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About three minutes of reading. 

This short article explores the origins of the idea of freedom of speech, and the cultural 
and logical foundations on which our society rests. 

 

An (AI-generated) image shows Thersites receiving Odysseus’ brutal reprisal for daring to 
speak freely to King Agamemnon before the walls of Troy. The scene captures something 
essential about the tension between power and truth—a tension that remains alive in 
modern democracies. 

In recent weeks, the Epstein cases have resurfaced in the United States. The Department 
of Justice has finally “sent a message.” It is reassuring that there are still an adult in the 
room.  

In contrast, Norway and other countries increasingly feels like a place where rot is allowed 
to fester—an impression shared by many. Corruption, favoritism, threats against 
whistleblowers, expectations of loyalty, and the pursuit of personal gain over the common 
good are not isolated phenomena. When misconduct appears at the top of society, it 
inevitably permeates every level. Injustice spreads easily when institutions fail to protect 
those who speak up. 
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The Fragility of Free Speech 

Freedom of speech and tolerance for dissenting opinions are, in principle, what 
distinguish our society from many others. Yet, as Plato observed, our political system 
contains within it all forms of rule, because human beings themselves embody all 
temperaments—from the noble to the opportunistic. Freedom creates space for virtue, 
but it also creates space for those who exploit it for selfish or destructive ends. 

Freedom of speech is not meant to be a tool for demanding privileges. It exists so that 
citizens can speak when something is wrong—when leaders behave foolishly, when 
institutions fail, when society drifts. But this freedom also demands humility: we must 
yield to arguments, knowledge, and reason when they are stronger than our own 
convictions. 

Norway’s Quiet Tyrants 

Norway has many tyrants, as in all democracies. The higher their position, the more 
damaging their behavior. Religious leaders, bureaucrats, politicians, and managers of 
every kind often respond to criticism with silence, evasion, threats, slander, lies, or 
strategic “forgetfulness.” The same through human history. 

The first figure in Western literature to speak freely was Thersites in Homer’s Iliad. He 
mocked the king’s greed for the men’s share of the war booty—property belonging to the 
community. For this, Odysseus beat him while shouting him down. 

Odyssevs: 

«Control yourself, Thersites, you loudmouthed fool with the ringing voice. Do not again 
provoke kings to quarrel with your words.” Odysseus struck him on the back and shoulders 
with his staff. A bloody stripe rose beneath the golden-studded rod. He sat down 
trembling in pain. “Hardly will his arrogant spirit desire again to quarrel with kings and 
speak such shameful words.” 

Parrhesia: Speaking Truth Without Fear 

In ancient Athens, the Iliad—written around 700 BCE—was a foundational educational 
text. It was Europe’s first book, alongside the Odyssey. Young citizens learned to read and 
write through it, and thus began their path toward democratic formation.  

Within this tradition, Thersites became the first parrhesiastes—one who practices 
parrhesia, the act of speaking truth “without fear.” He became a model for democratic 
courage: the one who tells the powerful what they do not want to hear. In this context, 
Odysseus—the celebrated hero—appears not as a noble figure, but as an enforcer of 
authority. 

Democracy depends on the possibility of speaking what one believes is right, even when 
consequences may follow. Those who spoke truth without self-interest earned respect. 



Difficult truths were especially valued, because they served as a safeguard against abuse 
of power and collective stupidity. This logic formed the foundation of freedom of speech. 
Parrhesia was the final safety valve of the democratic system. 

Alongside it stood isegoria—the general right to speak in public life. Speech was expected 
to reflect reason and a sincere belief in what was right. 

When Everyone Thinks the Same 

Plato, with his sharp instinct for human nature, warned that when everyone thinks as one, 
that too becomes a form of tyranny. This insight is painfully relevant in Norway today, 
though change may be on the horizon. 

To speak is to share ideas, knowledge, and truths with the intention of improving society—
if one is honorable and democratically formed. Yet the historical foundations of free 
speech are largely forgotten. So too is the understanding of how democracy, scientific 
thinking, communication, community, and the spread of ideas converge in the principle 
that people must be heard. The right to speak is what makes one a democratic citizen. To 
be denied that right is tyranny. Many experience this. 

Plato was right: the form of government closest 
to tyranny is democracy itself. And yet, I love my 
country—the freedom we still have, and the 
way young people see the future as full of 
possibilities. But I despise the forces and 
attitudes that undermine democracy from 
within. 

A Call for Civic Courage 

Norway needs a collective effort to clean its 
house. Journalists, citizens, employees, 
leaders—ordinary people everywhere—must 
use their voices, speak factually, and act with 
integrity. Use your freedom of speech. Serve the 
people. Be wise and courageous. 

“Courage is freedom, and freedom happiness.” 
—Pericles, Athenian statesman. 

A photograph I took of Pericles in Athens stands 
as a reminder of this heritage. 

Every municipality should review the backlog of 
unresolved whistleblowing cases buried in their 



archives. Schools must learn how a developing society can strengthen democracy, 
technology, knowledge, and democratic formation. 

Democracy lives in the heart and mind of each one of us—or not. 

Looking back 

Freedom of speech did not arise by accident. It emerged from a long historical struggle, 
and to understand how people can govern themselves, and correct their own mistakes. 
At its core lies a simple but demanding principle: people must be allowed to speak the 
truth as they see it, even when it is uncomfortable for those in power. 

In the ancient world, this principle took shape through the concept of parrhesia—the 
courage to speak openly and without fear. It was not merely a right, but a civic duty. 
Citizens were expected to contribute to the common good by sharing their insights, their 
warnings, and their disagreements. Truth-telling was understood as a form of service to 
the community. 

Over time, this evolved into a broader understanding of free expression: the idea that 
society becomes wiser, more just, and more resilient when many voices are heard. The 
logic is straightforward. When people are silenced, errors multiply. When citizens speak, 
even imperfectly, society gains the chance to correct itself. 

This cultural inheritance forms the backbone of modern democratic life. It shapes our 
institutions, our public debates, and our expectations of one another. Yet the historical 
roots of these ideas are often forgotten. Many no longer know why freedom of speech 
matters, or how deeply it is tied to the development of reason, science, communication, 
and civic responsibility. 

A functioning democracy depends on citizens who understand this heritage. It depends 
on people who recognize that the right to speak is not only a personal privilege, but a 
collective safeguard. When individuals are denied a voice, democracy weakens. When 
people speak thoughtfully and courageously, it grows stronger. 

The foundations of our society—its freedoms, its knowledge, its democratic practices—
rest on this ancient insight: that truth must be spoken, and that a community willing to 
listen is a community capable of flourishing. 
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