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Solutions Down
1. PROPERTY
2. STRENUOUS
3. PENAL
4. STRONG
5. CAREENING

Solutions Across
1. FONS
2. TENDER
3. APPELLATE
4. APPORTION
5. RESTORE

Flyon the wall …

At varsity, Fly learnt that one of the 
governing rationales for freedom 

of expression was the theory of the 
“marketplace of ideas” espoused by a 
chappie called Meiklejohn, and derived 
amongst others from John Stuart Mill. 
This was the theory that most appealed to 
Fly. The idea was that, as optimal welfare 
emerged through the doings of Adam 
Smith’s invisible hand of the market, the 
invisible hand would write a tome of 
Truth as it was buffeted by the chaos of 
conflicting ideas bandied about in a free 
marketplace of thought and opinion. The 
best response to bad speech was good 
speech. Truth would win, albeit refined, 
in clashing with error. Truth, in fact, was a 
product of innumerable clashes of error.

This notion appears to be distressingly 
unpopular these days. You can’t let people 
engage in bad speech because, well, God 
forbid, they may end up persuading 
everybody of horrible ideas. Rather 
silence them. Forcibly if necessary. Better 
safe than sorry.

Anyway, that is not the subject of 
the story, although fashion in these 
things may well have to do with it. Fly 
is musing on the Great Free Marketplace 
of Ideas of the web and social media. 
Mill, and Fly, would have thought that 
the more anarchic and “democratic” 
access to the free publication of instant 
opinion became, the more receptive the 
social atmosphere, and the individual 
populating it, would become to the 
potential of truth in a diverse range of 
views. Taking speech and its platforms 
from the formal fora of delivery by 
various gangs of priesthoods with 

privileged access to the means of speech 
production, and opening the floor to 
the people should, all things being 
equal, foment ever increasing levels of 
pluralism, tolerance and amenability to 
the refinement of one’s own ideas, so 
that speech would move in a wonderful 
teleological dance towards growing levels 
of enlightenment.

That is decidedly not what is 
happening. Rules of thumb are dangerous 
for being rules of thumb, rather than of 
fine calibrated instruments. But it does 
seem as if one rather reliable rule of 
thumb is that the more the floor opens to 
a cacophony of self-publication of views 
and opinions, the more the discourse and 
atmosphere tend towards conformism, 
instead of non-conformism. The simple 
fact is that the herd instinct seems to be 
stronger than the “protestant” ideal of 
letting each speak his or her little truth 
and weaving a great fabric of truth out of 
the totality. Why is that? Why should a 
greater degree of freedom (in the negative 
and positive sense) in the individual’s 
ability to make himself or herself heard 
lead to a greater inhibition of freedom 
when it comes to independence of 
thought? The Lord of the Flies experiment 
in anarchy in the realm of Cyberspace, 
like its eponymous archetype on an 
island, leads to a fascinating form of 
fascism. We become peer pressured like 
teenagers, and seek comfort in platitude 
and conformism, the safe harbours 
of acceptable discourse; we avoid 
provocation at all costs.

There are many possible simple 
explanations, and some possible 

complicated ones. One simple explanation 
is the fact that risk and reward are 
radically asymmetrical in this world of 
speech. Being misunderstood, appearing 
discordant, wrong or offensive in some 
important respect entails far more 
meaningful consequences for the affected 
individual than persuading someone to 
change a viewpoint might. Ostracism is 
overwhelming and irreversible, whereas 
kudos for changing points of view hardly 
register. Individuals lose their individual 
personality and speaker status and instead 
become voicers of viewpoints – so many 
voices, so much discourse, the only way to 
make sense of it is to identify shibboleths, 
membership tickets and alignments in 
the words employed, and to respond as 
conditioned to the relevant identified 
manifesto or brigade. The inevitable 
consequence is a tendency towards 
conformism, and intolerance of heresy. 
The world out there in cyberspace is not 
some grand cocktail party writ large, 
where whisky-inspired earnest exchanges 
of ideas might send one home with a smile 
and a radical shift in one’s convictions. It is 
instead the kindergarten playground writ 
large, where one needs to make very sure 
one is part of the bullying crowd rather 
than the bullied victim. 

This is perhaps why the discordant 
voices are so shrill. So weirdly hysterical. 
The trolls troll like demons; the 
peripheries of the discussion spiral into 
extraordinary toxicity, and the result is 
that the centre grows more pious, its 
hegemony stronger, its self-affirmation 
and conformism more secure.

It’s time for more single malt. A


