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Introduction 

 

This article in its original form is part of a series of essays honoring the legacy 

of Czech philosopher Jan Patočka and Czech playwright and politician Václav Havel, 

two towering figures of 20th century thought and politics, who both confronted 

political crisis and what we might call the pathology of the extreme. The article also 

forms part of a project conducted at PRIO (the Peace Research Institute Oslo), in 

collaboration with several other research environments, taking one of the major recent 

crises of Norwegian political life as its point of departure, namely, the terror attacks in 

Oslo and at the nearby island of Utøya on July 22, 2011.1 These attacks claimed the 

lives of 77 people, many of them youngsters at a political camp. How do we think 

about such murderous events, and not least the opinions and ideologies underlying 

them? What sorts of responsibilities do we have as we confront them? 

                                                 
1 This project has been funded by the Research Council of Norway, and I am grateful to the funder for 

the possibility to work on this topic. The paper on which this article is based was first presented at a 

conference in Prague in 2013. 
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In both Jan Patočka’s and Václav Havel’s thoughts, words, and actions we 

find a deep, underlying meditation on responsibility as enacted in a tension toward 

what Havel called “the absolute horizon of Being”.2 The perfect can never be 

actualized in this world, yet we are moved by responsibilities and sensibilities that go 

beyond our individual selves. 

 This leads to a form of ethics where both self-awareness and other-awareness 

are crucially integrated with each other. We are conscious beings who interact 

constantly with our surroundings in a way that makes us answerable – responsible – 

for our actions whether we want it or not. We do not live only for ourselves. This fact 

leaves us free and bound at the same time: we cannot escape our freedom, but we also 

cannot escape the limits put on it by our being-in-the-world, to put it in the idiom of 

Martin Heidegger.  

 Since freedom of expression was essential to Charter 77, the political 

movement to which both Patočka and Havel were so important, applying such an 

ethics of self- and other-awareness to the field of free speech and public debate 

constitutes an interesting and important task. 

In light of this, I will in the following reflect on two deep-seated moral 

problems: First, how do we avoid magnifying disagreement within democratic 

debates? How do we stop legitimate debates from becoming a sort of tragedy (or 

farce) in which insults and barbs are traded and prejudice and suspicion are 

everywhere? Many examples can be thought of. Let me for illustration’s sake use a 

relatively innocent, yet in its way extreme example from US politics, namely, Grover 

Norquist, the father of the no-higher-taxes pledge, who has held that any new or 

higher tax would in effect be an affront to liberty and something to be avoided by any 

serious, conservative politician.3 Anyone who knows the least bit about the workings 

of government and the raising of revenue knows that the exactly right level of taxation 

is a very difficult thing to determine, and that it makes little sense to say that any tax-

hike under any circumstances must be avoided. Someone who suggests a, say, 50 

cents-a-gallon higher tax on gasoline, either for revenue or environmental reasons, 

                                                 
2 See, for instance, Václav Havel, Letters to Olga (London: Faber & Faber, [1983]1988), letter 109, pp. 

266-269, where Havel discusses the “absolute horizon of Being” and the responsibility that is “ours, 

everywhere”, with reference to Jan Patočka. See also Rodolphe Gasché, “European Memories: Jan 

Patočka and Jacques Derrida on Responsibility”, Critical Inquiry, vol. 33 (Winter 2007), pp. 291-311 

for an interesting discussion of Patoçka’s philosophy of responsibility. 
3 See http://www.atr.org/taxpayer-protection-pledge.  

http://www.atr.org/taxpayer-protection-pledge
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may possibly be wrongheaded, but he or she is hardly a harbinger of socialism or 

tyranny, as the Norquist “pledge” in effect intimates. 

Second, how do we stand up against the true debasement of humanity that can 

lead to the most hideous of consequences, such as the fanatical plans of homicidal 

maniacs or ideological extremists (including Anders Behring Breivik, the Norwegian 

terrorist of 2011 infamy) without curtailing liberty and free speech? Or in other 

words: How can we preserve a dignified discourse while maintaining room for clearly 

and directly spoken disagreement and for the clear and honest expression of deep 

ideological difference? In the years that have gone by since the Norwegian terror 

attacks of 2011, many more such attacks have taken place around the world, and the 

climate of opinion has arguably become harsher, partly as a result of such violence, 

reflected, inter alia, in the election of Donald Trump as president of the United States 

in 2017.  

Indeed, present-day discourse has changed radically since the creation of 

Charter 77. With the Internet and social media, the arenas for voicing opinions have 

been vastly enlarged. The room for voicing even the most hideous of opinions, and 

finding thousands upon thousands who can voice agreement with those opinions and, 

for instance, take part in plotting the most outrageous of actions, is much larger today 

than it has ever been before. At the same time, the room for free discourse that can 

correct and battle such opinions is also large and, in most democratic countries, 

mostly secure. The one-way propaganda of brutality or dull meaninglessness that to a 

large extent characterized Central and Eastern Europe just 30 years ago is a thing of 

the past in our part of the world. Indeed, a staggering and almost bewildering array of 

arenas of freedom has taken its place, mostly for good, sometimes – some would say 

– for ill. The point is: How do we maintain a civil discourse in those arenas, which 

does not endanger liberty and encourage violence and hatred? 

Havel’s meditations on responsibility seem more topical than ever in such a 

landscape. How do we maintain, defend, and even celebrate this unrivaled freedom of 

expression, while educating our young and each other about the responsibility that is 

attendant upon partaking in public discourse and making statements for all to peruse? 

As an inroad to this, I will offer a reflection on the roles we play – not an unfamiliar 

theme to students of Václav Havel – as a key to understanding the responsibility and 

ethics of communication. When we fully appreciate the roles that we and others play, 

in and through our language or speech acts, we can also better grasp the stance we 
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should take, and the tone – so to speak – that we should choose, as partakers in and 

enactors of those speech acts. 

Indeed, our normative evaluation of acts often hinges on our understanding of 

the roles people play in bringing about those acts, and the expectations linked to the 

roles in question. Sometimes, an act that would be clearly disallowed by someone 

inhabiting one role is as clearly acceptable for someone with another role. Thus, a 

boxer is allowed to punch another human being hard while in the ring, but would not 

be allowed to do so, inside or outside the ring, without that clearly defined role.  

The ways in which roles affect our moral evaluations are arguably more 

complex than is often acknowledged. I will explore some important aspects of this 

complexity, linked to the morality of communication. My thesis is that human beings 

sometimes hide behind roles in ways that obscure the real moral debates we ought to 

have, or that make those debates that we do have much more intractable and 

confrontational than they need be. This is where Hillary Clinton and Wikileaks enter 

the picture – but I will leave the exact way in which they play a role (!) until later. 

 

Opinions and Roles – ex ante and ex post 

Sometimes, the role one inhabits seems to determine what one says and 

believes. If you are the CEO of a major company, you are likely to believe in 

moderate wages for your employees, a sound balance sheet, good pay and bonuses for 

executives, and a free-market system with fair competition and no scales tipped 

against you or your company in the form of excessive taxation or the like. There are 

many variants of views found about each of these topics, and indeed, CEOs come in 

many shapes and forms; some, for instance, believe more deeply in caring for the 

welfare of their workers than others. I am certainly not attempting to stereotype. But 

the likelihood is high that what I just enumerated are general views that you would 

hold in some shape or form.  

On the other hand, if you are a union leader in the same company, you will 

most likely believe in higher wages for your co-workers, curbs on executive pay and 

bonuses, and some limits to the free-market system in order to protect the rights of 

workers. Once again, each of these positions allows for much variation and leeway; 

yet, as a general description of what a majority of labor-union leaders would stand for, 

it is probably accurate. 
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 The major question, underlying this example and indeed my whole argument, 

is whether those views come with the role, or whether they are formed in each 

individual prior to taking on that role. In the latter case, in other words, the opinions 

held (or at least an outline of them) would have been present ex ante, i.e., before 

taking on the role. That is not to exclude that, after taking on the role or position in 

question, one’s views and opinions could and indeed would evolve, as one gets to 

know the territory and learns more about the questions actually to be tackled. But in 

the ex ante case, it would nonetheless be the case that free-market believers, who 

already believe (for instance) that executives deserve good pay, would also take on 

executive positions – and then the same, albeit with the relevantly different views, 

would be the case for the labor-union leader. (I am not here entering into the debate 

about where such views come from, i.e., the social formation of views and values. 

That is an important debate in itself, but not the one I am focusing on here.) 

 The ex post case in some ways seems more troublesome from an ethical point 

of view. Here, the person taking on a role simply assumes the views and opinions 

associated with that role after taking it on. Had one taken on another role – even a 

diametrically opposed role – one would have assumed very different views, and thus 

come to express very different values. If we take an open, yet competitive job market 

as a premise, you would quite naturally – in your search for jobs – take the job that 

you can realistically get, as long as it offers you the pay, job security, and 

practicalities you crave or at least can realistically hope for. And so, you would have 

to, at least to some extent, assume the values that go with the job. 

 There are many qualifications and possible middle roads in the above picture. 

Even in the ex post case, for instance, we could assume that at least some values and 

associated views are held on beforehand, so that one would not, for instance, take on 

the role of concentration-camp guard or executioner: that would be morally off-limits. 

Closely related to such a stance would be the case where a person holds general views 

that are substantial, yet quite flexible, say, about democracy, the free market, the 

environment, or the equality of the sexes, and where these views and values could be 

fitted into a large number of roles and positions. Another quite reasonable position to 

take in such a job market would be not to take on any role that involves blatant 

illegality. Others would have personal restrictions along the lines of not taking on 

work that would seriously shock or disappoint one’s parents or other close family 

members or friends. In that case, it would be the expectations, values, and views of 
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others that would hold you back. This would still be compatible with what I above 

called the ex post relationship between roles on the one hand and views, opinions, and 

values on the other, or said differently and possibly more accurately: it would occupy 

a middle position between the ex ante and ex post case. 

 Also, we must not forget that even in the ex post case, taking on a role is not a 

purely passive relationship where one is influenced willy-nilly by – and thus 

automatically conforms to – the expectations others have vis-à-vis that role. The 

individual taking on the role in question can also influence the understanding of the 

role and the environment around it, thus adding an element of the ex ante relationship 

as part of the process. A CEO who has always been deeply interested in 

environmental issues will probably bring some of that to the job, even if assuming the 

standard positions of the company he or she has come to represent. However, it is 

commonplace and quite natural that when one learns more about one’s role and 

becomes more closely attached to it, through time, work, and habit, one also naturally 

becomes more loyal and maybe even enthusiastic about the role and what it implies, 

at least in the case of a good and welcoming workplace. This would be true even of 

someone with strong ex ante beliefs and values. 

 

Sports and Loyalties – an Illustration 

A good illustration of the relationship between what I just described as the ex 

ante and ex post role attachments respectively can be found in sports. The way in 

which loyalties to sports teams are created is an intriguing psychological field as such, 

which I will not discuss here. I will merely summarize a relationship between player 

and team as well as fan and team, which most find quite unproblematic, but which in 

some cases indeed brings us right to the heart of the more general problem I am 

exploring. 

 A football player (by which, as a European, I think of a “soccer” player) is 

supposed to speak well of his club (or indeed her club, although I will for simplicity’s 

sake stay with the masculine pronoun in the following), show pride in its colors 

(literally and figuratively) and its history, and of course give his best on the pitch. 

When the player changes teams, which customarily happens, the loyalty is shifted and 

the expectations of hard work and real pride transferred to the new team. However, a 

certain remnant of attachment to the old team normally remains, as is often witnessed 

when a former player plays against his old team: if he was popular and well-regarded 
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there, and the break was not a controversial one, he will be greeted with a reception 

rarely given other players from visiting teams, and he will accept that reception with 

pride and gratitude. 

 In some cases, the antagonism between teams is so strong that a transfer from 

one team to the other is not looked upon kindly by fans. The rivalry between London 

football clubs Tottenham and Arsenal is a famous case in point. You have to be a 

really well-liked player, with little controversy surrounding the team transfer, to keep 

a good reputation with the old club if you switch to the main rival. (Goalkeeper Pat 

Jennings famously managed the transition while remaining popular with his old club, 

but arguably not too many others have.) 

 The point here is, of course, that we in most cases fully accept these transfers 

of loyalty, and at the same time the intensity of the loyalty. The problem comes when 

such loyalties spill over into downright hostility and abuse. To the onlooker, the 

extreme hatred that can exist between sports teams comes across as somewhat 

counter-intuitive. It is not that it is strange to root for one’s home team (or for some 

other team towards which one feels loyalty and attachment). But should not that very 

attachment lead to a certain level of respect for the similar attachment of the “enemy” 

team’s supporters? Admittedly, there could be substantial disagreements underlying 

the disputes, such as differing playing styles, questions of fair play, or increasingly 

often: the problem of money (“he switched teams simply because they could pay 

more, therefore I hate him/them”). But generally and more often, there are no deep 

moral chasms between sports teams, nor are playing styles what really form the 

attachment to one’s team, at least not for the majority of fans. Yet, even though 

players can shift from team to team; even though I as a spectator love the sport per se; 

even though there is no deep political, philosophical, or theological difference 

between the one team and the other at all – (which sometimes admittedly there is a 

hint of, as between traditionally Catholic Celtic and traditionally Protestant Rangers in 

the Scottish city of Glasgow) – still the rifts between both players and audiences on 

different sports teams can be very deep and spill over into violence. Why? 

Presumably (aside from the social reasons for sports violence) it is because 

attachment and identification with one’s team is so strong. Thus, much is felt to be at 

stake (honor, if nothing else), or more innocently: because the attachment makes 

sports more fun! 
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 This – to some light-hearted, to others deadly serious – interlude about sports 

leads me to formulate the following moral thesis, based on a common-sense ethical 

evaluation of this kind of case: Transferable and non-substantial differences of taste, 

loyalty, or opinion should not lead to violent or otherwise brutal confrontations, but 

should rather elicit a certain mutual respect. This mutual respect should follow 

naturally from an underlying understanding that both parties deeply love both the 

activity and object of affection in question, in this case the sport and one’s team.  

A main reason underlying this assertion is the fact that the loyalty in these 

sorts of cases is transferable; or said differently: I could have been the other person 

(either player or fan) without any substantial change in my other beliefs or 

attachments, simply, for instance, by having been born in another city. While some 

develop an almost religious bond to “one’s team”, and I by no wish mean to be 

cavalier about such bonds, I take this assertion to be quite uncontroversial, and 

morally important. The relationship between Havel, Patočka, and the Communist 

Party is an example of the stark opposite and therefore serves as a useful corollary: 

the role of the other party is unacceptable for deeply held moral reasons; one could 

not merely “switch” and become a Communist. Having attachments to one sports 

team rather than another is after all, no matter how important to one’s identity, very 

different. National attachment arguably falls somewhere in-between these two: not 

simply transferable or replaceable, and often deeply associated with one’s identity, yet 

not necessarily related to any deeply held world view, and certainly in most cases 

arbitrarily and non-voluntarily bestowed. Indeed, the fact that one could as easily have 

been born elsewhere should instill some of that ethical humility that I intimated above 

into relations with other nations and their citizens. 

 

Different Kinds of Disagreements 

From this excursus, I return to the realm of communication and more 

specifically to debates marked by deep disagreement, and the ways in which we 

should evaluate – and in turn try to conduct – such debates morally. 

 For the purposes of making the discussion clearer, I will demarcate four 

archetypes, although they can certainly overlap in practice. The first two would fall 

under the rubric of an ex ante relationship between roles and opinions; the final two 

would be instances of some kind of ex post relationship. 



9 

 

 The first is illustrated by debates in which there is a deep difference of values 

between the parties to the debate, by which I mean an underlying difference when it 

comes to basic and formative norms. An example would be the ideological 

differences between a democrat and a fascist. Possibly, the one party could appreciate 

that, had I been raised differently or had different influences, I could have held the 

views held by the other party. But this in no way changes one’s antipathy towards the 

views and underlying values of the other party. Neither the loyalties nor the opinions 

are simply replaceable without some serious loss of moral value. 

 The second would be the milder case of what we might call “everyday 

political differences” within a democratic society open to deliberative debate. Again, 

the views held are sincere, and the difference of opinion can likewise be deep and 

real. To use American political labels, the Conservative Republican cannot simply 

become a Liberal Democrat by being offered better pay or a more enticing job in the 

Democratic Party. The differences in opinion can be substantively argued by both 

parties, and both would most likely point to some underlying difference in values as a 

reason for those differences. However, in this case, enough values are held in 

common between the two parties for the debate between the parties to make real 

sense, not just as an exchange and airing of incompatible views, but as a possible 

venue for changing the other party’s opinions – or if not those of the other party, at 

least those who listen to the debate and take an interest in the arguments, wherever 

they may originally have their loyalties and views. There is no assumption that the 

views and values of the two sides are so incompatible that a change of opinion would 

also lead to a wholesale change of one’s basic worldview. Thus, a conservative (or, 

for that matter, a liberal) can be led to believe differently about gay marriage or 

weapons regulation as a result of an open exchange of views. Or even if the views 

held remain the same, at least such a person could come to understand and respect 

why the other party holds its view, and thus accept that I could conceivably have held 

such a view myself, without thereby becoming something fundamentally different 

from what I am now, morally speaking. (By adding “morally speaking”, I am 

indicating that the other view does not represent something totally repulsive or 

repugnant.) 

 The third category would be the rather typical case of assuming opinions 

because it is expected of you, but where nonetheless one tries these opinions before a 

court of one’s conscience and of one’s other beliefs, a variant we also touched on in 
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our initial discussion above. An example could be the case of a journalist becoming 

an editorial writer for a conservative newspaper. The editorial writer has been chosen 

for her obvious intelligence and writing skills, but she does not consider herself a 

conservative, at least not in any strong and convinced sense. However, she is told 

what the newspaper stands for editorially, and tries to come up with the best ways of 

arguing that position. She will not write anything that strongly conflicts with deeply 

held views she already holds, but will otherwise do what is expected in that particular 

position. The role of the editorial writer is actually an interesting one, since she does 

not sign her pieces. Thus, she can hide behind the façade of the newspaper or media 

outlet. But I am assuming that she would still not write anything that she finds 

morally or politically repugnant. In theory, this editorial writer could switch to a 

liberal or social democrat newspaper and perform the same services, and with the 

same restrictions vis-à-vis very deeply held convictions. 

 Finally, we have the case where the positions taken are simply a result of the 

position one is in or what one is instructed to say. This is akin to a debating society, 

where one is told which view to defend – and then one simply plays the role as 

convincingly as possible. Later, one switches and equally strongly defends the other 

view. At 7 pm one argues passionately the case for man-made climate change, for 

instance; at 9 pm one equally passionately argues the opposite case. The context is 

what here makes it morally and otherwise unproblematic, but in most participants in 

such proceedings, it will at some point also create a certain uneasiness (I am speaking 

from experience): Is it really that easy simply to assume different opinions, even 

diametrically opposed ones, on questions concerned with truly important questions for 

humankind? Of course, once we move outside the secure confines of the debating 

society, we see how this could be problematic. What if one would offer one’s 

speaking skills to whomever pays best or whatever is most convenient, with no holds 

barred and no moral limits to what one would be willing to say? 

 With this overview in mind, we can finally move to the case I wish to use as 

an example: that of then-Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and her strong criticism of 

the New York Times and other media outlets for publishing findings from 

“Wikileaks”. (Much has happened since then, with the revelations of Edward 

Snowden and more, and Hillary Clinton's failed run for president, but I will stay with 

this slightly older example, whose contours and contents are quite clear and well-

known.) At the time, the chief Washington correspondent for the New York Times, 
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the seasoned reporter David Sanger, took on much of the task of defending the 

newspaper’s position.4 

Now, these two strong personalities and prominent public figures argued in 

distinctively moral terms about a crucial issue within a modern democracy: whether 

or not it is right to publish classified documents. We can leave the fine print aside 

here, such as whether even a defender of such publication should nonetheless refrain 

from publishing documents that, if publicly known, could imply a danger to public or 

national security (which the New York Times said that it scrupulously did), and also 

who would decide what constitutes such danger. The core positions of the two parties 

should be clear enough. 

 My assertion is the following: These are two public figures who, given their 

interests, talents, and intelligence, could both easily have held the position of the 

other. In an only slightly different world, it would not have been hard to imagine 

Hillary Clinton as the Chief Washington correspondent of the New York Times, and 

had he chosen a political career, Sanger could quite likely have been a government 

minister, possibly even a Secretary of State. Indeed, both could have maintained the 

same basic political views and values I assume they actually have, and the same 

passionate interest in politics. The only difference in the hypothetical, alternative 

scenario would be that the one had gone for a career in journalism and publishing, the 

other for practical politics.  

And this quite naturally leads to the assertion that in this slightly different 

world, they would have held the exact opposite position of what they actually did. 

Furthermore, it is not unreasonable to assert that they both, at some level, knew this 

even while they heatedly debated the issue. Maybe this is also why such a debate, 

paradoxically, can become so heated. Both parties feel that the other party ought to 

have more of an understanding for the position that one has oneself taken, given the 

fact that the position more or less automatically follows from the role – and the roles 

in question could without any problem have been switched. 

Notice that in this case, both holders of these roles hold the other role to be 

perfectly legitimate in itself. While surely angry and impatient with the press in a case 

such as this, there is no indication that Hillary Clinton has ever held a free press in 

                                                 
4 See http://www.npr.org/2010/11/29/131668950/white-house-aims-to-limit-wikileaks-damage and 

http://www.npr.org/2010/12/08/131884250/nyt-reporter-defends-publishing-wikileaks-

cables?ft=1&f=1020.  

http://www.npr.org/2010/11/29/131668950/white-house-aims-to-limit-wikileaks-damage
http://www.npr.org/2010/12/08/131884250/nyt-reporter-defends-publishing-wikileaks-cables?ft=1&f=1020
http://www.npr.org/2010/12/08/131884250/nyt-reporter-defends-publishing-wikileaks-cables?ft=1&f=1020
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general or the New York Times in particular to be illegitimate institutions – quite the 

opposite. She also believes, I assume, that a chief correspondent and his or her editor 

should be fiercely independent of political institutions and sometimes publish against 

the wishes of those institutions. Vice versa, I take it for granted that Mr. Sanger holds 

the same basic views as then-Secretary Clinton about the office of Secretary of State 

and the attendant duty of that office to keep state secrets away from the public. 

Indeed, on a deeper and more principled level, they both probably believe that this 

very antagonism is fruitful. 

The reader will possibly have in mind, as we discuss these issues, the 

archetypal such antagonistic relationship, namely, that of lawyers in a court case. 

Each has been given a task and follows up on that passionately, but also knows that 

the tasks could have been reversed – the defense lawyer could, with only slight 

tweaks, have been the prosecutor and vice versa – and that the same passion would 

then have been applied the other way around. Of course, both presumably believe 

there are certain ground rules and thus a limit to how far the passion should extend, 

such as a professionally (and morally) based prohibition against lying and a basic 

respect for the procedures of the court. Yet, the role decides the position you take and 

what you do and say. 

 This obvious example of a role-driven communication of views also shows 

that there is not necessarily anything morally suspect about this. Indeed, a democracy, 

just as a courtroom, is in deep need of antagonistic disputes, so as to ensure that more 

views than one are heard, and to ascertain that weaknesses of each view are properly 

aired. In the court case, we have the added need for representation. I also remind the 

reader that we are not talking about trivial disagreements here. The debate about 

Wikileaks, or in many cases the points argued in a court case, is, or are, truly 

important. And given one’s role, the party arguing the one case probably comes to 

believe strongly that one’s arguments are strong and right – as does the other party.  

 I am thus not out to criticize such fiercely and frankly argued, role-based – 

what I have here called ex post ("not-held-on-beforehand") – positions and ensuing 

debates. But having said that: Would it not be good to make such debates more 

honest, more conscious of the fact that we often inhabit roles, and therefore, 

hopefully, better and more balanced? 
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Consequences for Public Debates 

My discussion leads me to suggest the following consequences for public 

debates of this moral critique of role-based disagreements. I will divide my 

observations into the following points: 

 First, we have the duty to be conscious about the roles we play. One should 

ask: Why am I arguing this point? What follows purely from the role I have, and what 

is truly argued from a conviction independent of that role? Urging participants in 

debates to be, at least in their inner court of conscience, honest with themselves, and 

forthright about the roles and attendant expectations that contribute to shaping their 

views, is a good starting point for more honest debates. It does not necessarily lead to 

a demand for tempering or abandoning the stands one feels obliged to take, but it asks 

us to think through the rhetoric we employ and not least the way in which we look at 

and think of the other party to the debate. 

Second, we should listen to the other party’s reasonable assertions, and try to 

ensure that deep moral outrage is spared for the cases where such moral outrage is 

warranted. An incessant portrayal of the other party as evil, monstrous, stupid, or 

devious not only lessens the value of such denunciations (if one has fiercely portrayed 

Barack Obama as a relativist, godless, dangerous socialist, what does one have left 

when one actually meets someone of that description?) but it also invites the same 

rhetoric the other way, thus arguably debasing the level of debate as well as the 

participants in the debate.5 

Third, we need to take opinions seriously as the expression of deeply held 

views and values. That does not mean we should always respect them, or that all 

opinions deserve to be taken seriously as a matter of their substance. Indeed, quite the 

opposite should sometimes obtain. My point is that if we encounter deeply racist or 

other hate-filled speech on the Internet with simply a shrug of the shoulders and a 

general reference to the right of all to say what they think, we also fail to take 

seriously that such utterances can have real and dangerous consequences, and that 

they can reflect a deep-seated lack of respect for basic human rights and human 

                                                 
5 I could equally well have used a reverse parenthetical example in this paragraph, of course, such as 

the belief that George W. Bush was an evil imperialist bent on world domination. Such portrayals do 

little to advance real and informed debate. Since this article was originally written before the political 

ascendancy of Donald Trump, I'll leave him aside here, with the exception of a brief mention of him 

earlier in the article. 
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dignity. The consequence of this line of reasoning is not that the law should restrict 

such utterances (except in cases of direct injunctions to violence or possibly (in some 

jurisdictions) blatant racism or the like), but it means that civil society – including 

parents, schools, the press, and the general public – should work seriously to confront 

the most extreme arguments and take a stand against them. What I have in mind here 

are typical cases of non-transferable views and values, where we do not accept a 

complacent ex post relationship to them and simply assume that I could easily have 

held the same views and thus should respect them. (That is, we are not willing simply 

to say: “Ok, that’s his opinion, and certainly if one belongs to the Nazi party, that is 

what one would say – indeed, I would have done the same thing. Hence, we should 

understand and accept his opinion as an expression of that particular worldview.”) 

Which leads me to my fourth and last point: Uttering opinions in the public 

sphere entails moral responsibility. One must be willing to stand up for what one has 

said, to correct it if necessary, and to think through the consequences of one’s 

utterances. The ability to hide behind the anonymity of the Internet does not, morally 

speaking, reduce one’s moral responsibility. While one has every legal right to hold 

opinions that offend others or go against the general moral sensibilities of one’s 

society, that does not mean that deeply hateful speech, which encourages the 

debasement, humiliation, or destruction of others, must be respected in the moral 

sense, or that no one is responsible for its consequences. Hence, we should hold 

people to account in public debates, seek out and take seriously even extreme or 

authoritarian views, and encourage debates about such views that hopefully help 

inoculate young people in particular and society in general against them. That does 

not mean that we should shower them with undue attention, but neither should we fail 

to address the values that they represent. 

What I have listed here can be considered simply common-sense rules of 

thumb. But alas: common sense is not so common. When debates get intractable and 

the habitation of certain roles makes one immune to the problems inherent in what 

one says, it is exactly the point of view of common sense – disassociated from roles, 

yet informed by general moral sensibilities – that is so much needed. I re-emphasize 

that I am not out to abolish harsh debates or role-based disputes. I am also not arguing 

for legal regulation of speech. My point is to strive for debates that are better 

informed, more tolerant, more alert, and more conscious about the difference between 
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deep moral disagreements and those where one must be honest enough to admit that 

one could equally well have held the other view, given different circumstances. 

 

Conclusion: After July 22 

On July 22, 2011, my home country of Norway was shocked by the worst 

peacetime killings in modern Norwegian history. A self-styled nationalist activist, 

Anders Behring Breivik, killed 77 people, many of them youngsters gunned down in 

cold blood at a political camp.  

 What does Anders Behring Breivik have to do with the argument I have been 

making here? I would hold that his activities on the Internet, and the manifesto he 

published there in defense and explanation of his murderous actions, illustrate in an 

extreme way the kinds of views that sit uneasily with the openness and freedom of 

modern democracy.6 On the one hand, we have important reasons for shying away 

from legal censorship or public banning of the sort of racist and fascist views that he 

stood (and still stands) for. But on the other hand, his views cannot be treated simply 

as any other view. Deep-seated disagreements about taxes, sexuality, religion, or war 

all touch on crucial issues about how to live and how we organize society. But most 

views within such debates are views we can and should live with, views we need to be 

challenged by, and views that can be defended reasonably in public debates where we 

attest to the equal dignity and rights of all. A debate with Breivik is different, and we 

must be conscious of why that is the case. If we are, maybe we can also learn to 

understand the gradations between various forms of disagreement, and how to tackle 

and live with those disagreements in a way that safeguards civility, responsibility, and 

serious exchanges of views. Gradations is a key word here, because there is also the 

possibility of "sliding" from what is seemingly quite mainstream or at least morally 

and legally perfectly acceptable into what is much more extreme. We need, in short, 

to be on our guard and be conscious of what public debate entails, and how we can 

keep that debate open, free, and wide, without it becoming a hotbed of what is now 

known as "fake news" or even – and even more dangerously – pure hatred. 

 We owe nothing less to the legacy of Jan Patočka and Václav Havel. 

                                                 
6 See http://publicintelligence.net/anders-behring-breiviks-complete-manifesto-2083-a-european-

declaration-of-independence/.  

http://publicintelligence.net/anders-behring-breiviks-complete-manifesto-2083-a-european-declaration-of-independence/
http://publicintelligence.net/anders-behring-breiviks-complete-manifesto-2083-a-european-declaration-of-independence/
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