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In an era when much of what passes for debate is merely moral posturing--traditional family values versus
the cultural elite, free speech versus censorship--or reflexive name-calling--the terms "liberal" and
"politically correct," are used with as much dismissive scorn by the right as "reactionary" and "fascist" are by
the left--Stanley Fish would seem an unlikely lightning rod for controversy. A renowned scholar of Milton,
head of the English Department of Duke University, Fish has emerged as a brilliantly original critic of the
culture at large, praised and pilloried as a vigorous debunker of the pieties of both the left and right. His
mission is not to win the cultural wars that preoccupy the nation's attention, but rather to redefine the terms
of battle.
In There's No Such Thing as Free Speech, Fish takes aim at the ideological gridlock paralyzing academic and
political exchange in the nineties. In his witty, accessible dissections of the swirling controversies over
multiculturalism, affirmative action, canon revision, hate speech, and legal reform, he neatly eviscerates both
the conservatives' claim to possession of timeless, transcendent values (the timeless transcendence of which
they themselves have conveniently identified), and the intellectual left's icons of equality, tolerance, and
non-discrimination. He argues that while conservative ideologues and liberal stalwarts might disagree
vehemently on what is essential to a culture, or to a curriculum, both mistakenly believe that what is essential
can be identified apart from the accidental circumstances (of time and history) to which the essential is
ritually opposed.
In the book's first section, which includes the five essays written for Fish's celebrated debates with Dinesh
D'Souza (the author and former Reagan White House policy analyst), Fish turns his attention to the
neoconservative backlash. In his introduction, Fish writes, "Terms that come to us wearing the label
'apolitical'--'common values', 'fairness', 'merit', 'color blind', 'free speech', 'reason'--are in fact the
ideologically charged constructions of a decidedly political agenda. I make the point not in order to level an
accusation, but to remove the sting of accusation from the world 'politics' and redefine it as a synonym for
what everyone inevitably does." Fish maintains that the debate over political correctness is an artificial one,
because it is simply not possible for any party or individual to occupy a position above or beyond politics.
Regarding the controversy over the revision of the college curriculum, Fish argues that the point is not to try
to insist that inclusion of ethnic and gender studies is not a political decision, but "to point out that any
alternative curriculum--say a diet of exclusively Western or European texts--would be no less politically
invested."
In Part Two, Fish follows the implications of his arguments to a surprising rejection of the optimistic claims
of the intellectual left that awareness of the historical roots of our beliefs and biases can allow us, as
individuals or as a society, to escape or transcend them. Specifically, he turns to the movement for reform of
legal studies, and insists that a dream of a legal culture in which no one's values are slighted or declared
peripheral can no more be realized than the dream of a concept of fairness that answers to everyone's notions
of equality and jsutice, or a yardstick of merit that is true to everyone's notions of worth and substance.
Similarly, he argues that attempts to politicize the study of literature are ultimately misguided, because
recharacterizations of literary works have absolutely no impact on the mainstream of political life. He
concludes his critique of the academy with "The Unbearable Ugliness of Volvos," an extraordinary look at
some of the more puzzing, if not out-and-out masochistic, characteristics of a life in academia.
Penetrating, fearless, and brilliantly argued, There's No Such Thing as Free Speech captures the essential
Fish. It is must reading for anyone who cares about the outcome of America's cultural wars.
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Nathanael Myers says

Fun.

Nathan says

4.5

Alessandro says

This is one of my favorite collections of essays. If you know what anti-foundationalism is, you should read
this.

Garren says

I picked this up because I needed to represent a postmodern perspective on free speech for a class. Frankly, I
expected to hate reading Fish because I can't stand the more extreme end of postmodernist thought. Turns out
I really like Fish! Although he occasionally goes off the edge in my estimation, he mostly sticks to the kind
of philosophical criticisms about "neutral" principles or "natural" categories that need saying.

If you're wondering about the title essay's title, this excerpt should at least give you an idea of Fish's angle
here:

"Any such view [that free speech is justified by its consequences] will require that you specify
the 'good' whose protection or emergence will be promoted by a regime of free speech; but
once such a good has been specified—be it the discovery of truth, or the realization of
individual cognitive potential, or the facilitation of democratic process (the three most popular
candidates put forward in the literature)—it becomes possible to argue that a particular form of
speech, rather than contributing to the realization, will undermine and subvert it. This is so
because in a consequentialist argument freedom of speech is not identical with the good but is
in the service of the good; it is not a prime but a subordinate value, and when its claims conflict
with those of its superior, it must give way. What this means is that insofar as you hold to a
consequentialist view of free speech—insofar as you have an answer to the question 'What is
free speech for?'—you are already committed to finding in a particular situation that speech
with certain undesirable effects should not be tolerated; and what that means in turn is that
there is no such thing as free speech[....]" - p. 13



I'll be checking out more books by Stanley Fish in the future.

bARRY says

you can't beat essay titles like "the unbearable ugliness of volvos," especially when they are about faux-
asceticism and functionalism. anyway, fish if bold, vivid and smart. after reading this book, i realized
rhetoric isn't necessarily a bad thing...and tying an antiessentialist view of the world to the apple/the bit/the
fall is genius.

Nick says

An accessible introduction to Fish's (mostly anti-foundationalist, anti-essentialist) work, which helped me
clarify some of my own thinking on the subjects he addresses. On the minus side, he does come across as
indecently smug and self-important at times.


