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The Universality of Free Speech Culture 
 
Mark Alfino 
 
This paper explores three strategies for evaluating claims about the universality of free speech culture.  
Recent work on free speech by Timothy Garton Ash (Free Speech, Yale 2016) makes a case for a 
“modernized version of a classical position” as the basis for a global and universal understanding of 
free speech.  Garton Ash also argues that this position can be seen as part of “civilization in the 
singular” rather than a clash of civilizations.  One strategy for exploring these claims is to identify 
similarities and differences between the philosophical and social cultures of, for example, Victorian 
Era England and today on issues such as the distinction between the public and the private and 
assumptions about the development of the self.  Using a reading of Mill’s On Liberty and comparative 
cultural sources, I show that differences in philosophical and social culture raise doubts about strong 
claims for universality.  Another strategy is to consider the effect of the growth of knowledge, especially 
in social linguistics and evolutionary cultural theories about how speech communities work, especially 
in promoting cooperation within groups.  This leads us to treat free speech environments in context 
with other “speech ecologies” and has implications for universality and a range of free speech 
commitments.  A final strategy is to consider non-relativistic theories of civilization.  I look briefly at 
recent work from authors such as Kwame Anthony Appiah and Norbert Elias.  If philosophies of free 
speech can be separated from their culturally specific origins and understood in light of contemporary 
differences from Enlightenment culture and the growth of contemporary knowledge, then the case 
for the universal value of freedom of speech can be made more effectively. 
 
 
The change in Spinoza’s critique of censorship from the Theological-Political Treatise to the Political Treatise 
 
Bartholomew Begley 
 
The paper aims to discuss an important change in Spinoza’s critique of censorship between his 
Theological-Political Treatise (TTP) of 1670 and his Political Treatise (TP) of 1677, and to show the political 
and contextual reasons for it.  

Spinoza’s critique of censorship in the TTP is usually presented as a defence against the 
bigotry of the Calvinist clergy, and as based on the self-defeating nature of censorship: free speech, 
on this reading, will help a community thrive and in any case it is impossible to prohibit thoughts and 
the expression of those thoughts, so censorship will only lead to resentment. But this understanding is 
based on reading TTP’s Chapter 20 in isolation, and is only a tactical element of Spinoza’s overall 
strategy and goal. In fact, the argument on free speech begins in Chapter 16. Reading Chapters 16 
to 20 as a unit, and its historical and biblical examples, we see that Spinoza’s focus in disallowing 
censorship is not the value of free speech per se, nor censorship’s self-defeating nature. His focus is 
rather the fear of giving power to any group within the state through state support of their persecution 
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of another group. What Spinoza defends in criticizing censorship is a strong single sovereignty-holder 
(not a monarch, but a clear single authority). Indeed, he is strongly against any free speech that even 
putatively undermines sovereign power in any way.  

The TP, on the other hand, has an entirely different spirit. There, even as Spinoza seems to 
emphasize the need for the stability of the various political formations, he frequently criticizes the 
sovereignty-holder as oppressing the people by dissimulating in secrecy his own real power, and the 
real powerlessness of the people. So, he calls not for freedom of speech, but rather for freedom of 
information. It is now the sovereign who is guilty of not informing the people, who are kept in slavery 
through their ignorance. The critique of censorship has turned 180 degrees, from being a defence of 
a strong sovereign, to being a defence of the people against the sovereign.  

I argue that this change is due to Spinoza’s own changed political circumstance following the 
Dutch Republic’s “Year of Disaster” of 1672, when the aristocratic Staats regime was subsumed 
within the quasi-monarchical power of William III and the Orangist faction. Where in 1670 Spinoza’s 
pro-sovereign defence of free speech had been largely in fear of the Orangist/Calvinist faction, by 
1677 that faction has taken power, so opposition to censorship must take a different tack, and is used 
to a very different end. 

Indeed, the TP takes a position common among Amsterdammers of the time, sceptical of 
William’s bellicose and absolutist intentions. From the vantage point of 1677, Spinoza even criticizes 
the opacity of the previous Staats regime which he defended in 1670. He claims that it was unclear 
who really held sovereignty, and even blames a duplicitous Staats-Generaal aristocracy for sacrificing 
its commoner secretaries, Johan de Witt and Johan Van Oldenbarnevelt, to Orangist hatred of freedom. 
 
 
Freedom of speech: a “modest vindication” of the practice of cursing and swearing in eighteenth-century England 
 
Giuliana Di Biase 

In 2002, the Michigan Court of Appeals overturned the Michigan law against profanity stating that 
«allowing a prosecution where one utters ‘insulting’ language could possibly subject a vast percentage 
of the populace to a misdemeanor conviction»; the court went on to hold that the law violated the 
First Amendment’s guarantee of free speech and that it would be «difficult to conceive of a statute 
that would be more vague». Similarly, a few years ago the British Humanist Association and other 
influent groups in England supported the amendment to Section 5 of the Public Order Act 1986 put 
forward by Edward Leigh MP, which had previously been used to prosecute those who swore at 
officers; they claimed that the content of that section was «antithetical to principles of free speech». 
In both cases, that of the Michigan Court and that of the Association, the incompatibility of 
prosecuting cursing and swearing with freedom of speech was insisted on; a similar argument had 
already been used in the eighteenth century by the anonymous author of the pamphlet entitled “A 
short and Modest Vindication of the Common Practice of Cursing and Swearing” (1746), but there 
were of course important differences. The possibility «to speak and write freely on any subject» was 
characterized in the pamphlet as the «Birth-right privilege of any English man»: the emphasis was 
not placed on a universal right to freedom of speech but rather on the superiority of the English people 
(or rather of the English gentry), which legitimated their being treated differently from other people 
in the world. The pamphlet was occasioned by the Profane Oaths Act of 1745, which was intended as 
an enforcement of the earlier law against profane cursing and swearing (the Act of 1694, strongly 
supported by the members of the Movement for the Reformation of Manners); the focus of my paper 
will be on the content of the pamphlet, and on its peculiar way of arguing for freedom of speech in a 
context such as that highlighted by the Act of 1745, which emphasized the religious and political 
significance attributed to linguistic decorum.  
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The Interlacing of Sacred and Secular Discourse in the French Enlightenment: Perspectives on Toleration and Freedom 
of Expression in the Works of Abbé Claude Yvon 
  
Jeffrey D. Burson 
 
In his long life, Abbé Claude Yvon (1714-1789) was a member of the Paris Faculty of Theology, a 
contributor to Diderot’s Encyclopédie, a founding officer of a Freemasonic Lodge in the Netherlands, 
an associate of many radical journalists, an employee of M.M. Rey and Pierre Rousseau, an apologist 
for the Gallican Church, a secretary of the libertine Marc-René de Voyer d’Argenson, and a royal 
historian to the future Charles X.  A supporter of the Third Estate in the opening days of the French 
Revolution, Yvon died after the Women’s March of October 1789.  Despite such a fascinating and 
seemingly contradictory career, Yvon’s contributions to major currents of eighteenth-century 
Enlightenment thought have never been adequately studied.  No critical biography of his place in the 
Enlightenment, or Enlightenment Catholicism exists in any major European language to my 
knowledge.   
 My contribution to this conference will thus expand upon the findings of my own forthcoming 
book (The Culture of Enlightening and the Entangled Life of Claude Yvon [Notre Dame Press, forthcoming]), 
by focusing on Yvon’s views on civil toleration and freedom of expression.  Some contemporaries (as 
well as subsequent scholars) considered Yvon to be a second-rate companion of “free-thinkers” and 
atheists; others (including noted historian R.R. Palmer) have hastily dismissed him as a “hopelessly 
confused” apologist who rebuked the philosophes throughout much of his career.  My paper argues 
to the contrary that Yvon’s views on the importance of free expression and civil toleration remained 
strikingly consistent throughout his life and works.  Yvon’s social and intellectual engagement with 
young theologians and theological students at the University of Paris Faculty of Theology, his 
controversial contributions to Diderot’s Encyclopédie, and his brief career as an Orator for the 
Freemasonic society of Concordia vincit Animos in Amsterdam all contributed to his insistence, first, that 
freedom of expression was as vital to theological debate and the search for divine truth as it was to 
the enlightenment of society as a whole, and second, that toleration of dissent and dialog with 
“heretics” had been quintessential to the elaboration of the Catholic orthodox tradition.  Moreover, 
Yvon’s defense of toleration and free expression, it is argued, derived from an eclectic array of sources.  
Yvon’s eclectic philosophy was informed by voluminous immersion in Descartes, Locke, and Leibniz; 
Dutch and French medical treatises; Jesuit translations of ancient Confucian texts; Epicurean and 
Stoic thought; and the works of the early church fathers.  As such, this paper’s focus on Yvon’s 
contribution to debates concerning free expression and toleration further underscores the rich 
entanglement of theological, philosophical, and political discourses during the early modern period.  
In short, my paper further develops a growing recognition by historians that the secular and the sacred 
are inextricably implicated in the origins of the Enlightenment.  
 
 
Free Speech, Opacity Respect, and the Causes of Harm 
 
Ian Carter 
 
Freedom of speech has been defended by liberal theorists for various instrumental and respect-based 
reasons. But many liberals have also advocated limits to free speech based on the offence or harm it 
can cause. Among the most prominent examples of the relevant kinds of offence or harm are those 
supposedly caused by hate speech and pornography. 

I shall here examine, and reject, a widely employed harm-based argument for limiting 
freedom of speech. I shall call this the "social causation argument". According to this argument, 
practices like hate speech and pornography should be limited or banned because they undermine 
people's dignity, equal status, or equal rights, where the relevant "undermining" mechanism is 
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implicitly assumed to involve a relation of social causation, either between the speaker and the self-
perception of those who feel insulted or degraded, or between the speaker and third parties who 
become more likely to act in ways that would violate equal basic rights (pornography causes behaviour 
that harms women; hate speech causes behaviour that harms minorities). 

I begin by reconstructing the grounds of equal basic rights, which I have elsewhere argued to 
include a kind of respect called 'opacity respect'. Opacity respect involves a refusal to engage in 
practical reasoning based on the degrees of people's basic agential capacities, beyond a minimal 
threshold above which all individuals qualify as 'moral persons'. Agents are due respect as such, and 
this respect involves adopting an external perspective, refusing to 'look inside' them and to reason on 
the basis of measurements of the very capacities in which their moral agency consists. Taking moral 
agents as given – treating persons as opaque in this sense – is essential to their basic equality. It serves 
to ground the liberal view that external freedom is 'non-specifically valuable', and that each person is 
entitled to an equal measure of external freedom. And it also rules out the kind of causal reasoning 
appealed to in the "social causation argument" mentioned above. Such reasoning involves ascribing 
basic agential weaknesses to particular moral persons or groups of moral persons. It disrespects their 
moral agency in such a way as to contradict their basic moral and political equality. Thus, it is the 
prohibition of hate speech or pornography (when justified in this way), rather than their toleration, 
that liberal and democratic theorists ought to see as "undermining dignity and equal standing". 
 
 
The Public Use of Reason: Freedom of Speech, Enlightenment, and the Social Dimension of the Intellectual 
Independence 
 
Geert Van Eekert 
 
As a rule, freedom of speech is represented and defended as an inalienable individual right. 
Individuals should have the right to hold opinions of their own and to express these opinions freely 
without being censored or running the risk of persecution. This individual right is generally defended 
by referring to arguments by which also other individual rights (such as the individual’s freedom to 
make her own choices or to pursue her own conception of happiness) are warranted: to deny or to 
confine the freedom to practice these rights comes down to the annihilation of the inviolable value of 
each and every human being as a person. Or in the writings of some of the most prominent modern 
champions of freedom of speech, other values seem to prevail. In On Liberty for instance, John Stuart 
Mill holds that freedom of (the expression of) opinion is necessary “to the mental well-being of 
mankind, on which all their other well-being depends”. Indeed, according to Mill, to compel any 
opinion to silence comes down to denying that prevailing opinions are never infallible and can even 
be erroneous themselves. Without the collision of adverse opinions prevailing opinions are held in a 
manner of prejudice, with little comprehension or feeling of its rational grounds, and hence preventing 
the growth of reason and truth that are both vital for mankind’s well-being. 

In my presentation, I intend to reveal that values similar to those referred to by Mill are at 
stake in Kant’s defense of the freedom to make public use of one’s reason in all matters. At first sight, 
Kant’s An answer to the question: What is enlightenment? represents aforementioned freedom as the 
requirement to be fulfilled in order to enable individuals to enlighten themselves, i.e. to make use of 
their own understanding without direction of another, and hence to pursue and practice freedom of 
speech as an individual right. Or I intend to show that Kant first and foremost champions freedom 
of expression of one’s opinions as both a social practice and a political ideal that not only ensure the 
individual’s autonomous reasoning, but also prevent humanity from being held captive by prejudice, 
dogmatism and tyranny. In order to do so, I will proceed in two steps. 1) First of all, I intend to show 
that, by interpreting the freedom to make public use of one’s freedom as a requirement of the 
individual’s use of her own understanding, Kant reveals the social dimension of intellectual 
independence. To reason for oneself is not possible by reasoning alone: by declining the opinion of 
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others, the ‘logical egoist’ (who at first sight seems to be able to make use of her own understanding 
without the direction of others) rather excludes herself from an indispensable means to test the 
reasonability of her own opinions. Hence, without the actual dialogue with others, rational autonomy 
(and enlightenment itself) is impossible. 2) In line with this, I intend to show that the value 
underpinning Kant’s plea for freedom of the expression of one’s opinions is reason itself. According 
to Kant, “it is quite absurd to expect enlightenment from reason and yet to prescribe to it in advance 
on which side it must come out” (KrV A 747/B775). The very existence of reason rather depends on 
the freedom of critique in all its undertakings, and hence on “the agreement of free citizens, each of 
whom must be able to express his reservations, indeed even his veto, without holding back” (KrV 
A738/B766). As a consequence, by practicing one’s individual right to freely express one’s opinion, 
one not only ‘dialogically’ ensures one’s own intellectual independence, but also the very possibility 
of a reasonable, enlightened culture itself. One’s individual right becomes a practical duty towards 
both oneself and society as a whole. 
 
 
Forgiving Deliberation in the Public Sphere 
 
Ejvind Hansen 
 
Democracy and freedom of expression have been intimately connected since the Enlightenment. The 
Enlightenment rejection of dogmatism was connected with ideas of the autonomous individual 
(freedom of expression as an aspect of and means to self-fulfilment), a critical approach to truth 
discovery (discovering truth through discussions with opponents) and authority (suspicion of 
government), and eventually a growing awareness of the importance of the public sphere in the 
democratic societies (citizen participation). Even though the idea of freedom of expression plays a 
significant role in most modern theories and reflections on democracy, it is nevertheless a disputed 
idea. Theorists, politicians and other public voices debate the reach and limits of it. 

Historically the notion of “tolerance” has played a large role in articulations of how to establish 
fruitful public spheres. Theorists have often discussed how freedom of expression by itself does not 
lead to a fruitful public sphere – freedom of expression should be qualified by notions of tolerance. 

The main problem with tolerance is, however, that it consolidates the differences. Tolerance 
is a ceasefire in which we stop fighting – both bodily (which is good) but sometimes also 
argumentatively (which is more problematic). In a certain sense one might say that tolerance is where 
we give-up upon each other. Tolerance is the point where we realize that we cannot reach a common 
understanding through argumentation, and then instead of turning the argument into a fight in which 
the stronger part gets it her way through physical violence, the stronger part decides to tolerate the 
differences. 

We will not deny that tolerance is of immense importance from a democratic point of view. 
Neither will we deny that in ongoing rational deliberations, tolerance is important because tolerance 
can prevent heated discussions from turning into physical fights. We will, however, suggest that from 
a democratic point of view, we are better of the less tolerance is needed. If public deliberations are to 
change or soften political differences we need something else, or something more. We need something 
that renegotiates the positions of the opposing parties. We will argue that forgiving might be a more 
fundamental tool for negotiation of roles. 

In a close reading of Hannah Arendt and Jacques Derrida’s writings on forgiveness, and 
exemplified by the front page of the post attack issue of Charlie Hebdo (the “survival issue”), we will 
argue that forgiving involves a renegotiation of our enemies and of ourselves. In this renegotiation the 
seemingly unbridgeable understandings of who our enemies are can be bridged. 

We will argue that forgiving involves a realization that we have something in common with 
our foes. This opens the question: Why did they choose another path at some point. We become 
puzzled and start to search for reasons. Hereby it becomes possible to realize that our foes are not 
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merely evil. They actually may have reasons for choosing other ways of life. Not necessarily good 
reasons, but reasons nevertheless. 

 
 
Shedding New Light on the Issue of Limiting the Freedom of Commercial Speech 
 
Joanna Iwanowska 
 
The purpose of this presentation is to discuss a very contemporary issue of limiting the freedom of 
speech in connection with a particular type of speech: commercial speech. So far, the debate on 
limiting the freedom of commercial speech has been focused either on the aspect of the target 
audience of advertising (the controversy around advertising to children, for example) or on the aspect 
of the content of an advertising message: mostly on whether the message is not false or deceitful, 
aggressive or offensive. I claim that this is a limited and incomplete view of the ethical challenges 
connected with the freedom of commercial speech. In my presentation, I wish to address a much 
undertheorized topic of the omnipresence of advertising and show that focusing on the issue of the amount 
of information conveyed through the means of commercial speech sheds new light on the ethical 
challenges connected with the freedom of commercial speech. By scrutinizing commercial speech 
from this fresh angle, I want to present new argumentation for limiting the freedom of commercial 
speech. Ultimately, I also try to answer the question about the minimum rational standards that we 
can demand from the public expression of advertisers in the context of advertising ubiquity. 
 
 
Freedom of Speech in the Catholic Enlightenment (draft) 
 
Ulrich Lehner 
 
This lecture will look at forgotten discussions of freedom of speech and freedom of the press among 
Catholic Enlighteners in the Holy Roman Empire and Italy. It will ask where the roots for this 
discussion are to be found, what role earlier forms of discussion played, and what forms of freedom 
of speech existed. 
 
 
Freedom of speech in modern political culture  
 
Justyna Miklaszewska 
 
Contemporary liberal-democratic societies are based on the political culture that has evolved in the 
modern era and embraces the common system of values. Human rights play an important role in this 
system, and among them freedom of speech, which together with other political freedoms, is one of 
the fundamental rights of the individual. This right is often violated by demagogic propaganda that 
affects the sphere of community values and disrupts the communication processes taking place in a 
society. I will argue that these destructive effects on the political culture of a democratic society can 
be reduced and weakened through legal regulations, education and pluralistic media, which are 
essential to defend its core value – freedom of speech.  
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Superstition and Seditious Speech in Spinoza’s Theological Political Treatise 
 
Francesca di Poppa 
 
Spinoza is usually hailed as a hero of freedom for his contention, in the very frontispiece of TTP, that 
“libertas philosophandi” (sometimes translated as “freedom to philosophize”; I prefer the translation 
“freedom of inquiry”) is not merely compatible, but necessary to peace and true piety. While such 
defence is sometimes read as overlapping with contemporary notions of freedom of speech, worship, 
and expression, several qualifiers need to be added—and have been added by scholars such as, e.g., 
Smith, Rosenthal, and Israel. In this paper, I will focus on the connection between “superstition” and 
“sedition.” 

In previous work, I have defended an interpretation of Spinoza’s concept of superstition as 
first and foremost political, rather than epistemic/psychological (contra, among many others, James, 
Levene, Curley, and Rosenthal). For Spinoza, what makes a religious attitude, belief, or practice 
“superstitious” is the fact that, by making demands of allegiance on the citizen that compete to those 
posed by the government, it undermine civic obedience. It would seem, then, that superstition is 
intrinsically seditious, and that superstitious speech should be at the very least limited. Yet, Spinoza 
does not quite make such a general claim regarding superstition (he does implicitly forbid atheism, 
because he considers it incompatible with obedience in TTP 14). 

Seditious positions are those that “have the effect of annulling the covenant whereby everyone 
has surrendered his right to act just as he thinks fit.” After offering this definition in Ch. 20 of TTP, 
Spinoza proceeds to explain that certain beliefs and attitudes can become seditious in states corrupted 
by the undue influence of “superstitious and ambitious men,” even when they do not overtly 
encourage rebellion or disobedience. Spinoza’s attitude is ambivalent: while he seems to encourage 
the government to err on the side of liberty, he is also advising it to keep a keen eye on institutions 
that might acquire influence with the public and use it to surreptitiously undermine the government’s 
claim to allegiance and obedience. 

In this paper, I will show that it is precisely this worry about excessive influence that motivates 
certain suggestions offered by Spinoza that are prima facie in conflict with religious freedom. While 
Spinoza respects the freedom of individuals to pursue their faith, he worries about the influence of 
powerful churches (as Israel has already argues), especially when those churches endorses superstitious 
attitudes, because, once achieved a certain level of influence, superstition can easily turn into sedition. 
It is therefore a deep worry with the freedom of individual citizens to pursue their intellectual and 
religious path without interference that motivates Spinoza’s advice to limit the size and influence of 
religious institutions. 
 
 
The perfect device to smuggle ideas:  Giovanni Paolo Marana’s pseudo-Oriental letters 
 
Aleksandra Porada 
 
When in 1682 the Genoese adventurer Giovanni Paolo Marana (1642-1693) came to France to live 
in a kind of political exile, he had little money and large knowledge of history and philosophy. He 
decided to convince Louis XIV to employ him as royal historiographer. In order to show his skill in 
writing about historic events and to demonstrate his endless admiration for the Sun King, Marana 
published in 1684 a small book entitled “L’Espion du Grand Seigneur” - a collection of 30 letters, 
allegedly written in 1637-1638 by a certain Mahmut and addressed mostly to Ottoman officials. In 
the preface, Marana claimed that in 1682 he had found some Arabic letters in his lodgings in Paris 
and, having translated them, he found out that their author had been a spy working for the Ottoman 
authorities in 1637-1682. These purported reports allowed Marana to place lots of flattery about 
Louis XIV’s family and policies in the book – but he did not obtain the desired position. Yet the book 
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sold so well that Marana published an enlarged version (102 letters), and after his death still more 
“Letters Writ by a Turkish Spy” appeared (over 600 letters altogether). During the whole 18th c., the 
growing book was reprinted many times, in several European languages and literally countless legal 
and illegal copies. The authorship of over 500 “letters” remains unclear; whoever wrote them, shared 
the sarcastic sense of humor and philosophical interests with Marana.  

The eponymous spy – “Mahmut the Arabian” – came to Paris in 1637, disguised as a 
Moldavian student of Catholic theology, in order to inform the Porte about major political events 
happening in the Christian world, as well as about its culture. Homesick, lonely, underfunded, always 
complaining about his poor health and the necessity to demonstrate Catholic bigotry, Mahmut – the 
protagonist of the very first spy story in Western literature – was hardly a Bond-like superagent. But 
he was an effective as a smuggler of banned ideas and dangerous philosophical matters. Mahmut 
started to compare Islam and Christianity. Rethinking his own religious beliefs, he gradually adopted 
a deistic and rationalist stance, and as he kept pondering on Islamic and Christian dogmas and 
institutions, as well as Muslim and European societies, he revealed absurdity of elements of culture 
taken for granted by the contemporary reading public in the West. It inspired Montesquieu’s “Lettres 
persanes” and many later pseudo-Oriental “letters”, and provided the thinkers of the French 
Enlightenment with a great device to satirize their governments and the Church.  

Mahmut informed his bosses and friends about the philosophical discourses going on in 
Europe – from Cartesianism to the scholarly debate of the value of the Bible as a historical source - 
in such a seemingly naïve way that disarmed many royal and ecclesiastic censors; but his letters 
contain resumes and discussions of practically every idea banned by the French censors at that time: 
in censored legal copies, but more so in the illegal ones, Mahmut smuggled forbidden philosophical 
ideas, into countless private libraries.  
 
 
Adam Boreel and John Dury on the «libertas prophetandi»: Does Collegiant Freedom of Speech Lead to Enthusiasm? 
 
Francesco Quatrini  
 
In the 17th century a new Christian movement was founded in the Dutch Republic, called the 
Collegiant movement. Its members were strong advocates of the «libertas prophetandi», that is, 
freedom of speech concerning religious matters. Among them there was Adam Boreel, who founded 
a College in Amsterdam in 1646, one of the first scholars who expressed Collegiant ideas in his works. 
However, many people, such as John Dury, one of Boreel’s friends, feared that religious freedom of 
speech could lead to enthusiasm. My paper examines this question by taking into account Boreel’s 
opinions concerning freedom of speech and showing if these ideas could really lead to religious 
enthusiasm. 

My paper is divided in three main steps. The first part begins by examining an unpublished 
letter that John Dury sent to Adam Boreel in 1647, where he described the customs of the newborn 
Quaker movement, which Dury considered a natural outcome of religious freedom of speech. This 
part also describes the historical background of this letter, in particular by giving a brief account of 
the Collegiant movement, of Adam Boreel, and of his relationship with John Dury. The second step 
examines Boreel’s ideas concerning freedom of speech, showing the reasons why it could never lead 
to enthusiasm and to support Quaker customs. The third part takes into account the real extent of 
the freedom of speech advocated by Boreel, showing the limits that he set in order to protect religious 
and political peace. Finally, the conclusion briefly suggests the historical significance of the ideas 
expressed by Boreel and other Collegiants in the context of 17th century thought, which eventually 
led to the Enlightenment. 
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Rousseau on Propaganda 
 
Iago Ramos 
 
In his 2015 book, How Propaganda Works, Jason Stanley proposes a handy characterization of 
propaganda. He divides propaganda into two different kinds: supporting propaganda and 
undermining propaganda. The former’s goal is “to increase the realization of a political ideal”(Stanley 
2015:53) for the good of a community; while he defines the latter as “a contribution to public discourse 
that is presented as an embodiment of certain political ideals, but is of a kind that tends to erode a 
political ideal that belongs in the same family”(Stanley 2015:54) and can lead the political system to 
decay. The characterization tries to address how free speech makes liberal democracies unstable. For 
example, how bigotry and hate speeches can undermine a democratic regime by taking advantage of 
its foundational ideals: liberty and equality.  

Throughout the book, Stanley dialogues with Rousseau’s considerations on democracy and 
freedom since he is one of the first political philosophers to denounce the fragility of a democratic 
government facing propaganda. So it is that Rousseau “has been criticized as defending a system that 
allows for despotism” (Stanley 2015:36) because “the general conception of liberty emerging from 
Rousseau is one that may allow for laws against propaganda. After all, it does not obviously place 
unrestricted free speech at its center” (Stanley 2015:37). For sure, one of the main concerns in 
Rousseau’s political though is how to keep society healthy and how to deal with the rise of harmful, 
and maybe undermining, ideals in the public mind. An example of this soft spot in Rousseau’s liberal 
attitude is the ban he proposes for the comedians in Geneva in his Letter to d’Alembert (Rousseau 
1995); albeit he also recognizes that Arts and Spectacles can contribute to the growth of worthy ideals 
(Griswold 2014:294). Rousseau’s main assumption is that corruption appears when people disdain 
political institutions, so the promotion of political ideals is required for the good of the society; and 
even if he did not use the word propaganda, he certainly discussed how to propagate in the 
community the ideals of a democratic society. This is the role, for example, of the Civil Religion when 
trying to tie people to the society they belong and the motive for which, if built upon lies and 
pernicious ceremonies as every institution that brings men into a contradiction, Civil Religion 
becomes harmful (cf. Rousseau 1964:465) and can be labelled as undermining propaganda.  

 In my paper I want to discuss the presence, and the role, of propaganda in Rousseau’s 
considerations about the public discourse in dialogue with Stanley’s characterization of propaganda 
to review the problem of the limits for the freedom of speech. 
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The Free Speech Vernacular: Conceptual Confusions in the Way We Speak about Speech 
 

Tara Smith 
 
In debates over the proper boundaries of freedom of speech, we are naturally alert to the meanings 
of pivotal concepts such as “offensive” speech or “hate” speech. We routinely argue over what 
constitutes “incitement” or how far a person’s “privacy” rightfully extends. Alongside such contested 
concepts, however, stand peripheral terms whose misuse can be every bit as influential on our thinking 
but whose ramifications go unnoticed. Because these terms are not associated with particular positions 
in the debate (it is not that those who invoke “exceptions” systematically support more freedom for 
hate speech, or less, for instance), we tend to assume that they are neutral tools of the debate’s 
mechanics.  
 I shall argue that confusions concerning some of these seemingly incidental concepts in our 
discourse about free speech impede rational thinking about the issue and thwart sound conclusions 
about how a legal system should treat speech. Indeed, they often lend the cover of respectability to 
unjustified restrictions of individuals’ speech.  

The paper will examine four such concepts: “absolute,” “exception,” “censorship,” and 
“freedom.” For each, I will:  

• Offer examples. Where do these confusions manifest themselves? 
• Identify the two distinct meanings of the term that are commonly conflated. What is the 

mistaken meaning and what is the correct one? 
• Demonstrate the damage. In what way does the confusion impede a logical understanding of 

the more substantive issues? 
• Suggest the source of the error. What is the root of the confusion? What deeper philosophical 

premises lend it credibility? 
 
Finally, and as an outgrowth of this last, I will suggest that our drift from the Enlightenment 

conception of free speech to a Millian, utilitarian calculus is largely responsible for these corrosive 
confusions. 

In one sense, the project is a modest one of conceptual clean-up – I aim to carve more 
accurately the exact categories to be investigated, so as to help us reach valid conclusions about 
legitimate restrictions on speech. At the same time, its stakes are large. For as long as we labor under 
blurred conceptual boundaries, we will be likely to reach erroneous conclusions and consequently, to 
protect speech that should not be protected and to restrict speech that should not be restricted.  

 
 
Classical Republicanism, Natural Republicanism, and the Revolutionary press 
 
Nora Timmermans  
 
In this paper I will focus on the relation between the rise of public opinion and the revival of 
republicanism in the framework of the French Revolution. It is a commonplace in historical research 
to consider the 18th century emergence of a public, publicity and public criticism as a defining feature 
of modern liberal society, establishing a clear - if not a sudden - break with the absolutism of the Ancien 
Regime. The French Revolution is often mentioned as one of the most obvious and thoroughgoing 
examples of engaging in this kind of publicity. It is also quite a well-worn path to link the political 
thought of the French revolutionaries to a general revival of republicanism in the 18th century. 
Republicanism influenced the English and American revolutionary events, and it was clearly present 
in France in the period immediately preceding the Revolution. Yet surprisingly little research has 
examined the possible relation between these two 18th century developments: Is there a such a thing 
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as a republican view on the public sphere? Is freedom of the press reconcilable with republican notion 
such as civic virtue? A historical reconstruction of this connection might prove to be an indispensable 
part of the effort to grapple with the French Revolution as a historical event.  

I argue that there existed two divergent interpretations of republicanism in the French 
revolutionary era, “classical” and “natural” republicanism. Each of these forms are built on radically 
different political ontologies and they are linked with a different view on the press, its function and its 
freedom. I start from Habermasian account of the emergence of the bourgeois public sphere is 
accurate or at least plausible, yet incomplete. Habermas pictures the rise of the public sphere as a 
consequence of a new kind of subjectivity, i.e. the “modern self”. Yet I argue that this new kind of 
subjectivity not only led to the formation of the public sphere, it also had significant effects in the public 
sphere.  

More specifically, it enabled a specific cultural framework, that allowed for a divergent 
interpretation republicanism to gain a foothold in the French revolutionary era. Within the 
perspective of what can be called ‘natural republicanism’, with its ontology of natural goodness en 
sentimentality, it is very difficult to accredit the press the role of the critical guardian of the constitution 
and this results in a restrictive view on the freedom of the press. The classical form of republicanism 
is therefor presented as offering a more promising symbiosis of republican thought and freedom of 
the press. 
	
 
Freedom of Speech or The Constraint of Reason? 
 
Wojciech Ufel 
 
Freedom of speech has undoubtedly been one of the major arguments in discussions that brought 
Enlightenment era both to philosophical mainstream and political realization. It has been a powerful 
tool for emancipation in times of censorship conducted by governments and religious officials. 
However, the post-modern criticism of Enlightenment had brought into question some of its main 
features, a belief in concepts such as universal reason, unbiased language, and autonomous individual 
subject. 

The first aim of my paper is to challenge the classical concept of freedom of speech—especially 
in seminal writings of philosophers such as John Milton, John Locke, and John Stuart Mill—from the 
perspective of those three post-modern critiques. This deconstructive practice will lead to the second 
aim of my paper, which is to challenge more contemporary versions of freedom of speech, such as 
presented mainly by economic neoliberals, Rawlsian liberals, or deliberative democrats. 

The above mentioned analysis will ground the discussion of my hypothesis, that freedom of 
speech, as presented by the philosophy of Enlightenment, is limiting its empowering potential through 
constant references to reason. In order to support this statement, I will mainly present arguments 
delivered by Michel Foucault and Jacques Ranciere, who both criticize the state of (reasonable) 
consensus as a coercive form of power. A certain element of this discussion will be devoted to the 
argument of harm, which is—in my opinion—a direct consequence of the self-disciplining feature of 
Enlightenment. 

At the end of my presentation I would like to address the criticism of freedom of speech with 
an attempt of a positive project, a more radical form of freedom of expression, which challenges the 
harm principle and constraints of a spoken language. I will argue that such a radical vision of freedom 
of expression is needed in order to further realize its empowering potential, including protection from 
hate-speech, verbal discrimination, and other aspects of linguistic abuse. 
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“What good to me is the festive garment of freedom when I am in a slave's smock at home?” 
Johann Georg Hamann Metacritique of Kant's Essay “What is Enlightenment?” 
 
Anna Żymełka-Pietrzak 
 
The purpose of the paper is to present Hamann's critical rereading of Kant's essay “An Answer to the 
Question: What is Enlightenment?” and the understanding of the role of freedom in both views.  

Hamann's metacritique can be understood as a particular way of reading the philosophical 
text against the author's intention, in order to subverse author's assumptions and to draw farreaching 
hidden consequences of his metaphors. Such critique is – in Hamann's case – theologically motivated.
  Hamann's views on Kant's famous writing were enclosed in his letter to Christian Jakob Kraus 
written on 18th December 1784, few days after the publication of the essay in Berlinische 
Monatsschrift. Displaying Hamann's critique and the role of freedom will demand parallel lecture of 
both texts.  

In Kant's essay there are few issues that draw Hamann's attention: (1) the definition of 
enlightenment along with the concept of self-incurred immaturity (selbstverschuldete Unmündigkeit); (2) 
the distinction between public and private use of reason and the freedom in the public use of reason 
as a condition for the enlightenment; (3) the metaphor of light (clarity) enclosed in the term 
Enlightenment (Aufklärung). Hamann in his letter to Kraus presents a subversive interpretation of the 
above problems: 

(1) Hamann is interested in legal connotations of the term Unmündigkeit (incapacity to perform 
legal acts) and states that such form of immaturity cannot be in any case self-incurred, there is no guilt 
(Schuld) in such a state. The immature ones are by Kant accused falsely due to hiding the fact, that 
Kant “reckons himself to the class of guardians (Vormund)”, and does not differ much from other 
guardians, who support the politics of an absolute monarch. Finally, Hamann argues, that only 
guardianship can be self-incurred. 

(2) However the distinctions between public and private use of reason is conceptually possible, 
Hamann show the practical consequences of Kantian idea, which leads to hypocrisy and dissociation, 
which are stressed in the sentence quoted in the title of presentation. Hamann claims that true political 
problem lies in the necessity of unifying the both natures: immaturity (silence and obedience) in 
private sphere and free speech in public sphere. 

(3) According to Hamann Kantian enlightenment is nothing more than a very subtle 
(accompanied by the illusion of freedom) form of oppression and subordination. Therefore, the light 
of enlightenment is called “mere illumination”, “northern light” and “blindness”. As far as there is no 
escape from immaturity Hamann resolves the problem by appeal to Christian God and Scripture as 
the final authority. Hamann is convinced, that true light and freedom come from above andproclaims 
it in the act of Christian parrhesia. 

Finally Hamann offers his own rereading – Verklärung (a noun used to name the 
Transfiguration of Jesus) of Kantian definition: “true enlightenment consists in an emergence of the 
immature person from a supremely self-incurred guardianship”. 
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