
Hate Speech v. Free Speech 

America was built on the ideals of freedom. Freedom of speech, expression, religion and 

feedback to our elected officials are fundamental to our democracy.  

However, the Constitution, written over 200 years ago, is up to interpretation. Free 

speech does not justify yelling “fire” in a crowded building; the right to free speech is necessary 

and valid, unless the right to free speech invalidates someone’s right to life, liberty and the 

pursuit of happiness, as stated in the preamble of our Constitution.  

There is no life in living in fear, when one’s culture, religion or race is constantly under 

attack and threatened. There is no liberty when one is constantly berated. There is no happiness 

when hate speech is normalized, even heralded as bold. 

The government is not justified, or capable of intervening in every instance of hate 

speech. However, when hate speech becomes violent enough, there must be some form of 

limitation. 

No matter from which side of the aisle, American have a deep-rooted respect for soldiers, 

those who offer the ultimate sacrifice to uphold American ideals. Additionally, most can agree 

that a funeral is a time of peace—a sacred moment—and any purposeful interruptions are evil.  

The “Thank God for Dead Soldiers” protesters demonstrated treason, which is defined as 

giving aid and comfort to our enemies. The protesters bordered on blasphemy against the United 

States of America. Signs such as theirs, especially at the funeral for a fallen soldier, are 

unequivocally immoral, and simply intolerable. 

I am talking, of course, about the infamous 2011 Supreme Court case Snyder v. Phelps. 

Fred Phelps and members of the Westboro Baptist Church picketed the funeral of Iraqi War 



veteran fallen hero, Matthew Snyder. They carried inflammatory signs with hateful, vehement 

words such as "God Hates the USA/Thank God for 9/11."  

Phelps and his followers claim that the U.S., especially the military, is too tolerant of 

homosexuality. They repeatedly picketed military funerals to emphasize God’s supposed 

discomfort with this. 

However, intruding on such a sacred ceremony is suppressing the right of Matthew 

Snyder's family and friends to freely express their grief, love and appreciation for his service to 

his country.  

The Supreme Court ruled 8-1 that Phelps’s protests were protected under the First 

Amendment. In this case, justice was not served by an appeal to the very foundations, which 

were established to protect it. 

The government is not always justified to intervene against hate speech. Hate speech has 

become so commonplace, that it would be nearly impossible for it to be regulated. Yet in 

extreme cases, such as the vindictive infringement on a holy eulogy, as in Snyder v. Phelps, 

intervention is necessary.  

When the U.S. government, a “government of the people, by the people and for the 

people” as so wisely stated by Abraham Lincoln, is unable to take action, the people must. It is 

up to the people to determine when free speech becomes hate speech.  

A commonplace example is that of Roseanne Barr’s staunchly racist tweet, teasing that 

Valerie Jarrett, born in Iran, would be the product if “Muslim brotherhood & Planet of the Apes 

had a baby.”  



It is quite timely to point out that this tweet is not unique. Thousands of racist remarks are 

posted on social media each day. But because of Barr’s fame, her tweet gained attention. The 

people rose up and demanded that her show, “Roseanne,” be cancelled. 

It was. 

This essay is a prolonged call to action. We must decide when to stand up. When hate 

speech occurs and the government can’t step up without infringing on the First Amendment, then 

it is up to us to counter it. The people—we—must rise above hate together and stand as the 

United States. 
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