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Book Review by Ilya Shapiro

Shutting the Overton Window
It’s Not Free Speech: Race, Democracy, and the Future of Academic Freedom, by Michael Bérubé and Jennifer Ruth.

Johns Hopkins University Press, 304 pages, $29.95

“Does academic freedom exist 
for white supremacist professors?” 
That’s how this book begins its 

argument for the thoroughgoing transforma-
tion of the American academy in favor of criti-
cal race theory. In It’s Not Free Speech: Race, 
Democracy, and the Future of Academic Free-
dom, Penn State literature professor Michael 
Bérubé and Portland State film professor Jen-
nifer Ruth apologize for their long-held com-
mitment to liberal values. “To many younger 
scholars as well as scholars of color,” the au-
thors lament, “ideals like academic freedom 
look like hazy, high-minded beliefs cherished 
by old white people oblivious to the ways in 
which right-wing provocateurs…have man-
aged to weaponize the freedoms they enjoy.”

Weaponize? Yes: It’s Not Free Speech argues 
that conservatives have turned academic free-
dom against the old-school liberals who were 
historically its biggest defenders. Racist sys-
tems are being held up by liberal structures, 
preventing the liberation of oppressed people. 

“Two moral goods are potentially in conflict, 
or at least can be viewed as being in conflict: 
freedom of thought and freedom from dis-

crimination.” Bérubé and Ruth posit that, by 
protecting white supremacist ideas under the 
guise of academic freedom and facilitating 
their spread in the name of free speech, well-
meaning university administrators are con-
tinuing the oppression of members of under-
privileged groups, most notably the BIPOCs 
(black, indigenous, and people of color).

What to do? Remove those protections, 
discipline transgressors, and censor misinfor-
mation. Bérubé and Ruth write that “the time 
has passed for crossing our fingers and hoping 
that received wisdom such as free speech helps 
marginalized groups more than dominant ones 
has withstood the last decades’ worth of pres-
sures” (emphasis in the original).

What about the obvious response that 
this book’s argument is just another example 
of cancel culture, proving the threat to aca-
demic freedom and civil discourse on college 
campuses? “The idea that academic freedom 
is under universal attack ends up mapping 
roughly onto the right-wing campaign that 
cancel culture has run amok.” In other words, 
the idea of a crisis in the academic culture of 
free inquiry and expression is a myth, so it’s 

time to…undermine the academic culture of 
free inquiry and expression. 

To be clear, bérubé and ruth aren’t 
wide-eyed radicals. They have long as-
sociations with the American Asso-

ciation of University Professors (AAUP), a hy-
brid organization that’s part think tank, part 
advocacy group, and part labor union. The 
AAUP’s stated mission is to advance academic 
freedom and shared governance, define fun-
damental professional values and standards, 
and ensure higher education’s contribution 
to the common good. In other words, the 
authors here are establishmentarian academ-
ics. When such institutionalists argue that 
the problem of “tenured white supremacists” 
should cause us to rethink academic freedom, 
they can’t be dismissed out of hand.

But there’s a tension between some of the 
authors’ bolder pronouncements—like the 
need to curtail certain speech in the name of 
equity—and their underlying desire to work 
through established channels, form more com-
mittees, and remain academics rather than ac-
tivists. They actually suggest that faculty take 
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back some of the investigatory power of human 
resource bureaucracies, which lack the sort of 
expertise in teaching and research to reach 
measured conclusions. (Ya think?) Of course, 
such a “faculty academic freedom committee,” 
if genuinely empowered to police its peers for 
wrongthink, would become just as Orwellian 
as the DEI (Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion) 
offices that subvert intellectual diversity, pre-
vent equitable opportunity, and exclude anyone 
who deviates from received orthodoxy.

Moreover, Bérubé and Ruth have a hard 
time identifying professors who should be 
fired for their racism—the ostensible trig-
ger for their call to arms. Amy Wax of the 
University of Pennsylvania Law School and 
Bruce Gilley of Ruth’s own Portland State 
seem to be the headliners, but even there the 
authors concede that, for example, “while we 
see Wax’s beliefs as disqualifying, this view is 
not shared widely.” Even the telling examples 
in It’s Not Free Speech don’t tell much, cer-
tainly not enough to justify discarding time-
honored commitments to academic freedom. 
The authors scrounge to provide a few other 
examples of academics who should be anathe-
matized, but there’s no evidence of an upward 
trend, let alone an epidemic.

So why write this book in the first 
place? Are Bérubé and Ruth just trying 
to catch the latest academic fad and sell 

some books to MSNBC viewers along the way? 
Are they atoning for their own white privilege, 
genuflecting before Ibram X. Kendi out of a 
sense of woke guilt? Although the book has 
aspects that would resonate with both these 
goals, the actual answer is more banal: Trump 
Derangement Syndrome. 

I would prefer to avoid a reductionist expla-
nation for a sophisticated, or at least complex, 
treatment of academic subject matter, but the 
authors make it impossible. As they put it, 

“the advent of Trumpism, and the increasingly 
open expressions of fascism and neo-Nazism 
in the United States, place unbearable pres-
sure on liberal shibboleths about how the so-
called marketplace of ideas works in reality.” 
They further call themselves “classic examples 
of the white left-liberal stunned by Trump’s 
election…into thinking much more critically.”

Thinking critically about what? I much ap-
preciated the authors’ nuanced discussion of 
professors’ “extramural speech”—expressions 
beyond teaching and research publication, 
which now of course includes social media—
and their distinction between free speech and 
academic freedom. But the book’s constant 
drumbeat about the need to reevaluate age-old 
values to root out secret Nazis got tiresome 
rather quickly. Whatever illiberal trends are 
blowing across the broader body politic, is it 

really the case that the Trump presidency, plus 
of course the murder of George Floyd, has re-
vealed a litany of David Dukes in academic 
regalia, with so many Bull Connors sitting in 
departmental chairs? Moreover, even if it were 
true that “liberal values seem to have little 
practical resistance to the return of an antilib-
eral fascism” in America writ large, can it be 
that our institutions of higher education are at 
the center of this vast right-wing conspiracy?

Setting aside the issue that “antiliberal fas-
cism” is more a creature of the Left, certainly 
in academia, isn’t it the case that academia is 
already doing a fine job in rooting out hints 
of divergent political thinking beyond a few 
tokens here and there? Even as Bérubé and 
Ruth offer that opposition to affirmative ac-
tion or advocacy for immigration restrictions 
are not, without more evidence, proof of rac-
ism, they’d be hard-pressed to deny that the 
academic Overton Window—the permissible 
range of policy views—has both narrowed 
and shifted left in recent years.

Earlier this fall, when justice 
Clarence Thomas withdrew from the 
class he’d been teaching at the George 

Washington University Law School, it was 
just the latest example of the poisonous atmo-
sphere that makes it impossible to have a free 
exchange of ideas on most campuses. The uni-
versity’s administrators had admirably stood up 
to the mob demanding he be canceled for his 
vote to overturn Roe v. Wade, citing academic 
freedom guidelines that don’t shield students 
from “ideas and opinions they find unwelcome, 
disagreeable, or even deeply offensive.” Still, 
the Justice presumably figured it wasn’t worth 
the aggravation and heightened security.

It’s a shame that Thomas was forced to 
withdraw as a practical necessity—and a stark 
contrast to the contemporaneous announce-
ment that the newly retired Justice Stephen 
Breyer would be teaching at Harvard. That’s a 
shameless double standard that university of-
ficials are permitting to spread.

I’m generally optimistic about America—
like Brett Kavanaugh in his confirmation-
hearing testimony, I live on the sunrise side 
of the mountain—but pessimistic about aca-
demia. Perhaps we’ve passed “peak woke” in 
society writ large: normal people, concerned 
with their families and livelihoods rather than 
performative virtue-signaling, are calling out 
progressive authoritarians. The pandemic 
showed a lot of parents the faddish theories 
their kids were being taught in school, for ex-
ample, and they didn’t like it.

But it’s increasingly hard to doubt that 
the illiberal takeover of higher education has 
passed the point of no return. What we’re 
seeing isn’t the decades-old complaint about 

liberal professors—I don’t think the ideo-
logical ratio has changed much since I was in 
college 25 years ago or law school 20 years 
ago—but weak administrators who placate 
the radical Left. 

So i’m pessimistic that anything 
will change at any school where aca-
demic freedom and free speech aren’t 

supported and where rules against hecklers’ 
vetoes aren’t enforced. Too many adminis-
trators already practice the recommenda-
tions found in It’s Not Free Speech. Too few 
follow the example of Robert Zimmer. Last 
year, when he was president of the Univer-
sity of Chicago, Zimmer insisted that the 
commitment to faculty members’ freedom to 

“disagree with any policy or approach of the 
University” extended to Dorian Abbot, a pro-
fessor of geophysics whose writings had criti-
cized certain affirmative action programs.

When university officials do stand up for 
the core truth-seeking mission of any academic 
institution, the mob invariably disperses. But 
most higher-ed dons lack spines. The problem 
isn’t that presidents, provosts, and deans are 
social justice warriors. It’s that they’re unwill-
ing to confront the illiberal inmates who have 
taken over their institutions—including the 
fellow administrators in burgeoning DEI of-
fices. Parchment (or pixel) statements about 
liberal values and declining to fire Supreme 
Court Justices aren’t enough; schools must af-
firmatively instill a culture of respect for op-
posing views and civil discourse as vigorously 
as they proclaim their commitments to diver-
sity and public service.

As for this book, I couldn’t say it better 
than the reviewer in the Chronicle of Higher 
Education (rarely considered a reactionary 
publication): “It’s Not Free Speech is a mad-
dening book. It raises many important ques-
tions but is so chock-full of unresolved con-
tradictions; gross misrepresentations; and 
wild, unjustified claims that it ultimately 
makes you wonder how the manuscript 
made it into print.”

That’s actually a bit unfair. I learned a lot 
about academic culture and governance from 
Bérubé and Ruth. Their book is thoroughly 
researched and largely free of academic (or 
woke) jargon. But if it presents the strongest 
case against academic freedom and for re-
stricting “hate” speech on campus—which it 
likely does—then I feel all the more secure in 
maintaining the opposite view.

Ilya Shapiro is the director of constitutional stud-
ies at the Manhattan Institute and author of 
Supreme Disorder: Judicial Nominations and 
the Politics of America’s Highest Court (Reg-
nery Gateway).
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Utopian Visions for a Climate-Changed World 
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Visions of utopia – some hopeful, others fearful – have become 
increasingly prevalent in recent times. This groundbreaking, timely 
book examines expressions of the utopian imagination with a focus 
on the pressing challenge of how to inhabit a climate-changed 
world. Forms of social dreaming are tracked across two domains: 
political theory and speculative fiction. The analysis aims to both 
uncover the key utopian and dystopian tendencies in contemporary 
debates around the Anthropocene as well as to develop a political 
theory of radical transformation that avoids not only debilitating 
fatalism but also wishful thinking. This book juxtaposes theoretical 
interventions, from Bruno Latour to the members of the Dark Mountain 
collective, with fantasy and science fiction texts by N. K. Jemisin, 
Kim Stanley Robinson and Margaret Atwood, debating viable futures 
for a world that will look and feel very different from the one we live 
in right now.

M AT H I A S T H A L E R teaches political theory at the University 
of Edinburgh.

Catherine Volpilhac-Auger  
Translated by Philip Stewart

Montesquieu
Let There Be Enlightenment
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“Liberal Freedom revives, and to some degree reconstructs, the liberal 
tradition for purposes of addressing the contemporary problem of 
polarization. In the process, it develops an innovative and incisive 
account of freedom, one that acknowledges the plurality of freedom’s 
multiple forms and the irreducible tensions between them, and treats 
the meaning and limits of freedom as open to contestation and subject 
to change over time. An important contribution likely to generate 
productive debate about the bounds of political authority and the ends 
of public life in democratic societies today.”
Sharon Krause, Brown University

“This important and engaging book challenges dominant views in 
political theory all around. It insists that liberalism is a politics of 
freedom, not a social contract theory of justice and justification; and 
that the liberal account of freedom combines and transcends those 
associated with republicanism and libertarianism. Weaving together 
the history of ideas, philosophical analysis, and attention to our current 
political condition, Eric MacGilvray creatively connects freedom with 
both responsibility and a-responsibility in a provocative, understatedly 
iconoclastic argument.”
Jacob Levy, McGill University
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We seem to be losing the ability to talk 
to each other about – and despite – 
our political differences. The liberal 
tradition, with its emphasis on open-
mindedness, toleration, and inclusion, 
is ideally suited to respond to this 
challenge. Yet liberalism is often seen 
today as a barrier to constructive 
dialogue: narrowly focused on individual 
rights, indifferent to the communal 
sources of human well-being, and deeply 
implicated in structures of economic 
and social domination. This book 
provides a novel defense of liberalism 
that weaves together a commitment 
to republican self-government, 
an emphasis on the value of unregulated 
choice, and an appreciation of how 
hard it is to strike a balance between 
them. By treating freedom rather than 
justice as the central liberal value this 
important book, critical to the times, 
provides an indispensable resource 
for constructive dialogue in a time of 
political polarization.

ERIC MACGILVRAY  is Professor 
of Political Science at Ohio State 
University.
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“�e Claremont Review of Books is 
an outstanding literary publication 

written by leading scholars and 
critics.  It covers a wide range of 
topics in trenchant and decisive 

language, combining learning with 
wit, elegance, and judgment.”

—Paul Johnson

“The Claremont Review of Books 
is one of the very few existing 

publications actually worth hand 
distributing via mimeograph in the 

politically correct police state its 
enemies would like to see.”

—Peter Thiel

“Under the editorship of Charles Kesler, 
the Claremont Review of Books has become 
the best written quarterly in America and 

absolutely required reading for anyone who 
cares about erudition, intellect and letters. It 
is at the forefront of the re-opening of the 

American mind.”

—Andrew Roberts

“The Claremont Review of Books 
is serious, lively, always sound 

yet delightfully unpredictable, a 
model of intellectual journalism 
as a source of education and of 

pleasure.”

—Joseph Epstein

Subscribe to the CRB today and save 25%
off the newstand price. A one-year 

subscription is only $19.95.

To begin receiving America’s premier 
conservative book review, visit 
claremontreviewofbooks.com 

or call (909) 981 2200.

“In my judgment, the Claremont 
Review of Books is one of the best 
edited and best written magazines 

of any kind in America, and an 
invaluable center of conservative 

thought on a rich and varied range of 
subjects to the discussion of which it 
unfailingly brings to bear the highest 

order of critical intelligence.”

—Norman Podhoretz


