
The Roots and Future of Free Speech: A Conversation with Professor Dustin 
Sebell About Enlightenment Lessons for Today’s Campus 

 
UNC Alumnus Mike MacMillan recently audited classes taught by Dustin Sebell, 
Professor in the School of Civic Life and Leadership (SCiLL) at the University of North 
Carolina. Afterward, he interviewed Professor Sewell on the historical, philosophical, 
and political dimensions of free speech—its origins in Enlightenment liberalism, its 
complex relationship with democracy and religion, and its role in fostering a just society.  

Professor Sebell explores how free speech balances individual liberty with social 
cohesion and the pedagogical value of engaging perennial questions rather than current 
controversies. The conversation also addresses contemporary campus challenges, 
including the erosion of free speech norms, cancel culture, and the deeper intellectual 
complacency that threatens open inquiry, while highlighting the renewed student interest 
in robust debate that programs like SCiLL aim to cultivate. 

AFSA’s primary concern is protecting free speech on campus. Was free speech 
something that was valued historically (in the time frame covered by your 
courses)? How did it evolve to become an important element of democratic 
societies? Did / does it also have a role in non-democratic societies? 

Briefly, yes, speaking freely was valued to various degrees and in a wide variety of ways 
throughout history. In Athens, for example, there was an appreciation for frank or 
fearless speech (parhessia). But free speech as we know and love it—free speech 
understood as a fundamental individual right that imposes a corresponding obligation on 
the community as a whole—that really only came into its own in the larger context of 
Enlightenment liberalism.  

Spinoza, one of the architects of Enlightenment liberalism, said that in a free country 
everyone should be able to think what he wants and say what he thinks. But he makes 
that point only at the conclusion of a book devoted to critiquing religion or religion’s 
political relevance. The right to speak freely in Europe and America first arose largely in 
opposition to the religiously infused or inspired politics of the now distant past, which 
undertook to limit not only what you could say, but even what you could think, in order to 
safeguard divinely revealed truth.  

We today feel like we’ve moved on from the original meaning of the right to free speech, 
since liberalism won out over the alternatives, but I doubt whether we can really 
understand the right to free speech without having recourse to its original meaning.  
As regards non-democratic societies, I do think they can make room for free speech. 
Kant summarizes the position of Frederick the Great, for example, as follows: “Argue as 
much as you want and about what you want, but obey!”  

Democratic societies, on the other hand, do not necessarily admit a right to free speech. 
Democratic Athens put Socrates to death and, contrary to popular belief, Socrates 
himself never argued in his own defense that he had a right to think what he wants or 
say what he thinks. The right to free speech belongs not to democracy, by which I mean 



pure democracy, but to liberalism in general and to liberal or constitutional democracy in 
particular. 

I recently sat in on one of your courses, the Just Society. Does the “just society” 
require free speech? Can free speech be antithetical to a just society in some 
instances? Are there examples of just societies that did not value free speech in 
some form? 

That depends, of course, on what the just society is. I’ll mention just one of many 
possible bones of contention. For Enlightenment liberals, like Spinoza for example, the 
just society seems to require free speech. But there are alternative views, which can't 
simply be dismissed out of hand.  

For example, there is a tendency of some proponents of religiously infused or inspired 
politics—whether they are Christians, Muslims, or Jews—to regard a society in which 
everyone is permitted to think what he wants and say what he thinks as unjust. While 
that way of thinking might seem like a thing of the past, it is the rule throughout human 
history, not the exception, and it remains powerful in not a few places to this day.  

Even Nietzsche, surely one of religion’s harshest critics, occasionally expressed 
profound appreciation for the incredible achievements of the Church at the height of its 
worldly power. So, for starters, the question of the worth of free speech can only be 
settled once the question of the proper place of religion in politics is settled.  

As always, though, there are trade-offs either way you turn. No society tolerates 
absolute freedom of expression, just as no society tolerates absolute freedom of action. 
Society, to hold together, requires a measure of conformity. For Rousseau, the glue of 
society at its peak is virtue and (insofar as virtue needs the support of religion) religion.  

Suppression of thought and expression is therefore necessary, by his account, to 
ensure that the glue of society isn’t dissolved by gadflies like Socrates. One example he 
gives is Sparta, where the suppression of thought and expression went hand-in-hand 
with outstanding virtue on the part of the citizenry and long-term political stability. That 
said, Rousseau fully acknowledges that while Sparta mass produced virtuous citizens, 
ready, willing, and able to serve their community, it did so at the cost of depriving them 
of their humanity. Precisely when society is at its peak, individuality is at its nadir. And 
that means, if there’s anything to the stark picture Rousseau paints of our situation, 
maybe we can’t have our cake and eat it, too?  

Freedom of thought and expression risks dissolving the glue of society, whereas the 
suppression of thought and expression holds it together; and yet, at the same time, 
freedom of thought and expression lets us be our natural selves, whereas the 
suppression of thought and expression deprives us of our humanity. This is a pickle. At 
its best, though, liberal or constitutional democracy aims to strike a delicate balance 
between freedom and authority, and that’s the beauty and peculiar genius of the 
American experiment.  



In my experience, there was no effort on your part to draw specific parallels with 
current political debate, though clearly some of the lessons learned in the classes 
are eternal. Was that intentional on your part? 

Yes, it was. I mean, I do make clear the relevance of the perennial problems to 
contemporary debates on various occasions—either to show that they haven’t changed 
a whit over time or to couch them in more familiar terms. But it’s true that even when I 
do that, I do it only in passing. Before I explain my reasoning, let me make two 
observations. 

First, contemporary debates arouse the passions. Students (and not only students) 
already passionately believe they know what’s right and what’s wrong, who’s good and 
who’s bad. As a result, to paraphrase Plato, if you so much as seem to agree with them, 
they will just pat themselves on the back and stop thinking. But if you so much as seem 
to disagree with them, they will just hold you in contempt and, again, stop thinking.  

Second, contemporary debates are comparatively superficial. They are derivative from 
the perennial problems, not fundamental, and unless you dig down to the knots at their 
roots, you aren’t going to have any inkling of the terms of the debates, much less any 
hope of settling them.  

Formidable obstacles thus stand in the way of entering into contemporary debates 
productively in the classroom. In the next place, contemporary debates are merely 
derivative from perennial debates. So, while I fully grant that there is something to be 
gained by debating the issues of the day on their own terms, the noise tends to be too 
loud, the signal too quiet.  

Pedagogically speaking, why tackle derivative issues that threaten to stop thinking 
directly when you can tackle them indirectly, by tackling primary issues that don’t? 
Serious engagement with the primary issues is not only urgent in itself, it is also 
necessary preparation for serious engagement with contemporary debates. The 
antidote to precipitous activism is now, as ever, contemplation. 

Finally, in passing, today’s debates are not tomorrow’s debates. Ten, twenty, thirty years 
from now, the discourse will have moved on, and if we focus our students’ attention too 
much on the debates they’re having now, they won’t be prepared for the debates they’ll 
be having a generation from now. Civic education should prepare students for a lifetime 
of deep reflection, not just for superficial reflection on a brief moment in time. That’s the 
only way to get a lasting rate of return in a world constantly in flux. 

We tend to take democracy for granted in this country, but we see from history 
that it needs certain conditions in order to arise. Would you say that free speech 
is a prior condition (i.e. you need it for democracy to develop) or the that it tends 
to develop from democratic principles? 

I don’t think democracy is uniquely hospitable to free speech. Pure democracy is in fact 
perfectly compatible with radically illiberal outcomes, which is why we have so many 
checks on majority rule built into our constitutional order.  



But liberal democracy is uniquely hospitable to free speech. As for which came first, the 
right to free speech that came into its own with liberalism or democracy as we conceive 
of it in the post-Enlightenment world, that’s a very long question. In short, I am of the 
view that liberalism came first. Hobbes—the first liberal, in my view—was no democrat, 
but he was a liberal at least partly because he insisted on the ultimate priority of the 
individual to the community. Likewise, while he did not advocate for a right to free 
speech, he insisted that thought is free and no political authority can oblige you to think 
otherwise than you do. You could say that Locke went on to water the seed that Hobbes 
planted, and the result was toleration, which is a precursor to free speech as we know it. 

There is a sense in some quarters that free speech has lost currency among 
university students (speech codes and cancel culture, for example). My own 
experience in two of your classrooms showed that at least some of the kids are 
really engaged by the material (probably around the average for any class). Is 
there still interest in the robust debate of complex issues among 
undergraduates? 

I think that’s right—free speech has lost currency. Students tell me that they’re wary, at 
times, of letting on to their professors that they disagree with them. But interestingly, 
they also tell me that they’re even warier of their fellow students. Moreover, professors 
who think outside the box have difficulty getting their work published or finding gainful 
employment, no matter how rigorously they think.  

What this goes to show is that legal protection for free speech is one thing, a social 
norm in favor of free speech is another thing entirely, and you can have the former 
without the latter. Returning to Rousseau, he says that in modern times Socrates 
wouldn’t be put to death, but he would suffer something much worse: ostracism and 
ridicule. Classically liberal legal protections don’t amount to all that much if you don’t 
have classically liberal mores to boot. Tocqueville points out that mass democracy, by 
ceding so much authority to the so-called wisdom of the crowd, actually runs the risk of 
homogenizing thought and discouraging rugged individualism. So, to go back to your 
earlier question, there may actually be a way in which democracy poses a unique 
danger to free speech by way of the soft despotism of majority opinion.  

But the decline in classically liberal mores in regard to free speech is due especially, I 
think, to the fact that the end or purpose of free speech has faded from the popular 
imagination. Free speech exists for a reason. To see this, imagine a community in which 
free speech is alive and well, but everyone thinks more or less the same way. It would 
not be entirely misleading to say that any number of academic departments in the ivory 
tower today meet this description. But that means, free speech alone is not enough. 
Free speech exists to make room for us to seek the truth in conversation with each 
other. If that end or purpose is unattainable, on account of the fact that there is too 
much complacency and conformity of thought, what good is free speech? Free speech 
lets us openly disagree with one another. In the event that we don’t actually disagree, 
free speech is like a tree without fruit. 

From here, you can begin to see why free speech has lost currency. Nowadays, folks on 
college campuses are too quick to believe that they don’t need to seek the truth about 



the fundamental issues because, they believe, they already somehow know the truth. At 
the same time, however, they tend to believe that they don’t have anything to learn 
about the fundamental issues because speech, if not thought itself, is just political 
advocacy by another name.  

Since they doubt that the end or purpose of free speech is either necessary or possible, 
on the basis of this strange brew of dogmatism and skepticism, they judge speech 
according to its political content, not its cognitive content. And that pulls the rug out from 
under respect for free speech. So, to my mind, the decline of free speech is just the tip 
of the iceberg. Free speech isn't going to make a comeback until intellectual integrity 
makes a comeback.  

But fortunately for us, just as Sparta leaves us wanting, young people today are 
increasingly bored and frustrated by the mantras of the monoculture. They’re hungry, 
and while at first they don’t know what exactly they’re hungry for, they tend to know 
intellectual integrity when they finally see it. That’s why SCiLL has been so successful, 
and that’s also why it arouses so much opposition. 


