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What makes speech free? It is usually taken that speech is ‘free’ if it is not met with punishment 

from governing authorities.1 ‘Freedom of Speech’ involves a right to speak without fear of 

governmental reprisal. A focus on the debates surrounding ‘liberty of speech’ in the Tudor 

period, however, leads us to another way of considering the ‘freedom’ of speech: that it is not 

the absence of punishment which makes speech free, but rather the choice to speak freely 

regardless of such reprisal.2 In this way, the discussion shifts from the limits and boundaries of 

free speech to the way in which speaking truth is itself freeing, regardless of the consequences.  

In Tudor England, these debates centred on the delivery of political counsel. There was both 

a ‘paradox of counsel’ and a ‘problem of counsel’ in Tudor England. The paradox existed in the 

expectation that rulers must take counsel to legitimise their rule, even though such counsel — if 

obligatory — could limit their power. The problem came from the perspective of the counsellors 

themselves: they ought to speak truth to power but doing so in non-ideal circumstances could 

lead to that counsel being ignored, or worse, their imprisonment or death. The key word often 

used to describe such dangerous counsel was parrhesia [παρρησία], variously understood as ‘plain 

speaking’ or ‘liberty of speech’.  

No Tudor writer had more to say about counsel and frank speech than Thomas Elyot, whose 

thought on the topic was shaped by the increasingly restricted space for counsel-giving in England 

in the 1530s.3 Elyot, especially in his writings of 1533, tackled both the paradox and the problem 

of counsel head on. Drawing particularly on the work of Isocrates and Plutarch, Elyot sets out 

that the demands of ‘right timing’ (kairos) necessitate frank speech in order to limit the otherwise 

unrestrained passions of a monarch, regardless if these will be met with punishment or not. Such 

speech, Elyot maintains is not just free in itself but is itself liberating: for the speaker — no matter 

the consequences; for the listener — even when forced to listen or obey; and for the 

commonwealth. As such, Elyot answers both the paradox and the problem of counsel: the king’s 

power is not diminished by obeying virtuous counsel, but enhanced, and the counsellor is not 

endangered by giving his counsel, but freed. In the absence of an unrestricted space for 
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communicating ideas, for Elyot truthful frank speech still must be delivered, which serves to free 

the speaker, even if it results in physical enslavement. It is a different view of free speech than 

most modern interpretations and has the potential offer another way of thinking about free 

speech – and its issues – today. 

 

 

 

I 

From the classical to the modern period parrhesia can be seen to have four essential elements:  

• (primarily) A truthful speech act, 

• (which contains) a critique of either speaker or audience (usually the latter), 

• (given in the context of) a power differential (speaker must be less powerful than the 

audience), 

• (resulting in) a sense of risk or danger in speaking this truth.4  

Despite these central elements, parrhesia has been interpreted various ways throughout its very 

long history. In particular, work has been done in the last decade to show the ways in which the 

Foucauldian interpretation of parrhesia is in many ways at odds with – or is at the least another 

side of – an older notion of parrhesia, which highlighted its offensive licentiousness.5 Plato both 

recommends and condemns parrhesia, suggesting that it ought to be restricted to the law-maker, 

as its use by other classes can produce civil discord.6 The great rhetorician Quintilian (highly 

influential in the Renaissance) places parrhesia (or ‘licentia’) amongst his figures of speech, noting 

that it ‘may frequently be made a cloak for flattery’.7 As Matthew Landauer points out, ancient 

parrhesia had both a positive and a negative connotation. Pejoratively, it could be ‘thoughtless, 

careless, impudent speech’.8 On the other hand, it could also be the sort of free speech that 

served ‘as a possible antidote to secure the epistemic properties crucial to a successful debate’, 

thus securing democracy.9 This can also have to do with a confusion and conflation of parrhesia 

and an older term, isegoria, which tended to have more position connotations, relating to the 

opportunity for all to speak freely.10 It was parrhesia that proved the more enduring term, 

absorbing rather than ending the debates about what ‘free speech’ ought to mean.  

The connection between notions of ‘free speech’, parrhesia and counsel-giving in Early 

Modern England has long been established. David Colclough’s work on Freedom of Speech in Early 

Stuart England has been especially influential in showing that ‘At the heart of early Stuart debates 

on free speech was the question of how best to advise a prince — the question of counsel’.11 
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Parrhesia was the key rhetorical figure in these discussions, which becomes interwoven with the 

paradox and problem of counsel:  

The counsellor’s freedom of speech was a prerequisite for the proper fulfilment of 

his duty, and both republican and imperial versions of the classical past insisted 

that frankness was a central virtue of the advisor. The compulsion to speak out 

thus came from a desire or necessity to be virtuous, as well as from the firmly held 

belief that ultimately the safety of the realm was more important than either one’s 

own safety or the comfort of the ruler.12  

Parrhesia was associated with a Ciceronian duty to protect the commonwealth over and above 

other interests, especially one’s own self-interest.  

  The most influential Tudor handbook on rhetoric, Thomas Wilson’s The Arte of Rhetorique, 

first published in 1553, defines parrhesia as ‘when we speake boldely, & without feare, euen to 

the proudest of them, whatsoeuer we please, or haue list to speake.’13 Henry Peacham’s The 

Garden of Eloquence (1577) echoes this idea, also bringing in the notion of the permissibility of 

such speech: ‘Parrhesia, when speaking before them whome we ought to reuerence and feare, & 

hauing somthing to say, which either toucheth the[m]selues, or their friends, do desire them to 

pardon our boldness, shewing that it were great pittie, yf for lack of admonitio[n], vices should 

be maintained, & vertues oppressed.’14 In using this figure, Peacham goes on, ‘the time, the place, 

and chiefly the persons, ought wel to be considered of’.15 Likewise George Puttenham, Elyot’s 

own nephew, writes in his Defense of English Poesie (1589) that ‘Parhsia’ can be said to be in use 

‘when [the persuader’s] intent is to sting his aduersary, or els to declare his mind in broad and 

liberal speeches, which might breede offence of scandall, he will seeme to bespeak pardon before 

hand, whereby his licentiousnes may be the better borne withall.’16 Parrhesia is thus not free 

speech itself for these writers, but carries within it the request for freedom of speech. In the 

absence of institutionalised universal rights, frank speech to those in power requires the 

indulgence of the listener in each instance. For this reason, parrhesia brings together two 

otherwise apparently-contradictory notions: dangerous speech and free speech.  

Attention to the way in which Thomas Elyot fits into this story, and perhaps even complicates 

it, has developed in the last ten years, particularly in the work of Arthur Walzer. Whereas 

Colclough focused on the rhetorical emphasis on decorum — ‘the time at which, the place in 

which, and the persons to whom one was speaking’17 — Walzer and others have focused on 

another Greek concept: kairos [καιρός]  — the ‘right’ or ‘opportune’ moment.18 Walzer makes 

the argument that Elyot’s Of the Knowledge Which Maketh a Wise Man and Pasquil the Playne, both 

produced in 1533, treat the issues of right-timing, counsel and parrhesia in ways that highlight 
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the Janus-faced nature of this last concept, drawn from the classical debates regarding its use in 

both democratic and non-democratic contexts.19 As Walzer notes, in non-democratic institutions 

(he gives the examples of ‘Imperial Rome and Early Modern England’) the ‘“ideal counselor” 

replaces the “ideal orator” as the normative idea of the rhetor’ who uses parrhesia.20 

It is especially in the works of classical philosophers on which Elyot draws — Isocrates and 

Plutarch — that parrhesia becomes connected to ideas about advising the ruler, as well as kairos.21 

Isocrates’ Ad Nicoclem advises the king to grant freedom of speech to ‘those who have good 

judgement’ to advise him,22 and he puts himself consciously in the position of parrhesiast in his 

address to Philip and in the Antidosis.23 In Plutarch parrhesia reaches new levels of importance, 

reflecting the tension between the need for the free speech of men of prudence, and the ways in 

which it could be a cover for the flatterer.24 Plutarch sets out a series of tests to uncover such a 

one: the most crucial distinctions between the flatterer and a true friend is in the nature of their 

advice, and especially, that the latter gives frank advice (parrhesia) at the right time (kairos). In 

particular, ‘frankness, like any other medicine, if it be not applied at the proper time [kairos], 

does but cause useless suffering and disturbance, and it accomplishes, one may say, painfully 

what flattery accomplishes pleasantly. For people are injured, not only by untimely [akairos] 

praise, but by untimely blame as well’.25 By missing the proper moment, such speakers can 

‘deliver’ the listener readily into the hands of flatterers. In trying to avoid the accusation of 

flattery, in other words, friends must be careful they do not go too far the other way in giving 

unseasonable criticism, and Plutarch proceeds to give detailed advice about the proper nature of 

frank speech. Plutarch summarises: ‘In what circumstances, then, should a friend be severe, and 

when should he be emphatic in using frank speech? It is when occasions demand [kairos] of him 

that he check the headlong course of pleasure or of anger or of arrogance, or that he abate avarice 

or curb inconsiderate heedlessness.’26 A true friend will watch for such occasions, and not let 

them ‘slip’. For this reason, Plutarch concludes that ‘it is necessary to treat frankness [parrhesia] 

as a fine art, inasmuch as it is the greatest and most potent medicine in a friendship, always 

needing, however, all care to hit the right occasion [kairos], and a tempering with moderation’.27 

It is important, Plutarch makes clear, to grasp the occasion for frank speech, in order to mitigate 

the influence of the passions in the counselled. This is the purpose or function of parrhesia for 

Plutarch, one of the most influential classical writers on the subject in Tudor England. 

 

 

II 
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The classical tradition, however, as the Renaissance humanists found, raised more questions 

than it provided answers. How could this opportune moment be identified? How could a frank 

speaker deliver advice to one not inclined to hear it, especially if an ideal opportunity does not 

present itself? In particular, they were interested in the way in which counsel might provide for 

the freedom of the people, by countering the tyrannical tendencies of a single ruler.28 As Erasmus 

put it in his Education of a Christian Prince, it would be best if the people could elect their ruler, 

but ‘Where there is no power to select the prince, the man who is to educate the prince must be 

selected with comparable care’.29 Erasmus in this text is ambivalent about the efficacy of the 

counsellor, as opposed to the tutor, of a prince, ascribing to the former the role of establishing 

virtue in the prince and, thus, in the people as a whole.30 From the prince flows all the good and 

ill of the commonwealth, and it is the man who instructs him in the virtues who determines the 

nature of what the prince disseminates to his people: ‘a country owes everything to a good prince; 

but it owes the prince himself to the one whose right counsel [recta ratio] has made him what he 

is’.31 Erasmus also observed the ways in which speech to a powerful figure could be freeing. As 

he writes in his description of his Panegyricus, ‘I realized that this literary form [the panegyric] 

cannot be handled without flattering. However, I have adopted a novel approach – being very 

free in my flattering and very flattering in my freedom’.32 That being said, Erasmus sides with 

Plutarch in maintaining that the worst sort of flattery is one that involves a ‘touch’ of parrhesia.33 

It is in coming up against Lutheranism that Erasmus is clearest on the relationship between 

free speech and correct timing. He writes to Lorenzo Campeggio in 1520 that he gave advice to 

Martin Luther:  

that he should spare the dignity of rulers, for it they are inopportunely insulted or 

admonished they do not improve, but rather become embittered and sometimes 

stir up dangerous storms. As a result, the critic loses his authority and sometimes 

his life, and the advice its effect. While it is never lawful to oppose the truth, still 

it is sometimes expedient to conceal it at the right time.34  

In these few lines, Erasmus expresses succinctly the humanist ‘problem of counsel’ and its 

connection to right timing. If the right moment is identified correctly, the problem of counsel 

will be avoided. Silence is often necessary, depending on the demands of the moment. 

Erasmus’ friend and contemporary, Thomas More, appears to have the same model in mind 

in Book I of his Utopia, in which he sets out a debate between a Platonic defence of the 

contemplative life, and a Ciceronian argument for the active life, expressed in terms of whether 

an experienced scholar — in this case Raphael Hythloday — should become a counsellor to a 

prince.35 The character of Morus argues for duty and decorum: Hythloday’s advice would do the 
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commonwealth good, and thus he ought to give it; in so doing, he ought to alter his advice 

according to the circumstances, not attempting to impose unbending principles regardless of 

circumstance. Hythloday resolutely holds that his counsel would be of no benefit outside of the 

ideal context of Utopia, a place in which there is nothing private, and thus no self-interest or 

pride. Importantly, Hythloday holds that to enter into service to a prince would in fact be 

servitude, in contrast with the freedom that he enjoys outside of the court. His advice would 

meet with only ridicule or punishment. If he adopted the compromising ‘indirect’ approach 

suggested by Morus, it would no longer be virtuous advice, becoming as corrupted as that around 

it. Book I of Utopia is a debate regarding the problem of counsel, without a clear resolution.36 

In general, More does advocate for the active life of politics, but is cautious when it comes to 

frank speech. Speech is better than silence, when it tends to the reformation of the company, 

but this is dependent on the nature of the occasion. In his Four Last Things, written in about 

1522, he sets out that there is ‘as scripture saith, time to speke & time to kepe thy tong’, a 

reference to the appearance of kairos in Ecclesiastes 3:7.37 When encountering ‘nought and 

vngoldly’ speech, keeping silent is only the second-best path of action, and is entirely self-serving. 

Instead, it is better to ‘breake into some better matter’ and thus benefit all those assembled as 

well.38 If, however, speech will not change them and will only ‘irritate them to anger’, then silence 

is the best option.39  

Such speech ought to take place, however, in private. In Utopia, it is a capital offense to 

speak of public matters outside the public assembles, and like Erasmus, More is especially clear 

about the limitations to free speech after the Reformation. As he writes in his Confutation of 

Tyndale’s Answer in 1532-3, it ‘were a lewd thing to suffer any prince, estate, or governor, to be 

brought in slander among the common people’. It is the responsibility of the prince’s ‘confessors 

and counsellors’ to keep him in line.40 More himself fiercely enforced bans on seditious and 

heretical texts, even though he had — reportedly — also advocated for freedom of speech in 

Parliament.41  

More’s position is soundly critiqued by his contemporary, Thomas Starkey, in his Dialogue 

between Pole and Lupset. For Starkey, seeking an opportunity for speech does not mean, as 

Hythloday would have it, waiting for the ideal opportunity, but seizing any that comes along. 

This might mean, in contrast to More’s comments above, that it becomes necessary to present 

one’s advice outside of the institutionalised fora for doing so.  

The Dialogue begins in much the same way as Utopia: two interlocutors – Thomas Lupset and 

Reginald Pole – engage in a discussion of the merits and disadvantages of counsel-giving. Lupset 

attempts to convince Pole that he ought to offer his counsel to a prince for the good of the 
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commonwealth. Pole agrees in principle that every able man ought to offer his counsel in this 

way, but the issue remains of ‘time and place’.42 In a tyranny, he objects as Hythloday had, either 

good counsel will be laughed at and rejected, or the counsellor himself will become corrupted 

(the ‘problem of counsel’ again). Lupset immediately recognises this objection, criticising those 

who ‘too narrowly and so curiously they ponder the time and the place, that in all their lives they 

nother fine time nor place’, vainly looking for ‘Plato’s common weal’.43 Instead, the focus should 

be on ‘taking the time when it is, and taking occasion when it offereth itself ... Let not occasion 

slip; suffer not your time vainly to pass, which without recovery fleeth away; for, as they say, 

occasion and time will never be restored again’.44 Pole (and thus Hythloday) has missed the point 

of an emphasis on kairos. According to Starkey’s Lupset, it is not about delaying until the perfect 

moment, but seizing an available opportunity with the aim of doing one’s ‘office and duty’, which 

is to speak truth to power.45 

Starkey suggests that hereditary monarchy is a problem; it does nothing to ensure that a 

monarch will be led by reason, rather than the affections. As such, the prince must, in turn, be 

ruled by his counsellors. In the vision set out by Pole, this means making the monarch subject 

to a series of councils, which in fact hold sovereign power in the state. Pole, in the end, however, 

maintains that he lacks the opportunity to communicate this advice to the Parliament or king, 

and will wait until such an opportunity present itself. Such ‘tarrying of time’, Lupset objects, will 

in fact lead to the ‘destruction of all’.46 It is on this note that the dialogue ends, and it was never 

published. Awaiting the opportunity to safely deliver one’s advice limits the scope for speaking. 

Erasmus and More advocate silence in such occasions; Starkey worries that awaiting the ideal 

moment to speak has destabilising effects on the commonwealth.  

 

III 

Elyot’s contemporaries grappled with the issues of free speech, freedom and right timing, but 

with little concrete resolution. The problem and paradox of counsel still persist in these writings. 

Added to them is confusion about what exactly constitutes the right moment and what sort of 

speech should be used in it. It is in Elyot’s works, especially those published in 1533, that 

resolutions to these issues are put forward. Elyot defines clearly the opportune moment for frank 

speech, demonstrates under what conditions frank speech should break the bounds of propriety 

and decorum, and solves both the problem and paradox of counsel by highlighting the freeing 

nature of parrhesia, even (or perhaps especially) in the context of tyranny.  

Thomas Elyot was part of the humanist circle around Thomas More. He entered the service 

of Henry VIII shortly after More had, in 1523, as senior clerk of the king’s council.47 He, 
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however, lost his position in the wake of Cardinal Wolsey’s fall in 1529, and so was forced to 

work his way back into the king’s favour. The result was The Boke Named the Governour, published 

in 1531, and designed to show off Elyot’s relevant skills and suitability for a political posting. It 

is, perhaps for that reason, a fairly conservative text. Elyot places greater emphasis on the 

maintenance of existing social hierarchies than does More or Starkey. Although he borrows from 

Isocrates and Plutarch in exclaiming ‘O what damage have ensued to princes and their realms 

where liberty of speech hath been restrained!’, giving the example of Alexander, who fell into 

hatred and eventual death because of his silencing of freedom of speech, he does not address the 

issue of what an individual should do in such circumstances.48 In short, in the Governour he does 

not explicitly confront the problem nor the paradox of counsel. In fact, he expresses a Hythloday-

esque scepticism in regard to liberty of speech, given the corrupt context in which it must operate. 

Since ‘this liberty of speech is now usurped by flatterers’, it is difficult to distinguish it from 

flattery.49 The receiver of advice must therefore determine whether the adviser is a friend or not. 

The problems encountered by those wishing to give truthful advice are not considered.  

Two years after writing The Governour, Elyot’s context had changed dramatically, and with it 

his approach to these questions.50 Elyot served as ambassador to Spain for four months from 

1531 to 1532, sent to try to bring Charles V around on the issue of the annulment of the 

marriage of his aunt, Catherine of Aragon, to Henry VIII. Elyot did not support Henry’s ‘Great 

Matter’; as Greg Walker establishes, Elyot seems to have had a private meeting with Henry in 

June 1532 in which he expressed his views on the annulment of Henry’s first marriage.51 Elyot 

was replaced by Thomas Cranmer and when he returned to England was out of money and 

favour. For this reason the 1533 texts convey a greater sense of urgency in considering the role 

of the counsellor, and contain a deeper reflection especially on the themes of kairos and parrhesia. 

In particular, we are concerned with Pasquil the Playne and Of the Knowledeg52 which Maketh a 

Wise Man, both published in 1533.53 Walzer suggests that they present a critique of unrestrained, 

indecorous and ill-timed frank speaking, noting the conflict between ‘two different versions of 

the rhetoric of counsel... one based on principles of philosophy and one based on strategic 

rhetoric’, in many ways mirroring the opposition that had been presented in Book I of More’s 

Utopia.54 In what follows, I maintain that Elyot does not simply re-articulate this problem, but 

presents a resolution, by ruminating on the role of parrhesia in securing liberty. 

In Pasquil, plain speaking is represented by the title character, a personification of the 

Pasquino statue in Rome, upon which residents could post complaints and satires.55 Through 

this practice, Elyot notes, he has become ‘rude and homely’.56 Pasquil debates with two 

embodiments of flattery, noted to be ‘cosens’ as there is ‘small diuersite betwene [their] 
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condicions’:57 Gnatho, who ‘alway affirmed, what so euer was spoke[n] of his maister’ and 

Harpocrates, who favours silence.58 Elyot ends his address to the reader with the plea that ‘if it 

seme to you, that Pasquill sayeth true’ then ‘in declaringe howe moche ye do fauoure truthe, 

defende hym ageyngst venemous tunges and ouerthwart wittis’, for these ‘doeth much more 

myschieffe, than Pasquillus babillinge’, a plea that Pasquil repeats in the final line.59 Elyot thus 

accepts from the outset the Janus-faced nature of parrhesia, yet concludes that the opponents of 

truth-speaking are far more dangerous than those who — in an effort to speak truth — offend or 

prattle, as Pasquil does. 

Pasquil’s discussion with each counsellor centres on the interpretation of a quote from 

Aeschylus’ Libation Bearers.60 The quotation as Gnatho gives it is ‘holding thy tonge wher it 

behoueth the. And spekyng in tyme that whiche is conuenient.’61 In Aeschylus’ original, the 

character of Orestes addresses the chorus, instructing them to ‘be silent when there is need and 

speak only what the occasion demands’.62 The dialogue becomes a debate about how best to 

interpret this line, and — in essence — how best to determine what kairos really means in regards 

to giving counsel.63 Gnatho gives his reading first. He interprets the statement as meaning that 

‘it behoueth a man to holde his tunge, whan he aforeseeth by any experience, that the thinge, 

whiche he wolde purpose or speke of to his superior, shall neyther be pleasantly herde nor 

thankefully taken’.64 He suggests that, when it comes to words, ‘oportunitie & tyme alwaye do 

depende on the affection and appetite of hym that hereth them’.65 Of course, anyone well read 

in their Plutarch, as Elyot was, would know that this was an interpretation of kairos completely 

at odds with the one that a good counsellor was meant to adopt. The good counsellor ought to 

use kairos to restrain affections, not to play to them. 

In response, Elyot has Pasquil reiterate much of Plutarch’s doctrine of kairos:  

Oportunite consisteth in place or tyme, where and whan the sayd affections or 

passion of wrath be mitigate and out of extremitie. And wordes be called 

conueniente, whiche haue respecte to the nature and state of the person, vnto 

whom they be spoken, and also to the detrimente, whiche mought ensue by the 

vice or lacke that thou hast espied, & it ought not to be as thou hast supposed. 

For oportunite & tyme for a counsayllour to speke, do not depend of the affection 

and appetite of hym that is counsayled: mary than counsaylle were but a vayne 

worde, and euery man wolde do as hym lyste.66 

The affections should not be entered into a consideration of opportunity except in terms of their 

being ‘out of extremitie’. Gnatho is thus correct that Pasquil ought to consider ‘what, and to 

whome, and where thou spekist’, but he considers the wrong factors in relation to these, and 



 10 

with the wrong ends in mind.67 Gnatho seeks promotion, Pasquil truth. That is part of what 

makes Gnatho such a dangerous flatter: he seems to be speaking sense, but in fact is self-serving 

— precisely the problem that Elyot had identified in The Governour. 

Gnatho is also correct that Pasquil ‘rayles’, but this has to do with the pressing needs of 

Pasquil’s context. As Pasquil states at the end of the dialogue, he would ‘speake neuer a worde, 

but sit as styll as a stone’ if those ‘that be called, wolde alwaye playe the partis of good 

Counsaylours’.68 But the world is turned upside-down, so that ‘stones do grutche’ and 

‘counsailours be spechelesse’; the statue Pasquil speaks while advisers say nothing.69 This idea 

that the world ‘is rou[n]d, and therfore it is euer tournynge’ so that ‘nowe the wronge side 

vpwarde, an other tyme the ryghte’ runs throughout the text, especially in Pasquil’s greetings to 

Gnatho and Harpocrates.70 Pasquil opens by declaring ‘It is a wonder to see the world: Now a 

daies, the more straunge the better lyked, therfore vnnethe [scarcely] a manne maye knowe an 

honest man from a false harlotte’, upon which enters Gnatho.71 When Harpocrates enters, he 

declares that he will give his master counsel after they both have eaten, prompting Pasquil to 

declare ‘Lo is it not as I sayde, a wonder to se this worlde?’ as in ‘olde tyme’ men used to attend 

to such important matters in the morning, before dining, recalling Pasquil’s juxtaposition of the 

right timing of eating and counselling.72 Now ‘after noone is tourned to fore noone, vertue into 

vice, vice into vertue, deuotio[n] into hypocrisie, and in some places men saye/ fayth is torned 

to herisye.’73 In other words, the timing of affairs has turned virtues into vices. In such a world, 

Pasquil’s bluntness, usually inappropriate, is the only option.74 As he says, he might otherwise 

give his counsel in private, but since he is not invited into the chambers of the mighty to correct 

their vices, he must publish it publicly, so that shame might be a motivating factor for a vice-

ridden leader. 

Gnatho’s suggestion, then, that Pasquil’s counsel is not listened too because it is too harsh 

misses the point: Pasquil’s counsel is harsh because he was not listened to. Pasquil’s bluntness is 

a last resort, caused by the evil counsellors – the Gnathos and Harpocrates – of the world. In 

some ways this is a position much like Hythloday’s — a truth-speaker excluded because of already-

existing bad counsel — but Pasquil is no Hythloday in his counsel, and is desperate, not reluctant, 

to give his advice. He is not awaiting a utopian scenario, but rather has been shut out. This was 

Elyot’s own position in 1533, supplanted by Gnathos and Harpocrates and forced to articulate 

his counsel publicly. The opportunity he had described is not possible, so instead it becomes a 

question of when the urgency of the situation demands the cessation of silence. 

This is the question taken up in Pasquil’s exchange with Harpocrates. Challenging 

Harpocrates’s dedication to silence, Pasquil asks him ‘If I perceyued one at thy backe with a 
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swerde drawne, redy to strike the, woldest thou that I shulde holde my peace, or else tell the?’75 

Harpocrates responds that ‘Naye, sylence were than oute of season’ — ‘season’ being another 

translation for kairos.76 Pasquil responds that Harpocrates ‘wyll season silence’ and jokes that 

‘Marye I wene my lorde shulde haue a better cooke of you thanne a counsayllour.’77 He asks 

Harpocrates ‘howe thou doest season thy sylence[?]’78 Harpocrates responds that he does so ‘with 

sugar, for I vse lyttell salte,’ and Pasquil retorts that this ‘maketh your counsayl more swete than 

sauery.’79 Harpocrates choice of ‘season’ makes his advice pleasant but not wholesome. 

Harpocrates has also misunderstood the situation which would necessitate plain speaking. 

He wishes to insist that he only needs to speak out when the danger to his master is imminent, 

as the sword drawn at his back. Their debate thus hinges on the meaning of the word ‘imminent’, 

which Pasquil notes is ‘a worde taken out of latine, and not co[m]menly vsed’.80 Harpocrates 

defines ‘imminent’ as ‘whan it appereth to be in the instante to be done or to happen: and afer 

some mens exposition, as hit thretned to come’.81 Pasquil insists, however, that Harpocrates has 

misunderstood this word, for ‘the instant whan it appereth/ that your frend shall be slayne/ and 

the instante whan he is in sleinge’ are in fact not the same, but ‘diuerse’.82 To speak in 

Harpocrates’ ‘imminent’ moment is to be too late, for then ‘it is in the instance of doinge or 

happening.’83 Speech is ‘in good season’ when the danger is imminent in Pasquil’s understanding 

of the term.84 Pasquil and Harpocrates agree that before this moment speech is dangerous to the 

speaker, and after it, dangerous to the hearer.85 This exact moment must be hit, then, to benefit 

both counsellor and counselled. The problem of counsel comes down to understanding kairos. 

Pasquil, however, does not solve the problem of counsel, though it clarifies it, and like Utopia, 

and Starkey’s Dialogue, it ends without a clear resolution.  

These issues come together, and are addressed in full, in Elyot’s Of the Knowledge Which 

Maketh a Wise Man, a dialogue between two parties: Plato and Aristippus, the former of whom 

is the Socratic teacher, the latter the learner. Aristippus, as he appears in Laertius, is a hedonist, 

which makes Plato’s later lessons about the rule of reason stand out all the more clearly.86 

Crucially as well, Aristippus is described as having been much favoured by Dionysius because 

‘He was capable of adapting himself to place, time and person, and of playing his part 

appropriately under whatever circumstances.’87 Like Gnatho, this flattering opportunist makes 

an ideal foil for the parrhesiastes.88 

Plato appears in the text in slaves’ garb, having been sold and almost killed (twice) for offering 

his frank counsel to the tyrant Dionysius, as recorded to Diogenes Laertius’ life of Plato:  

But when Plato held forth on tyranny and maintained that the interest of the 

ruler alone was not the best end, unless he were also pre-eminent in virtue, he 
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offended Dionysius, who in his anger exclaimed, ‘You talk like an old dotard.’ 

‘And you like a tyrant,’ rejoined Plato. At this the tyrant grew furious and at first 

was bent on putting him to death; then, when he had been dissuaded from this 

by Dion and Aristomenes, he did not indeed go so far but handed him over to 

Pollis the Lacedaemonian, who had just then arrived on an embassy, with orders 

to sell him into slavery.89  

Notably, in Elyot’s version, Plato responds that Dionysius’ words ‘sauored of Tyranny’, which 

the character of Plato later claims demonstrates his temperance and reserve in counselling the 

king, as it was not a straightforward accusation of tyranny against the king himself.90 This 

rejoinder is, according to Elyot, ‘that whiche is best worthy to be called wysedome’.91 The 

immediate lessons, then, of this text appear to be similar to those of Pasquil: blunt frank speech 

is sometimes necessary in order to correct the vices of kings, even under threat of death. But 

what is to be done about those consequences? 

Aristippus, like Gnatho to Pasquil, accuses Plato of speaking ‘vnadisedly’, for knowing the 

‘nature and disposicion’ of the listener, he should not have spoken in the way that he did. Plato 

explains to Aristippus that, as his purpose in coming to Sicily was not to advise the king, he 

resisted the call to attend Dionysius until he was convinced. Dionysius wished to see Plato, the 

two agree, because of the ‘reporte’ he had heard of Plato’s ‘wisedome and knowledge’.92 As this 

is what prompted Dionysius’ call, Plato reasons to Aristippus, Plato was required to fulfil this 

expectation and both act and speak accordingly. Aristippus is forced to agree: Plato ought to ‘tell 

[Dionysius] truthe/ & accordinge to [Plato’s] profession’.93 As Plato’s profession is ‘That no man 

is happy, except he be wise and also good’, the two embark on a discussion of what wisdom is, 

or rather what kind of knowledge constitutes wisdom.94 

After a long discussion, they conclude that this knowledge is self-knowledge, which gives 

knowledge — in turn — of others: ‘the knowlege of hym selfe: wherby also he knoweth other’, 

which is to know things ‘intelligible’ rather than ‘sensible’, and thus resides in the soul.95 Plato 

draws the image of the soul as ruler over the passions, with understanding ‘for a chiefe 

counsayllour’.96 If the imagination does not consult ‘king cou[n]saylle of vnderstandyng’ it can 

be moved and persuaded to think that vices be ‘good pleasant & profitable’.97 Without such 

counsel, the soul becomes ‘ministre vnto the sences/ which before were her slaues’ and ‘holly at 

their co[m]mandment’.98 The internal persuasion of the soul is echoed by the same externally, 

for ‘vicious co[m]munication, yl counsayle, and flatery’ lead to ‘the venemous humour of ylle 

opinion, wherof commeth vice’.99 For Elyot’s Plato, the rule of understanding’s counsel guards 

against the enslavement of the soul, leading to vice. This model of internal counsel mitigating 
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enslavement parallels the model that Plato will also use in which relationship with the king, in 

which he takes the role of ‘king cou[n]saylle of vnderstandyng’ over Dionysius’ soul. 

When the invitation came at last to Plato to speak on the nature of kingship, Plato ‘reioyced, 

wenyng to haue founde the oportunitie to speake that I so longe loked for.’100 Having this 

opportune moment, Plato was required to live up to the expectation of wisdom Dionysius had 

of him, and declare the contents of the knowledge which makes him wise: that the ideal king is 

one ‘in whom the soule had intiere & ful auctorite ouer the sensis & alway kept the affectis in 

due rule & obedie[n]ce, folowyng only the counsayle of Vndersta[n]ding’.101 Plato ends his 

counsel to Dionysius on the image of the tyrant, who loses understanding as a counsellor, and is 

thus ruled by the appetites and falls easily into the ‘snares’ of such flatterers, ignoring the words 

of those who would seek to correct him.102 As Plato explains, one who does not follow the counsel 

of understanding is enslaved, king or no. 

Plato’s ‘knowledge’ resolves the paradox of counsel — the king is freed, not restrained, by 

listening to wise advice — but it does not solve the problem. Aristippus protests that Plato 

endangered himself in speaking to Dionysius this way, ‘without hope of benefite’.103 Plato 

maintains, however, that Dionysius ‘had no power to indamage my soule, by whose operation I 

was called a wyse man’, whereas if he had chosen not to speak out of fear of bodily harm, he 

would have ‘proued my selfe to haue ben a foole and no wyse ma[n]’.104 Plato ‘declared that my 

mynde was not subiecte to corporall passions, and consequently not to sensuall affections’ in 

speaking the truth to Dionysius.105 Thus, ‘by takyng libertie from me, and makyng me a slaue, he 

more declared mi wordis to be true’.106 Plato is untouched by his physical enslavement because 

his soul remains free through his choice to speak truth to power. Dionysius, on the other hand, 

is shown starkly in his enslavement. Plato concludes that he was indeed never lost, as he ‘was 

neuer transformed or out of that astate, where in a wise man ought alway to be’, whereas 

Dionysius ‘hath bothe lost him selfe’ by refusing Plato’s knowledge, and has lost Plato ‘which by 

[his] counsaile shuldist haue ben to hym so royall a tresure’.107 Freedom can be found by the rule 

of reason, which Plato demonstrates through his act of parrhesia. Thus, Elyot answers both the 

paradox and problem of counsel: wise counsel should indeed rule the king, and the counsellor 

ought to have no fear of consequences in the performance of his duty. All are made free through 

freeing speech. 

 

 

IV 
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If one accepts, as Elyot does, that the rule of reason over the passions is what preserves liberty, 

then it is easy to see how frank speech to those in power can be liberating. If the auditor heeds 

the advice then he is freed even as he is ruled, as are those he governs because he ceases to be a 

tyrant. If he does not, then the counsellor is still free — no matter what might be done to him 

physically — as he has not been governed by his passions in avoiding such a confrontation.  

Modern notions of freedom of speech are centred on the observance of individual universal 

rights by a governing power. If this is lost, then no freedom of speech can be said to exist. In 

Elyot’s work, the act of speaking truth to power is itself freeing, no matter the consequences, and 

is in fact necessary. In this view, then, freedom of speech moves from a right to a duty, and the 

mechanism of freedom from the extent of governmental control to the speech act of the 

individual. This freeing speech can (and ought to for Elyot) exist in contexts in which modern 

notions of freedom of speech does not.  

This notion of freeing speech existed in Tudor England alongside the ancestor of the 

government-granted rights-based understanding of freedom of speech, traditionally expressed in 

Parliament. It is the latter which won out, largely, as Colclough has demonstrated, through the 

greater power of Parliament, and as I have attempted to show elsewhere, due to the lessening 

position of the political counsellor.108 It has long been held one of the roles of the history of 

political thought to unearth forgotten or discarded ways of conceptualising those ideas taken to 

be ‘givens’, such as the notion of free speech, a practice which is often held to be necessarily 

emancipatory. By tracing parrhesia and its encounter with kairos in the work on the counsellor in 

the early Tudor period, we come across a way of thinking about free speech that presents an 

alternative perspective. Conceiving of free speech as a duty, requiring deep reflection, education 

and self-sacrifice, taking place in the context of a situation of unfreedom, shifts the rhetoric 

around the term, as well as the burden of responsibility/agency. It is not something that can be 

‘taken away’ by governmental powers or other citizens, but rather something that can be 

neglected or abused by those citizens who refuse to take it up or do so in ways that are self-serving 

and thus necessarily detrimental to the commonwealth in which they live (as well as themselves). 

The goal of this notion of free speech is defined as the good of the commonwealth, rather than 

the preservation of an individualistic notion of rights. It seeks to correct corrupted (self-

interested) governmental authorities for the freedom of all.  

None of this is to suggest that the modern rights-based notion needs to be replaced wholesale 

by this duty-based concept of free speech. I leave it up to others who have thought more deeply 

about how freedom of speech functions (or fails to function) in modern polities to theorise the 

ways in which these two perspectives on the concept might work together. Nevertheless, it is a 
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tradition that needs to be held in remembrance: first, because it helps us to understand the 

intervention made by Elyot in the context of Tudor ‘tyranny’; and second, because recalling this 

alternative view might itself free us from some very modern problems surrounding the idea of 

freedom of speech.  
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is not a case in which the original in Greek is kairos, neither is the Greek prepon (Latin decorum) used 

here. See Sullivan and Walzer (eds), Thomas Elyot, pp. 30-1, 213. 
88  See also Walker, Writing Under Tyranny, p. 198.  
89  ‘ὁ δὲ διαλεγόμενος περὶ τυραννίδος καὶ φάσκων ὡς οὐκ ἔστι τὸ τοῦ κρείττονος συμφέρον 

αὐτὸ μόνον, εἰ μὴ καὶ ἀρετῇ διαφέροι, προσέκρουσεν αὐτῷ. ὀργισθεὶς γὰρ "οἱ λόγοι σου," 

φησί, "γεροντιῶσι," καὶ ὅς: "σοῦ δέ γε τυραννιῶσιν." ἐντεῦθεν ἀγανακτήσας ὁ τύραννος 

πρῶτον μὲν ἀνελεῖν ὥρμησεν αὐτόν: εἶτα παρακληθεὶς ὑπὸ Δίωνος καὶ Ἀριστομένους τοῦτο 

μὲν οὐκ ἐποίησε, παρέδωκε δὲ αὐτὸν Πόλλιδι τῷ Λακεδαιμονίῳ κατὰ καιρὸν διὰ πρεσβείαν 

ἀφιγμένῳ ὥστε ἀποδόσθαι.’ D. Laertius, ‘Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers, 
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BOOK III, Plato’, trans. E. D. Hicks (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1980), 18-19. As 

Walzer, ‘The Rhetoric of Counsel and Thomas Elyot’s Of the Knowledge Which Maketh a Wise Man’, 

p. 25 points out, this was a popular story in Renaissance England, appearing, for instance, in More’s 

Utopia in the debate between Morus and Hythloday. see also Sullivan and Walzer (eds), Thomas Elyot, 

p. 210. 
90  Elyot, Of the Knowledeg, fos. 101r-102v.  
91  Elyot, Of the Knowledeg, fo. A6v.  
92  Elyot, Of the Knowledeg, fo. 6r.  
93  Elyot, Of the Knowledeg, fos. 14v-15r.  
94  Elyot, Of the Knowledeg, fo. 15r.  
95  Elyot, Of the Knowledeg, fo. 27r.  
96  Elyot, Of the Knowledeg, fo. 51r.  
97  Elyot, Of the Knowledeg, fo. 52r.  
98  Elyot, Of the Knowledeg, fo. 52r.  
99  Elyot, Of the Knowledeg, fo. 71r.  
100  Elyot, Of the Knowledeg, fo. 95r. Plato and Aristippus also discuss the issue of right-timing in regard to 

Plato’s rejoinder, which Aristippus suggests should have awaited ‘more oportunitie’ once Dionysius’ 

‘fume had been passed’ (fo. 102v). Plato rejects this suggestion, however, suggesting that such a delay 

would have in fact lost the opportunity, for Dionysius would have quickly forgotten the exchange, 

and his words would have had no effect. A philosopher like Plato looks to Providence, not Fortune 

in the deciding of time; he spoke as he must in the opportunity that had been provided to him. Plato 

thus does not reject kairos, as Sullivan and Walzer (eds), Thomas Elyot, p. 222-6 seem to suggest, but 

places it in the giving of Providence, not Fortune. 
101  Elyot, Of the Knowledeg, fo. 95v.  
102  Elyot, Of the Knowledeg, fo. 97v.  
103  Elyot, Of the Knowledeg, fo. 105r.  
104  Elyot, Of the Knowledeg, fo. 105v.  
105  Elyot, Of the Knowledeg, fo. 106r.  
106  Elyot, Of the Knowledeg, fo. 106v.  
107  Elyot, Of the Knowledeg, fo. 107r.  
108   Colclough, Freedom of Speech; Paul, Counsel and Command. 


