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THE IMPARTIALITY PROJECT

Introduction

The Impartiality Project’s goal is to help free  spee ch organisations in the UK and USA bett er underst and the  e ffects 

of ide ological polarisation  on ce nsorship. Without taking any st ances, w e aim  to provide  a bird’s -eye vie w of how 

differe nt organisations tackle som e of the  m ost challe nging questions around fre e expre ssion in these countr ie s. 

Ideologica l polarisa tion: “When c itizens, polit icians, or part ies move further apar t on substantive polic y issues or 

ideological posit ions.” *

Our hope is that this re se arch will  he lp those active in this space work bette r toge ther, influe nce policy makers, and 

comm unicate effect ively with an ofte n divide d public . T his research draws on inte rvie ws with se nior 

re presentative s from som e of the le ading fre e spee ch organisations, including Index on Censorship, F. I.R.E. , the 

Open Rights Group,  Humanists UK, English PE N, the Free Speec h Union, Ac ademics for  Ac ademic Freedom, the 

Committee  for  Aca demic  Freedom, LUCAF,  and more . 

Each inte rvie wee was aske d the same six  questions and their individual answers have  bee n kept anonymous. A ll 

information in this re port  is source d directly from these re sponse s. 

Discla imer : This r eport deals with  any censorship in the UK or  USA. While ac knowledging t hat t here are differences 

bet ween the tw o count ries, there ar e stil l many c ultur al similarities that  h ighlight political and ideological 

polarisat ion. The repor t w as conducted independently by Alex Fernandes, with some support from  Index  on 

Censor ship. 

*Ada pted  fro m D alton  (2 008 ), Co mpa rat ive Po l it ic al  Stu dies , 41( 7) : 899 –92 0.

Examining the effects of  political and ideological polarisation on free speech.

Unsplash – Alex Knight



THE IMPARTIALITY PROJECT

1.
Why is freedom 
of expression 
important?

“He who knows only his 

own side of the case, 

knows little of that." 

John Stuart Mill

There  w as litt le  disagreem ent here. All inte rvie wees spoke passionately 

about how fr ee speec h is “fundamental t o a func tioning de mocrac y”, how  

it is the  “r ight that unde rpins all  other  rights”. One respondent e ve n 

described fre edom  of expression as being ne cessary to hum an cognition. 

In the context of politics it is see n as a basic right t o allow pe ople to 

challe nge  author ity, and in acade mia, t o challenge prevailing orthodoxy. 

Several interview ees spoke  further about the ne ed to expose our ow n 

ide as to sc rutiny in order  to move  forward. Citing John St uar t Mill’s On 

Liber ty in saying “any man who knows only his own side  of t he case , 

knows little of that.” 

Poignantly in the curre nt  political c limate , being able  t o free ly discuss and 

debate political ideas is seen as essential to prevent ing social unrest and 

even viole nce , allow ing t he  chance for  reasoned de bate  and com prom ise 

on even the  m ost divisive subjects. 

All  interviewee s, including those with a global out look, saw fre e spee ch as 

under  thre at w ithin the UK and USA. 
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These are the six questions  asked to a senior representative from each free speech organisation. Below are their amalgamated 

answ ers. 

Results
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2.

Is free speech 
absolute?

All but one respondent adm it ted t he re had to be l im it ations to free spe ech, 

with m ost drawing the l ine at incite ment to violence , l ibe l, defamation, 

dox ing and several citing Justice  O liver  Wendall  Jones’ exam ple of shouting 

“fire in a crowded t he atre” . T hough, as m any re cognised, the re is c le arly 

complexity he re, with c har ges of l ibe l and defamation ofte n levie d at those 

trying to le gitimat ely cr iticise the powe rful, le ading to the phenomenon of 

SLAPPs (St rategic lawsuit against public  participation). The one  fre e spee ch 

absolut ist of those  interviewe d argued that  we  should never  l imit speec h, 

but inste ad police its e ffec ts.

The starkest divide was around “hate speech”. Advocate s for limiting speec h 

that was offe nsive  t o protect ed gr oups cite d Karl Poppers ‘paradox  of 

tole rance’, which e sse ntially says that by gr ant ing absolute  fre edom you 

inadverte nt ly grant some  with the  fre edom  t o oppre ss othe rs. In their view 

l im iting hate  speec h is only a m eans towards prote cting the l iber tie s of 

marginalised groups. 

There  w as strong opposition t o this from some , w ho saw  rules and laws 

around hate  spee ch as a direc t overst ep, saying that e ve n ‘deep offence’ 

isn’t a reason to shut down spee ch. Specific ally c it ed was the threat to 

artistic expression (eg satire), public debate, and academic free dom, as well 

as t he  am biguity around w hat constit ute s “ hate ”.

What was par tic ularly interesting is the sharp division around topics like 

gender-cr itical view s and trans right s, disruptive  prote st  (pro Pale stine, 

climate act ivism ), DEI, offensive hum our, and disinformation.
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“Unlimited tolerance will 

lead to the 

disappearance of 

tolerance.”

-Karl Popper
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About half of the respondents highlight ed infr ingem ents on the spe ech 

of people of colour, the  L GBT+ comm unity, and m igrants, who they 

belie ve  have be en locked out of power  struc tures and now struggle  to 

find an equal platform to e xpress themselves. This include s asylum 

seekers, who t he y argue have  bee n scapegoated by political par ties and 

denie d a voice to defend t he mselve s. Campaign groups perceive d as 

l iberal are  also being ce nsore d in the USA; Environmental NGOs are  

losing funding, LGBT+  books are frequently rem oved from  libraries, DEI 

(Diversity, E quity & Inc lusion) policies are being scrapped. 

Ot he r respondents spoke  about how  e fforts to combat discr im ination 

were in turn sile nc ing even m oderately conservative views (and many 

classically l ibe ral ones t oo), for exam ple colour-blind vie ws of race, 

gender-cr itical fe minism, and academ ics expressing what were  

described as “basic  e nlight enment values”. Several respondents 

described t he  application of DEI polic ie s as ‘elit ist’, silencing ‘m ajority 

vie ws of ordinary working pe ople’ (part icularly what they argue d were 

‘majority views on se x and gender’). Similarly dissenting groups - those  

that opposed Covid lockdowns, climate sce ptics, the vaccine  hesitant - 

were all  syste matically de nied a platform, some  argue d. 

There  w as direct  contradiction betwe en some re sponse s here, with 

som e fe eling cer tain groups were be ing suppressed, and others seeing 

that sam e group as the oppre ssor ( eg gender-cr itical fe minists, anti -

immigration cam paigners, DEI initiat ives and their propone nts).
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3.

Which groups, 
causes or ideas 

are being 

suppressed?
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4.

By what 
mechanisms are 

these groups, 

causes and 
ideas being 

suppressed?

Forms of censorship range  from moderate  t o extre me. Mode rate  

example s included de platforming and social ost racisation, ext rem e 

one s inc luded t hreats of viole nce and arre st . These  answers have  bee n 

split into t wo groups (though there was some crossove r be twee n the 

groups):

Group 1

Som e participants saw  the fear of social ost racisation as t he  m ost 

prolific  and insidious, particularly amongst young students. Their view 

was that  HR and administrative polic ie s we re to blame  for a culture of 

“safe tyism”, prem ised on the “conde scending” pr inciple  t hat people 

“can’t think critically for them se lves” . They argued t his w as re inforced 

by the “imposition” of progressive  ideologies, wit h many organisations 

enforcing DEI pledges within t he  application process, cre ating a lack of 

vie wpoint  dive rsit y. This effect, they said, could be found in 

universities, public services, pr ivate  com panies, and m any media 

organisations.  

It should be  added that, to t he se  respondents, the prem ise  of ‘DEI’ was 

not simply to improve  represe ntat ion, but t o impose a par tisan wor ld 

vie w, and refle cte d a “paranoia” that ordinary people  we re “racist  and 

bigoted” and needed to be told how to t hink. 

Example s of this inc luded t he  way campaign groups would e ngage  in 

tact ic s to de platform spe ake rs w ith opposing opinions. T his included 

pressuring organisations, buying up all  available tickets, calling in bomb 

threat s, and even threate ning speakers. This was par ticular ly 

pronounc ed in the debate around gende r, wit h gender -cr itical fe minists 

the vict im s of violent threats and campaigns to ge t the m investigated 

or fire d. One re sponde nt adde d that though m any investigations led t o 

exoneration, the  “ process w as the punishme nt ”.

There  w ere  m any exam ples of people losing their jobs in the  private 

sect or  for “lawful beliefs” expre sse d out side of work, with one 

organisation saying t his w as leading to a world where “only the rich 

[with access t o legal representation and no depende nce on a salary] 

were free” . 

In a minor ity of cases in the UK, this led t o arrests and convic tions, 

som etime s with lengthy prison sentences. Ofte n, it w as felt, the se w ere  

applied unfairly, due to ove rzealous inte rpret ations of laws like the  

Malic ious Communications Act, Public Order Act, E qualities Act, and 

othe r le gislation that impose restr ic tions on speech. 
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4.

By what 
mechanisms are 

these groups, 

causes and 
ideas being 

suppressed?

(Cont...)
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Group 2  

In contrast to group 1, ot he r respondents argue d that it  was in fact DE I 

initiative s, trans right s, environme nt al cam paigners and pro -Palestine 

protesters that were under thre at of c ensorship by “t he  far right”. 

In the USA, groups perc eive d as “ liberal” or “progressive ” are being 

defunded, books removed from public  l ibraries, and advocates even 

being deported - fur the r silencing groups that were already oppre sse d. 

Example s inc luded e nvironm ental ac tivists facing prison sentences for 

planning non-violent prote st s, trans pe ople fac ing threats of violence on 

soc ial media, pro -Palestine prot esters being arrested and even facing 

threat s of deportation in the USA. 

It should be  noted t hat one  respondent said that in the USA, Trump’s 

executive orde rs w ere  like ly a “ dire ct backlash to cancel cult ure”, 

though a complete ly egre gious and disproportionate one . 

There  w as agre eme nt  betw een groups 1  and 2 that social m edia was a 

key ground for  digital censorship. Ce rtain groups were “algor it hmically”  

suppressed or  unfairly flagged as dis/misinformation. Online bullying 

also made platforms ve ry difficult  for many minor ities, an e xample be ing 

an openly trans person on X be ing mobbed and threate ne d for  t heir 

ide ntity. 

There  w as also a pe rce ived lack of access to platforms as a conse quence  

of soc io-ec onomic disadvantage. 
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5.

What risks (if 
any) does 

political 

polarisation 
pose to free 

speech?

The majority of int erviewee s could see a clear l ink bet ween polit ical 

polarisation and free dom of spe ech. One said the risks posed w ere  

“very significant, and made it challenging to have comple x 

conve rsations”. Anot he r said people  hold “such strong views they 

won’t  [engage in] debate”, with politicians in the UK allegedly re fusing 

to at tend ce rtain parliamentary de bat es t he y disagre ed w ith. This was 

characterised  as a “race to the  bottom”, with some  partly blaming 

soc ial media algorithms for cre ating “e cho chambers”  and “ de stroying 

nuance d debate”. A re sult has been “ide ologic al blocks and value  

stacking”  which bre eds a tendency t o see others as “ evil  rather than 

wrong”.

On a broader scale, one  responde nt  added that ide ologic al polarisation  

throws instit utions into disre pute, as the y are  se en as “ide ologic ally 

captured”, thre atening the public’s trust in im portant sourc es of 

information like academ ia and me dia. 

Som e organisations  even fe lt unfairly maligne d them se lves, ofte n being 

labe lled as being “r ight wing”  despite be ing de monstrably non -partisan 

in the cases they would de fe nd. 
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“It ’s free speech for 

me, but not for thee-”

-Nat Hentoff Unsplash - Florian Olivo



In th is question, answer s w ere personal, and not necessarily reflective of 

the r espondent’s or ganisation. 

The resounding agre eme nt  am ongst all inte rvie wee s w as that you cannot 

trust any single ne ws source . Instea d, you ne ed to maintain a sceptical  

eye (or  “ active bullsh*t dete ctor” as one participant calle d it) and 

“tr ia ngulate”  across a range of sources.

The de gree  t o which diffe rent sources w ere  t rust ed varied. Several 

re spondents cited mainstream  outle ts l ike the  G uardian, the  N ew York 

Times, BBC, T elegraph, T he  Time s and FT as the be st  sources of 

informa tion, not including the opinion page s. They argued t hat  they are 

we ll regulated, with experience d journalist s looking for  m ultiple  sources. 

Ot he rs however  fe lt these same  organisat ions could no longer be trusted, 

with one saying t he re we re topics that cer tain publications wouldn’t 

discuss because  of the  papers political lea ning or funding. Som e accused 

the BBC of e xe rcising “bot h sides -ism ”, even a t t he  e xpense of 

truthfulness, w he rea s others cr iticised it a s a mouthpiece  for the 

incum be nt gove rnment.

Som e respondents also cited other  N GOs as a  good source for  inform ation 

on free  spee ch, w ith PE N and Index  on Ce nsorship be ing the most 

comm only cited. Others pre fe rre d get ting informat ion from social me dia 

due  to it s speed compared to traditiona l me dia. They ac knowledged t his 

som etime s ca me at the expe nse of ac curac y, but said they se le ctive ly 

chose  t o follow  only acc ounts they trusted. 

The most w idely a cce pte d source for  information was peer  revie wed, 

aca de mic resea rch. Though even this was seen by some  a s ac tively ta inted 

by the “ide ologic al c apt ure” of university departments. 

THE IMPARTIALITY PROJECT

6.

What 
institutions do 

you, personally, 

trust for 
information?
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Conclusion

Against  a backdrop of polarised two-party system s, encroac hing ge opolitical and environmental dangers, distrust in 

me dia, and apathy t owards the de mocrat ic  proce ss, free  and open disc ourse is perhaps t he  only way to move  forward as 

a societ y and face up to t he se  c hallenges. This was a vie w refle cted by all  organisations featured in this report.

It was c le ar that all  t hose inte rvie wed had given a gre at de al of thought t o the profound questions surrounding fre e 

spe ech, but in the day -to-day battle to defend our  r ights, those working in this space have lim ite d time  to take a ste p 

back and look at t he  overall fre e spee ch landscape , particularly with regards t o how organisations with differ ing 

ide ological vie wpoint s might approach the se sam e questions. 

Pe rhaps the most conce rning finding from this small study is that many inte rvie wee s agre ed on first pr inciple s, but t he n 

strongly disagree d on who was being ce nsored, who is doing t he  ce nsoring, and where the limitations of free speech 

should lie, oft en directly cont radic ting each ot he r. 

There  is clearly a complex debate to be had around a number of dom ains. Including:

• The paradox  of tolerance : To what extent does free speec h infringe  on t he  l ibe rty of marginalised  groups?

• Ac ade mic research: How should re se arch on taboo topics be  treated/protect ed?

• Prot est: When does disruptive protest cross the  l ine ?

• Misinformation/disinformat ion: Who gets to dec ide what is true?

• Powe r dynamics: When do prote ctions against libel and defamation become  a tool to suppre ss?

Many of the example s of ar rests, viole nt  thre ats, social ost racisation, cybe r bullying, soc ial media suppression, book 

bans and ot he r silencing tac tics ste m from  questions like  t he se . Ignoring opposing opinions on how to answer  these  

que st ions create s a vicious cycle, where  a lack of unde rstanding leads t o a will  for furt he r censorship, which c reat es 

even le ss underst anding betwe en polarised groups. 

The ultimate  question is: Is it inc um bent on free  speech organisations  to break  t his cycle?

Whilst organisations  cannot be expe cted to fully agree on any/all of the above, the ne ed for closer  alignm ent and the  

establishment of comm on ground would be  helpful at  this c hallenging t im e. The n, when groups are advising polic y 

makers and defending c ivil l iber ties, t he y are  fighting w ith, and not against, each ot he r. 
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Recommendations
Examining the effects of  political polarization on the free speech space.

THE IMPARTIALITY PROJECT

Further research

This report is by no means exhaustive. It is our hope that this may inspire organisations to 
look more deeply into the effects of ideological polarisation on free expression in both the 
UK and USA. Suggested improvements would be:

i.) A larger scale survey. 

ii.) Country or region-specific research.

iii.) More organisations involved. 

Do not assume prior knowledge

Many respondents would informally describe contentious issues as "obvious". E.g. 

"Obviously the far right are misinformed about immigration" or "obviously wokeism is 
destroying our capacity for reason". Whilst these statements may appear "obvious" to some 
they are far from obvious to others. 

Where possible we would recommend explaining why, for example, DEI schemes should be 
protected or what wokeism means. An FAQ section on websites could help this.

Be honest about incomplete information

In many controversial cases, there is often a lack of information available, whether that’s 
knowing an individual's true intentions when they sent a tweet, or undisclosed information 
like the full circumstances behind every arrest statistic. 

Many will give those they agree with ideologically the benefit of the doubt, whilst giving the 
least charitable assessment for those they disagree with. It is important to remain wary of 
this natural confirmation bias, and to be honest in addressing likely scrutiny. 

Demonstrate Impartiality

If your organisation is bi-partisan in its approach, it could be worth highlighting this in your 
case studies. Showing examples of both sides of a debate being defended on the grounds of 
free speech – even those that hold opinions that you may disagree with. This will help lead 
the way in promoting free expression, agnostic to politics or ideology, much like the ACLU 
did in Skokie,1977.

Case studies to consider

A great deal of disagreement seems to come from the way media (social and traditional) 
will focus our attention on specific free speech cases and ignore others, often along partisan 
lines, creating the now infamous echo chamber effect. Many of the important case studies 
cited by some organisations were not mentioned by others, and vice versa. To support with 
this, we have included a list of case studies and news articles referenced by interviewees on 
the following page. Some are clear cut, others will no doubt lead to important debate. 

Mis/disinformation

It is already the case that political pundits will accuse their opponents of misinformation or 
"fake news" and this will only increase as generative AI continues to make deepfake video 
technology available to the masses. Dialogue around which are the trusted institutions and 
how they can maintain that level of trust is needed more than ever. 

Collaboration

We have included links on the following pages of important work other organisations are 
engaged in, where collaboration may be possible. 

Many organisations here are happy to connect and to partner with organisations working 
towards similar goals. 



Below are spe cific cases/news stor ie s alluded to in the inte rvie ws. The impartiality proje ct does not take a view on any 

of the be low cases, but our  hope  is the y may inspire productive  debate and pot entially even collaboration:

• https: //ww w.thefir e.org/ne ws/fire-and-coalition-partners-file-brief-re buking-us-gove rnment-atte mpting-deport-

mahmoud-khalil - Ma hmoud Khalil 

• https: //ww w.thefir e.org/ne ws/trumps-calls-investigate-pollst er-put-fir st -ame ndme nt-risk - Ann Selzer

• https: //afcomm .org.uk/2024/04/17/cambridge -race-re alist-fired-for-re je ction-of-edi/ - Na than Cofna

• https: //humanists.uk/2025/01/30/most-people-worldw ide-live-under-blasphe my-laws-free dom-of-thought-re port/  

- Blasphemy Laws

• https: //assets.publishing.se rvic e.gov.uk/m edia/65fdbfd265ca2ffef17da79c/The_Khan_ review.pdf - Threats to Socia l 

Cohesion and Democ ra tic Resilience

• https: //ww w.spe ctator.c o.uk/ar ticle/the-plight-of-hatun-tash-sham es-britain/ - Hatun Ta sh

•  https: //ww w.bbc.co.uk/ne ws/articles/cpdx2wqpg7zo  - Salwan Momika

• https: //fre espe echunion.org/defence -secretary-in-free-spe ech-row-ove r-fsu-me mber-colonel-wright/ - Kelvin 

Wright  

• https: //fre espe echunion.org/labour-re porte d-me-for-rac ial-hatred-a-jury-cleared-me-in-less-than-20-minute s/ - 

Jamie Mic ha el

• https: //ww w.openrightsgroup.org/blog/putting-pride-in-privacy/ - Data Privac y for  LGBT+  Community

• https: //ww w.indexonce nsorship.org/2024/08/banne d-school-librar ians-shushed-ove r-lgbt-books/  - Books Removed 

from L ibrar ies 

• https: //fre espe echunion.org/fsu-me mber-suspended-by-waitrose-for-twe eting-conse rvative-vie ws/ - Ben Woods

• https: //humanists.uk/2025/07/31/funding-to-promote-anti-lgbt-conve rsion-practice s-surges/ - Funding For  Ant i-

LGB T+ Conve rsion Pract ices 

• https: //ww w.theguardian.com/books/2022/m ar/02/bid-by-kazakh-mining-company-to-sue-journalist -is-dismissed-

by-judge - Tom Burgis FT  journa list
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Case Studies To Consider
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Opportunities for collaboration

• Mode l UK Anti-SLAPP Le gislation - https: //ww w.indexonce nsorship.org/slapps-strate gic-lawsuits-against-public-

participat ion/ 

• Online Safety Act re form  - https: //www.openright sgroup.org/campaign/stop-state-ce nsorship-of-online-spe ech/ 

- online  safety act

• Free  spee ch c he cklist for universities - https: //ww w.afaf.org.uk/a-chec k-list-of-ways-in-whic h-universities-can-

promote-free-spe ech/

• Open to Argument - a se minar  se ries c om mitted to r igorous disc ussion on the  m ost contested issues of our time. 

https: //afcomm .org.uk/

A Personal Note

This  research was cond ucted by Alex F ernandes on a voluntary basis. My background for the past 15 years has  been in 

ad vertisin g and com mun icatio ns, and I have led m ultip le research projects to support some o f the b iggest brands and  

ad vertisers in th e world. 

I  have been concerned about the s tate of free speech and bipartisan com munication for a long  tim e. At the tim e of writing 

this  conclu sio n (though after the interviews) over 1,000 peaceful  pro -Palestine protesters  have been arrested in London, 

an d the conservative campaigner Charl ie Kirk w as  shot dead  as  he hosted a  l ive poli tical  debate.

Too of ten, pro ductive discuss ion s o n important issues are scupp ered by a lack of understand ing  an d a  “straw  m anning” of 

the oppo sin g v iew, w hich is increas ing ly spi ll ing  over into arrests and violence in the UK and US A. 

Having  f riends on b oth  sides of the poli tical  spectrum, it  so of ten seems the case that som e of th e greatest wedge issues of 

our time could b e sorted o ut in an evening  of nuanced debate, where the a im  is not to w in the argument b ut to und erstand 

the other s ide’s posi tion and to  learn from  them. 

In condu cting this research I  have been humb led by  the tireless work th e organisations in volved have put in  to defending 

our righ t to free express ion, and the vast know ledge of all  the experts I hav e been  ab le to interview. 

I  hop e that this report goes som e smal l way tow ards sup porting  an  open dia logue between these v enerable experts, 

al low ing  them to w ork together in creating an open society  that can face up to any challenge thrown its  way. 
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