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ABSTRACT
In recent years, discourse on freedom of speech has shifted away from exclusive focus on the state and towards societal threats 
to speech. Amidst this change, the notion of “self-censorship” has gained increased prominence. Not only has self-censorship 
emerged as a common reference point, several recent studies identify it as embodying a corrosion of speech-related values. 
Despite this, the term self-censorship lacks a clear and settled definition, and the normative status of self-censorship isn't self-
evident. While it can be troubling if people feel unable to speak openly, judicious silence is often a virtue, and sometimes morally 
required. Against this backdrop, I offer an account of a central bad-making dimension of self-censorship that helps us distinguish 
benign from pernicious forms. On this view, self-censorship is pernicious to the extent that it involves acquiescing to others' judg-
ments of acceptable speech or belief. Identifying what is pernicious about certain forms of self-censorship in turn helps us sort 
between the types of social penalties on speech and belief that we ought to be more or less concerned about.

1   |   Introduction

The problem with freedom of speech is that it affords people the 
license to say horrible things. Indeed, one could be forgiven for 
viewing much contemporary debate about free speech as dis-
agreement over how far the manifest harms of speech should be 
weighed against disadvantages of regulating it. Everyone agrees 
that people can say and do the terrible with their words, it is 
just that the drawbacks of censorship are also pretty profound. 
Understood this way, one's view of speech regulation is a reflec-
tion of which of these is seen as the lesser of two evils. Framed in 
these terms, it seems like something like self-censorship presents 
a fruitful potential solution. After all, if directed appropriately, 
self-censorship promises all of the good—restraint on harmful 
speech—without the autonomy-damaging drawbacks of censor-
ship simpliciteur. No doubt the operative “if” is a big one, but 
on its face self-censorship appears a force for good. Given that 
freedom of speech entails the freedom to remain silent, self-
censorship might profitably marry free-speech-in-action with a 
self-discipline that restrains expressive harm.

And yet, self-censorship is more often spotlighted as a villain-
ous character—a shadowy accomplice to the more overtly cen-
sorious threats to speech. Often in relation to social sanctions, 
self-censorship has emerged as a common reference point, with 
several recent studies labelling it a salient and growing threat to 
speech [1–8]. The real damage wrought by the infliction of social 
penalties on unpopular speech, it is said, is not felt by those who 
suffer the punishment themselves but exacted through fear in-
stilled in those for whom such consequences serve as a warning; 
spreading reluctance to speak, in dread of inviting sanction on 
themselves. So which is it, is self-censorship valuable or lamen-
table? It seems troubling if people feel unable to speak openly, 
yet judicious silence is often a virtue, and in many cases morally 
required. Social sanctions that discourage speech can appear 
oppressive but social life naturally, and reasonably, involves fac-
ing some social costs for what we say and do. Self-censorship is 
routinely presented as a free speech concern, yet the very term 
convicts the “self” as the culprit exacting the censorship. It isn't 
self-evident whose speech is really unfree. Even so, there does 
seem to be something morally troubling about self-censorship. 

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, 
provided the original work is properly cited.

© 2026 The Author(s). Philosophy & Public Affairs published by Wiley Periodicals LLC.

https://doi.org/10.1111/papa.70028
https://doi.org/10.1111/papa.70028
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8077-7992
mailto:
mailto:gideon.elford@new.ox.ac.uk
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


2 Philosophy & Public Affairs, 2026

But how can we make sense of its redeeming potential alongside 
its understandably murky reputation?

Despite the fact that the notion of self-censorship has occupied 
a central place in our vocabulary regarding freedom of speech, 
and embodies this intriguing ambivalence, it has enjoyed little 
extended philosophical treatment.1 In particular, scarcely any-
thing has been written to help us distinguish benign forms of 
self-censorship from more pernicious cases. Here I offer an ac-
count that offers just such a guide, under which, roughly, self-
censorship is pernicious to the extent that it involves persons 
acquiescing to others' views concerning acceptable speech or 
belief. I develop this account as follows. In Section 2, I specify 
the concept of self-censorship that I take for granted, and note 
an important feature necessary to distinguish it from censor-
ship in general. In Section 3, I detail some existing philosophical 
work on self-censorship and contend that we presently lack a 
compelling account that distinguishes benign from pernicious 
forms of self-censorship. In Section  4, I offer my account of 
self-censorship as acquiescence and contend that it offers an 
intuitively compelling basis for sorting pernicious from benign 
forms. In Section 5, I contend that this form of self-censorship is 
pernicious because it involves abdicating moral autonomy over 
speech and, to that extent, it involves resigning expressive inde-
pendence. In Section 6, I connect this analysis to the conditions 
liable to encourage self-censorship and argue that it helps us un-
derstand which kinds of social sanction are likely to be justified. 
In turn, I contend that we have moral reasons to refrain from 
foreseeably and avoidably contributing to a discursive culture 
that fosters acquiescent self-censorship. In Section 7, I address 
some objections and Section 8 concludes.

2   |   Self-Censorship

The concept of self-censorship is ripe for conceptual interro-
gation, particularly given the array of meanings to which peo-
ple affix the label.2 That isn't my primary task here, however. 
One very broad rendering of “self-censorship” takes it to cover 
all cases in which a person intentionally constrains their own 
speech. I offer a slightly narrower rendering of the concept, how-
ever. For censorship to be distinctively self-censorship, a mean-
ingful role for the self is required [11], p. 47. The maiden who 
fears a fiery death at the stake for confessing her faith does not 
so much censor herself, rather she shrinks from the censorship of 
others. A contrast with censorship per se is interesting precisely 
because, for self-censorship, the self is not entirely off-stage but 
plays a substantial role in the restraint of speech [12], pp. 98, 99. 
Crucially, the person enjoys reasonable alternatives to remain-
ing silent. Self-censorship, then, involves persons voluntarily 
constraining their own speech.3

Though a comprehensive account of conditions for voluntari-
ness escapes adequate defense here, some further remarks are 
in order. A person refrains from speech non-voluntarily to the 
extent that speech entails (risk of) unreasonable consequences.4 
Clearly, the reasonableness of those consequences depends sub-
stantially on the gravity of costs they entail. Death at the stake is 
a cost of vastly greater significance than, say, a mild rebuke from 
friends. But consequences can be unreasonable for reasons other 
than narrowly self-affecting costs. In an oppressive dictatorship, 

I might refrain from criticizing the ruling powers by dint of risks 
to friends and family, judged guilty by association, rather than 
jeopardy for my own safety specifically.

Moreover, what matters for voluntariness is not strictly whether 
the consequences of speech are unreasonable but whether it is 
reasonable to judge that they are. If a gun-wielding person de-
mands my silence, then I keep quiet non-voluntarily, even if it 
transpires the gun was merely a convincing replica. Even though 
the consequences for speaking were not in fact unreasonable, 
it was reasonable to judge them such. Similarly, if I reasonably 
judge that it will destroy my career to express a certain view, 
my silence is non-voluntary even if I enjoy safeguards against 
suffering that fate that I couldn't have reasonably anticipated.5

Beyond this sketch of a distinction between voluntary and non-
voluntary silence, there are two further salient considerations 
that I refrain from adopting a view on here. First, the degree of 
cost that renders speech unreasonable. As I intimate, there are 
clear cases on either side—death and career destruction are un-
reasonable, mild rebukes reasonable. Where to draw the line in 
between those cases is a question I leave open. Second, whether 
unreasonable mistaken judgments about consequences render 
silence non-voluntary. Reasonable but mistaken fears of career 
destruction plausibly undercut voluntariness of speech, but it is 
more contestable whether groundless and irrational fears do so. 
Either way, my account is compatible with disagreement over 
either issue.

If these gaps diminish the comprehensiveness of the account, 
they nevertheless have something to commend them. One rea-
son that the voluntary character of self-censorship is significant 
is that it convicts individuals themselves of responsibility for 
restraining their speech. The difference between career destruc-
tion and mild rebuke cases is that in the latter I enjoy space to 
exercise autonomous discretion over my silence, arbitrating be-
tween competing considerations that can each lay claim to my 
attention over the other. It is my “self” that censors by playing a 
formative role in determining whether I should speak. In conse-
quence, responsibility for not speaking is partly, but inescapably, 
my own [12], p. 102. By leaving unspecified the precise condi-
tions for voluntariness, the account of self-censorship I offer 
below is compatible with different views of the preconditions 
for responsible choice. And it is the voluntary dimension of self-
censorship that makes any would-be negative character more 
challenging to explain. The external suppression of speech can 
be readily analyzed in terms of the gamut of reasons proffered 
for why freedom of speech is of value. When the agent is respon-
sible for restraining their own speech, however, any badness or 
wrongfulness demands further explanation.

My limited conceptual prescription, then, is that self-censorship 
is voluntary. That prescription does not, of course, entail that 
all non-voluntary suppression of speech is properly classified 
as “censorship.” The criteria for censorship proper is another 
matter I leave open. Still, it is instructive to briefly note an al-
ternative way of dividing self-censorship from censorship 
proper. This is based on the idea that censorship does not merely 
suppress speech but disallows it.6 Censorship might be distin-
guished from self-censorship on the grounds that the former in-
volves an exercise of external authority. Take state censorship, 
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for instance. State censorship does not merely punish speech but 
prohibits it [26]. By censoring, the state claims authority to deter-
mine the bounds of permissible speech. So, the supposition goes, 
self-censorship includes those cases where external authorita-
tive determination of permissible speech is absent. Those are 
the cases in which individuals themselves retain authoritative 
discretion over what they should say.

Though my account does not make the cut between censorship 
and self-censorship on this basis, the notion of authority is cen-
tral to the account. Self-censorship, I will argue, is especially 
regrettable when it entails acceding to standards of acceptable 
speech or belief imposed by others' judgments. It involves ef-
fectively surrendering to others' determination of permissible 
speech, not by affirming their authority to do so but by yielding 
to it. Like citizens of an occupied territory complying with but 
never truly obeying the alien rule, this form of self-censorship 
involves a person reluctantly submitting to standards of appro-
priate speech set by others' judgments that, if only for more cour-
age and fortitude, she might have steeled herself to resist. In the 
coming section I more fully explain that bad-making feature of 
self-censorship and contend that it successfully distinguishes 
benign from pernicious cases.

3   |   Benign and Pernicious Self-Censorship

We routinely exact editorial control over our speech—to com-
municate clearly, to obviate misunderstanding, to provoke emo-
tional effect. Trimming, cutting, and shaping our expression 
involves intentionally holding back from using certain words 
and not others. Such is an integral part of writing of almost all 
forms. There is nothing inherently troubling about this; indeed, 
some will doubt whether anything of this sort counts as self-
censorship at all. We also curate our language for moral reasons. 
This is more readily classified as self-censorship, although it re-
mains untroubling as a general matter. However, while much of 
the control we exercise over our own speech is not of concern, 
other cases are worrisome. But what distinguishes troubling 
from untroubling cases?

The question has received only limited philosophical atten-
tion. Existing work offers some insight but extant views are 
either limited in detail or else face certain drawbacks as expla-
nations of the perniciousness of self-censorship. John Horton 
offers a careful conceptual analysis of self-censorship and 
rightly observes that the cases of self-censorship that concern 
us are those where the self is both the author and the instru-
ment of censorship [12]. As I remarked above, in order to be 
self-censorship, rather than censorship proper, there must be 
a sense in which the person voluntarily restrains their speech. 
Yet even voluntary expressive restraint seems disquieting 
when it results from some degree of external pressure. This 
tension between an external coercive element and internal 
self-restraint is, as Horton puts it, “at the heart of the practice of 
self-censorship—a form of action in which self-determination 
and heteronomy co-exist in an uneasy but inextricable rela-
tionship.” [12], p. 105. That tension partly explains why, as 
Horton aptly remarks, self-censorship is generally thought to 
be “under some sort of moral cloud.” [12], p. 97. This account 
tells us that self-censorship occupies that expressive territory 

within which there is pressure against speaking in certain 
ways but which does not rise to the level of constituting ir-
resistible pressure against doing so. Self-censorship in such 
cases is morally troubling but not self-evidently so. Beyond 
this insight, however, Horton explicitly refrains from pursu-
ing a substantive analysis to help us identify pernicious in-
stances of self-censorship.

Matthew Festenstein offers a promising advance on Horton's 
view. He contends that self-censorship is contemptible when 
refraining from speech is “underpinned by a certain kind of ex-
planation, in terms of a problematic power or influence relation-
ship.” [10], p. 326. On this view, we differentiate between benign 
and pernicious cases of self-censorship by explaining the latter 
“in terms of the various agents' responses to the specific power 
relations in which they are enmeshed.” [10], pp. 326, 327. Again, 
there is important wisdom in this account, but it has drawbacks 
as a guide to distinguishing concerning from innocuous self-
censorship. First, it wholly depends on a broader account of 
which power relations are problematic. This is not necessarily 
a weakness of the account as such. After all, it offers us a broad 
framework within which disagreements about the normative 
character of self-censorship can be housed. Indeed, Festenstein 
sometimes presents his view in those terms—as a way of fram-
ing contested intuitions about cases of self-censorship [10], p. 
329. Our disagreement over the nature of power and its norma-
tive character is naturally reflected in our judgments of which 
cases of self-censorship are troubling. As a result, though, 
Festenstein's account takes us not much further than pointing to 
the type of reason that would make self-censorship pernicious, 
rather than delivering a substantive account of the particular 
reasons.

Second, the breadth of the framework flattens crucial differ-
ences between distinct dynamics by which persons refrain from 
speech. Festenstein adopts a capacious view of the variety of 
ways that power relations can suppress speech, encompassing, 
“coercion, ideological domination, adaptive preference forma-
tion, incentives, influence, and so on.” [10], p. 327. The problem 
with this is that power operates to suppress speech in markedly 
different ways, and the critical explanation for silence in differ-
ent cases may be troubling for very different reasons.7

Consider a pair of cases. Deborah is brow-beaten with the message 
that atheism is “evil heresy” so, despite holding atheist beliefs, 
she refrains from voicing them lest she meet with uncomfortable 
peer disapproval. Hercule faces the same anti-atheist message 
but comes to internalize that same view of atheism, not through 
rational persuasion, but by having his sensibilities cudgeled into 
line. On Festenstein's account, Hercule's reconfigured sense of 
appropriate speech counts as contemptible self-censorship. His 
conditioning plausibly reflects a problematic power relation that 
explains why he no longer expresses pro-atheist sentiments. 
And yet, even if this is a case of self-censorship, the reasons to 
regret Deborah's self-censorship seem importantly different. 
Whereas Hector doesn't espouse atheism because he now takes a 
different view about what he should say, Deborah is discouraged 
from speech by the specter of social consequences. The dynamic 
by which speech is suppressed in Deborah's case involves self-
constraint, whereas, for Hercule, problematic power produces 
silence by transforming his perspective.
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Of course, we might refine Festenstein's account to narrow the 
range of ways in which power operates to limit speech. Perhaps 
Hercule's case feels substantially different from Deborah's be-
cause it lacks the requisite tension for self-censorship—now he 
is a true believer; there is no tug between what Hercule intends 
to say and the censorship he imposes on himself. Yet even on a 
narrower account—with tug in play—there are still important 
differences in how power operates to stifle expression. Consider, 
for instance, Harriet, who is so repeatedly told of her ignorance 
and stupidity that she lacks confidence that she has anything 
worthwhile to say. She sincerely believes that she shouldn't 
speak because what she is otherwise inclined to say simply 
lacks value. Again, this seems like a case of contemptible self-
censorship on Festenstein's account, but it looks importantly 
different from a case where, for instance, Harriet refrains from 
saying things she believes have value but fears being regarded 
as stupid by those she might say them to. These limitations of 
the Festenstein account are understandable, given that it offers 
a very general criterion by which to distinguish bad from innoc-
uous self-censorship. It does indicate, however, that it is at most 
a staging post en route to a more thorough excavation.

The third issue with the Festenstein account, though, is a result 
of its externalist character. That is, its distinction between perni-
cious and benign self-censorship depends heavily on the charac-
ter of surrounding power relations. It emphasizes the conditions 
that give rise to self-censorship, rather than the character of the 
self-censorship itself. This makes it difficult to account for per-
niciousness in cases where individuals self-censor when they 
mistakenly, but reasonably, fear reprisal or consequences for 
speaking up. Suppose Nathan has good reason to believe the sto-
ries percolating his College campus that professors will grade 
you down for voicing certain political opinions and, fearing this, 
keeps his views to himself. In fact, no such suspect power rela-
tion, or likely exercise, in fact exists. Still, our reasons for being 
concerned about Nathan's self-censorship are not entirely extin-
guished by the fact that problematic external relations do not in 
fact obtain.

Moreover, when people complain about self-censorship they are 
usually not simply saying that morally suspect social conditions 
suppress speech. To be sure, when self-censorship is decried as 
a salient social ill, critics often target the oppressive dimension 
of a culture that fosters it. Still, they are also contending that its 
propensity to foster self-censorship is itself a reason for regard-
ing that culture as oppressive. There is something pernicious 
about self-censorship that explains the badness of the social 
relations, rather than merely reflecting it. So, even if external 
problematic power relations are a pernicious-making source of 
certain forms of self-censorship, it remains important to explore 
the internal reasons persons have for silence.

To understand pernicious cases of self-censorship we must also 
attend to its character, rather than exclusively on the conditions 
that give rise to it. This is also the approach taken by J. P. Messina, 
who distinguishes “self-censorship” from “self-restraint” based 
on the reasons for which persons withhold their speech [13], p. 
31. For Messina, “[w] hereas self-censorship is grounded in fears 
of bearing personal costs for expression … mere self-restraint is 
based on authentic judgment that what one wants to express 
is for some reason inapt.” [13], pp. 30–31, original emphasis. 

Though Messina intends this primarily as a conceptual move, 
it could be understood as a distinction between pernicious and 
benign forms of self-censorship.

Read in those terms, Messina's view captures something im-
portant—that one's judgments of the aptness of speech bear 
significantly on the perniciousness of self-censorship. However, 
it remains a very general gloss on the distinction and does not 
itself explain why the distinction should be drawn in roughly 
this place. Moreover, as I will explain, some benign cases of self-
censorship involve fears of personal costs whereas others are 
pernicious even though the feared costs are not personal ones. 
My account develops and refines the core insight of Messina's 
distinction and explains when and why an agent's own judg-
ments concerning the aptness of speech bear on the pernicious-
ness of self-censorship.

4   |   Self-Censorship as Acquiescence

In headline form, I argue that self-censorship involves a distinc-
tive form of perniciousness to the extent that it involves acquiesc-
ing to others' judgments concerning the views one ought to hold 
or express. Acquiescence entails succumbing to pressure to con-
form with others' judgment about what to say or believe in spite 
of the fact that one does not in fact agree with that judgment or 
one does not accept the authority of their status as judge. A per-
son self-censors in this sense when they refrain from speech in 
order to avoid anticipated negative consequences constituted by 
or resulting from others' negative judgments while also not shar-
ing those judgments, nor judging them fitting reasons to refrain 
from speech or belief. In this section I further elaborate this view 
of self-censorship as acquiescence, argue that it allows us to dis-
tinguish benign from pernicious cases, and explain what makes 
this form of self-censorship lamentable. In the section that fol-
lows I defend the advantages of this acquiescence view over cer-
tain rival explanations.

This account deals with clearly troubling and untroubling cases 
as you would hope; sorting them into appropriate categories. 
Being polite in order to spare someone's feelings is a benign case 
on this view. Consider:

Dinner Party—Nate, a fierce opponent of state gun control, is 
at a dinner party with friends. In the course of conversation, it 
transpires that another guest, Matilda, recently lost her child in 
a mass shooting. When the conversation turns to the events in 
question, a clearly distressed Matilda voices an impassioned case 
in favor of greater gun regulation. In other circumstances Nate 
may have protested, but he judges it improper to make a case 
against Matilda's view. Out of respect for her still raw trauma, 
he remains quiet.

While Nate keeps silent in order to avoid a negative conse-
quence—Matilda's distress—he nevertheless restrains his 
own speech for what he takes to be sound moral reasons. Even 
though the negative consequences issue from Matilda's judg-
ments that he doesn't share—the view of gun regulation—this 
isn't a case of Nate allowing Matilda's beliefs to govern the per-
missibility of his own speech. Instead, he affirms a morally au-
thoritative principle concerning when to speak that accounts 
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for her beliefs as a morally relevant consideration falling under 
it. He doesn't fear her judgment and the ramifications of out-
wardly contradicting it but accords it moral weight in his deci-
sion not to speak.

Compare a paradigmatic case of pernicious self-censorship:

Hostile Dinner Party—Nate is at another dinner party with an 
entirely different group of friends and the conversation turns to 
gun control. The only people who speak are vociferous in sup-
port of gun control, labeling opponents “irrational,” “callous,” 
and “ideological radicals.” The dominant tone of the conversa-
tion is a palpable contempt for anyone opposed to gun control, to 
a point where Nate reasonably speculates that he would be told 
to leave if his views became known.

Nate doesn't reveal his position on gun control. He refrains 
from speaking specifically to avoid the contempt and hostility 
that airing his views would, he judges, likely incur. Here oth-
ers' judgments concerning acceptable beliefs set the terms of 
discourse. Unlike Dinner Party, others' beliefs do not function 
as moral considerations that Nate takes account of but take 
the form of potential sanctions he resolves to avoid. As I will 
explain in what follows: what makes it distinctively morally 
troubling qua self-censorship is that Nate refrains from speech 
in order to avoid subjection to others' judgment that he does 
not share.

Dinner Party and Hostile Dinner Party represent clear cases of 
benign and pernicious self-censorship respectively. A crucial 
test of the account, though, is whether it can diagnose less in-
tuitively clear cases. Suppose Hostile Dinner Party is a Birthday 
Celebration for Micah, one of Nate's close friends, who happens 
to be apolitical. Now suppose that Nate's silence is motivated pri-
marily by a concern to avoid ruining Micah's birthday dinner—
that challenging the pro-gun control consensus would certainly 
do. Nate refrains from speaking for moral reasons, but those 
moral reasons pertain to the very same beliefs of others that cre-
ate social pressure. Is this benign verbal restraint or worrying 
kowtowing to others' judgments?

For good reason, Birthday Celebration is less intuitively clear. 
As it stands, though, Messina's cut—between fearing personal 
costs (pernicious) and viewing the speech inapt (benign) – offers 
only limited guidance here. On one hand, Nate fears the conse-
quences of others' judgments for the dinner party; on the other 
hand, he affirms Micah's potential distress as a fitting moral rea-
son to refrain from speaking. So both fear of costs and inaptness 
are in play. I contend that despite moral considerations inform-
ing Nate's resolution to remain silent, there is still a pernicious 
dimension to his self-censorship and we can understand how 
those moral considerations do not wholly launder his reasons 
for self-censorship by attending to how others' judgments figure 
in Nate's decision not to speak. Micah's feelings are an operative 
moral reason for Nate only because they are brought into play 
by other guests' judgments whose disruptive potential he fears 
inviting. Nate judges Micah's feelings a good moral reason to 
remain silent, but this is different from Nate judging his own si-
lence as a fitting consideration necessary to protect Micah's feel-
ings. Rather, (let us imagine) Nate judges it illegitimate if guests' 
antagonistic reaction to his speech were to disrupt Micah's party.

Further tweaking the case to Birthday Celebration 2 supports this 
verdict. Suppose Nate doesn't anticipate a hostile reaction from 
the pro-gun control crowd, but he does suspect that some will 
find his views distasteful and upsetting. In other circumstances 
he would nevertheless present his beliefs, but he is mindful that 
Micah is desperate for all his guests to enjoy their time, and the 
guests' preferences for frictionless dinner conversation are rea-
sonable. For Micah's sake, he keeps quiet. This now more closely 
resembles untroubling principled silence rather than pernicious 
self-censorship. Nate is not only motivated by a consideration 
he takes to be morally relevant (Micah's feelings); that consid-
eration is operative because of considerations he also sees as 
reasonable (guests' enjoyment). The pivotal difference between 
Birthday Celebration and Birthday Celebration 2, then, is how 
Nate apprehends the role of others' judgments in recommending 
his silence. In both cases, Nate keeps silent for moral reasons—
concern for Micah's feelings—but in the latter, he apprehends 
the responses of others, and the judgments they are based on, 
as reasonable determinants of Micah's distress. By contrast, in 
the former, he comprehends their anticipated responses to his 
speech as hostile forces to be assuaged and placated. In this 
case, Nate allows others' judgments to set the appropriate terms 
of discourse in a way he judges unreasonable but gives way to 
nonetheless.

Other cases are more straightforwardly benign, and my account 
is able to make good sense of why they do not trouble us in the 
way that other cases do.

Bargaining—Garrett doesn't reveal his true opinion of the used 
car that he's selling, because he worries that Alyssa won't buy it 
from him in that case. He restrains his speech in order to avoid 
potential personal cost, but it isn't a cost inflicted because Alyssa 
judges his speech or belief inappropriate, and so it is rightly clas-
sified as benign self-censorship on my account.

Confession—Sally witnesses a crime and would ordinarily give 
evidence in support of a prosecution but refrains from doing 
so because it risks implicating herself in criminal malfeasance 
that she was in fact party to. She keeps quiet for fear of legal 
ramifications.

Interview—Mariane is asked during an interview about her 
most serious past work-related mistake. She knows that the hon-
est answer involves a revelation that will substantially reduce 
her chance of successfully getting the job. This is because the 
mistake involved a basic error in judgment that calls into ques-
tion her fitness for the job. Instead, she proffers a less damaging 
anecdote.

Each case involves an individual voluntarily withholding their 
own speech in order to avoid personal cost. And yet, none 
seem especially pernicious as cases of self-censorship. Again, 
Messina's distinction (if read as a cut between pernicious and 
benign cases) isn't drawn in quite the right place. Mere pru-
dential fear of the consequences of one's speech isn't enough to 
render silence troubling. Missing is the further element—that 
the consequences are issued by others' judgments as to what the 
person ought to say or believe, despite those judgments not being 
shared by the self-censoring person, nor deemed fitting reasons 
to refrain from speech.
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To draw this out, consider:

Ideological Interview—Mariane is asked the same interview 
question about past work-related mistakes. Again, she knows 
that her chances are greatly reduced if she gives an honest 
answer, but in this case, it is because that answer reveals she 
previously worked for a socialist policy unit. She has reason to 
fear that the interviewer despises socialists. For this reason, she 
gives a different example.

My account explains why Mariane's self-censorship in 
Ideological Interview is troubling in contrast to her self-
censorship in Interview. In both she curtails her speech to avoid 
falling out of consideration for the job. What makes the former 
pernicious, however, is that Mariane hides from a standard of 
acceptable belief that she does not share. A similar analysis can 
be given of Confession. Sally seeks to avoid consequences issu-
ing from revelations concerning her culpability. However, those 
consequences are not rooted in others' judgments concerning 
acceptable speech or belief that she doesn't share. Suppose, in-
stead, that Sally fears her confession will implicate her as an 
anti-abortion activist and worries that social condemnation will 
follow from those hostile to that position. Her self-censorship in 
that case appears distinctively pernicious in a way that avoid-
ance of legal penalties for criminality is not.

Note, moreover, (pace Festenstein) that problematic power rela-
tions do not themselves transform benign self-censorship into 
pernicious. Suppose, in Bargaining, Garrett's exchange with 
Alyssa is an exploitative one where she is able to unjustly lever-
age her unfair bargaining power. Though the transaction may 
be unjust, it's not clear that Garrett's self-censorship is itself 
any worse because of that. Now, one might argue that things 
are different in the contrast between Interview and Ideological 
Interview. It could be argued that we can explain our concern for 
Mariane's self-censorship in the Ideological Interview in terms 
of the unjust power dynamic she is subjected to. That is, only in 
the latter case is Mariane vulnerable to political discrimination. 
However, I don't think this captures what is basically troubling 
about the case qua self-censorship. It can't be that in Ideological 
Interview, but not Interview, Mariane is subjected to political dis-
crimination. After all, Mariane avoids actual political discrim-
ination precisely by hiding her beliefs. Nor is it necessarily true 
that Mariane is only vulnerable to political discrimination in 
the former case—she could be vulnerable to political discrim-
ination in the latter case, but this simply doesn't inform her 
self-censorship. So the claim must be that Mariane's vulnera-
bility to political discrimination informs her self-censorship in 
Ideological Interview alone. The problem with this explanation, 
though, is that Mariane's self-censorship could be informed 
by the reasonable but mistaken belief that she will be discrim-
inated against on the basis of her socialist beliefs. Even if the 
unjust power dynamic does not obtain, then, I contend that 
Mariane's self-censorship remains troubling. Though an exter-
nalist approach may rightly identify a troubling dimension of 
certain instances of self-censorship and thereby correctly sort 
some self-censorship cases as pernicious, it struggles to explain 
perniciousness in cases of reasonable mistakes.

Thus far I have argued that self-censorship is pernicious 
when the consequences we seek to avoid are issued by others' 

judgments about what we ought to say or believe that the self-
censoring party does not share. In those cases, individuals 
acquiesce to standards of appropriate speech or belief set by 
others. Some crucial refinements to this remain, however. Even 
in cases where we don't concur with the judgments of others 
regarding what ought to be said or believed, self-censorship is 
non-pernicious when we either accept the authority of others to 
impose normative requirements concerning acceptable speech, 
or where we endorse second order reasons to accept the judg-
ments of others regarding what to say or believe. This refinement 
accords with the intuitively benign character of a raft of cases.

Schoolteacher—Jeannette teaches a curriculum on evolution-
ary theory that is contrary to her creationist beliefs. Against her 
inclination to voice dissent in the classroom, she scrupulously 
adheres to the school syllabus and teaches classes affirming 
evolutionary theory. Though there are sanctions for deviating 
from the school curriculum, Jeannette restrains herself because 
she recognizes the school's authority to determine what the stu-
dents learn.

The self-censorship in Schoolteacher is benign. Though the 
standards of acceptable speech are rooted in beliefs contrary 
to Jeannette's own, she affirms the normative authority of the 
speech rule to which she adheres. Compare:

Reluctant Teacher—Clarke is a primary school teacher. His 
school policy entails conveying a particular view of sexual mo-
rality to the students, a view deeply at odds with Clarke's view. 
When teaching, Clarke is strongly inclined to challenge the 
official school position, deeming it a profoundly inappropriate 
message to propagate to children. Fearing for his job, however, 
Clarke remains silent.

Clarke's self-censorship in Reluctant Teacher is crucially differ-
ent from Jeannette's. Jeannette bases her censorship on a rule 
whose authority she accepts. She affirms second-order reasons 
to adhere to a speech rule and thereby autonomously affirms the 
limit on her speech. Clarke, in contrast, censors himself purely 
in order to avoid sanctions inflicted to enforce beliefs he rejects.

It is important to be clear about the specific sense in which 
Jeannette accepts the authority of the school to determine ap-
propriate speech. She accepts the school's normative authority 
to impose requirements on acceptable speech. Normative au-
thority matters precisely because it sets standards of accept-
able speech that the self-censoring party themselves endorses.8 
Jeannette judges that she ought not contravene the curriculum 
requirements precisely because they are a manifestation of the 
school's (perceived) power to impose normative requirements 
of this kind. This is crucially different from accepting that the 
school merely has the right to enforce requirements on accept-
able speech. It is quite consistent with pernicious self-censorship 
that the person self-censoring accepts that others have a right 
to inflict the consequences from which they cower. To recall 
Hostile Dinner Party, for instance, Nate might very well accept 
that fellow attendees have the right to voice their distaste for the 
views he holds, and that the host has a right to eject him. This 
does not mitigate the sense in which Nate's self-censorship is 
troubling. On the other hand, as I will further explain, accept-
ing normative authority is crucial because it sustains a sense in 
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which the self-censoring party themselves sets the standards for 
acceptable speech.

Jeannette's self-censorship is benign because she endorses 
second order reasons to accept the school's normative author-
ity, even though she rejects the substantive beliefs on which 
the standards are based. An alternative route to benign self-
censorship involves endorsing second order reasons to affirm 
the substantive beliefs themselves. Consider:

Insecure Graduate—newly minted doctoral graduate Julius pre-
pares for an upcoming conference talk. He tentatively holds a 
philosophical view that his former supervisor and longtime 
mentor tells him is philosophically incoherent. Accounting for 
their respective philosophical pedigree, Julius concludes his su-
pervisor is likely correct, even though he remains unconvinced 
by her first-order philosophical reasons. He doesn't defend the 
view in his conference talk.

Julius defers to his mentor, but he doesn't acquiesce to her judg-
ment. Rather, he takes himself to have good reason to hold her 
philosophical judgment to be authoritative (at least in compar-
ison with his own). He exercises his judgment rather than re-
signing it.9 Suppose, instead, Julius doesn't defer to his mentor's 
judgment, but he also knows that defending his own view at the 
conference will hurt her feelings. Now, if he refrains for that rea-
son, he engages in benign principled silence—he takes her judg-
ments to have a bearing on the morality of speaking. Consider, 
though:

Negative Reference—Julius doesn't give the talk because he fears 
his mentor will write him a negative reference.

On the one hand, this resembles pernicious acquiescence—her 
judgment inflicts consequences that, through silence, he aims 
to evade. Yet on the other hand, this case seems less troubling 
than Hostile Dinner Party and Reluctant Teacher. What makes 
Julius's self-censorship less pernicious than those cases isn't that 
he accepts his mentor's right to supply the reference she sees fit. 
That is, it's not simply that he recognizes the existence and value 
of the practice of academic reference provision. Rather, as I have 
drawn the case, we suspect that Julius respects the legitimacy of 
his mentor's judgment even though he disagrees with it. Though 
he does not endorse her judgment, he regards her reference as 
a sincere and considered judgment of his philosophical creden-
tials. The specter of the bad reference looms as a negative con-
sequence, but it garners a degree of recognition as a legitimate 
implication of his speech, albeit one Julius still hopes to avoid. 
This is brought out by:

Biased Reference—Aria plans to give a conference paper defend-
ing the philosophical respectability of conservatism. She is con-
fident her paper offers a robust and plausible account; however, 
she knows her supervisor has notorious contempt for people 
with conservative views. Fearing that her supervisor's ideolog-
ical contempt will be reflected in a negative reference, Aria de-
cides against giving the paper.

I contend that Aria's self-censorship is more pernicious than 
Julius's. Both Julius and Aria recognize that the practice of ref-
erence writing is legitimate, and that the practice appropriately 

gives supervisors discretion to write the references they see fit. 
Aria, however, does not also accept the legitimacy of the con-
siderations that inform the negative reference she hopes to 
avoid—namely contempt for conservative views.10 But is Julius's 
self-censorship at all pernicious, or does his recognition of the 
legitimacy of his supervisor's judgment render his prudential 
silence entirely benign? The answer to this is important for 
guiding our general view of self-censorship, largely because self-
censorship commonly entails persons keeping quiet to avoid the 
aggregative effect of individually morally permissible conduct.

Perhaps we can draw a lesson from Birthday Celebration 2. In 
contrast to Birthday Celebration, Nate's self-censorship was 
benign because he recognized guests' responses as reasonable 
determinants of Micah's distress. This might suggest that when-
ever the consequences a person resolves to avoid are issued by 
responses judged reasonable by that person, the self-censorship 
is wholly benign. I don't think this is quite right, however. 
Crucially, the reasonableness of others' responses was relevant 
because it had bearing on whether Nate judged Micah's poten-
tial distress a fitting moral reason to remain silent. It is less clear 
that merely prudential avoidance of reasonable responses from 
others renders the self-censorship entirely benign. Consider:

Friendships—Danika has firm religious beliefs but lives in a sec-
ular society where the vast majority of others reject her views. 
She fears that revealing her religious convictions will mean no 
one will want to befriend her. Even so, she accepts that persons 
conditioning their initiation of friendship on shared views about 
religion is eminently morally permissible.

Abortion—Clarissa believes that women ought to have the right 
to choose an abortion but, in her society, pro-choice advocacy is 
typically subject to robust criticism and condemnation. While 
Clarissa concedes that it is reasonable for others to express their 
sincere disagreement with her view, out of discomfort with the 
prospect of being a target of criticism, she opts to stay quiet.

I hazard that Danika and Clarissa's self-censorship remains 
troubling to some degree. However, these cases are also intu-
itively less concerning than Hostile Dinner Party. By the same 
token, the self-censorship would be more troubling had Danika 
feared coordinated ostracism from others, or Clarissa feared de-
rogatory and hostile verbal attacks. Now, one analysis here is 
an externalist one—Friendships and Abortion are less troubling 
because the treatment that Danika and Clarissa are liable to re-
ceive is itself less pernicious. And, of course, if those fears of 
ostracism and attack reflect reality, then this is surely part of the 
badness of the state of affairs as a whole. A more compelling di-
agnosis of their self-censorship specifically, however, is that it is 
less pernicious in Friendship and Abortion precisely because the 
consequences they fear are ones they regard as having some de-
gree of legitimate place as consequences of their speech. We feel 
more ambivalent about cases like Friendships and Abortion (and 
Julius's fear of his supervisor writing a sincere but unflattering 
reference), because although the parties still fear the judgments 
of others, they do not regard them as entirely misplaced. My ac-
count explains this ambivalence—it is because the acquiescence 
in such self-censorship is less full. We refrain from speech in 
order to avoid consequences issuing from others' beliefs that we 
do not share, but we also recognize that those beliefs, and the 
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consequences they issue, have some legitimate bearing on the 
case—not that they should inform what ought to be said (as in 
Schoolteacher where Jeannette grants normative authority, or 
Insecure graduate where Julius grants epistemic authority), but 
in the sense that we don't submit to terms of acceptable speech 
and belief that we regard as wholly unreasonable.

Let us corral the dimensions of self-censorship considered to 
this point. There are several considerations that bear on the rel-
ative pernicious or benign character of self-censorship.

1.	 The reasonably anticipated consequences of speech are 
based in others' judgments concerning the acceptability of 
belief or speech that one does not share.

2.	 The agent judges that they have first-order moral reasons 
to refrain from speech.

3.	 The agent judges that they have second-order reasons to 
accept the authority of the speech rule (not merely the au-
thority to punish), or the authority of the judgment con-
cerning the speech or belief.

4.	 The agent judges that the anticipated costs of speech are 
reasonable/unreasonable consequences.

1 is a pernicious-making feature of self-censorship. Where 1 is 
absent, self-censorship does not involve the distinctive form of 
perniciousness—as acquiescence—for which I argue. 2 and 3 
are benign-making features, though how they interact with 4 
determines the degree to which self-censorship is benign or per-
nicious overall. Similarly, how far 4 applies directly to 1, in the 
absence of other benign-making features, bears on the degree 
to which self-censorship is pernicious. We can represent this as 
follows:

The root of potential perniciousness is 1. This is the basis on 
which persons acquiesce to others' judgments concerning the 
acceptability of speech or belief. Where neither 2 nor 3 apply, 
self-censorship is to some degree pernicious; however, its perni-
ciousness depends, under 4, on how far the self-censoring party 
regards the feared consequences as reasonable implications of 
their speech or belief. When regarded as reasonable (Negative 
Reference, Friendships, Abortion), the self-censorship is less per-
nicious than when regarded as unreasonable (Hostile Dinner 
Party, Biased Reference). Very roughly, perceived reasonableness 
is a benign-tilting aspect of self-censorship whereas perceived 
unreasonableness is pernicious-tilting.

Under 2, when an agent judges that they have first order moral 
reasons to refrain from speech this renders the self-censorship 
benign, unless those the moral considerations are introduced 
because of consequences, rooted in others' opposing views of 
speech or belief, that the agent judges unreasonable to impose. In 
that latter case, self-censorship still involves acquiescing to oth-
ers' judgments concerning acceptable speech or belief (Birthday 
Celebration). So whether 2 embodies benign or pernicious self-
censorship depends on 4—whether the moral considerations are 
implicated because of consequences deemed unreasonable.

Similarly, under 3, where an agent judges they have second 
order reasons to accept the authority of a speech rule or the 

authoritative judgment of others concerning the belief or speech, 
self-censorship is benign. If the agent self-censors because they 
accept the normative authority of the speech rule to which they 
adhere, then they do not acquiesce to others' judgments but af-
firm the appropriateness of the rule in spite of its being grounded 
in judgments that differ from their own (Schoolteacher). If the 
agent self-censors because they accept the epistemic authority 
of others (Insecure graduate), then, again, the self-censorship is 
rendered benign because the agent affirms the judgments (for 
second order reasons accepting epistemic authority) that coun-
sel against speech.

But does perceived reasonableness have a bearing on perni-
ciousness under 3 in the same way as it does under 2, in relation 
to first order moral reasons to self-censor? The answer is a qual-
ified yes, but we need to be precise about how reasonableness 
figures in this context. Self-censorship involves perniciousness 
even under 3 if the self-censoring party does not regard the ex-
ercise of authority as reasonable. This is importantly different 
from regarding potential consequences for transgressing the 
authoritative standard of speech as unreasonable. The per-
ceived reasonableness of potential consequences is not pertinent 
because, ex hypothesi, the agent does not keep quiet in order to 
avoid those consequences but because they affirm the authority 
of the speech rule.11 A pair of examples will help.

Journalist—Marcus reports from the crime desk for a local 
newspaper. There is a newspaper policy not to publish stories 
that will damage community relations. Marcus has a story he is 
convinced will not have any negative effect on community rela-
tions but also strongly suspects that the notoriously risk-averse 
newspaper owner will judge that it does and likely remove 
Marcus from the crime desk if it is published.

Here Marcus affirms the authority of the speech rule he would 
suffer consequences for (being perceived to be) transgressing, 
but does not self-censor strictly to adhere to that speech rule but 
because he fears being penalized because of an unreasonable 
application of that rule. His self-censorship is pernicious to the 
extent that it involves acceding to judgments about the appropri-
ateness of speech from which he dissents.

Journalist 2—Lena also reports from the same crime desk. She 
quite accepts the newspaper policy that stories should not neg-
atively affect community relations and entirely trusts the news-
paper owner's judgment as to whether any given story will do so. 
The penalty for transgressing the policy is immediate dismissal, 
which Lena regards as vastly disproportionate for what are often 
reasonable mistakes. She has a story that she does not believe 
will damage community relations but refrains from publishing 
because she expects the newspaper owner will judge otherwise.

Though Lena considers the consequences for publication un-
reasonable, it is not fear of those consequences that motivates 
Lena's silence. As such, her self-censorship is not pernicious as 
it is based on accepting the authority of the speech rule (and its 
application) to which she adheres.

On reflection, the different ways in which judgments of rea-
sonableness bear on perniciousness under 2 and 3 respectively 
make a great deal of sense. Under 2, it's helpful to think about 
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parallels with coercion. Consider a classic “your money or 
your life” threat case. Structurally, this is like Hostile Dinner 
Party. Nate avoids speaking (hands over his money) in order to 
avoid negative self-affecting consequences—inviting a hostile 
reaction from others (losing his life). Now consider a variant 
of that classic case: “your money or I kill your best friend.” 
The mere fact that the consequences one aims to avoid are 
other-affecting does not dissolve the coercive character of the 
threat. I hand over my money for first order moral reasons—
to avoid risk to my friend's life—but I still accede to terms of 
conduct coercively impose by others. This is more like Birthday 
Celebration—Nate has first order moral reasons to refrain 
from speech that are triggered because of others' conduct that 
he regards as unreasonable fetters on the speech he would oth-
erwise make.

Under 3, in contrast, the unreasonableness of the consequences 
doesn't have a direct bearing on perniciousness, because those 
consequences don't trigger the agent's reasons to respect the 
authority of the speech rule (in contrast to 2, where the conse-
quences trigger the moral considerations). Unreasonableness 
has a bearing when the agent self-censors to avoid consequences 
that aren't reasonably entailed by the speech rule that they af-
firm—but this is really just a special case of the agent not recog-
nizing the authority of that rule. They acquiesce to a standard of 
appropriate speech that isn't covered by the speech rule whose 
authority they grant.

In summary, the perceived reasonableness or unreasonableness 
of the costs or rule bears on the perniciousness, or otherwise, 
of self-censorship involving either first order moral reasons 
or affirmation of an authoritative speech rule but in different 
ways. In the former, self-censorship remains pernicious when 
the moral reasons are triggered by the consequences of others' 
judgments deemed unreasonable by the self-censoring party. In 
the latter, inasmuch as self-censorship aims to avoid an unrea-
sonable application of a speech rule, it is pernicious because the 
agent does not in fact accept the authority of the speech rule on 
whose basis they fear being penalized.

One context in which self-censorship has been especially de-
cried as a malignancy is higher education [6, 27]. It is instructive 
to briefly consider what this analysis reveals for self-censorship 
here. Consider:

Sanitized lecture—Otis drafts his lecture on the history of co-
lonialism and concludes that he should refrain from including 
some of the details of certain atrocities in case they disturb his 
students too greatly.

Though the pedagogical merits of Otis's decision are open to de-
bate, Sanitized lecture is a case of benign self-censorship, given 
that Otis endorses second order reasons to refrain from upset-
ting his students and does not acquiesce to their judgments. 
Compare:

Trepidatious lecture—Otis drafts his lecture on colonialism but 
is concerned that if he refers to literature outlining some of the 
positive effects of colonialism, his student evaluations will suffer 
because attendees will regard him as downplaying the injustices 
it entailed. He avoids referring to the literature in question.

Fearful lecture—Otis believes that the positive effects of colo-
nialism are perennially underplayed and would ideally give a 
lecture that, in his view, corrects that picture. He fears, though, 
that his students will see him as a racist defender of past atroci-
ties and engage in campus protests against his teaching.

Both Trepidatious lecture and Fearful lecture involve acquies-
cence. Otis refrains from speaking as he judges he ideally should, 
in order to avoid consequences commissioned by judgments of 
others. On this basis, both cases are, on my account, to some de-
gree pernicious. However, their degree of perniciousness varies 
in line with the degree to which Otis acquiesces to judgments 
deemed not just incorrect but illegitimate as considerations to 
determine the bounds of acceptable speech or belief. To that 
degree he is further alienated from the standards of speech to 
which he reluctantly accedes.

5   |   Self-Censorship, Moral Autonomy, and 
Authenticity

A distinctive vice of self-censorship, then, entails acquiescing to 
others' judgments concerning acceptable speech or belief. But 
why is acquiescence pernicious? It is pernicious because the 
person who self-censors abdicates their moral autonomy over 
speech. They restrain their speech not on the basis of consider-
ations they independently judge significant, but to escape con-
sequences of others' judgments on the appropriateness of their 
speech or belief. There are echoes here of R P Wolff 's famous ob-
jection to state authority on grounds of its incompatibility with 
moral autonomy [28]. Still, there are also crucial differences. 
Wolff intimates that submitting to state authority involves ceas-
ing to exercise one's own judgment, but self-censorship does not 
entail this [28], pp. 9–11. Rather, the form of abdicating moral 
autonomy I have in mind involves persons exercising judgment 
but taking the opposing judgments of others (or consequences of 
them) as decisive reasons against speech. Moreover, on Wolff 's 
view a person abdicates moral autonomy when they accept the 
authority of others to enact moral requirement; however, self-
censorship (of this form) precisely does not accept the author-
ity of others. It involves conforming with but not embracing the 
judgments of others or their standing to determine acceptable 
speech or belief.

The contrast between principled silence and this self-censorship 
is crucial, then, when it comes to moral autonomy. When a loved 
one asks, “how do I look?” we often rightly guard more honest 
assessments in case an open book hurts more than it helps. Yet 
this noble restraint isn't a matter of acquiescing to their judgment 
or feelings—it is to take account of the impact of speech on oth-
ers, mediated through their own view of the world. Matters are 
quite different when the eyes of others are ballasts that weigh on 
the decision to speak. Then the person's silence is born of fear 
of transgressing a form of external authority. This doesn't en-
tail that others in fact have any authority, de facto or normative; 
formal or informal. Nor that others are judged as having norma-
tive authority—such as in Schoolteacher. Rather, that the self-
censoring party acts as if others' judgments have that authority 
despite implicitly rejecting it. Here the self-censor, in effect, ad-
heres to an alien standard of acceptable speech or belief on the 
basis of which penalties are exacted. Such expressive restraint 
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involves submission to boundaries of acceptable belief or disclo-
sure dictated by others' judgments and not one's own. Their view 
of the world is dominant in shaping what is or is not said, not 
because the person accepts their authority as fitting, but to avoid 
ramifications of trespassing against it. Acting in ways that are 
subservient to social pressure of this kind is to conduct oneself 
as if one is not to be heard; not merely living an insular expres-
sive existence but having that insularity formatively (albeit not 
irresistibly) foisted upon oneself by others.

So, a distinctive source of perniciousness in self-censorship is 
driven by acquiescence to others' judgments. This involves ab-
dicating moral autonomy by adhering to standards of speech 
and belief set by others. This is not to say that acquiescence em-
bodies a unique and full explanation of the badness of any and 
every troubling instance of self-censorship, not least because the 
perniciousness of acquiescence itself varies with other consider-
ations, as I explain below. Rather, it constitutes a core and over-
looked pernicious-making dimension. I have charted the course 
towards that conclusion through exploring a range of cases of 
self-censorship and contending that this account explains our 
sense of their respective benign or pernicious character. It is 
worth briefly seeing that acquiescence offers a more illumi-
nating framework explaining the ills of self-censorship than 
alternative accounts. Those accounts either find it harder to 
accommodate the intuitive pernicious and/or benign character 
of certain cases, or else their root explanation of perniciousness 
ultimately seems undergirded by acquiescence.

First, as I have already indicated, this account better explains 
what's troubling about self-censorship than purely externalist 
accounts. For instance, a domination-based account might hold 
that self-censorship is pernicious when prompted by the threat 
of arbitrary interference and benign when not.12 But this implies 
counterintuitive conclusions in a number of cases. As we saw 
in Ideological Interview, self-censorship can be troubling even 
if a person is not in fact dominated but simply reasonably fears 
arbitrary interference. A domination account struggles to ex-
plain this. Moreover, there are other cases that seem somewhat 
troubling even when the feared interference isn't obviously arbi-
trary. Both Friendships and Abortion entail self-censorship that 
is troubling to some degree, but neither involves fear of arbitrary 
interference, but reasonable reactions of others that together co-
alesce into social costs we might have reason to fear. Similarly, in 
Reluctant Teacher the troubling character of the self-censorship 
does not hinge on whether the penalties on speech are arbitrary 
or not. Conversely, a domination account suggests the wrong 
conclusion in certain benign cases. In Confession—involving 
self-censorship to avoid revealing incriminating facts—the self-
censorship itself seems benign even if Sally is vulnerable to arbi-
trary punishment for her crime. At bottom, externalist accounts 
have difficulty explaining such cases because they locate the 
perniciousness of self-censorship in the circumstances that pro-
voke it rather than attending to the reasons for which a person 
refrains from speech. Now, the distance between external fac-
tors and the ills of self-censorship should not be overstated—re-
lations of domination and social suppression are precisely those 
liable to encourage pernicious forms, as I will explore below. 
In that way, externalist accounts can readily capture some of 
what is bad about situations in which persons are encouraged 
to self-censor. Even so, many cases of self-censorship are not 

pernicious primarily because it is the product of such relations 
but for reasons internal to the decision not to speak.

On my account, the perniciousness of self-censorship does 
not depend on the content or character of the curtailed speech 
but on the reasons for curtailment. This might be challenged. 
Perhaps pernicious self-censorship curtails valuable speech 
and benign curtails disvaluable. This would be a substantive, 
normative diagnosis of the ills of self-censorship based on the 
type of speech. I doubt this could support a compelling account, 
however. For one thing, it suggests that our judgments on the 
perniciousness of self-censorship depend on prior judgments on 
substantive, contested matters. Although the value of speech 
isn't necessarily exhausted by its content (its character and ef-
fects also matter), that content still has substantial bearing (the 
value of pro or anti-abortion speech partly depends on whether 
the propagated views are true or not). So we first need to es-
tablish the merits of gun control (Hostile Dinner Party), abor-
tion (Abortion), religious beliefs (Friendships), sexual morality 
(Reluctant Teacher), etc. in order to sort benign from pernicious 
cases. Yet the intuitive badness of such cases does not seem to 
substantially depend on those judgments. In Hostile Dinner 
Party, for instance, Nate's self-censorship would remain just as 
pernicious, as self-censorship, if the tables were turned, and he 
was inclined to speak in favor of gun control and other guests 
were steadfastly against it. Moreover, such an account struggles 
to account for the intuitive difference between Dinner Party and 
Hostile Dinner Party. There is no difference in the value of the 
curtailed speech—it is the same—and yet the latter is intuitively 
pernicious in a way that the former is not. Of course, the all-
things-considered badness or goodness of self-censorship will 
sometimes turn partly on the value of the speech (a matter to 
which I will return), but this does not entail that its character 
as pernicious or benign is necessarily explicable solely on such 
grounds.

Alternatively, one might accept that persons' reasons for self-
censorship bear on its perniciousness, but still deny that abdica-
tion of moral autonomy explains this. One might, for instance, 
suggest that self-censorship is pernicious because it involves a 
different vice. Given that self-censorship involves dissonance 
between persons' impetus to speak and their silence, perhaps 
self-censorship is pernicious when a form of hypocrisy. A par-
adigm case of hypocrisy involves condemning others for things 
one is guilty of oneself. Clearly, self-censorship does not itself 
fit this paradigm. Perhaps, though, under a broader concep-
tion of hypocrisy it might. On a broad definition, hypocrisy 
involves outward behavior that does not cohere either with pro-
fessed commitments or inner conviction. Thus conceived, self-
censorship might be seen as a form of hypocrisy. One's inner 
convictions—about what to say—are at odds with one's outward 
behavior—what one in fact says. However, this does not supply 
an alternative explanation of the badness of self-censorship. 
Both benign and pernicious cases of self-censorship seem to in-
volve hypocrisy, thus understood.

But perhaps the notion of hypocrisy can sort benign from per-
nicious cases in the following way—when a person endorses 
reasons to refrain from speech (first order moral ones, second 
order authority acceptance), then their inner convictions do in 
fact cohere with their outward behavior. This delivers the right 
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conclusion for some cases. It sorts Dinner Party (benign) from 
Hostile Dinner Party (pernicious), and Schoolteacher (benign) 
from Reluctant Teacher (pernicious), for instance. However, 
there are reasons to doubt it is an adequate alternative to my 
abdication of moral autonomy account.

First, it's not clear that this conception of hypocrisy delivers a 
root explanation of perniciousness. If avoiding hypocrisy re-
quires coherence, we still need to know what's important about 
coherence. Second, this conception of hypocrisy trades on a 
specific understanding of coherence. Convictions cohere with 
behavior when the agent endorses certain reasons for that be-
havior. But this is less an alternative to my account and more a 
repackaging of one of its key components. Third (because that 
repackaging is only partial), this account struggles to explain 
why some cases are intuitively benign despite a lack of coher-
ence. In both Bargaining and Confession, for instance, the self-
censorship lacks this form of coherence (the parties keep silent 
for prudential reasons, rather than for moral or authoritative 
ones), but neither seems troubling as cases of self-censorship.

Given that the badness of hypocrisy itself demands explanation, 
perhaps some such explanation can offer a superior account of 
the ills of self-censorship. Three natural places to look are to 
complicity, integrity, and authenticity. One diagnosis is that cer-
tain cases of self-censorship are pernicious when they entail a 
certain type of complicity. Perhaps failing to speak in opposition 
to others' views involves complicit support for views one judges 
false or objectionable. This might make sense of Nate's self-
censorship in Hostile Dinner Party insofar as he does not con-
tradict the dominant pro-gun control tenor of the conversation.

However, as a general explanation of pernicious self-censorship, 
this faces several disadvantages. First, silence only amounts 
to complicity (if at all) in specific contexts, and those contexts 
don't necessarily mirror pernicious cases. The most compelling 
case for silence-as-complicity applies to instances where one has 
(or takes oneself to have) a duty to speak out against conduct 
or beliefs of others. However, there are many pernicious cases 
of self-censorship where the agent doesn't regard themselves 
under a duty to express something. Ideological interview is just 
one such case, where Mariane curtails her speech to avoid being 
perceived as a socialist but does not take herself to have a duty to 
express socialist commitments, still less in the specific context 
of the interview.

A slightly different case for silence-as-complicity, though, is that 
remaining silent can itself express support for others' views. In 
certain contexts, remaining silent plausibly expresses agree-
ment with what others suggest or assert [30, 31]. Indeed, this 
is the most compelling explanation of any would-be complicity 
in Hostile Dinner Party—Nate's lack of dissent in the pro-gun 
control conversation expresses agreement, or so the thought 
goes. Perhaps, then, the perniciousness of self-censorship is 
explained by complicity of this kind—expressive support for 
speech or belief with which one disagrees. This shares with my 
account an emphasis on dissonance between the judgments of 
self-censoring parties and those of others. The drawback of this 
approach, though, is that perniciousness is often not plausibly 
contingent on the expressive force of silence. For one thing, si-
lence does not always express agreement in the face of others' 

assertions [32]. Nate's silence could be reasonably interpreted 
as indifference, or politeness, rather than agreement with the 
pro-gun control tone of the dinner party discussion. It would 
remain to some degree pernicious even then. Moreover, per-
nicious self-censorship need not involve silence in the face of 
opposing assertions. Suppose that the conversation is not about 
gun control specifically but involves an invitation to raise polit-
ical issues that inform one's voting decisions. If Nate has good 
reason to think that expressing an anti-gun control position 
will invite social penalty, his self-censorship looks pernicious 
but hardly expresses agreement with the opposing view. Or sup-
pose Clarissa, in Abortion, is considering whether to attend a 
pro-choice demonstration but fears the consequences of doing 
so. Her staying at home doesn't express support for the opposing 
view but remains troubling nonetheless.

Instead, we might turn to a cousin of complicity and explore 
whether integrity will better explain perniciousness in self-
censorship. This is closer to the mark, and correctly spotlights 
the misalignment between the self-censoring party's judgments 
and their reasons for silence. Moreover, I quite agree that integ-
rity bears on the degree of perniciousness in certain cases of self-
censorship. I doubt, though, that it is the base explanation for 
their perniciousness. On a broad understanding of integrity, it 
involves acting in ways incongruent with one's values or beliefs. 
So understood, for self-censorship to compromise integrity it is 
not sufficient that the silence conceals one's values or beliefs; it 
must in some sense contradict them. Simply refraining from ex-
pressing one's beliefs is not necessarily integrity-compromising; 
then, one must also be committed to valuing the expression of 
those beliefs. Some beliefs are like this. A person may, for in-
stance, have religious convictions that themselves entail testi-
fying to the truth of those convictions. If that person remains 
silent, then their actions are incongruent with their commit-
ments in an integrity-compromising way. But not all beliefs take 
this form. In Hostile Dinner Party, Nate may well be inclined to 
voice his views about gun control (though he ultimately acqui-
esces), but this need not involve anything akin to a commitment 
to generally doing so. Despite being pernicious, it isn't clear that 
Nate's self-censorship is integrity compromising. Of course, it's 
true in this case that Nate refrains from saying what he other-
wise might. In that sense, he doesn't live in accordance with his 
projects. But merely being frustrated in living in accordance 
with one's values does not itself amount to integrity damage.

What is more, some benign cases plausibly involve sacrificing 
integrity. In Schoolteacher, suppose that Jeannette has an ongo-
ing and deep commitment to espousing creationism but accepts 
her role teaching evolution in order to earn more money. Even if 
she affirms the authority of the school to determine classroom 
speech, she plausibly compromises her integrity.13 There is per-
niciousness here—because of the integrity compromise—but it 
isn't the self-censorship itself that is pernicious.

Finally, it might be argued that the root of perniciousness in self-
censorship is inauthenticity. Again, this is surely a part of the 
explanation for more pernicious cases. However, such an alter-
native struggles to differentiate between principled and fearful 
cases of self-censorship. In both Dinner Party and Hostile Dinner 
Party Nate conceals his authentic self, but the reasons that mo-
tivate his doing so clearly bear on whether this is pernicious. 
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Moreover, some cases look pernicious even when they involve 
curtailing inauthentic speech. When a stand-up comedian 
carefully edits their routine to avoid social backlash, they don't 
necessarily curtail their authentic self, but the self-censorship 
seems to some degree pernicious even so. It could be argued 
that I am construing inauthenticity imprecisely—to encompass 
cases where one hides some truth about oneself. One might sug-
gest, in contrast, that self-concealment or misrepresentation can 
itself be authentic, where this reflects the person one is. The 
comedian may not believe the things they say on stage—but 
the persona they adopt is still, in a certain sense, true to their 
self. Perhaps, then, authenticity involves acting for reasons that 
cohere with one's own sense of what is important or valuable, 
and sometimes this will involve judgments about how much of 
one's beliefs to expose to others. This might distinguish Dinner 
Party from Hostile Dinner Party where, in the former, Nate acts 
authentically because he judges silence appropriate. This seems 
close to the truth; however, now this seems to simply redescribe 
an exercise of moral autonomy. Namely, that one affirms silence 
for reasons one endorses, even if it involves resisting the inclina-
tion to disclose one's beliefs and values to others.

Although neither authenticity nor integrity is the root of perni-
ciousness in self-censorship, they remain important factors that 
accentuate or diminish perniciousness, whose origin lies else-
where. That perniciousness is underpinned, ultimately, by the 
abdication of moral autonomy. This embodies a form of expres-
sive dependence—what I am willing to say is dependent on the 
judgments of others. Still, this is most deeply troubling when it 
pertains to authentic self-expression.

The closest ally of my suggestion here is the thinker-based de-
fense of free speech from Shiffrin. At the core of her view is 
our interests in being known by others and in arbitrating, for 
our own reasons, what to reveal of ourselves to others. Shiffrin 
writes, “what makes one a distinctive individual qua person 
is largely a matter of the contents of one's mind, to be known 
by others requires the ability to transmit the contents of one's 
mind to others … Communication of the contents of one's mind 
… uniquely furthers the interest in being known by others.” [33], 
p. 89.

Authenticity thereby embodies a further consideration that 
bears on the intuitive perniciousness of different instances of 
self-censorship. Consider a bookstore owner declining to stock 
work by an infamous author, not because the owner themselves 
deems the work objectionable but because of public pressure 
against doing so. We should be unsettled by this, but not as dis-
turbed as when fear of social judgment stops the author from 
writing at all. Or take a class of students debating a politically 
sensitive question. We should regret if none are willing to play 
devil's advocate and float a controversial stance for fear of class-
mates' scorn and contempt. Apart from the deferential dynamic 
this embodies, the discussion might lack vigor and abrasiveness 
so often useful for fruitful learning. Yet it is still unhappier if 
the withheld views are actually held by the students who keep 
quiet. Those students conceal who they are and what they be-
lieve in because of the threat of peer disapproval. The perni-
ciousness of authentic acquiescence is further amplified by the 
centrality of those beliefs for the individuals who acquiesce to 
conceal them. Here, then, integrity has a place in accentuating 

the perniciousness of self-censorship. Withholding one's views 
on history's best basketball player is substantially different from 
hiding one's religious beliefs—it matters how integral the con-
viction is to one's self-understanding.

At its most troubling, then, acquiescent self-censorship involves 
surrendering control over how far we are known to others. I 
refrain from disclosing elements of myself, not for reasons that 
I judge independently authoritative, but in order to evade the 
judgments (and attendant consequences) that would form if oth-
ers were to see who I really am. It involves sacrificing the basic 
interest in being known to others on the altar of others' judg-
ments of who one should be or what one should say.

6   |   Political Correctness, Deliberative Freedom, 
and the Soil for Self-Censorship

Abdication of moral autonomy over speech is the root of what is 
bad about much self-censorship. Not necessarily its lone defect, 
but a central and regrettable one. On this account, the perni-
ciousness of self-censorship derives from the reasons why per-
sons restrain their speech. In that sense, I have thus far offered a 
primarily internalist diagnosis of self-censorship—as an individ-
ual vice that can be comprehended without essential reference 
to the external conditions that give rise to it. Self-censorship is, 
however, rightly decried as a symptom of a deeper malaise—the 
propensity of society to sanction and suppress speech. “Cancel 
culture” is the fashionable phrase of today, but in the past this, 
or something similar, flew under the banner of “political cor-
rectness” [34, 35]. Even among those who lament the onward 
march of repressive attitudes to free speech in recent years, 
there are contrasting attitudes to political correctness [34, 36]. 
Some regard the time of political correctness as a halcyon era, 
engendering respectful discourse and sanding the edges of more 
abrasive language before regrettably morphing into distorted 
pathology [37]. Others see seeds of tyranny sown from the start 
[38]. A milder cousin of the modern expressive despotism: less 
muscular and erratic than cancel culture run amok but with the 
same proclivities nonetheless.

There is a sensible and persistent worry, then, about a culture 
hostile to expressing certain things that, in turn, breeds a ten-
dency towards self-censorship. Though I earlier challenged 
purely externalist accounts of the ills of self-censorship, the so-
cial conditions that produce fertile soil in which self-censorship 
can fester remain an integral part of the story. In relation to this, 
there are three important lessons to be drawn from the account 
of self-censorship as acquiescence. First, it allows us to better 
diagnose any reasons we have to lament political correctness. 
Second, in relation to general free speech concerns connected 
with self-censorship, the account indicates that we have reason 
to care about individual cases of self-censorship beyond any neg-
ative systemic chilling effects on speech. Third, and most impor-
tantly, the account illuminates particular ways in which social 
penalties on speech are distinctively concerning.

First, then, on political correctness, the account helps us ap-
praise the character of political correctness, at least in relation 
to self-censorship. It reveals that our reason to lament political 
correctness depends substantially on the impetus for a person's 
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self-censorship. For the true believer, political correctness is a 
form of principled silence under which the tenets of putatively 
respectful speech are positively endorsed. Less doctrinally im-
mersed is the willing disciple, who doesn't comprehend exactly 
why a turn of phrase is morally suspect but accepts the current 
social more against it being said. The case we should be wor-
ried about here, though, is that of the fearful subservient, who 
regards social speech codes as nonsense but dares not overstep 
them. A key reason we have to regret an oft-maligned culture of 
political correctness, then, is not that it entails prescriptions for 
appropriate speech as such—even very strict ones—but when 
people comply with those strictures for fear of transgressing the 
standards of others, rather than endorsing those speech rules as 
their own.

Second, the account also tells us something about the charac-
ter of self-censorship as a free speech concern. As I mentioned 
at the outset, while self-censorship is ubiquitously posed as 
a free speech-type issue, its bearing here is not transparent. 
Particularly given that self-censorship entails voluntary expres-
sive restraint, it is not obvious how freedom of speech is imper-
iled. One line of thought involves pointing to common values 
served by freedom of speech that are also endangered by a cli-
mate of self-censorship. The common currency between self-
censorship and censorship proper is that something goes unsaid. 
The broader values served by such speech seem to give us reason 
to care about self-censorship in the same way we have reason to 
care about censorship in general.

A Millian view that restrictions on speech dull citizens' intellec-
tual engagement and hinder progress toward truth has an evi-
dent purchase here [39], ch. 2. Just as when people are subject to 
external censorship, if people self-censor, they don't deliver ideas 
into the world that they otherwise would. Perhaps this results 
in fewer conflicts between contrasting opinions, where truth is 
most expeditiously approached, as Mill tells us, “by the rough 
process of a struggle between combatants fighting under hostile 
banners.” [39], p. 45. A close relative of the Millian case for free-
dom of speech is a specifically democratic worry—where limits 
on free speech frustrate hearer autonomy because they shear 
away different perspectives and undercut independent forma-
tion of belief. This also nurtures epistemic indolence wherein so-
cial conformity and received opinion tend to thrive. Democratic 
opinion is formed not by separate, autonomous individuals ex-
changing, assessing and critiquing in an open, unregulated way, 
but by being tilted towards some conclusions and away from 
others. As Meiklejohn puts it in his influential defense of free 
speech on this basis, the danger of state regulation of speech is 
that it can involve “the mutilation of the thinking process of the 
community.” [40], p. 26. Though this is often framed in terms of 
an objection to state control of opinion specifically, it's clear that 
the worry might also pertain to self-censorship to some extent 
as well.

Both the Millian and democratic cases, thus understood, regard 
what we are deprived of as hearers—denied a variation of per-
spectives as those who might impart them fear treading outside 
of the range of acceptable (and, crucially, unpunished) beliefs. 
These hearer-based concerns are echoed in contemporary work 
on the epistemic implications of excluding certain perspec-
tives from the discursive domain. Joshi, for instance, argues 

that social pressure against expressing a certain belief can 
produce a lop-sided evidence set concerning the merits of that 
belief [41]. This dynamic renders it more likely that epistemic 
bubbles will emerge, within which relevant perspectives have 
been left out [42]. My account dovetails with these hearer-based 
concerns about epistemic health [43], but also adds a distinctive 
speaker-based reason. It complements such accounts inasmuch 
it is precisely dissident and heretical views that people are li-
able to hide from others. So acquiescent self-censorship tends 
to temper the discursive friction conducive to epistemic value 
[44, 45]. However, the same is true regardless of our reasons for 
not speaking. Principled silence equally involves withholding 
thoughts from other people. Or fellow citizens might just be of 
like mind with one another. These hearer-based accounts that 
tie self-censorship with wider free speech concerns thereby 
struggle to identify anything distinctive about self-censorship 
that makes it any more troubling than principled silence, exces-
sive reticence or passivity.

What is more, though independent belief-formation seems 
threatened when full blown censorship restricts access to oth-
ers' points of view, it is less clear that it is undercut when others 
voluntarily refrain from imparting their view into the discursive 
domain. Sure, we lack some knowledge about what others think, 
but this does not necessarily, of itself, threaten our autonomy as 
hearers.

Added to this, the Millian and democratic accounts point to-
wards systemic failures in the discursive scheme, rather than 
anything troubling about individual cases where some refrain 
from speech. Likewise, work on the so-called chilling effect of 
laws and norms often has a similar systemic bent—whereby 
a central worry is the general effect of broad or vague laws on 
social discourse [46].14 Provided social discourse remains in 
relative health, these accounts fail to explain any would-be 
perniciousness concerning individual cases of self-censorship. 
Indeed, Meiklejohn is explicit on this when he argues that “what 
is essential is not that everyone shall speak, but that everything 
worth saying shall be said.” [40], p. 24. Self-censorship as ac-
quiescence offers just such an explanation. Beyond any chilling 
effect on wider social discourse, there is something inherently 
pernicious about acquiescing to alien standards of acceptable 
belief or speech, in such a way that a person relinquishes moral 
autonomy and, in turn, forgoes a more independent determina-
tion of what to express.

This also helps us more fully understand what is freedom-
threatening about social milieux hostile to certain kinds of 
speech, even when that does not tilt into full blown societal cen-
sorship. When non-coercive but systemic antagonism towards 
heterodox belief fosters self-censorship, it discourages expres-
sive independence. Though social pressure does not strictly cen-
sor persons' speech, it does potentially muffle the autonomy of 
speech by presenting a set of extraneous considerations at odds 
with persons' own sense of acceptable speech or belief. Not only 
is social sanction liable to encourage an abdication of moral au-
tonomy, then, it also poses a broader threat to deliberative free-
dom. Such freedom is hampered when deliberation over what 
to say and believe is colored by considerations that ought, ide-
ally, to be extraneous to the matter. Shiffrin offers a perceptive 
account of this danger. Persons have an interest, she argues, in 
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“revealing, sharing, and considering … mental contents largely 
at their discretion, at the time at which those contents seem to 
them correct, apt, or representative of themselves, as well as to 
whom (and at that time) such revelations and the relationship 
they forge seem appropriate or desirable.” [33], pp. 78–88.

In self-censorship as acquiescence, it is precisely for reasons 
whose normative authority I deny that I refrain from speech. 
Where social sanctions encourage that self-censorship, they bur-
den expressive deliberation by cluttering the process of weighing 
and deciding whether to speak and why—tempting us to accede 
to their force even while we deny that we should. Even when 
I don't actually self-censor, then, my deliberation as to what to 
say is tugged and pulled by considerations that, on some level, 
I deem inapt. Illustrations of this risk to deliberative freedom 
abound. Spouses have reason not to react too angrily, even for 
legitimate grievances, lest the hostility figures too prominently 
in the deliberations of the marital partner, distracting from its 
cause and supplanting proper motivation to alter future behav-
ior for the right reasons. Likewise, parents have reason to refrain 
from chiding children too harshly, in case fear of punishment 
overawes the child's reflection on the transgressive behavior it-
self. The core of the claim here, then, is that there is health when 
deliberation is less polluted by considerations to which it would 
ideally not need to be attentive [47], ch. 3.

In other work, Shiffrin illustrates the concern with distorting 
factors in relation to employment accommodation practices [48]. 
A paradigm case is Muslims being afforded breaks from usual 
working hours to hold Friday prayers. Without such exemptions 
the Muslim is forced, when deliberating whether and when to 
pray, to take into account the impact on her employment pros-
pects. She must consider fidelity to religious commitment (faith, 
duty, identity, service, etc.) in the light of, and in competition 
with, prudential reasons of occupational choice and income sta-
bility. As social sanctions stalk a person's evaluation over what 
to say or think, her deliberative freedom is increasingly clois-
tered from reasons she judges central, and she is further nudged 
away from beliefs she would express in conditions of greater 
independence. Even where social penalties on speech and be-
lief do not amount to restrictions on the freedom to speak, then, 
they hinder deliberative freedom by fettering the negotiation be-
tween reasons concerning what to say and potentially steering 
persons towards acquiescence.

The third, and most important, counsel to be drawn from self-
censorship as acquiescence is an adjudication over the types of 
social penalties on speech that we should be concerned about. I 
began by noting that we routinely invite social costs from others. 
This self-evident feature of social life forms the bedrock of many 
a retort from those who downplay the sometimes-capricious 
ferocity of societal punishments on speech. The retort is only 
partly astray. Sometimes social consequences of speech are 
rightly ours to bear. At others, however, as Mill forewarned, 
they fume from the “engines of moral repression” [39], p. 17. The 
justice of social consequences on speech is vast question, with 
horizons far beyond my ambition here. In broad strokes, though, 
my claims about self-censorship suggest something of note. 
Namely, that sanctions potentially justifiable to their victims are 
less likely to manifest the ills I have lamented. Just as acqui-
escent self-censorship yields to consequences rooted in others' 

judgments, so deliberative freedom is imperiled by an expres-
sive environment hostile towards, and punitive of, heterodox 
beliefs—exacting penalties based on a standard of acceptable 
speech alien to some of its subjects. Far less of a threat is posed 
by social sanctions that can be readily justified to the person to 
whom they apply. When a person can either see the legitimacy of 
the standard against which they are being judged, or when they 
share the judgments themselves, both acquiescence and deliber-
ative unfreedom are less likely results.

Ceteris paribus, then, sanctions (reasonably perceived to be) 
based in judgments that a person's belief is false or objectionable 
are more likely to encourage acquiescent self-censorship and 
burden deliberative freedom. Exacting penalties on a person's 
speech because their expressed beliefs are objectionable means 
sanctioning based on first order reasons to which the sanctioned 
person cannot in good faith assent. There are, however, two 
ways that the sanctioned person might affirm the legitimacy of 
the sanctions nonetheless.

First, the person can more readily view them legitimate if the 
consequences of speech are the targets of sanction, rather than 
the expressed beliefs themselves. Suppose Sally leaflets her local 
area with anti-abortion flyers. Doing so risks vilification and os-
tracism from others in the local community. Such sanctions can 
be motivated by very different concerns. The neighbors might 
deem Sally's speech objectionable because they believe it em-
bodies an immoral lack of regard for women's bodily autonomy. 
Alternatively, perhaps a spate of local abortion clinic bombings 
means the neighbors judge Sally's speech irresponsible, quite 
apart from their thoughts about her views themselves. The lat-
ter is accessible for Sally where the former is not. In principle, 
she can affirm reason to refrain from leafleting, still resolute in 
her beliefs about abortion. But for the former, Sally declining to 
express her views involves shrinking from their inimical gaze. 
The neighbors' punishment has a basis that necessarily escapes 
being shared by Sally herself.

Second, sanctions marshaled in defense of weighty associa-
tive interests are more seamlessly apprehended by the socially 
punished as legitimately imposed. Say Malachi disagrees with 
the editorial direction of the newspaper for which he works, 
but sees the worth of collective message discipline, and under-
stands being penalized for publicly straying from the party line. 
Or recall Ideological Interview. Mariane self-censors to avoid 
consequence rooted in antipathy towards social sympathy. But 
suppose she is interviewing for a vehemently capitalist politi-
cal party. She might still conceal her convictions but think the 
grounds for exclusion fair enough.

Together, these observations suggest that specifically punitive so-
cial sanctions targeting people for beliefs offer particularly tender 
ground for self-censorship and the erosion of deliberative freedom. 
Less where the borders of associations are preserved by exclud-
ing dissident voices, but where there is a Salem-esque appetite for 
seeking heretics to disavow and punish. It is as much the location 
of social sanctions as their motivation that matters here. Above I 
posed the example of Muslim prayer as an illustration of delibera-
tive freedom under threat. It is a central case precisely because it 
concerns fundamental commitments fettered by common incon-
veniences—the mundane encroaching on the sacred by taking 
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undue prominence. But the converse paradigm also applies—
where matters of conscience and conviction intrude into more or-
dinary areas of life, lacing fraught and contested matters through 
everyday activities in which they don't have a natural bearing, 
shadowing our decisions therein. Where you are unwelcome to sit 
in the stands of the big game unless you worship the right god, 
obstructed when establishing a business unless you hold the right 
political views, prevented from taking out a bank loan unless you 
hold the right moral beliefs. The virtue of toleration is as much 
about untethering these irregular bedfellows as anything else.

These general reflections concerning the forms of social sanction 
liable to foster self-censorship also commend institutional anti-
dotes. My account supports regulatory measures in order to limit 
the scope for societal animus against unpopular belief translat-
ing into formal associative sanctions that would render the social 
costs on speech and belief more significant and pervasive. Rights 
against belief-based discrimination in certain associations, includ-
ing workplaces, are a central case. Limiting employer rights to 
discriminate against employees on belief-based grounds insulates 
individuals from social costs grounded in beliefs they reject. In 
turn, awareness of those protections helps assure individuals that 
they can speak without fear of this specific source of sanction. Of 
course, associations often have strong interests in discriminating 
on belief-based grounds. Paradigmatically, religious organizations 
have interests in hiring for leadership positions based on religious 
belief.15 Such cases are, however, precisely those where sanctions 
are more likely to be judged legitimate, given that they serve strong 
associative interests. In broad strokes, then, this commends i. clear 
bases on which employees can claim against belief-based discrim-
ination, ii. robust, low burden procedures for pursuing claims, iii. 
transparent hiring criteria compatible with protections against 
belief-based discrimination, and iv. perspicuous carve-outs licens-
ing belief-based discrimination grounded in strong associative 
interests. As I allude to above, pernicious self-censorship can be 
driven by beliefs and convictions taking undue salience across 
certain spheres of everyday life. This also points towards the need 
for a high burden on associations to demonstrate that extra-mural 
speech threatens those associative interests.

In an academic context, beyond the belief-based protections 
noted above, my account commends insulating teachers from 
sanctions for the content of teaching, notwithstanding the 
need for clear requirements to teach material with disciplinary 
relevance, and the duty of care to avoid harassment, discrimi-
nation or stigmatization. More broadly, it implies the desirabil-
ity of clear guidelines for appropriate classroom speech that 
are i. consistent with the central place of academic freedom 
and ii. discourage informal sanctions on speech within those 
bounds. An explicit framework demarcating the limits of ap-
propriate classroom speech, justified on grounds of academic 
freedom and pedagogical value, supplies participants with a 
standard of acceptable speech whose authority they can accept, 
while also advertising the appropriateness of other expressive 
contributions.

7   |   Objections

Now, although my account sheds light on certain bad-making 
features of a speech-punitive culture, the perniciousness of 

self-censorship as acquiescence still has an essentially inter-
nalist character. It is a matter of the reasons for which people 
refrain from speech. It might be argued that an internalist view 
is incapable of explaining the distinctive wrongfulness impli-
cated in self-censorship. After all, it's not clear whom we are 
wronging by simply manifesting the vice of abdicating expres-
sive independence. My account thereby faces a hurdle more 
seamlessly overcome by externalist counterparts. One route 
around this is to advocate for a positive responsibility to speak 
that self-censorship would transgress [44].16 Ronald Dworkin, 
for instance, forges this line by defending a vision of ethical in-
dividualism under which persons have “a duty to speak out for 
what one believes to be true.” [51], p. 188. There is something 
compelling here, however any such duty to speak the truth 
will evidently be heavily qualified, given that there are innu-
merable occasions in which not speaking the truth is morally 
permitted or required. As we have seen, many cases of self-
censorship are benign. So any such explanation for the wrong 
in self-censorship will depend on identifying what about yield-
ing to others' judgments through acquiescence is specifically 
wrongful.

A more fruitful avenue for explaining such wrongfulness, how-
ever, highlights our role as participants in the replication of so-
cial conditions that foster acquiescent self-censorship. When we 
uphold a culture that tends towards the infliction of penalties 
encouraging such self-censorship, we risk complicity in a system 
that discourages expressive independence. Sufficiently formida-
ble social sanctions suppress speech in a thoroughgoing fashion, 
robbing people of expressive independence and wronging them 
overtly. However, even less overbearing social consequences—
that leave the freedom to speak sufficiently intact—can still en-
gender a climate where persons are encouraged to cower from 
negative social consequences born of transgressing norms of 
acceptable speech and belief held by others as the operative rea-
sons to refrain from speech. We wrong others when we foresee-
ably and avoidably contribute to a discursive culture with such 
effect.17 Now, these are admittedly cursory remarks, with laden 
terms, that engage the much broader issue of individual respon-
sibility for manifesting collective harm. The point is, though, 
that the internalist character of self-censorship does not nec-
essarily sever it from questions of wrongdoing. Rather, under-
standing the perniciousness of certain forms of self-censorship 
helps us more fully comprehend the type of discursive culture 
we have a responsibility to refrain from being complicit with.

The most natural objection to my account is that even acqui-
escent self-censorship is sometimes good. Witness the sincere 
racist who refrains from racist diatribes for fear of social repu-
diation and ostracism. Surely, a world with such self-censorship 
is preferable to one where unrestrained hostility and vitriol 
are let loose. Far from being a morally troubling phenomenon, 
then, self-censorship is a crucial element of the good society. 
While there is a sage lesson here, it isn't one which casts doubt 
on my account. It is true that self-censorship can be all-things-
considered good. But even in cases where it is good that some-
one self-censors, it remains pro tanto regrettable when they are 
motivated by a fear of social consequences issued by judgments 
they don't share, rather than convictions of their own. Better for 
people to refrain from racist diatribes because they can see the 
wrong, rather than from fear of social punishment.
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This rejoinder will not satisfy some. Surely, the worry goes, 
there are some abhorrent beliefs about which there is nothing 
regrettable when they go unexpressed, even where acquiescent 
self-censorship is implicated. Whatever the force of this con-
cern, it can be accommodated on my account. This is because 
it is consistent with the general shape of my view to hold self-
censorship is conditionally pernicious (say, only when it involves 
non-abhorrent beliefs or speech). Of course, this does not answer 
the broader question of how to balance the ills of self-censorship 
with the merits of withholding objectionable or harmful speech, 
but an answer to this relies on a broader account of the value and 
harms of speech. My ambition here is more circumspect—to ar-
ticulate and explain a bad-making feature of self-censorship that 
has weight in that calculation. Now, for all that I have said de-
crying the perniciousness of acquiescence, some may argue that 
acquiescing to others' views of acceptable speech and belief is a 
natural and palatable practice necessary to grease the wheels of 
social cooperation. The truth in this is that some self-censorship 
has real social value, but it's not clear that acquiescent forms 
embody this. After all, if persons cower from ramifications for 
speech and belief they deem unreasonable, it's simply less clear 
that social cooperation is going well.

The above reservation concerning racist speech might be 
pressed in stronger terms, however. I proposed that the wrong 
connected with self-censorship lies with the cultivation of con-
ditions that encourage it. The acquiescent sincere racist embod-
ies an instance in which it is good that something isn't said, even 
if there is an element of perniciousness. If so, it's hard to see 
how upholding conditions that foster acquiescent-but-good self-
censorship involves complicit wrongdoing. After all, a society 
without racist speech is precisely one we should all aim to bring 
about. This is an important insight, but it doesn't follow that 
there is nothing wrong involved in upholding a speech-punitive 
culture that fosters acquiescent self-censorship. Rather, it helps 
us see that any account of the duties against complicity in en-
couraging self-censorship also relies on understanding the kinds 
of speech it is all-things-good to muzzle, weighed against the 
risk of producing a general culture of acquiescence for speech 
whose erosion isn't worth the price paid by a sacrifice of expres-
sive independence. The very same question—of when the bene-
fits of social sanction outweigh the costs—also applies when the 
issue is societal censorship, and the force of social penalty re-
stricts rather than merely discourages speech. Where our duties 
lie in relation to these various aggregative speech-suppressing 
effects is an immensely complex broader question, but one that 
our present social and political culture suggests is ever-more sa-
lient and perhaps unlikely to fade in the near future. There is 
more work to be done here, but a clearer understanding of the 
distinctive perniciousness of self-censorship is an integral part 
of the picture concerning our responsibilities to sustain a suit-
ably free and independent discursive culture.

8   |   Conclusion

Self-censorship is a familiar notion and often central to wor-
ries concerning the suppression of speech yet used variously 
and often imprecisely. It should come as no surprise that self-
censorship is elusive and contested. We can all agree that 
sometimes it is good to speak up and sometimes good to keep 

quiet. Naturally, though, people disagree over which cases 
are which. We disagree, moreover, about which pressures 
against speaking are benign and which are nefarious. My 
account identifies an important vice of a certain type of self-
censorship that, in turn, helps more fully understand the ills 
of a society that inflicts punitive sanctions on persons holding 
and disclosing beliefs. The core of that vice is acquiescence to 
others' judgments concerning acceptable thought and expres-
sion. This involves relinquishing expressive independence 
and ceding the determination of bounds of appropriate speech 
to others. The notion of acquiescence illuminates why agents' 
reasons for restraining speech are important for understand-
ing why some self-censorship is more troubling than others. It 
explains why deferring to others' views or rules on acceptable 
speech or belief isn't necessarily pernicious, for instance if we 
take ourselves to have first order moral reasons for doing so, 
or second order reasons to recognize the authority of the rules 
or judgments of others. Those cases are less concerning be-
cause they embody the exercise of one's moral autonomy over 
the determination of what to say, rather than its abdication. 
Recognizing the centrality of moral autonomy in turn allows 
us to discriminate more sagaciously between social penalties 
whose antagonism against otherwise voluntary speech might 
remain unclear. Those sanctions on speech and belief readily 
affirmed by the silent party as having a legitimate place—ei-
ther as speech rules or reasonable reactions—are less lia-
ble to foster expressive submission and cumber deliberative 
freedom.

This is not to argue that acquiescence constitutes a necessary 
and full basis for perniciousness in any and all such forms of 
self-censorship. There may very well be further bad-making 
features of self-censorship cases of various kinds.18 Still, my 
account identifies a basis for perniciousness in self-censorship 
that is at once more general and more foundational than alter-
natives. I have also contended, though, that the perniciousness 
of self-censorship is multidimensional and, moreover, a matter 
of degree, rather than being monolithically vicious or benign. 
Even acquiescent forms of self-censorship are less thoroughly 
troubling to the extent that silent parties recognize the le-
gitimacy of the pressures on their speech. Though the self-
censoring party doesn't share the views of acceptable speech 
or belief on which the feared social consequences are founded, 
they nonetheless apprehend them as reasonable responses of 
others. On the other hand, the reasons to regret self-censorship 
are still more acute when it is our authentic and central be-
liefs that we conceal for fear of others' opposing judgment. The 
more thoroughgoing that concealment is, the more completely 
it embodies estrangement from the discursive community fos-
tered by others' alien judgments about the acceptability of our 
speech or belief.
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Endnotes

	 1	Notable exceptions include [9–13].

	 2	Some contrast self-censorship with state-censorship [14–16], or for-
mal censorship [3] but others do not [17]. In that latter camp, some 
work associates self-censorship with the chilling effect of laws 
[18–20]. In some work, the notion of self-censorship enfolds a broad 
church of reasons for silence, including respect for others [21], or self-
confidence [22], whereas other work ties self-censorship specifically 
with sanction-avoidance [23].

	 3	For an account of reasonable alternatives in relation to “voluntari-
ness,” see [24], p. 139.

	 4	Strictly, that they refrain from speech in order to avoid those unrea-
sonable consequences.

	 5	As I explain below, reasonable but mistaken judgments concerning 
the consequences of speech will similarly apply to self-censorship 
cases.

	 6	For another view that emphasizes the relation between censorship 
and authority see [25].

	 7	In more recent work Festenstein sketches three models of power—
liberal, market-ideological, and Foucauldian—although this remains 
a broad strokes survey of different dynamics [11].

	 8	Albeit for second order reasons to accept that authority, rather than for 
first order reasons affirming the content of the standards themselves.

	 9	This may be poor judgment (or not!), or embody an unhealthy lack of 
intellectual confidence, but if these are vices, they are different from 
the focus of my account.

	10	Again, the distinctive perniciousness in Biased reference is not due 
to the power relations present here and absent in Insecure graduate. 
Both Aria and Julius are equally vulnerable.

	11	Or epistemic authority of the person whose beliefs they adhere to 
when self-censoring.

	12	The locus classicus of this view is [29].

	13	Or suppose Nate arrives at Dinner Party deeply committed to per-
suading others against gun control but refrains from doing so because 
he is can't bring himself to upset Matilda. It's not clear that this would 
make his self-censorship pernicious, but it tilts towards a sacrifice of 
integrity.

	14	As Simpson suggests, the metaphor of chilling itself connotes group-
level concern as it “conjures and impression of chats becoming frosty. 
Fewer people want to speak, but also, where people do speak, things 
are less free-flowing. The dialogue freezes.” [46], p. 8.

	15	For a relatively recent elaboration of such interests see [49], especially 
chapter 5.

	16	For a qualified critique see [50].

	17	Beyond a negative duty to refrain from inflicting certain social costs 
on speech, this might itself encompass a different positive duty to 
speak out; one grounded on a duty to counter a climate in which 
others fear to speak, rather than a duty to bear witness to perceived 

truths. Hannon alludes to a duty along such lines when he suggests 
we have a “duty to make it less costly for others to share evidence.” [50], 
p. 286 (original emphasis).

	18	Indeed, we have alighted on some possible such vices in the course 
of the analysis. Perhaps Julius's deference to his mentor's judgment 
in Insecure Graduate betrays a regrettable lack of intellectual confi-
dence, or perhaps Otis, in Sanitized lecture, shrinks from a responsi-
bility not to coddle his students.
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