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“Except for the requirements of common courtesy, there are only two rules [in 

seminar]…” I am quoting from the Statement of the St. John’s Program… “First, all opinions 

must be heard and explored, however sharply they may clash; second, every opinion must be 

supported by argument—an unsupported opinion does not count.” Skipping ahead a little: “The 

course of the discussion cannot be fixed in advance; it is determined rather by the necessity of 

‘following the argument,’ of facing the crucial issues, or of seeking foundations upon which a 

train of reasoning can be pursued. The argument does not necessarily lead to the answer to a 

question. More often than not the question remains open but with certain alternatives clearly 

outlined. The progress of the seminar is not particularly smooth; the discussion may sometimes 

branch off and entangle itself in irrelevant difficulties. Only gradually can the logical rigor of an 

argument emerge within the sequence of analogies and other imaginative devices by which the 

discussion is kept alive. A seminar may also degenerate into rather empty talk, without being 

able for some time to extricate itself from such a course. At its best, the seminar may reach 

insights far beyond the initial views held by any of its members.”  

About this passage, I want to draw two observations: first, it would appear that seminar 

is characterized by the “freedom of speech” therein: “all opinions must be heard and explored,” 

“the course of the discussion cannot be fixed in advance,” “more often than not the question 

remains open.” We are committed to this freedom even at the risk of the conversation 

occasionally devolving into “empty talk” or getting entangled in “irrelevant difficulties.” The 

second observation: the phrase, “freedom of speech,” which carries so much weight in 

American political culture, is not mentioned, not invoked, as if its presence were an unintended 

consequence of other intentions. The freedom with which the seminar conversation moves 

serves a deeper freedom of thought, the substance of a liberal education.1  

 
1 From elsewhere in the Statement, about seminar: “The demands of the individual and those of the group are in 
continuous interplay, setting limits within which the discussion moves with the utmost possible freedom.” And: 
“These [the liberal] arts enable all human beings to know the world around them and to know themselves in this 
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In the last several years, it has become common for colleges to declare their 

commitment to freedom of speech or freedom of expression. Several years ago the University 

of Chicago released a statement on ‘freedom of expression’; some version of this statement has 

been endorsed by sixty odd colleges and universities. This past spring, the president of the 

United States signed an executive order mandating that colleges uphold free speech lest they 

jeopardize federal research funds. The order, as framed, will have little practical impact on 

colleges.2 But observers of all kinds found the action alarming, as it seemed designed to ignite 

partisan political skirmishes within the academy, and to demean the noble principle through its 

patently partisan deployment. I feared that even to mention the president’s action could do the 

same to the discourse I’ve embarked on tonight—should I have censored myself, lest I 

introduce partisan strife? Can we hear the fact, without slipping into the mode of discourse 

initiated there?  

Regarding the more principled defense of freedom of speech in the academy, I will note 

that in some respects the Chicago statement echoes our own and there is much to admire in it. 

For example, “Universities should be expected to provide the conditions within which hard 

thought, and therefore strong disagreement, independent judgment, and the questioning of 

stubborn assumptions, can flourish in an environment of the greatest freedom.” The conditions 

for this hard thinking and strong disagreement require valuing civility and nourishing a climate 

of mutual respect.3 The Chicago statement avers that “free inquiry is indispensable to the good 

life.”  

Yet in some respects, I find the Chicago statement does not suit a community of learning 

as I understand it, the one I believe we share. While the statement begins by emphasizing 

freedom of inquiry, it settles more firmly on freedom of expression. At the same time, not 

 
world, and to use that knowledge with wisdom. Under the guidance of these arts, they can free themselves from 
the constraint of prejudice and the narrowness of beaten paths.”  
2 Chronicle of Higher Education, Andy Thomason, March 21, 2019: “But public colleges are already legally bound to 
do so by the First Amendment. And private colleges will be required only to ‘comply with their stated institutional 
policies regarding free inquiry,’ according to Politico, which cited an unnamed senior official in the Trump 
administration.” (“Trump's hyped free speech order asks colleges to do what they already have to,” Politico, 
Benjamin Wermund, March 21, 2019). 
3 Although the statement pointedly adds: “concerns about civility and mutual respect can never be used as a 
justification for closing off discussion of ideas, however offensive or disagreeable those ideas may be to some 
members of our community.”  



 3 

coincidentally, it often emphasizes the value of “uninhibited debate and deliberation.”4 In this 

mode, conversation is envisioned as a place for competition. The word “debate” is derived from 

battere, a word in early Romance languages which meant, “to fight.” The English word debate 

originally meant to “fight” or “strive with” in the literal sense; it acquired its current, figurative 

sense—to dispute a matter of public interest—soon after.5 A debate is a “contest”; it has 

contestants, judges, an audience. An invisible wall is erected between the participants and the 

auditors—the speakers strive to persuade; they are not themselves available for persuasion; 

the auditors—the judges, the audience—are passively worked upon by the persuaders. The 

historical analogy may be to the lists, where knights in armor meet on chargers with pointed 

lances; the modern analogy is to the courtroom.6 The adversarial arrangement is designed to 

elicit arguments framed with maximum force, to clarify the choice to be made by a third party, 

the audience or the jury. The freedom being articulated is a freedom of expression: each may 

outwardly unfold his own conceits and supporting arguments without impediment. And from 

time to time, it offers the ephemeral sweetness of victory.  

The analogy to the courtroom reminds us that debate has a function essential to a free 

political society, but one may still question its usefulness in shared, free inquiry. Often in 

classes, we aim at a mode of understanding that is more secure, more certain, than mere 

persuasion; we aim at demonstration or knowledge. Yet even when we tread the territory in 

which demonstration becomes doubtful, and we must resort to judgment and imagination, we 

still speak less to express ourselves than to find and articulate the obscure but solid contours of 

our subject matter. Returning to the Statement of the Program: “The course of the discussion 

cannot be fixed in advance; it is determined rather by the necessity of ‘following the argument,’ 

of facing the crucial issues, or of seeking foundations upon which a train of reasoning can be 

pursued…  Only gradually can the logical rigor of an argument emerge within the sequence of 

analogies and other imaginative devices by which the discussion is kept alive.” Our dialectical 

activity is not exclusively logical—it employs analogies and imaginative devices—but the 

 
4 The brief document mentions “debate” five times, including in the introduction. Four times it appears in the 
phrase, “debate and deliberation.”  
5 OED online gives as an example of the figurative sense: “1609 Shakespeare Sonnets xv. sig. B4  Wastfull time 
debateth with decay To change your day of youth to sullied night.”  
6 OED: “1590 Spenser Faerie Queene ii. i. sig. M7v   Well could he tourney and in lists debate.” 
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underlying “argument” has enough of an inherent shape that we gradually conform to it as we 

clumsily discover it. “All opinions must be heard and explored, however sharply they may 

clash,” but, “every opinion must be supported by argument.”  

The type of inquiry we pursue requires a small enough community that we can tear 

down the barrier between speaker and auditor; each person in class speaks and listens; each is 

mover and moved. Conversely, vigorous debate as a model for learning may become more apt 

as the scale of the learning community grows: in a lecture hall, in a research university, in a 

research field, we are almost always auditors. After the courtroom, this brings me to the 

second analogy implicit in the defense of free speech: the marketplace. The tacit assumption 

seems to be that we will accumulate the greatest intellectual wealth where the movement of 

information is most free. In the commotion and competition of diverse arguments, true and 

useful notions will achieve their appropriate market share, one trusts, so long as their public 

expression is sustained and uninhibited.7 As John Locke said (in a work I will soon discuss): “For 

truth certainly would have done very well, if she were ever left to herself.”8 The auditors, the 

jury members in a courtroom, become consumers, and the discernment exercised by 

individuals is replaced by an invisible hand or the wisdom of the crowd.9  

It is a serious question, of the greatest import, whether the free expression of 

competing ideas inevitably leads to the gradual prevalence of true ones; I am not able to judge; 

I am intrigued by the notion. It is of limited use, however, in thinking about our classroom—

true, each participant, sharing in a common logos, will walk away with somewhat different 

impressions and opinions, but the classroom is not a marketplace of ideas. The importance of 

scale, from many to few, is noted in the Gorgias when Polus says to Socrates, “Do you not think 

that you have been refuted Socrates, when you say such things as no one among human beings 

would assert? Just ask anyone of these men [who are listening]”; to which Socrates responds, “I 

 
7 A market is efficient when information about products, including prices, moves most freely; as a result, the 
market itself is thought to be the best distributor and aggregator of information.  
8 Letter Concerning Toleration, in, Locke on Toleration, ed. Vernon (Cambridge University Press, 2010), page 31. 
Locke is concerned with the employment of government and law to persuade people about religion. On the 
analogy between freedom in the development of property and in the care of the soul, page 18.  
9 In fairness, the Chicago Statement does not allude to the marketplace. I do think the analogy is implicit in much 
popular discourse about how free expression leads to the prevalence of correct notions.  
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am not one of the political men… so do not bid me to put the vote to those present,” and, a 

little later, “all other men agree with you except me, whereas for me you, being one man alone, 

are quite enough to agree and bear witness… I put the vote to you alone and bid the others 

farewell.”10  

 

Occasionally engaged in conversations on this subject, I was struck by the question of a 

colleague: why is it that, in reference to freedom of speech in the academy, we do not speak 

instead about toleration? If one wishes to create an environment that cultivates openness to 

different opinions, why emphasize one’s right to speak, rather than one’s obligation to listen? 

Within the American regime, free speech and toleration share a common source, the first 

amendment to the Constitution. They would seem to be complimentary parts of a coordinated 

intention. Within our sub-political community, a very small college, could toleration be a more 

fitting way to conceive of the space within which we pursue free inquiry? In order to think 

about this, I wanted to turn to a classic work on the subject to assist me; and I note that there is 

no such work on the program. And we might wonder why, when religious toleration is one of 

the most distinctive and, I would say, valuable, features of modern liberal democracies—

answering this query is not easy. For the purposes of this talk, I will spend some time with 

Locke’s Letter Concerning Toleration, and, though it is off-the-program, it has the virtue of 

sharing many principles with the much more familiar Two Treatises of Government. This will 

constitute the second part of my talk; the third will move further back in time, to the virtues 

concerning “actions and speeches” in Aristotle’s Ethics.  

 

I will sketch what I take to be several principles of Locke’s account of toleration and the 

manner in which toleration is extended. This will bring us to a few surprising features in the 

doctrine, additional questions about how it is extended, and how it is relevant to our own 

community.  

 
10 Gorgias 473e and 475e-476a, Nichols trans. (Cornell University Press, 1998). Of course, later, it is enough if only 
Callicles agrees with Callicles (482b); self-agreement under sustained examination is the necessary but not 
sufficient criterion for knowledge. Socrates is somewhat disingenuous here; he is, after all, conducting the 
argument as a demonstration for Gorgias.  
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Locke’s account of toleration has two starting points, one, his reading of the Gospel, the 

other, his philosophy of politics. The Letter begins from the teaching of the New Testament. 

Very simply, being a Christian requires charity, gentleness, and goodwill (3); Locke flatly denies 

that persecution of others on the basis of their beliefs is compatible with charity and goodwill 

(3-4). Christ sent out his disciples, “to subdue nations and compel them to come into the 

church[,] not with swords or spears… but with the Gospel, with the message of peace[,] and 

with the exemplary force of holiness” (5).”11 The word toleration, in its earliest sense, means to 

“endure” or “sustain hardship” (OED), and, as Locke says, “the Gospel everywhere testifies that 

the true disciples of Christ must expect persecution and bear it” (11). That is, even if one were 

to set aside charity as a reason for toleration, toleration on its own appears to follow from 

Christ’s teaching.  

The second starting point for the account of toleration is Locke’s political philosophy: 

“the commonwealth seems to me to be a society of men constituted only for preserving and 

advancing their civil goods… life, liberty, bodily health and freedom from pain, and the 

possession of outward things” (JWG, 67). For the sake of this end, preserving civil goods, 

governments institutes law, and rulers have the force with which to punish anyone who breaks 

the law and “violates the rights of others” (7).12 The salient feature of Locke’s teaching, of 

course, is that the power of government is limited: he aims to show, “that the whole 

jurisdiction of the magistrate is concerned only with these civil goods,… that all the right and 

dominion of civil power is bounded and confined solely to the care of these [civil] goods; and 

that it neither can nor ought to be extended to the salvation of souls.”  

With the exception of this last phrase about “souls,” all of this is familiar from the Two 

Treatises on Government, and still more familiar as a principle of American government from its 

first establishment. What is curious is that, although the Two Treatises on Government and the 

 
11 For “compel,” Vernon refers us to Luke 14:23, “And the lord said unto the servant, Go out into the highways and 
hedges, and compel them to come in, that my house may be filled.” This was evidently frequently referenced in 
the polemical literature of the age. (Locke’s Latin in this passage, cogendas, differs from the Vulgate in Luke 14:23, 
compellere; perhaps the polemical literature warrants the connection?) Quotations are from the Vernon 
translation, except for those noted as being from the J.W. Gough edition (JWG): Epistola de Tolerantia: A Letter on 
Toleration (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968).  
12  
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Letter Concerning Toleration were published in the same year, both anonymously, and although 

both works rest on the same political principles, the Second Treatise on Government is silent on 

the question of religious toleration.13 One might wonder, is the doctrine of toleration essential 

to Locke’s philosophy of politics, or is it an optional, dispensable supplement?  

Locke’s analysis of the question has as its primary object, the “church”: the “church” is 

the entity whose toleration is being examined. Locke’s definition of “church” is laid out as if it 

belonged to his political philosophy: a church is a sub-political association that is framed in 

partial analogy to the commonwealth. A church is a “free [and voluntary] society of men, 

joining together of their own accord for the public worship of God in such manner as they 

believe will be acceptable to the Deity for the salvation of their souls” (JWG, 71).14 No one is 

born into a church or bound to one by nature; each has the same liberty to leave it as they had 

to enter (9). Every free association has its rules, and the right of making these rules belongs to 

the association, or to whomever the association has approved by its consent (10).15 In terms of 

this rule-making autonomy, Locke says the church is similar to an association of businessmen or 

an association of “learned persons pursuing philosophy.”16 Especially in the case of the church, 

membership is a free choice because the path to salvation is for “every individual to investigate 

by his own efforts, thinking, searching, judging, and reflecting for himself, in sincerity of heart” 

(sincera mente, 19).17  

 
13 Both were published in 1689, the Two Treatises in English, the Letter in Latin. Incidentally, Locke’s authorship of 
the Letter was revealed much before his authorship of the treatises. Also, Laslett notes passages in the Two 
Treatises that correspond to passages in the four letters on toleration, e.g., II.3, II.108, II.134, etc. (Two Treatise of 
Government, ed. P. Laslett (Cambridge University Press, 1960, 1996). Although the Second Treatise does not 
explain toleration, in the list of causes that might lead the people to resist their government, we find, in one 
instance, “when their Estates, Liberties, and Lives are in danger, and perhaps their Religion too” (II.209, emphasis 
added). In the following section, among the actions of the ruler that could prompt the dissolution of the 
government, Locke includes, “that Religion underhand favoured (though publicly proclaimed against) which is 
readiest to introduce [arbitrary power]” (II.210).  
14 Elsewhere Locke does say that “true religion” comes into the world “to ground a life of goodness and piety… 
holiness of life, purity of morals, goodness of heart, and gentleness” (Vernon, 3).  
15 It is strange that, in discussing rule-making within the church, Locke mentions the importance of consent 
(assensus, JWG, 73), but when discussing the commonwealth, he omits it—strange, since consent is such a central 
feature in his political teaching (Second Treatise, ch. 8). Perhaps the Letter Concerning Toleration, written in Latin, 
was intended equally for readers on the continent.  
16 Societas literatorum ad philosopham; not quite following Gough (73) or Vernon (10).  
17 “The only real way to spread the truth [is] to combine the weight of reason and argument with humanity and 
good will” (15). 
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The argument for toleration seems to be advanced as much as possible on the grounds 

of political philosophy. According to Locke, the articulation of the civil power, including its 

limits, is religion-independent: “Civil power is the same everywhere, and it can bestow no more 

authority on a church if it is in the hands of a Christian prince than it can in the hands of a pagan 

prince” (14). Political philosophy appears sufficient “to mark the true bounds between the 

church and the commonwealth” (JWG, 65). In order to do this, one more principle is requisite: 

“The care of souls cannot belong to the civil magistrate, because his power consists wholly in 

compulsion. But true and saving religion consists in the inward persuasion of the mind, without 

which nothing has any value with God; and such is the nature of human understanding, that it 

cannot be compelled by any outward force [JWG, 69].” To Locke’s political philosophy is added 

a principle from another part of philosophy: that the mind cannot be compelled by force. If true 

religion consists in the inward persuasion of the mind, and if the civil power exercises a 

compulsion which has no effect on the mind, then the civil power is simply incapable of 

favoring one religion over another. “It is light that is needed to change a belief in the mind; 

punishment of the body does not lend light” (8).  

In judging whether a church should be tolerated, Locke identifies three salient features 

to be considered: its modes of worship, its speculative doctrines, and its practical or moral 

doctrines. Toleration appears to be unconditional when it comes to two of the three features, 

modes of worship and speculative doctrines. Regarding matters of worship, most are 

“indifferent in their own nature”: “the sprinkling of water, and the use of bread and wine, are 

things in their own nature and in ordinary life altogether indifferent” (JWG, 107). They are not 

indifferent to the members of the church who practice them, who regard them as instituted by 

God. But since they are indifferent in their own nature, the civil magistrate has no cause to 

prefer one over the other; and as they belong to the inmost beliefs of the worshippers, the civil 

power is obliged to respect these choices. As far as the civil power is concerned, if a Christian 

“should want to sacrifice a calf, that (I say) should not be forbidden by law… That does no harm 

to anyone, takes nothing from any man’s possessions” (25).  

Toleration is equally broad in relation to speculative doctrines: the ruler ought not 

prohibit the speculative opinions of any church, “because they have no bearing on the civil 
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rights of the subjects.”18 “Laws are not concerned with the truth of opinions, but with the 

security and safety of the commonwealth and with each man’s goods” (JWG, 123). Locke 

resorts to the principle I mentioned before: truth “does not need force to find entrance into 

men’s minds, nor is she taught by the [voice] of the laws.”  

The limits and perplexities concerning toleration enter with the third feature of a 

church, its practical doctrines. Both the civil power and the church are concerned with instilling 

good morals; while the commonwealth requires that its citizens have good morals, the church 

appears more able to instill them.19 Locke admits that this may lead the church to infringe on 

the commonwealth, or vice versa, but he asserts that such infringements will be rare; few sects 

are likely to teach doctrines that undermine the foundations of society, as the given sect would 

endanger the peace and respect it enjoys.20  

As the force of the argument for toleration arises from demonstrating the limits of the 

civil power, the argument of the Letter focuses on explaining why the civil power, the ruler, 

must tolerate all qualifying churches. Yet, in Locke’s view, it is very often a church having 

influence with the civil power that seeks to use that power to persecute a competing church. 

The rhetorical objective of the Letter therefore is to persuade each church why it must tolerate 

others. Locke emphasizes that toleration is, of its very nature, mutual or reciprocal: the 

condition for receiving it, is granting it (36). If a church is intolerant towards others at home, it 

cannot expect to be tolerated abroad; if it is intolerant now under advantageous political 

circumstances, it cannot expect to be tolerated in the future under disadvantageous ones (15). 

The aim appears to be to persuade churches not to avail themselves of the civil power in order 

to suppress competing faiths. Or to put it more strongly, while the central argument for 

toleration is mounted from the philosophical analysis of the powers of the commonwealth, the 

 
18 JWG, 121. “To believe this or that to be true is not within the scope of our will” (JWG, 121).  
19 Good morals “are a major part of religion” and “play a role in civil life” (31). For example, Christianity is opposed 
to vices such as adultery, fornication, and lasciviousness (5), as well as bigotry and fanaticism (6).  
20 “No doctrines, incompatible with human society, and contrary to the good morals which are necessary for the 
preservation of civil society, are to be tolerated by the magistrate. But examples of these are rare in any church” 
(JWG, 131). Locke does imply that if the civil power seizes civil goods on the basis of disfavored religious belief, the 
result could be civil war (“Who shall be judge between them? I answer: God alone” [JWG, 129]; cf. Second Treatise 
2.168, 2.241). Locke also considers cases where a sect deceptively teaches a doctrine that would give its members 
civil power over member of another sect.  
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rhetorical thrust of the work suggests that toleration ought to be practiced, most of all, in 

society generally, below the level of politics.  

 

Having laid out several fundamental aspects of Locke’s argument, let me ask a few 

questions. First, how far does toleration extend? Locke is categorical in extending toleration to 

Jews, Muslims, idolaters, and even pagans (41). “No one… should be deprived of his earthly 

goods on account of religion, including [those natives of America] who have been subjected to 

a Christian prince… if they believe they please God and attain salvation by their ancestral rites, 

they should be left to God and themselves” (27). Locke impresses us with his humanity on this 

point.  

Famously, however, and a little shockingly to modern sensibilities, the Letter implies 

that Catholicism should not be tolerated if, by its practical doctrines, it claims to limit the civil 

power of the commonwealth, or to assert its own civil power (35).21 Locke does maintain that 

there is nothing in the speculative doctrines of Catholicism to merit intolerance (31). This may 

be a fitting moment to mention, as you may have recently heard, that our own Greenfield 

Library holds a brief, very early document in Locke’s own handwriting, which considers the 

advantages and disadvantages of tolerating Catholicism.22 

Equally provocative to modern sensibilities is the total intolerance of atheism. “Lastly, 

those who deny the existence of the Deity are not to be tolerated at all. Promises, covenants, 

and oaths, which are the bonds of human society, can have no hold upon or sanctity for an 

atheist; for the taking away of God, even only in thought, dissolves all. Furthermore, a man who 

by his atheism undermines and destroys all religion cannot in the name of religion claim the 

privilege of toleration for himself” (JWG, 135). Here, too, the argument for intolerance appears 

to be based on practical, moral doctrine: atheists do not keep promises or contracts, 

 
21 Locke does not mention Catholicism explicitly when implicating these doctrines. When discussing another 
doctrine that was attributed to Catholicism and would preclude its toleration, Locke hypothetically attributes it to 
a Turkish Muslim instead (36). The letter seems crafted to leave open the possibility of tolerating Catholics, if those 
doctrines were not held. Also: “Is worshipping in the Roman manner permitted? Then permit the Genevan also. Is 
speaking Latin allowed in the marketplace? Then allow those who so desire to speak it also in church” (40).  
22 Walmsley and Waldmann, “John Locke and the Toleration of Catholics: A New Manuscript,” The Historical 
Journal, 2019; http://digitalarchives.sjc.edu/items/show/6528?_ga=2.23967930.1816383851.1566671369-
1602710236.1564332443.  

http://digitalarchives.sjc.edu/items/show/6528?_ga=2.23967930.1816383851.1566671369-1602710236.1564332443
http://digitalarchives.sjc.edu/items/show/6528?_ga=2.23967930.1816383851.1566671369-1602710236.1564332443
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presumably because they do not expect rewards or punishments in the afterlife. Yet the 

doctrine for which they are criticized—that God does not exist—is speculative, not practical. 

This brings into question Locke’s separation of speculative and practical doctrines: it turns out 

not to be true that all speculative doctrines should be tolerated. Locke had said that the 

commonwealth has no care of the soul; the intolerance towards atheism appears to contradict 

this.23  

As we are instinctively inclined to extend toleration further than Locke’s Letter, some 

readers have endeavored to rescue Locke from the opprobrium of having been intolerant in 

these two cases, and to discover in his various writings a more tolerant attitude to these 

groups. I am unable to judge these interpretations. The intolerance of the Letter, however, 

suggests that the attempt to articulate with precision the grounds of toleration inevitably leads 

to articulating the grounds for intolerance as well. As the indictment of atheism implies, at the 

very least, intolerance of whatever kind must itself not be tolerated. Insofar as we, inhabitants 

of a liberal democracy, are strongly predisposed in favor of toleration, it is vaguely troubling to 

think that, if toleration is not extended without limit, we must finally be resolved, at some 

point, contrary to our disposition, to be intolerant.  

A second question: is toleration extended exclusively on the basis of political philosophy? 

Just as Locke said, “civil power is the same everywhere,” so he also says, “ecclesiastical 

authority is the same everywhere”; everywhere it is true that the church “has no competence 

in civil matters and no power to compel” (40). The Letter freely extends toleration to Jews, yet 

it also notes that, in the Biblical commonwealth of the Israelites, there was no distinction 

between church and commonwealth; in that commonwealth, the civil laws dictated religious 

ritual and punished idolaters (28). The Biblical commonwealth appears not to meet the criteria 

for a “church.” Locke himself argues in favor of tolerating idolaters, and he argues that idolaters 

were in fact tolerated in the Biblical commonwealth (30). Toleration evidently depends on the 

 
23 Locke originally said that the civil power is not concerned with “the salvation of the soul” (JWG, 67); later, it is 
not the responsibility of the civil power if a citizen “neglects the care of his soul” (17). If “care of the soul” means 
exclusively care for salvation, then perhaps it is true that the commonwealth has no care for the “soul”; but if “care 
of the soul” includes speculative belief that supports moral rectitude, then it seems the commonwealth does in 
fact have care of the soul, in contradiction to the earlier statement. The first interpretation may be correct.  
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non-enforcement of some laws of the Biblical commonwealth.24 To frame the matter in general 

terms: admission to toleration requires that each religion conceive of itself in a way 

conformable to Locke’s definition of a church; that is, Locke’s definition of church is in some 

measure normative rather than descriptive. The same might be said of Locke’s claim that “the 

true… religion consists in the inward persuasion of the mind.” Readers will approach this 

question differently: some will say that all churches are conceived to conform to the contours 

of Locke’s own church (whatever it may have been), that is, that the ultimate grounds of 

toleration are theological rather than philosophical. I would be inclined to say that the specific 

conception of a church is designed to attain a pragmatic end, civil peace and prosperity. Either 

way, an objectively philosophical derivation of the nature of a church seems wanting.  

A third question: what import would this conception of toleration have for our own sub-

political community, “our association of learned persons pursuing philosophy”?25 I turned to 

Locke’s account of toleration with the hope of discovering a principle that could explain how 

freedom of speech is enjoyed in a small community, without focusing directly on the right to 

that speech. And in some measure toleration meets that end: as I said, the practice of 

toleration is inherently mutual; it puts the emphasis on what you are willing to hear and 

endure, rather than what you are free to say. Toleration requires something hard of us, to 

endure heresy with equanimity, to hear speech that contradicts our most dear convictions 

about the highest matters.  

The doctrine of toleration appears most stable, most defensible, when it focuses on how 

the civil power is—by its own nature—limited; that is, it seems that toleration is established 

most securely at the level of political society. The activity of religion simply lies beyond the 

scope of the state’s coercive power. Yet because we cannot be confident that every religion 

would, from its own doctrine, conform to Locke’s specific definition of a “church,” the 

argument for toleration below the level of politics, in society more generally, appears to rest on 

 
24 Perhaps Locke thinks that this was the only such regime, and so, an exception easily excluded? “For the 
commonwealth of the Jews was very different from others, being based on theocracy” (28). Locke is then at pains 
to establish that, once the commonwealth was established, men were not punished for idolatry, that is, idolaters 
were tolerated rather than punished by the civil power (30).  
25 In addition to the philosophical society, at a lower level, Locke adds, the society “of men-of-leisure seeking 
conversation and entertainment” (10).  
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a moral injunction: toleration is charitable. Yet it likewise cannot be assumed that every religion 

eligible for toleration will place the emphasis on charity needed to inspire toleration. In the 

absence of charity, perhaps toleration can rest on vaguer notions of “humanity and goodwill,”26 

but we would still be lacking a demonstration of “humanity” as a virtue. Personally, I am willing 

to accept “humanity” as a reason to be tolerant, and I would recommend toleration to a peer as 

a salutary condition for serious conversation, this despite the fact that, so far, I cannot 

adequately delineate the scope or the grounds of that toleration.  

 

 I turned to Locke’s account of toleration in order to think about free inquiry and free 

speech without depending on the right of the individual, but attending more to the 

conversational culture where free inquiry occurs. The turn to toleration served those ends 

insofar as Locke’s defense of it emphasizes mutual respect and forbearance more than 

individual rights. But in the case of Locke, one might be little more than the obverse of the 

other: if one person is obligated to tolerate the religion of another, in Locke’s framework of 

limited government, doesn’t this imply that the other has a right to the free practice of his 

religion as well as a right to public speech about it? So for the last part of this lecture I wanted 

to push back further from the range of modern thought, again, in order to think about the 

cultivation of free speech within a community of learning.  

 In antiquity, of course, there was no doctrine of rights—no right of free speech or 

freedom of the press—and yet “free speech” is nevertheless a theme for our Greek authors. I 

am thinking of the word parrhesia and its cognates. It is a compound word, coming from pan, 

meaning “all” or “everything,” and rhesis, a “speech” or “saying.”27 Literally, it could mean, “to 

say everything,” or, “to speak completely”; more colloquially, it means “frankness” or 

“outspokenness.” An example from the Gorgias might be useful: Socrates credits Callicles with 

his, “knowledge, goodwill, and outspokenness,” parrhesia, because he was willing to say openly 

 
26 Humanity and Christianity appear separable: “The magistrate is not obliged to put off either humanity or 
Christianity” (JWG, 69).  
27 For the general conception of parrhesia, I have drawn on Michel Foucault’s “Discourse and Truth: The 
Problematization of Parrhesia,” a transcription of six lectures from 1983 
(foucault.info/downloads/discourseandtruth.doc). I have not much attended to the trajectory of Foucault’s own 
thinking on the subject which leads to developments of parrhesia in Hellenistic thinking.  
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what appeared shameful to others.28 And even without a doctrine of civil or natural rights, this 

free speech was understood to be the inheritance of equal, free-born citizens in a democracy, 

especially in Athens. The one who lacks it is a slave.29  

 So let me pose a question: where does “free” or “frank speech” fit in among Aristotle’s 

account of the virtues of “actions and speeches”? These virtues are found at the end of Book 4 

of the Nicomachean Ethics. Let me say a few words about the structure of that book. It 

describes eight virtues; and, as many of you have observed, the first four—liberality, 

magnificence, greatness of soul, and ambition—form a set. The first two deal with wealth, the 

second two with honor; the first and fourth, that is, liberality and ambition, deal with wealth or 

honors in moderate measures; the second and third, magnificence and greatness of soul, deal 

with wealth and honor in extraordinary measures.30 The third virtue, greatness of soul, forms a 

sort of peak among the virtues, both locally and within the Ethics as whole: worthy of great 

honors, the great-souled man is the best of men, having complete virtue.31  

 Aristotle identifies the last three virtues in Book 4—friendliness, truthfulness, and wit—

as the virtues concerning “associations of actions and speeches.” Of these three, the first and 

third, friendliness and wit, are sibling virtues: both have to do with pleasure, the first has to do 

with pleasure “in the affairs of life”; the third, with pleasure in amusements.32 In between these 

two, Aristotle inserts truthfulness—we will have to think about why these three form a set, and 

why truth-telling is situated in between the two sibling virtues.  

 
28 Gorgias 487a, also 487d.  
29 Foucault, page 9-10, interpreting The Phoenician Women; on the need to inherit parrhesia, page 19. Gorgias 
461a, Socrates to Polus: “you would certainly suffer terrible things, best of men, if you came to Athens, where 
there is the most freedom (exousia) to speak in Greece, and then you alone had the misfortune not to get any 
there.” Also see the Republic 557b.  
30 Aristotle says, magnificence has to liberality the same relation as greatness-of-soul has to the virtue having to do 
with moderate honors (4.4.1125b1). This virtue is without a name; it seems to be found in the way one might find 
a “fourth proportional” in geometry. I have mostly followed the Rackham translation (Loeb Classical Library, 
Harvard University Press, 1926, 1982), although I have also sometimes followed the Sachs translation (Focus 
Philosophical Library, 2002) and the Bartlett and Collins translation (University of Chicago Press, 2011).  
31 Ethics 1124a24. Thirty years ago I took an extended class on the Nicomachean Ethics with Leon Kass at the 
University of Chicago. It is not possible to accurately trace or to properly acknowledge what I owe to him and to 
others in the class for my understanding of this book.  
32 Ethics 2.7.1108a11; also 4.8.1128b5.  
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 The last thing I will say about structure of Book 4 is that the fifth virtue, gentleness, 

seems to serve as a transition between the first four—the virtues of wealth and honor—and the 

last three, the virtues of “associations in actions and speeches.”  

 Having sketched the structure of Book 4, I ask: where do we find “free” or “frank 

speech” among these virtues? Surprisingly, not among the virtues of “actions and speeches,” 

but in the great-souled man. And it is also surprising how much Aristotle has to say about the 

great man’s way of talking. Recall that he has wealth and virtue, he seeks great honor and is 

worthy of it, and so he is “haughty towards men of position and fortune,” but measured 

towards the middling sort. He cares more about truth than opinion; he speaks frankly and 

truthfully (parresiastes and aletheutikos). If he did not openly say what he thinks, he would 

suggest he was fearful; his outspokenness affirms his greatness and his disdain for others 

(4.3.1124b27). With the humble sort of people he refrains from frank speech and, instead, he is 

self-deprecating or ironic. In addition to this: he does not talk about other people, he is not a 

gossip, for he does not wish to be praised in conversation, nor does he want to speak ill of 

others. He has a deep voice and a firm way of speaking (stasimos lexis, 1125a13). He seems to 

be not an eager conversationalist, and not likely to tell a joke.  

 

 Let’s turn to the so-called virtues of actions and speeches: why does “speaking frankly” 

not appear there? After all, the great-souled man is said to be frank and truthful, and one of 

three virtues under consideration is truthfulness: How does being truthful get separated off 

from speaking frankly?  

 Of the first two of these virtues, friendliness and truthfulness, Aristotle says they are 

nearly about the same things (4.7.1127a13). It is important to digress briefly and note, about 

both virtues, that they do not have a name—like all ethical virtues, they are means between 

two extremes, two vices, an excess and defect, and the virtues are known only negatively, only 

by the absence of the vices. Now, Aristotle does fall into using provisional names for these 

virtues, the ones I have been using—friendliness and truthfulness—but it will be important to 

remember that they are nameless.  
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 Friendliness is the settled disposition of hitting the mean with respect to giving pleasure 

to associates, and not giving them pain. For the reasons I noted, friendliness is seen more 

clearly in contrast with its correlative vices: those who object to everything, who don’t care 

whether they cause pain, are peevish and contentious (or eristic, duserides, 4.6.1126b15). At 

the other extreme, those who never raise an objection, who studiously avoid ever being a cause 

of pain to others, are obsequious or flattering.33 Now this virtue, the mean between 

contentious and flattering, doesn’t have a name, but Aristotle says this is the sort of person 

whom we often call, “a good friend” (epieikes philos, 1126b21); hence, the virtue could be 

referred to as “friendliness.”34 The good friend is not someone who is always pleasant; he takes 

into consideration what is honorable and what is advantageous; he does not join in what is 

shameful or harmful; he will be somewhat unpleasant, or cause pain, when there is cause 

(1126b31). In deciding whether to be pleasant or, if needed, unpleasant, he considers whether 

the person he is with is a friend, a mere acquaintance, or a stranger, someone high in society or 

low. I propose that we think of this “good friend,” the opposite of the flatterer, someone 

occasionally willing to give pain in speech, as the replacement for the man of free speech. The 

flatterer conceals his thought, or lies, in order to please; in the same circumstances, the good 

friend, like a frank speaker, says what he thinks, but gauged to his audience.35  

 As I said, the virtues of friendliness and truthfulness are closely related, so let us turn to 

truthfulness to fill out the picture. Once again, properly speaking, this virtue has no name; 

Aristotle introduces only it as “the mean in relation to boastfulness,” a vice; it concerns those 

who tell the truth and those who lie, in deeds and in words (4.7.1127a13). Aristotle has in mind 

especially speech about oneself: at one extreme, the boaster exaggerates and gives to himself 

qualities he does not have; at the other extreme, the ironic person makes himself out to be less 

 
33 When Aristotle first names the vice, he names only obsequiousness (4.6.1126b12); only at the end of the 
chapter, does he add the flatterer (kolax), when someone gives pleasure for the sake of gain (1127a10). In English I 
believe flattery is often motivated by gain, but need not be, that is, its sense seems broader.  
34 In Book 2, when sketching the virtues, Aristotle calls it “friendship,” philia (2.7.1108a28), not “friendliness,” but 
in 4.6., he says this virtue is not friendship per se; hence, I am using the word “friendliness” in order to distinguish 
the virtue from the relationship. It would be truer to Aristotle’s diction to use “friendship” in both cases, although 
also more confusing.  
35 Of course, the great-souled man also gages his speech to his interlocutor, either those comparable to him in 
greatness, or those below him. The good friend appears to mix with those beneath and above him.  
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than he is. Boastfulness is most common when one stands to gain something from deceit, and 

deceit about one’s ability is hard to detect: Aristotle gives as examples divination, medicine, 

and philosophy: boastfulness looks like an occupational hazard.36 He does not fail to remind us, 

on the other side, that Socrates was charmingly ironic or self-deprecating.37 This truthfulness, 

however, is not simply about oneself: Aristotle explicitly excludes from this virtue telling the 

truth or lying about business matters and contracts; these cases would fall under the virtue of 

justice instead (4.7.1127a33). Here he is discussing someone who tells the truth, not only about 

himself, but when nothing particular is at stake. His speech is direct; he calls each thing by its 

name (authekastos, 1127a24).  He seems to be “a good” or “equitable person” (toioutos 

epieikes) because he is a “truth-lover” (4.7.1127b3, following Bartlett and Collins).  

 The equitable truth-lover and the “good friend” form a reciprocal pair: one tells the 

truth about all things, but especially about himself, and the other is generally pleasant, but tells 

the truth to a friend even when it may sting. Or more likely, in a sound pairing, each person 

plays each role, as needed. The condescending frankness of the great-souled man is replaced by 

something equally truthful, but more equitable. They are lovers of truth, wary of false 

appearances, but their truthfulness is not intended to communicate anything august about 

their status.  

 

 Let us quickly consider the two virtues surrounding friendliness and truthfulness: 

gentleness before and wit after. As I said before, gentleness marks the transition from the high 

virtues of greatness of soul and magnificence to the virtues of action and speech. Gentleness 

(praotês) is the disposition of feeling anger in the right measure and in right way.38 The gentle 

person is not quick to anger, nor does he dwell on his anger; he is not inclined to revenge, and 

he is more likely to forgive (4.5.1125b31-1126a3). He is thoughtful or considerate about those 

 
36 Ethics 4.7.1127b18. To be accurate, Aristotle says a “wise man” (sophos) not “philosopher.”  
37 Aristotle notes that the Spartans are self-deprecating in a way that, paradoxically, turns out to be boastful; 
perhaps this too is a danger for students of philosophy (e.g., Diogenes).  
38 Here, too, Aristotle says that the virtue does not have a name, although, unlike in the earlier cases, he refers to 
the virtue by the name he has given it (“gentleness”) from the beginning of his discussion of it (4.5.1125b26).  
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around him,39 but in a way that is dispassionate rather than sentimental. He becomes angry 

when there is cause, for someone who never becomes angry, who is not ready to defend 

himself, is base or vile (4.5.1126a6).40 Gentleness is thus a virtue fitting for a free and equal 

citizen; the ruler, by contrast, is likely to err a little on the side of too much anger; such rulers, 

Aristotle says, are called “manly” (andrôdeis; 4.5.1126b2). The insertion of gentleness lowers 

the pitch of the analysis from the great-souled man back to the liberal one, a free person, which 

is where Book 4 began. Gentleness also seems to establish the dispassionate environment 

where the good friend and the truthteller engage in commerce and conversation.41  

 The virtues of action and speech are concluded with wit. Wit discovers a “harmonious 

way of associating with people—[the] sorts of things one ought to say, and a way of saying 

them,” as well as the way of hearing them.42 Often jokers—buffoons—are called “witty,” but 

true wit is distinguished by the addition of tact. The buffoon, over eager for a laugh, is oblivious 

to the shame or pain caused by his jest; he resembles the contentious person, who, insensible 

to the offense he gives, indulges in raillery and vilification. By contrast, the genuinely witty 

person will say and give ear to those things fitting for a “free and good person” (eleutherios and 

epieikes).43 Wit accompanied by tact distinguishes the free person from the base, the educated 

from the ignorant. Others readers have pointed out that, Aristotle, making a pun, derives the 

word “witty” from a word meaning “full of ‘good turns’ or ‘versatile’.”44 Wit puts on display the 

graceful movements of character, just as athletics or dance displays the movements of the 

body. The playful, well-turned phrase lands on what is base but does not dwell there; it drives 

 
39 Apt to forgive is suggnomonikos; forgiveness is later associated with the minor intellectual virtue of 
“consideration” (gnôme, 6.11, see 1143a20). The one who is forgiving is equitable or decent, epieikes. Note the 
frequency of epieiekes in these chapters. I refer the reader to an earlier lecture, “Two Good Men in Aristotle’s 
Ethics, or Does a Liberal Education Improve One’s Character?” which discusses the differences between two good 
men, the virtuous or spoudaios and the decent or epieikes.  
40 Aristotle notes that flattery is slavish (4.3.1125a2); it would seem that friendliness, too, befits the free person.  
41 The arc of this part of Book 4 is shown by Ronna Burger, Aristotle's Dialogue with Socrates: On the "Nicomachean 
Ethics" (University of Chicago Press, 2008), pages 87-89. Burger emphasizes the turn away from the noble in the 
last several virtues of Book 4 and the appearance of grace in two of those virtues, self-deprecation and wit 
(1128a31-32, 1127b22-24).  
42 Ethics 4.8.1128a1, Sachs trans.  
43 Ethics 4.8.1128a19. Sachs translates eleutherios, “generous,” pointing back to the first virtue in Book 4, liberality; 
Rackham translates it a “gentleman,” as a free and liberal man is still a person of some stature.  
44 Ethics, 4.8.1128a10. See R. Burger, page 89: witty, eutrapeloi; full of “good turns,” eutropoi. Bartlett and Collins 
suggest “versatile.”  
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one’s thinking beneath the surface. Wit is frank and open in its own way; it gives voice to things 

we would normally be ashamed to say, but it does so with a grace and playfulness distinct from 

the frank speech of the great man. In sum, the last four virtues of Book IV collectively transform 

the free and frank speech of the great-souled man into something more gentle, nimble, 

occasionally vulgar, but nevertheless truthful and revealing.  

 I would not want to exaggerate the effects of these virtues—we are loitering among the 

last of the ethical virtues. We have probably observed or read novels of refined society that is 

gentle, witty, and friendly in its conversation, without being illuminating or penetrating. These 

virtues seem to establish the conversational milieu in which several intellectual virtues could be 

developed, but naturally without guaranteeing their attainment. I have approached this 

question from the point of view our attitude or stance entering a conversation, but in 

retrospect it may have been wiser to ask what sort of demands participation in an illuminating, 

penetrating conversation makes on us. What is required of us if our end is a shared logos that is 

open and rigorous? Through my title I meant to consider truthfulness and friendliness (and 

toleration as well) as “conversational virtues,” a term we loosely use now and again, but the 

phrase “conversational virtues” refers equally or more often to strictly dialectical capacities 

that are also required for penetrating discussions.  

 Finally, I would not want to assume the attainment of even these virtues: for all ethical 

virtues, it is all-too-easy to get it wrong, to miss the mark going too far, or falling short. It is easy 

to miss the mark, without knowing it: making a joke, I could be much pleased with my wit, only, 

without knowing it, to have played the buffoon, and everyone in earshot too polite to say so. 

And even when we hit the mean, we may not recognize it—one could respond to an affront 

with just the right measure of anger, and nevertheless feel convinced that one has been too 

irascible, or too gentle. Still worse, it does not help that several of these virtues do not even 

have names—they may be too obscure to give us a clear target to aim at.45 It is quite hard to be 

courageous in fact, but the nobility of courage is somehow vivid in our imagination, calling us to 

it. The unnamed virtues lack this nobility, and they lack the same clarity in our imagination. The 

tenor of Aristotle’s description is analytical rather than exhortative. The account reveals the 

 
45 Again, R. Burger, page 89.  
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parameters within which we inevitably act and speak, the structure inherent in the various 

ways we go wrong. In speaking quite frankly, am I being unpleasant or offending my listener, or 

growing too contentious, or making a fool of myself? Or being truthful? If I hold back, if I am 

more guarded or self-deprecating, am I being too pliable, or flattering, or morose? Sometimes 

we get it wrong, but if our conversation partner is gentle, we may at least expect to be forgiven.  

 Parrhesia is mentioned at least one more time in the Ethics, much later, in the 

discussion of friendship. I have been discussing virtues, of course, and Aristotle clearly 

distinguishes the virtue of “being friendly” from the reality of friendship. Someone can be 

‘friendly’ to anyone; the friendly person gives pleasure and pain in due measure to all comers, 

correctly gaging whether the other is familiar or a stranger, high or low in station. He acts 

“friendly” not from the warmth of passion, but simply on the basis of his character. By contrast, 

friendship is shared between two or more persons; each must hold the other in some regard 

and must feel something for the other (4.6.1126b23). Those who are friendly with one another 

might well become friends, even if just friends of utility or pleasure. Much later, in the 

discussion of friendship proper, Aristotle considers unequal friendships and equal ones, for 

example, what one owes a parent or an elder, as opposed to a brother: “we should pay to all 

our [elders] the honor due to their age, by rising when they enter, offering them a seat, and so 

on. Towards comrades and brothers on the other hand, we should use frankness of speech and 

share all our possessions with them” (1165a30, emphasis added). The frank speech of the great-

souled man, who looks down on others, is eventually displaced by the frank speech of 

comrades in friendship. This last kind of free speech, among friends, is what we wish for most 

of all, although it will suffice, I hope, to avoid the vices of contentiousness and flattery, and to 

practice toleration, however indeterminate its limits and grounds.  

 


