In this age of social media, censorship is pointless. Is this argument valid?
With the rise of China’s largest social media platform, SinaWeibo, many Chinese citizens feel liberated. Despite the heavy handed methods the Chinese Government often uses to mute criticisms and controversial postings, the rise of social media has indeed empowered the Chinese with more freedom of expression. Social media is a great platform for the quick dissemination of views, ideas and news content. I strongly believe that a plurality of views is very important for society, as it allows the individual to be well informed of the situation around them. Social media now serves as the valuable tool which allows people to hear different sides of the story. Nonetheless, despite the benefits of free expression, I am of the view that social media should not go unregulated.

The first and most practical argument against the censorship of social media is that there is simply too much content online to be regulated. Users can make a limitless number of postings at any time of the day on their favourite social media sites; hence, billions of postings are uploaded each day. To exercise absolute control over social media platforms would require the government to employ many regulators to constantly monitor and vet content, deleting the posts which the government deems as harmful to the masses. This is often practised in China in order for the government to minimise dissent and gain full control over the media consumption patterns of their citizens. However, the “Great Firewall of China” is not fool proof. Japanese manga and anime content, which the Chinese government often finds racy and unsuitable for the young, can be found on Chinese social media sites. Users who are interested in Death Note, an anime series banned in various Chinese cities, can still find the content through social media with enough digging. The authorities also often clamps down on posts relating to the Tiananmen Square Protests which occurred on 4th June 1989. Key words such as “June 4th”, “six four “or “protests” are blocked from search catalogues. Nonetheless, Chinese netizens often seek to commemorate the event on 4th June with oblique references and images, such as “1-9-8-9” or “25 years have passed.” Occasionally, some of the postings go undetected. With the sheer volume of postings, it is impossible for the government to keep a strict censorship policy in place. 

However, there is definitely some value in the censorship of social media. With the novel empowerment of individuals with the tool of social media, many people can make postings online without thinking twice about the harm that their posts can bring. The popular American social media site, Reddit, is often considered a bastion of free speech. The site prides itself for its anti-censorship policy and allows people to post whatever they want. This is dangerous as it can become a platform for inflammatory remarks to be made. For instance, subreddits (threads) can often be found criticizing the African-American community while glorifying white supremacy, thus gaining the site the title of the “most violently racist content” on the internet. These pages continue to worsen the culture of hate which is divided along racial lines. Many speculated that the recent Charleston Shootings in America was partially caused by this online culture of hate. The criminal, Dylan Roof, had previously searched the internet on “Black on white crimes” and felt an urge to take matters into his own hands as he felt the online conversation had to be translated into action. He eventually took the lives of 9 African Americans on 17 June 2015. The internet and social media definitely played a part in his radicalisation. Cyber bullying is another way in which free speech translates into great harm. The suicide of Amanda Todd, a teen who was blackmailed and bullied online, serves as a reminder that mental toll resulting from seemingly harmless words on a computer screen can have a great impact on a person. Clearly, social media can lead to the spread of discriminatory and inflammatory remarks which can upset the online reader or lead to action being taken at times in order to perpetuate one’s hate. The need for censorship on social media has never been stronger.

The censorship of material on social media can also be regarded as a way of establishing what the society and government stands for. Different communities have differing levels of tolerance and alternative views on the freedom of speech. Although the government in Singapore does not actively censor materials online, there is significance in post-publication censorship. Remarks made by the blogger Roy Ngerng about the Central Provident Fund were seen as inaccurate and misleading, which eventually led to a law suit against him. He eventually took down the blog posts following court orders. It is evident in this case that the Singapore government values political stability highly and hence it felt that there was importance in pointing out the mistakes made in this post to the public. This will ensure the masses do not get the wrong idea. There is also value in the censorship of controversial material online, such as in video postings which show violence. In the past year, there have been numerous beheading videos released by the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), which were meant to instil fear in the public, as well as attract individuals to join their “holy war”. There has been substantial online censorship of the videos on social media sites Facebook, Twitter and YouTube, so that these violent and gruesome videos will be censored from young eyes. It will also help to give the victims and families some respect by limiting the distribution of the video. Hence, the censorship of online media still has its values despite the difficulties of online censorship. Post-publication censorship reminds the society of the values they stand for and also communicates the government’s stand on issues. It remains important as it will help to protect the moral and ethical conduct of society, hence justifying its value.

One widely recognised benefit of social media is the plurality of views available online. Censorship can be considered rather pointless when it limits the diversity of views that social media is supposed to give to the users, where it could develop the conversation on social issues. This gamut of views and stories available online allows the netizen to be informed about a certain situation before taking a stand on the issue. The internet is essentially limitless – we can find news articles or reactionary pieces written by different authors with different backgrounds, allowing the netizen to consider different points of view. The popularization of videos has also allowed information to be passed to viewers even more quickly, as we see more and more “YouTubers” coming online to share their views much more convincingly through video. Information derived from social media is different from the mainstream print or broadcast media as the average netizen is able to give his or her true experiences on the ground, unlike mainstream media where articles are often written by a few journalists. For instance, the issue of gay rights has become a recent area of contention with the legalising of gay marriage in America. The multiplicity of views online from ordinary users can help to shape a netizen’s stance on whether they would condone or ignore the idea. There are many LGBT support communities which have pages online, such as the Trevor Project and the Human Rights Campaign. However, there are many people who remain neutral or keep their anti-gay religious stance, and they share these thoughts online. Effectively, social media is able to play a part in people’s decisions as there is more input from people on the ground and more people are heard. Censorship becomes pointless when it starts to limit and distort the discussion, which can actually help to develop the views of society as a whole so that people will be able to adopt more mature and weighted views. With a multiplicity of views, there will be better understanding of the LGBT community and less discrimination or more tolerance when there is controlled but adequate debate available for the online community. Having free speech will advance the understanding of an issue through having more views to consider, as long as the conversation remains respectful and controlled.

In conclusion, there is definitely value in censoring social media. The dangers of free speech can undermine the stability of communities. Some censorship will be important in upholding societal values in a social media landscape where there is unfettered media freedom. After all, we live in a community and individuals will need to cooperate in order to ensure that everyone can live in harmony, even in an online community. However, there must be a balance. As long as they do not make inflammatory remarks and keep to having meaningful discussions, individuals should continue to be given the rights to free speech. 
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