
 

 

Parrhesiatic Speech: Outdated and Dangerous 

 

We can all agree that we want rhetors, whether fellow classmates or politicians, to speak 

in honest, and (at times) in frank ways. We generally value a courageous speaker, even those 

who feel that it is their duty speak out for what they believe in. However, this can lead to the 

problem of the interests of the speaker trampling upon the interlocutors' sensibilities. At times, 

the speech may even seem to them so abrasive that one wonders if the discourse has been 

designed to satisfy only the needs and interests of the speaker.  The costs of this can be a failed 

speech, failed insofar that it has no effect on the listeners, or may turn them yet further away 

from accepting its claim. Given this possibility, the category of the parrhesiastes is a too-risky 

approach, potentially dangerous to both speaker and audience. It would better serve us if we 

think of speeches as a mutually satisfying activity for both the speaker and the audience as it 

values the audience, which the parrhesiastes tends to ignore.   

The idea of parrhesia and the parrhesiates has historic origins, dating back to ancient 

Greece in the Fifth Century B.C.E. As Michel Foucault defines in his work, Fearless Speech, 

parrhesia, in its most basic form, means “free speech”, and a parrhesiates is someone who 

speaks the truth (1). The idea of parrhesia and speaking the truth is sensible, as speakers should 

try and show what they believe to be the truth, but ultimately this type of speech and speaker 

should be approached with caution as it poses danger to a modern democratic society. Parrhesia 

will often come off as offensive to anyone who has differing views from the speaker as this type 

of speech requires the speaker to see their opinion as an ultimatum of sorts, or the only 

acceptable way to view a particular situation (the phrases ‘my way or the highway’ or ‘take it or 

leave it’ come to mind here). The heart of parrhesia’s ineffectiveness lies in Foucault’s 
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definition of parrhesia, as although this type of speech has some attractive features that we may 

value rhetorically, his definition is limited as it promotes a method of discourse that, at its core, 

is undemocratic. As will become evident, parrhesia and speech like it, does more harm than it 

does good, serving to divide societies rather than bring them together in conversation.  

Though it is tempting to assign Costello the role of the parrhesiastes, if we do so, 

problems will result, primarily overlooking the large groups of people she offends. These risks 

seem too great because it not only promotes a type of speech which lacks effectiveness, but it 

also embellishes a way of speaking that is undemocratic. Upon first examination through the lens 

of Foucault’s criteria, it is quite easy to label Costello as a parrhesiastes as she is frank and 

forthright with her argument and also takes on a substantial amount of risk by speaking about her 

beliefs. From the very beginning Costello satisfies Foucault’s first criteria of frankness 

acknowledges that she speaks exactly what she means, saying “I say what I mean. I am an old 

woman. I do not have the time any longer to say things I do not mean” (18).  Even before she 

begins her argument, she establishes that she is going to address what she believes to be the 

truth. In addition to Costello being upfront and extremely candid about her beliefs, she also takes 

on a lot of risk by speaking about the similarities between humans and animals. Costello not only 

risks her career and alienating herself from other academic institutions in the future, as evident 

by Abraham Stern’s letter, but she also risks alienating herself from her family because her views 

are so radical that it could force her family not to want to associate with her anymore (49).  

Although it might be easy to argue how Costello satisfies Foucault’s criteria for a 

parrhesiastes, by ascribing her this role, it would require us to overlook some troubling issues 

with her argument, primarily her anti-Semitic rhetoric and disregard for her audience. One of the 

most obvious issues with Costello’s speech is her reference and discussion of the Holocaust. 
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Throughout the first section of her speech, Costello makes numerous comparisons between 

victims of the Holocaust and animals being slaughtered on a farm, citing phrases such as, “‘they 

went like sheep to the slaughter.’ ‘They died like animals.’ ‘The Nazi butchers killed them’” 

(20). Though it not necessarily absurd to compare the slaughter of people to the slaughter of 

animals, it instead is the way that Costello refers to the victims of the Holocaust that creates 

issue. Costello does not, in any instance, take a moment to pay any sort of respect to the victims. 

In addition, Costello does not reconcile with her audience after she has made her comparison, 

only saying, “pardon me, I repeat. That is the last cheap point I will be scoring. I know how talk 

of this kind polarizes people, and cheap point-scoring only makes it worse” (22). What creates 

this issue and what Costello fails to recon with is how the hierarchy of the natural world is likely 

to influence how her audience will react to what she has to say.  

Since the era of the modern man it has been engrained in most societies that humans are 

superior to animals, after all we consume them as food, so any comparison that Costello makes 

comparing humans to animals, is likely to be seen as insensitive and offensive to those who died 

as a result of the Holocaust. Costello likely is not familiar with the audience she is speaking to, 

and there is even the possibility that someone in the audience knew someone or had a family 

member who lived during the Holocaust. Though it lies outside of Foucault’s parrhesiastic 

criteria, Costello’s lack of care for the sensitive nature of the subject serves to disadvantage and 

frame Costello’s argument as anti-Semitic from the outset by positioning her as insincere and 

alienating her from her audience.  

Costello’s discourse is not doubt controversial and at times extreme, but what seems to be 

more important however, is an examination of how parrhesia and Foucault’s definition are 

limited and how these limitations detract from the value that this type of discourse carries in a 



 

 

4 

democratic society. When one thinks broadly of “democratic language”, a thought that might 

come to mind is the idea of language which creates discussion. Democracy is based on 

discussion: people from various backgrounds coming together in a representative government to 

discuss their ideas. Being able to create discussion among people requires an orator who can 

convince or persuade their audience that their particular viewpoint on a situation is correct. This 

ability to be persuasive requires a certain level of interaction with the audience, which parrhesia 

simply does not require and Foucault overlooks entirely. With traditional rhetoric, the audience 

will have the opportunity to discuss amongst themselves and often pose questions to the orator 

themselves, but with parrhesia this level of discussion is much more limited. The audience 

becomes cutoff from the speaker because the parrhesiates has stated their truth and sees no 

reason for the audience to require any further clarification. As we see with Costello, after her 

speech, she deflects the questions from a man who asks her what exactly the audience should 

take away from her speech saying simply, “If principles are what you want to take away from 

this talk, I would have to respond, open your heart and listen to what your heart says” (37). In the 

broadest sense Costello is telling audience to take away what they will, which is essentially 

saying nothing.  

Though the parrhesiates’ words themselves will most likely might insight discussion 

through the discomfort that their views creates in the audience, this disconnect between speaker 

and audience severely detracts from parrhesia’s effectiveness and value. Parrhesia leaves no 

room for speculation or doubt in the audience, which frames parrhesia as undemocratic because 

it severely limits possible discussion. The parrhesiastic language likens more to that of a dictator 

than that of a democratic politician. It is not to say that parrhesia is an entirely useless form of 

discourse, but as it pertains to a democratic society, it has no value because the inherent, 
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outdated, nature of this type of language promotes undemocratic ideals while suppressing 

democratic ones such as respect, equality, and freedom of speech. Accepting Foucault’s 

definition of parrhesia would mean to incite a world that functions as a dictatorship rather than a 

democracy.  

Michel Foucault emphasizes the importance about speaking one’s truth. Inherently this 

isn’t a bad thing, but the importance of speaking the truth needs to be balanced against the 

method with which we speak it, rather than speaking the truth itself. Voicing our opinions in a 

parrhesiastic manner may alienate the speaker’s viewpoint, because people are inclined to 

dismiss blind assertions as ultimates. Instead, speakers who wish to “speak one’s truth” or voice 

their beliefs should focus more on being persuasive and getting their audience to understand their 

viewpoint, as it creates a culture where different ideas can be discussed respectfully in a 

democratic way.  

In today’s political climate we see more and more politicians using forms of parrhesia, 

valuing their opinions as ultimate and failing to acknowledge any other possible way of doing or 

seeing things. For example, it is not uncommon to see President Trump state his viewpoint on a 

particular situation and then refuse to take questions or acknowledge any other possible 

interpretations as posed by reporters. Parrhesia ultimately fosters a culture that is undemocratic, 

creating a sphere were speakers’ ‘private’ or ‘personal’ truths are honored above positions 

reached by way of debate and deliberation. Let’s face, it parrhesia is outdated, a linguistical 

invention which is over two thousand years old, and it is important to realize that we should not 

conduct ourselves based on process that had no concept of the modern civilization in which we 

live today. Instead we need to embrace the democratic approach of presenting and discussing 
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ideas: listening to others and being respectful, even if their views are different from our own. 

Ultimately a parrhesiastic view will only serve to divide societies, not bring them together.  


