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2023

In the contemporary digital era, where 

information dissemination occurs at an 

unprecedented rate, the challenge of comb-ating 

misinformation and disinformation becomes 

paramount. The Communications Legislation 

Amendment (Combatting Misinfor-mation and 

Disinformation) Bill 2023 by the Australian 

Government addresses this challenge by proposing a 

framework where digital platforms are incentivized to 

self-regulate. However, embedded within this 

approach are philosophical and practical concerns 

related to freedom of speech and the role of 

governance in truth arbitration. Drawing from the 

works of Mill, Hayek, Voltaire, Rothbard, and Nozick, 

this article examines the nuances of the bill and its 

potential implications.

The crux of liberal democracies lies in the 

balance between individual freedoms and collective 

welfare. As John Stuart Mill's seminal work "On 

Liberty" elucidates, the exchange of ideas, even 

erroneous ones, is the bedrock upon which societal 

progress stands. Through robust debate and 

discourse, falsehoods are dissected, and truths 

emerge. The current bill, with its emphasis on 

regulation, risks stifling this very discourse. While not 

overt censorship, incentivizing platforms to regulate 

content could result in a quasi-censorial environment, 

where content is pruned, not for its accuracy, but for 

its potential contentiousness.

Hayek's cautionary narrative in "The Road to 

Serfdom" is of an overzealous state, where regulatory 

powers can potentially morph into tools of control. By 

empowering the ACMA to oversee and potentially 

intervene if self-regulation is deemed unsatisfactory, 

we stand on the precipice of a slippery slope. There is 

clear concern that this will evolve into a scenario 

where the state becomes the arbiter of truth, as was 

mentioned by New Zealand Prime Minister, Jacinda 

Ardern, at some point during the pandemic. Citizens 

were not to listen to anyone other than the 

government. This is dangerous territory for 

democracy and freedom.

Drawing from Rothbard's libertarian ethos, 

the internet can be perceived as the ultimate free 

market for ideas. Just as economic markets self­

correct, the idea market, when left unhindered, can 

self-regulate. The veracity of content can be 

determined collectively through discourse, reviews, 

and counterarguments. The govern-ment's role could 

be advisory and supportive, promoting a culture of 

discernment and critical thinking among its 

citizenries.

The bill's encouragement for digital 

platforms to self-regulate, while appearing liberal on 

the surface, could manifest in unintended 

consequences. As Nozick's "Anarchy, State, and 

Utopia" posits, minimal state intervention is 

paramount for genuine freedom. Herein lies the 

conundrum: How can the state ensure that self­

regulation does not devolve into self-censorship? And 

what mechanisms exist to ensure ACMA's decisions 

are objective and not influenced by political or 

external pressures?
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One of the most promising avenues for 

addressing the challenges of misinformation and 

disinformation is the prioritization of media literacy. 

Rather than entrenching in the quagmire of content 

regulation, the government's focus could be 

redirected towards equipping its citizenry with the 

tools to discern credible from non-credible 

information. This proactive approach not only 

presents a long-term solution but also fosters an 

informed and resilient populace.

Central to this literacy initiative should be a 

comprehensive civic education within our school 

systems. It's crucial for young minds to gain an 

understanding of the intricate tapestry of 

government operations, from politics and elections to 

taxation and other societal frameworks. 

Understanding the mechanisms behind these 

processes and their critical roles in shaping society 

can inspire active participation and a deeper 

appreciation for democracy. Unfortunately, the 

current educa-tional landscape largely neglects this 

facet, often leaving adolescents unaware of the 

paramount importance of democratic partici-pation. 

A robust democratic framework is contingent upon its 

citizens being both informed and involved. Thus, an 

investment in media and civic education is, in 

essence, an investment in the very foundations of our 

democracy.

delicate balance between ensuring factual content 

dissemination and preserving freedom of speech 

requires nuanced, multi-faceted strategies. As we 

navigate this digital era, let us remember that it is 

through the unfettered exchange of ideas that 

societies progress and evolve.

I am opposed to the current form of the 

Communications Legislation Amendment 

(Combatting Misinformation and Disinfor-mation) Bill 

2023 and believe it requires significant revision 

before I could endorse its assent.

Stephen Paton

Australian Citizen and employee of

While the Communications Legislation 

Amendment (Combatting Misinformation and 

Disinformation) Bill 2023 is conceived with noble 

intentions, it is imperative to tread with caution. The
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