individual rights against attack and slander, libel, fighting words or false advertising. Without censorship, the unbridled exchange of ideas can lead people to be misled, and the nation could plunge into disputes and even riots.    

Every nation however liberal keeps her military secrets and strengths, for a certain degree, confidential. Censorship of information such as defence plans and internal security is vital, so as to have a competitive edge over any unknown enemies. Furthermore, in times of emergency and war, the military needs to exercise secrecy over its military strategy and operational security to prevent enemy use of this information to repel attacks. In the recent war against the Talebans, for example, the United States carefully managed the flow of reporters to ensure swift military operations. Even then, there were complaints that they were revealing too much information, which would compromise the safety of the nation. 

Censorship is also useful in preventing destabilizing the government. For example, in Singapore, there is little tolerance towards external criticisms of the government. This is perhaps due to the need to maintain Singapore’s sovereignty, especially since being small in size. At the same time, the amount of criticism, which the public is exposed to, is kept to a minimum. This may reduce anger and resentment towards the government. However, this is unhealthy for the country, as valid criticism may not be entertained, resulting n lack of progress. Fortunately, the government is adapting a more open style of communication as reflected by the many recent dialogue sessions. Still, censorship has a place in this democratic country because it helps maintain political stability.

Censorship helps to maintain a degree of national pride and cohesion for a country through the exclusion of information that undermine it. For example, textbooks in Japan, in relating the World War II period, portrayed Japan as the victim of the various American atrocities. The massacre in Nanjing and various parts of Southeast are blatantly not mentioned. Thus besides the democracy ideology used by many countries, there are other needs, such as maintaining national pride and togetherness, which can be more easily achieved if information is manipulated.

Censorship maintains the social and moral fabric of a society. It protects the impressionable young against nudity, premature exposure to sex and violence. 

This is particularly important with rapid social changes achieved through urbanization and globalisation as many nations are influenced by foreign values that are incompatible and contradictory to their traditional ones. 

A country cannot afford to allow its future generation of leaders and workers to be morally suspect. The young tend to be susceptible to influences from the media, as they may not have reached a state of mental and emotional maturity. There is a tendency to imitate what they see as certain studies have shown that people who are exposed to more violence through the mass media tend to be more violent themselves. In Columbine High School, Colorado, two heavily armed students opened fire and tossed explosives, killing 25 students and faculty members. Investigations done showed that the two students were very much influenced by violent video games and the movie, Matrix. They aspired to be like the cruel characters in the shows. Thus, it is important to shield the young from excessive violence and sexually explicit scenes. 

In Singapore, the authorities try to achieve this by having different ratings in movies. NC16 and R (A) shows are strictly for cinemagoers of age 16 and 21 and above respectively. Internet service providers are required to block access to 100 high impact pornographic sites, as identified by the Singapore Broadcasting Authority (SBA). In America, The Act of Child Online Protection restricts access to materials commercially distributed by means of the World Wide Web that are harmful to minors. Thus, both the example sited shows democratic societies’ needs in protecting public morality.  

Censorship is also needed to maintain social harmony in a country. Human beings cannot be counted upon to act rationally when sensitive issues like race and religion are discussed. These are issues dear to a person and he would be emotionally charged when he hears something harmful. Many racial riots have been sparked off by some tactless statements, and religious wars have come about through insensitive preaching. This is definitely not an element associated of democracy and can be avoided with the veil of censorship. 

Take Singapore, for example. Singapore is a multi-racial and multi-religious society, which is predominantly Chinese but surrounded by Muslim countries. Hence, it is important not to offend the sensibilities of particular groups. Racial riots like those in the 1960s might just recur if Singapore is not careful and upsets the various groups. Singapore’s population is very small and she cannot afford to have deep racial divides if the country is to progress. Thus, censorship is essential for reducing the potential racial and religious tension, which is in line with the human rights practices in Singapore and the universal values of democracy. As a matter of fact, the law here forbids statements that might arouse tensions among the various races and religions or might threaten national security or public order. 
Censorship is also needed in support of economic stability. In the case of Singapore, it is important for us not to offend our neighbours especially since being a small country. Furthermore, having a lack of natural resources, we are dependent on many countries’ resources, such as water, food, and oil. The preservation of good trade relations is also of utmost importance since Singapore is highly dependent on trade.  Thus, censorship of potentially inflammatory comments about other countries is of great importance in our need to preserve good relations. In this way, censorship actually helps to maintain Singapore’s economic stability and continued prosperity. It also upholds the interest of the majority of the population, and is therefore appropriate in a democracy.

Another incentive of why censorship can help maintain economic stability is because it protects sensitive areas such as trade secrets and financial institutions regulations from possible abuses by competitors. Censorship of economic information would ensure that no particular party has leverage over others. It also avoids unnecessary tension and fear amidst the populace in times of economic crisis. In fact, a law in many democratic regimes considers the premature release of privileged information to selected individuals, like insider trading, for example, an economic crime. 

In conclusion, censorship brings with it both pros and cons. And no matter how prejudicial and damaging censorship can be, we cannot deny the fact that it is still necessary, regardless of the political regime we are in. In light of a future associated with the hard-to–control Internet, and the desire to promote critical and creative thinking by many democratic societies, what ought to be done is the practice of liberal and sensible censorship, with always the welfare and interest of society in mind.  Thus, the claim that there is no place for censorship in a democracy must be found wanting. 

“ An open society is never quite one completely.”
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