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Introduction

Charlie Hebdo

On the 7 January 2014, two men burst into the offices of the French satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo and opened fire, killing eight cartoonists, a maintenance worker, two police officers and a visiting travel writer. The killers were members of Al-Qaeda and claimed to be exacting retribution for Charlie Hebdo’s publication of cartoons of the Prophet Muhammad. Over the next weeks and months, debate raged globally over what this tragic event might tell us about the status and proper limits of freedom of speech in Western liberal democracies.

As a social anthropologist trained and working in Britain, who had grown up in France, I experienced this polarization in a particularly clear-cut way. My Facebook page before the murders had been a fairly banal and peaceful place. I had at the time two main groups of friends: on the one hand, childhood friends and acquaintances from the international school I had attended near Paris; on the other, anthropologist friends and colleagues from the UK and US. The two groups had no direct overlap, and yet together they felt like a single, pretty homogeneous public. University-educated, well-travelled, predominantly middle-class, mostly in their twenties to forties, the members of these two groups shared similar memes, laughed at similar jokes, were indignant or concerned at similar global political events.

The Charlie Hebdo murders radically changed that picture. Over the next few weeks, my Facebook page split in two. Many of my French school friends shared messages mourning the journalists unconditionally and bemoaning religious intolerance. Some changed their profile photo to the then ubiquitous meme of support: ‘Je suis Charlie’, in stark white text on a black background. They discussed fundraising for the stricken journal; shared fond memories of the murdered cartoonist Cabu appearing on children’s TV in the 1980s; reposted international messages of support from cartoonists around the world; some linked to news outlets which had republished the offending images of Muhammad as a gesture of support, or to outraged articles about the news outlets that had failed to do so.

The response from the other half of my Facebook page – my anglophone academic friends – was much more muted. A few messages of sadness and sympathy for the cartoonists appeared, but much more visible was a different narrative. People wrote of their concern for the stigmatization of Muslims in France in the wake of the attack. Some commented sarcastically on the fact that, in the midst of anguished calls for freedom of speech, French Muslims who had expressed support for the attack were being arrested on charges of ‘supporting terrorism’. A number wrote or reposted messages about the silencing effects of France’s collective moment of mourning, and pointedly refused to ‘be Charlie’. Some linked to a spate of critical pieces and blog posts by American commentators in the days and weeks following the events. These critiques ranged from questioning the right to satirize the beliefs of people who are already discriminated against, through to blankly describing the murdered cartoonists as ‘racist assholes’.1

Surprisingly, perhaps, there were few direct confrontations as a result of these various messages. Recall that my two groups of friends had no overlap. As it turns out, people in each group were expressing views which, while not necessarily shared by all of their Facebook friends, were mainstream enough in their own circle that they mostly went unchallenged. Nevertheless, in expressing these views, they were often self-consciously asserting a position, and braving the risk of censure and disapproval. At a cursory glance, one side might seem to have been arguing in defence of free speech and the other side pointing to the need for more limitations on offensive speech. But in doing so, people on both sides were living up to a certain model of risky, controversial and possibly offensive freedom of speech in public.

As these various posts appeared on my Facebook page, I found myself increasingly struggling to make sense of what a proper response might be. I could relate to the pain, hurt and worries expressed, on both sides. I also disagreed strongly with some of the arguments linked to on each side. No, I didn’t think anyone had a ‘duty’ to republish the cartoons; no, I didn’t think characterizing the dead cartoonists as ‘racist assholes’ had much explanatory value or sufficient moral nuance. I penned various long and tortured comments on posts from friends from both groups. Then I deleted them. Was I being conciliatory, craven? Over the next few weeks, I stopped looking at Facebook. The rest of my interactions and conversations with friends about the Charlie Hebdo situation happened in person or over the phone – they were sometimes difficult, but overall a great improvement on trying to have such conversations in Facebook comments. A few months later, I left Facebook (and Twitter) for good. I also started working on plans for a research project on the comparative anthropology of freedom of speech.

Free speech wars

Is free speech increasingly under attack in Western liberal democracies, or is this claim just a conservative moral panic? Is society becoming over-sensitive and intolerant? Or is free speech being increasingly weaponized by the powerful? These questions have polarized public opinion over the past decade, with journalists, essayists and academics marshalling anecdotes, evidence and diatribe in support of each position. Struggles over what can or cannot, should or should not be said (and by whom, and how) seem to shadow every other recent event or public debate – from #MeToo to the takeover of Twitter by Elon Musk, from Brexit to BLM, from arguments over trans rights to the war in Gaza. These debates don’t just happen in the news: they divide families, reshape friendship groups, strain relationships. They lead to blazing rows or sullen silences. This is because arguments about free speech are not just about abstract principles. They are arguments about what it means to be a good person, about empathy and courage, about caring for others and taking a stand. They involve fears for the future and longings for the past. They feel immediate, and they demand that you pick a side, right now!

Anthropologists these days are pretty wary of making universalizing claims. Yet most of us would agree that no human community treats speech as inherently and completely free. Explicit legal or ritual prohibitions on certain forms of speech are pervasive across the world, from rules against speaking the names of the dead among the Yolngu in Australia or Navajo in the USA,2 to non-disclosure agreements in legal settlements. Even beyond such explicit rules, our use of language is always framed and limited by context and social expectations, even when it seems to be at its most natural and instinctive. As sociologist Erving Goffman rather nicely put it, ‘a man who utters fuck when he stumbles in a foundry is quite likely to avoid that particular expletive should he trip in a day-nursery.’3 Even more fundamentally, speech is not ‘free’ because it is conventional: in order to be understood, we must speak to others in collectively sanctioned ways, call things by names others will recognize and so forth.

So what are people talking about when they talk about free speech? One way to think about it, is that ‘free speech’ is really just about a very small subset of what we normally think of as speech. Maybe it’s about political opinions, public debate, the right to air unpopular views or that special thing artists or comedians do when they challenge expectations. In this view, free speech is about what happens in parliaments, on stage, maybe at university campuses, or Speakers’ Corner. Seen like this, free speech has little to do with how you speak to your mother-in-law, or with ritual prohibitions against mentioning the dead. Your free speech in this sense isn’t limited by the expectation that – if you want to be understood – you should refer to things and people by their name and not some other, random word you have just thought of. This kind of free speech doesn’t allow you to rewrite the terms of a legal contract, or more generally to promise whatever you like without any intention of doing it. On this seemingly sensible view, these other ways of using – and not using – language are nothing to do with free speech, which is fundamentally about communicating opinions in public on a defined range of topics.4 Much of the philosophical and legal literature on free speech takes something like this position.

The problem is that this ‘restricted’ view of free speech assumes the use of language can be delimited in a way which, experience shows us, is just not the case. Free speech debates and arguments arise in part because the distinction between ‘communicating your opinions’ and doing other things with language (promising, naming, insulting, bullying, praying, joking, consoling, seducing, harassing, etc.) is not clear-cut (I explore this issue at length in Chapter 4). The distinction between public and private can be just as slippery. For instance, a few years ago, a French court specializing in matters of freedom of speech spent a week debating the so-called ‘wall of arseholes’ case. A journalist who had come to the offices of a judges’ union in Paris – yes, French judges are unionized! – saw a large pinboard covered in pictures of various right-wing and far-right figures. At the top, a banner read ‘the wall of arseholes’ (le mur des cons), and instructed passers-by to ‘add your own arsehole’. The journalist filmed the pinboard and publicized it, leading to widespread outrage over political partisanship among the judging profession.

A number of the ‘arseholes’ sued the union for public insult. Their aim in so doing was partly to bring a dispute about the partiality of judges into the public eye. But debates in the court case in the main focused on a different and rather delicate legal point: was the insult in fact public? The union claimed that the wall was an ‘in-joke’ among union members, not intended for wider publicity. Union offices are in one sense private spaces, and information passed between union members is recognized explicitly in French jurisprudence as privileged, private information. But should this apply only to serious union business, or does it extend to jokes of this kind? And in inviting a journalist in, had they not made this private space de facto public? The journalist claimed he had been actively shown the wall – while the union members said that he had surreptitiously filmed it while on his way to another office to do an interview.5

This might seem like a pretty unusual and complicated case. But similar arguments over what is and isn’t public happen on a much wider scale; for instance, over ‘no-platforming’, the practice of uninviting controversial speakers or protesting to disrupt events at which they speak. No-platforming is a long-standing practice – the British National Union of Students has had a policy of not offering a platform to speakers with racist or fascist views since the 1970s. In the 2010s, however, no-platforming came to public attention as a wider range of events featuring speakers deemed controversial were cancelled as a result of student protests in US and UK universities. An early high-profile case was the no-platforming of feminist philosopher Germaine Greer by Cardiff University due to what protesters described as ‘her misogynistic views towards trans women’.6

Critics of no-platforming see it as a worrying trend towards stifling public debate. In particular, in the UK, universities receive significant state funding and are therefore often described as public institutions. This, for the critics, makes it worse: surely, the very point of such public institutions should be to encourage and host public debate. Yet those who engage in no-platforming and defend it often contest this casting. The unions, societies or colleges in which such speakers are invited are not public spaces, they argue, but rather private ones, to which access is normally controlled. Unlike places like Speakers’ Corner, not everyone is invited to speak there, and no one has an inherent right to show up and do so. Some go further: university campuses, they argue, are where students live, which makes them the most ‘private’ places of all: homes. Asked to defend no-platforming and ‘safe spaces’, Tim Squirrell, former president of the Cambridge Union, was quoted in The Guardian saying: ‘Most of the people involved in advocating these types of policies don’t mind debate; they just don’t want to do so in their homes with strangers.’7

You might find one or other side of these arguments specious. But the point is that lawyers, judges, philosophers, public commentators and, well, all of us, spend time trying to disentangle these sorts of complexities. In doing so, we often act as if there is some proper definition of the public and the private, which might for instance prove no-platforming right or wrong. We act as if some ‘pure’ realm of public opinion could be cut away from all of the other stuff language does. But perhaps the issue is that the vision of free speech as a matter of the public communication of opinions doesn’t – to use a philosophers’ phrase – ‘carve reality at the joints’. Whether or not speech is public, whether or not it expresses opinions, is not a simple matter of observation. It is a distinction we try to make through arguments with each other – through the act of more speech.

In the face of these complications, we might be forgiven for thinking that maybe free speech is just a vague abstraction, a pious wish, or a rhetorical ploy no one really believes in. Especially since, frequently, the same people who clamour for free speech one minute seem quite happy to see their opponents’ views silenced the next. Free speech debates are rife with accusations of ‘double standards’,8 and reversals of position. Communication scholar John Durham Peters, writing twenty years ago, characterized the political polarization of free speech debates in the following terms:


People on the Right generally think the problem is the abyss artists who want to tickle every taboo and unhallow everything holy. People on the Left generally think the problem is the offended bystander, both freelance and state-sponsored, who would muzzle edgy experimentation and social progress.9



When I first read these lines around 2015, they seemed rather dated. In a decade, the polarity had reversed, with many voices on the left raised up against free speech absolutists and the purported right to offend, while voices on the right worried about censoriousness and cancel culture.

Another decade on, the picture has changed again. In the USA, right-leaning commentators who had for years been outraged about limitations on free speech on university campuses, were quick to accuse universities of not sufficiently cracking down on antisemitism during pro-Palestinian protests in 2023–4. Faced with these critiques, left-leaning commentators who had in the past staunchly defended campus speech codes and no-platforming, found themselves defending students’ and faculty’s right to say things which others on campus might find offensive or uncomfortable.

American president Donald Trump had long campaigned on the idea that he and his supporters were censored and no-platformed, and his second mandate in 2025 began with the strong claim that he had ‘stopped all government censorship and brought free speech back to America’.10 In the same spirit Vice President J.D. Vance attacked European leaders in February 2025 for what he saw as their censorship of far-right parties. At the same time, the Trump administration cracked down on universities and defunded research programmes he and his supporters saw as ‘woke’. Associated Press journalists were banned from the White House press pool after their news outlet refused to follow Trump in calling the Gulf of Mexico the Gulf of America.11 In the wake of Charlie Kirk’s assassination in September 2025, many MAGA supporters embraced ‘cancel culture’ with a vengeance, demanding that people who had made light of the assassination or criticized Kirk be fired or taken off air.

In response to these attacks, free speech has once again become a rallying call among self-conscious progressives. The change is momentous. In the (mostly left-leaning) academic circles in which I discussed my work in the 2016–22 period, the very expression ‘free speech’ risked raising some hackles. Calls for free speech had come to be so strongly associated with a right-wing attack on progressive politics, that some colleagues had to be reassured I was not arguing ‘for’ free speech in any simple or uncritical sense. The phenomenon which required study, from their point of view, was not free speech per se, but the instrumentalization of ‘free speech talk’ by the right. The popularity of academic arguments against free speech absolutism in recent years is a good instance of that general intellectual mood.12 The problem seemed to be how best to temper and relativize free speech arguments. Now, with progressive academic research directly under attack, the wind is beginning to turn – work on free speech is increasingly seen as relevant, timely and urgent by people who would have been uncomfortable or dubious about it a few years ago.

Could these twists and turns be par for the course? Forty years ago, controversial cultural critic Stanley Fish put the cat among the pigeons in a little essay entitled ‘There’s no such thing as free speech (and it’s a good thing too)’. Commenting on the American culture wars of the early 1990s – which, minus the internet, were surprisingly similar to the culture wars of today – Fish argued that talk of free speech in the abstract is always a facade. No one really believes in ‘free speech’ in general, Fish claimed, because speech in itself (absent of content) is meaningless and no one could reasonably care about it. For Fish, people only invoke free speech in defence of particular opinions they cherish. Free speech arguments may well be cast in general terms, but really they are – and can only be – arguments for and against particular positions. ‘Someone is always going to be restricted next,’ Fish wrote, ‘and it is your job to make sure that the someone isn’t you.’13 According to this view, we should not be surprised that the people who decry an attack on free speech when faculty are disciplined for mentioning a racial slur while teaching, are rarely the same as those who appeal to free speech when faculty are disciplined for statements seeming to support intifada.

I don’t think we should be satisfied with this position. It implies that people who appeal to free speech in general are either cynical or confused, that they are mistaken about what they think they believe. While there is certainly some confusion and some cynicism in free speech debates, it is a fundamental tenet of anthropology, which I will try to cleave to throughout this book, that one should try to take people seriously on their own terms. Faced with something that looks incoherent, pointing to insincerity or confusion is – more often than not – just an easy way out. In cases such as these the job of an anthropologist is to ask whether there is some way in which the people involved might sincerely mean what they say. There usually is.

The fact that no speech is simply and always ‘free’ doesn’t mean that talk of free speech as an ideal is incoherent or fake. Talk of free speech points to the fact that, while no speech is absolutely free, one’s speech can be more or less limited in a range of different ways. These limits change through time, they apply in different settings and to different people in different ways. Some of these limits feel oppressive, others feel reassuring, while a number go unnoticed. In this context, a better way to think about free speech is as a horizon – something people aim for but might never quite arrive at.14 Free speech can be invoked to defend a partisan position, certainly, but it can also be invoked in defence of an abstract right for all, a particular way of life, or a sense of what it means to be a good person. The problem is not that there is ‘no such thing as free speech’. Free speech debates happen, this book argues, because there are many such things.

There is a greater and more immediate danger here than simply misunderstanding what people ‘really mean’ by free speech. Debates over free speech bring up a multitude of thorny and difficult questions which are simultaneously moral, political and factual, such as:


	At what point does the expression of opinion turn into action, and what kind of action is it?

	What are the various effects of expression or communication (be it through speech, songs, cartoons, films, social media, etc.)? Do they work differently on different people?

	What penalties should there be for misuse of speech: none, social disapproval, fines, prison, being fired, ostracism, death?

	Who, if any, of the following has the right or the duty to tell others what they can or can’t say: friends and family, the government, the police, courts of law, the public, private companies, minority groups, religious leaders, or no one?

	Does freedom of opinion entitle one to say things only in particular ways?

	Does a right to free speech imply a duty of others to listen?

	Does stopping someone from being heard – for instance, by refusing to give them a platform or to publish them, or through systemic discrimination that devalues their voice – equate to censoring them?

	Is the threat of widespread social disapproval a form of censorship, or should free speakers just take it in their stride?

	Can the simple fact of some people speaking silence others – in other words, is free speech a zero-sum game?

	If so, how do we decide which voices are marginalized and at risk of being censored and which are powerful enough to censor others – not just ‘in society in general’, but also within particular communities, or in specific contexts like the BBC, Twitter/X, or university campuses?

	How do commitments to free speech intersect with a duty to use one’s speech responsibly?



Once free speech debates are dismissed as merely partisan posturing, these questions tend to get swept away, as if the answers were obvious. For instance, in the wake of the anti-immigrant riots which rocked the UK in the summer of 2024, there was some controversy over the arrest of people for various online speech offences under Section 127 of the British Communications Act (these included misinformation or inciting violence). Conservative US commentator Joe Rogan compared the UK to Soviet Russia for its clampdown on ‘thought crime’, and Elon Musk applauded the comparison. In response, Labour MP Dawn Butler claimed that, ‘We all value and want to protect free speech, but there is a clear difference between that and hate speech.’15

Neither of these responses gets to the point. The UK in 2024 is evidently not Soviet Russia, and the notion of ‘thought crime’ wilfully misses the point that the expression of thoughts always has consequences. Conversely, claiming that the difference between free speech and hate speech is always and everywhere clear is simply untrue. The question of what constitutes hate speech in particular cases is often legally complex and socially disputed. Regulating against hate speech has a direct bearing on what gets to count as ‘free speech’ in the first place. After the Charlie Kirk shooting, for instance, Attorney General Pam Bondi embraced the notion of ‘hate speech’ to characterize some reactions to the event. Critics pointed out that Kirk himself had in the previous year tweeted that ‘Hate speech does not exist legally in America.’16 Hate speech legislation or other kinds of speech regulation are not necessarily incompatible with a commitment to free speech. But it is incumbent on those who defend them to explain how, and to face the thorny issues outlined above – just as it is incumbent on those who rail against ‘thought crime’ to address how people are to be held responsible for the effects of their words.

The risk of our currently polarized debates over freedom of speech is that such issues get swept under the carpet. Mentions of free speech are dismissed with a shrug – ‘well of course they would say that’. In the pre-Trump II era, commentators from the left would dismiss concerns about free speech from the right as ‘the familiar howl of those who never shut up: ‘Aren’t I allowed to say anything any more?’17 From the right, concerns about speech harms were dismissed as ‘the Left’s online umbrage brigade, the permanently offended, those who have taken on the role of policing thoughts and words to the point of absurdity’.18 More recently these polarities have sometimes been reversed. But the point is that easy caricatures allow everyone to operate as if all of the knotty political, social and philosophical questions have been resolved, and all that remains is to pick a side.

This book does not ask you to choose an allegiance. Not because I don’t care, but because I am trying to do something different. Everyone in these debates claims to value freedom of speech, and seek to protect it. We tend to act as if only those we agree with really mean it. This book shows that one can ‘mean it’ in a range of different ways, and with different consequences. By defusing some of the polarization in free speech debates, this book hopes to refocus our attention on the underlying questions of what free speech really is, including those I have listed above. The aim is not to provide generic answers to these questions. Such answers can only result from ongoing political debate and deliberation on specific cases. What the book aims to do is to keep these questions alive, so that freedom of speech is neither taken for granted nor dismissed as a mere rhetorical fiction.

An anthropology of freedoms of speech

From 2016 to 2022, I led a research project comparing people’s understandings of and commitments to freedom of speech in different cultural and historical settings.19 My own case study focused on France, as I tried to unravel the road that had led to the Charlie Hebdo crisis. At the heart of French debates over freedom of speech lies a law, voted in in 1881, which marked a milestone in French liberal democratic history. Looking into the history and present application of this law, I interviewed lawyers and judges, and observed the workings of a Parisian court dedicated to trying free speech cases. This research took me to some unexpected places: the history of the 1881 law, it turned out, was deeply entwined with the surprising popularity of duelling in late-19th-century France: during the decade in which the law was passed, 200 duels took place between journalists and offended readers.20 To this day, the court which applies this law is described by its judges as France’s ‘duelling ground’, a place to defend and clear one’s individual and collective honour. This is the court in which debates raged over whether Charlie Hebdo’s publication of satirical pictures of the Prophet Muhammad constituted ‘defamation’, what can and cannot be said about the Holocaust, and whether trade unionists are allowed to call politicians ‘arseholes’. As I argue in Part IV of this book, anthropological studies of honour can shed unexpected light on free speech debates today.

Paolo Heywood’s case study as part of the project gives another, alternative sense of what an anthropological approach can bring to the question of free speech. Heywood spent a year living in the village of Predappio, which is infamous throughout Italy as the birthplace and resting place of Benito Mussolini.21 Aside from being disfigured by fascist architecture and reviled throughout the country on the assumption that its inhabitants are all fascist (which is not the case), Predappio also has to contend with the regular influx of neo-fascist visitors who come to march through the streets in memory of the ‘Duce’. On the face of it, asking about ‘freedom of speech’ in Predappio might seem to lead us straight to these marching fascists and their right – or not – to express their controversial opinions. In practice, though, Heywood spent more time studying another kind of free speech: the way in which inhabitants of Predappio struggle to free their everyday words and actions from the overwhelming influence of fascist history. Heywood looked at mundane instances of such speech – like the single-minded energy and focus it takes to order a coffee and have a conversation with a friend in a bar overtaken by men in uniforms singing fascist anthems, or the ways in which the people of Predappio navigate the complex minefield that is talking about their village’s history to outsiders. As we shall see throughout the book, studies like these allow anthropologists to focus not only on extraordinary but also on ordinary instances and problematics of free speech.

I will return below to two other case studies, Taras Fedirko’s research with Ukrainian journalists and Fiona Wright’s work with British therapists who seek to ‘free’ the speech of their patients. Beyond these core cases, the project brought together a wider team of anthropologists studying the often unexpected shape of free speech in ten different countries across the globe – from the place of free speech in American Mormonism, to the transformations of political speech in West Papua; from public pedagogical speech among British Shi’a Muslims, to the way Finnish and Zambian radio talk shows, respectively, navigate the often challenging outspokenness of their callers. A major conference in July 2022 brought together the team with an even broader group of anthropologists, legal scholars, historians, classicists and others, to explore the many faces of freedom of speech in historical and anthropological contexts.22 This book draws on this research and a wide range of anthropological and historical studies and explorations. Through a range of concrete examples, this book shows how anthropological work on language and freedom can help us peek behind the seemingly clear-cut battle lines of the ‘free speech wars’. What emerges is a radically different way of seeing what free speech debates are really about.

Reason, Carnival and Honour

Free speech debates tend to count to two. Consider again the Charlie Hebdo case. In the wider debates that followed, some argued that the killings represented the clash of cultures between the modern, Western, secular value of free speech and an archaic religious fundamentalism. For others, the root of the problem was a cultural shift in Western liberal democracies towards using offensive words and images to bait minorities, in the name of freedom of speech. Some argued that the case was – for better or worse – distinctly ‘French’: this was, after all, the country of Voltaire, satirist of religion and defender unto death of the right to disagree; the country whose colonization of Algeria had ended in a bitter war; the country which had banned headscarves in public schools. Then again, the cartoons had been drawn in Denmark, had led to riots in Karachi and op-eds in The New York Times. Some pointed to another, generational culture clash between an old ‘boomer’ defence of iconoclastic humour and a new ‘woke’ seriousness about words and images that wound. Some compared religious censorship to ‘cancel culture’ at home; others likened religious fundamentalists to ‘free speech fundamentalists’. The disagreements were bitter. What all these commentators seemed to agree about, however, was that ‘culture’ had something to do with these disagreements over free speech. What they also seemed to settle on, was the belief that there are only ‘two sides’ to these debates. Whether the contrast was between ‘the West and Islam’, or between French and ‘Anglo-American’ approaches to religion, or between young and old, or between left and right, there always seemed to be ‘two camps, each of which sees the world quite differently’.23

This book argues that culture is indeed central to arguments about freedom of speech. But it also argues that we need to start counting beyond two. What if instead of constantly framing free speech debates in terms of contrasts between ‘us’ and ‘them’, we counted to three? Communications studies scholar John Durham Peters, in his rich and detailed study of the historical roots of notions of free expression in the Anglo-American world, Courting the Abyss, evokes anthropologist Ernest Gellner’s claim that on a global scale ‘there are three basic options that vie for intellectual and moral allegiance: enlightenment doubt, cultural pluralism, and fundamentalism.’24 For Peters, these options echo also in free speech debates, in the form of three characteristic figures in a social drama: ‘Liberal tolerance, cultural transgression, and conservative offense’.25

Other scholars have triangulated free speech debates in a different way. Sociologists Bradley Campbell and Jason Manning argue that people’s attitudes to offence can be mapped across three cultures: an old culture of honour in which one must defend oneself fearlessly against every slight, a modern culture of dignity in which one is supposed to rise above insults, and an emerging culture of victimhood in which one is expected to appeal to institutions for protection from verbal attacks. In a different vein again, legal philosophers sometimes distinguish three different arguments in favour of free speech26 – that unfettered free public discussion will lead to the collective discovery of the truth; that being able to express oneself freely is a necessary component of basic human dignity and full self-development; and that democratic self-government is only possible and legitimate if people can freely express their opinions.

I will return to the detail of some of these ideas later in this book. For now, it is the form of these arguments I want to focus on. Whatever one makes of the particular triads drawn above, something interesting happens – new intellectual options are unlocked – once we start to count to three. For one thing, we are forced to break out of the repetitive dualisms of the free speech wars. A key argument of this book is that these wars are not a simple fight between those who are ‘for’ and those who are ‘against’ free speech. Rather, these wars are the result of struggles and accommodations between different visions of free speech and its proper limits. There are various ways of characterizing these struggles, different maps one could draw. Building on the authors above and others, I will borrow the device of counting to three, to show how different ‘cultures of free speech’ combine and recombine.

To introduce them briefly for now, the three visions of free speech I am concerned with are: the defence of civil rational debate; the drive to express oneself against oppression and convention; and the duty to stand by one’s word. Each entails a different way of imagining free speech, of desiring it, of mourning or resisting its absence, of embodying it in one’s own life. You might think of these three visions as the main ‘characters’ of this book. In order to make them recognisable, I will name them, respectively, as Reason, Carnival and Honour. These names might sound odd for now, but bear with me: I will be fleshing out these three characters as we go along, and by the end of the book, their distinctive shapes and what they stand for will have become familiar. You will hopefully start to recognize the contours of Reason, Carnival and Honour in specific free speech debates, in your own intuitions about free speech and in those of others.

Reason, Carnival and Honour are not social types or stereotypes of particular kinds of people: reasonable people, carnivalesque people, honourable people; liberals, controversialists and conservatives, or the like. Self-defined progressive and conservative voices, those in favour of more and of less speech in particular cases, draw on these three different cultures of free speech at different points, separately or combined. They are something more abstract: ways of making sense of freedom of speech, ways of apprehending its meaning and value, ways of doing it.

Sometimes supporting each other and sometimes at odds, Reason, Carnival and Honour each entail very different understandings of what language is and does, of what it means to be free, and of who is speaking to whom. These are not contrasting positions in a free speech scene, with some opposing free speech and others calling for more of it. They are three ways of genuinely valuing freedom of speech. Each also implies certain proper limits for free speech and can therefore sustain arguments for curtailing as well as for enabling it.

I have referred – and will continue to refer – to Reason, Carnival and Honour as ‘cultures’ of free speech, but it’s important to clear up a potential misunderstanding. The word cultures can suggest mutually exclusive worldviews tied to particular human populations. This is not how anthropologists today would use the term. We now see culture as something richer than a ‘worldview’: a complex mix of ideas, affective and emotional commitments, embodied practices, ways of relating and material objects – this is why calling Reason, Carnival and Honour ‘visions’ can fall short too. Anthropologists have also come to see that no human population shares just one culture, that cultures are internally complex, historically changeable and only ever partly shared. If Reason, Carnival and Honour are ‘cultures of free speech’ it is in that sense. They do not map onto different ‘civilizations’, societies or generational groups. Struggles between Reason, Carnival and Honour are internal to free speech debates in contemporary liberal democracies, and similar tensions emerge in many other settings.

Perhaps the best way of thinking of Reason, Carnival and Honour as I describe them in this book is as ‘modes’ of free speech – to borrow a term from my colleague Mike Degani.27 As Degani notes, ‘modes’ suggests different ways of doing the same thing: you can get from A to B using different modes of transport, or you can send the same message through different modes of communication. But modes can also be states of mind, different ways of being: you could start today in Zen mode or in boss mode, and finish it in zombie mode – or crash out for a weekend in goblin mode. Modes can be combined sequentially (like switching modes of transport mid-journey) or they can overlap (like ‘analytical mode’ and ‘creative mode’ working in tandem to solve a problem). But still, despite overlap, each mode has a distinctive shape or style, each has specific requirements, assumptions, potential and limits. The difference between modes can be subtle – most people can sense the change from a major to a minor mode in music as a matter of ‘mood shift’, but it takes a trained ear to recognize the difference between Dorian and Phrygian minor modes. Modes are not eternal, they have histories – new modes (of communication, for instance) emerge, change through time, disappear. And, crucially, no one person – let alone a whole society or historical period – has just one mode. The whole point of modes is that they are alternatives present to the same people at a given time – they only make sense in relation to each other. Reason, Carnival and Honour are modes of encountering, valuing and doing free speech. Free speech in Reason mode tries to convince sensible people in a civil atmosphere. Free speech in Carnival mode speaks out against the system, uniting a collective in passionate protest or boundless laughter. Free speech in Honour mode performs the dignity and integrity of the self and demands respect and recognition. At times they seem to be saying the same thing. Yet the tonal differences, the assumptions, possibilities and effects are often profoundly different.

On liberals, liberalism and ‘liberal democracy’

Since this is a book about freedom and free speech, I should probably pause at this stage to say a few words about the term ‘liberal’, which is so often used to take up positions in free speech debates. ‘Liberal’ is a tricksy idea, as we shall see. Perhaps a more stable starting point is the notion of ‘liberal democracies’ which I have used already at various points in this Introduction and will continue to employ. It is relatively easy to pin down because ‘liberal democracies’ refers to a set of political, legal and social institutions: a multi-party electoral system, a market economy and private property, the rule of law and protections for human rights and civil liberties, including freedom of speech. While there is some debate about how closely particular countries embody this model in practice, the notion of liberal democracies is at least in theory relatively clear.

More controversial is the thought that liberal democracies are inspired by and exemplify a single political ideology called ‘liberalism’, with a unitary history and a specific affinity with free speech. Indeed, free speech is sometimes described as the cardinal value of ‘liberalism’, alongside others such as individualism, a resistance to autocracy, tolerance, a predilection for rationality, and a distaste for tradition and conservatism.28 Beyond this extended wish-list, however, the precise ideological content of ‘liberalism’ as a political ideology is rather elusive. As political scientist Duncan Bell points out, ‘Self-declared liberals have supported extensive welfare states and their abolition; the imperial civilizing mission and its passionate denunciation; the necessity of social justice and its outright rejection; the perpetuation of the sovereign state and its transcendence; massive global redistribution of wealth and the radical inequalities of the existing order.’29 The historical scope of liberalism is also up for debate. The phrase ‘classic liberal political theory’ is usually associated with the writings of European political philosophers from the 16th through to the 19th century, such as John Locke and John Stuart Mill – and if I use it in this book, it will be to refer to these and similar authors. Some political scientists, however, have sought to find the roots of liberalism much further back, in ancient Greek visions of democracy, while others, like Bell himself, claim that the very idea of a single ‘liberal tradition’ emerges only in the mid-20th century and is then selectively read back through time.

To add to the confusion, there are different national traditions in the use of the word. In the USA, for instance, liberal is often used to mean ‘leftist’ or ‘progressive’. This is the use of liberal implied when an American university professor wrote an essay for Vox about censoriousness on campus, entitled ‘I’m a Liberal Professor, and My Liberal Students Terrify Me’.30 American progressive liberals of different generations have often found themselves – as in this case – on opposing sides of free speech debates. In France, by contrast, libéral is currently used primarily to denote economic liberalism with an implied right-wing tint (closer to the English ‘neoliberal’). In the UK, liberal sits somewhere in between, but the label is being heavily challenged, particularly by those on the right who feel left-liberals have become increasingly ‘illiberal’. As Bell notes, self-defined liberals of different orientations – neoliberals who are focused on economic freedoms, social liberals committed to the welfare state – tend to see themselves as the true heirs of historical liberalism, and attack the credentials of others as improperly liberal. And then there are people who explicitly reject liberalism altogether, such as partisans of communist and theocratic regimes past and present, or, in contemporary Europe, Hungarian president Viktor Orban who famously claimed in 2014 that he was aiming to make Hungary into an ‘illiberal democracy’.

In this book I am fairly agnostic about these debates. I won’t be trying to define or redefine the content of liberalism as a political ideology, and will try to avoid wading into the question of which partisan political positions today are truly ‘liberal’. My interest is more in the way the term is used by people to position themselves in relation to each other, using liberalism as a way of signalling what they and others stand for, or as a term of praise or abuse. Liberalism may be a political tradition with roots in European philosophy, but there are people for whom being a ‘liberal’ is an important part of their identity, all across the world today, both in liberal democracies and in regimes which are not liberal democracies. By the same token there are many people in Europe and America, and in other liberal democracies across the globe, who self-consciously resist political liberalism as they understand it.

Finally, anthropologists sometimes use the terms liberal and liberalism more widely, to refer not to a political ideology per se but to a broader and deeper cultural complex. Anthropologists write, for instance, of ‘the liberal subject’ to describe a particular cultural vision of what persons are and should be like. This vision is rooted in the history of European Enlightenment philosophy, religious reformation, and scientific and political revolutions of the 18th and 19th centuries, but it has travelled along the pathways of European imperialism, missionizing and trade to become dominant in many parts of the globe. ‘Liberal subjects’ in this anthropological sense are imagined as rational, secular, civil, and property-owning; they distinguish clearly between the public and the private; they are first and foremost self-possessed individuals who actively make decisions and are responsible for their actions, and who enter into social obligations optionally. They view history as a matter of forward progress, are self-consciously modern and treat tradition with a measure of detachment (even when they subscribe to it, they are essentially ‘choosing’ to do so. As a matter of nature, they see all humans as equal and interchangeable, but they recognize cultural and social layers of difference which sit on top of this basic natural similarity. In total, in a liberal’s view, we all start off life broadly as a blank slate and are then trained and shaped into socially and culturally particular persons.

This picture of the ‘liberal subject’ is obviously an idealized one, in two senses. Firstly, it depicts an ideal version of what persons should be like, which real life individuals rarely exemplify in full. Secondly, it is also a simplified vision of what liberals (or rather ‘self-defined liberals’) actually think people are like. It is a useful picture for anthropological purposes, though, because aspects of it are so pervasive and taken for granted. Even critics of liberal political ideology implicitly share some of these deeper ‘liberal’ cultural assumptions. Drawing these assumptions out explicitly – showing that however obvious they might seem, these assumptions themselves are cultural – helps to make visible other ways of being a person, rooted in different historical and cultural traditions, including some less dominant traditions in Europe and America. In many times and places, including contexts in Europe and America today, persons have been and continue to be imagined differently from this liberal vision of the subject: not first and foremost as individuals, but as essentially constituted by their social relations; as fundamentally obligated to the past, to hierarchy or to invisible entities and forces in a non-optional way; as subjects whose actions are not always entirely their own, but might travel along more complex channels and come from somewhere else. Liberals (‘self-defined’ … OK, I’ll stop now!) tend to view such assumptions about persons with suspicion, derision or distaste when they encounter them. Anthropologists often find themselves explaining or arguing for their logic, and showing that liberals too, in fact, share some of these ‘illiberal’ assumptions some of the time. The liberal subject is partly a myth. Of course, this move itself – showing that other ways of living and thinking are possible and worthy of respect – is a pretty ‘liberal’ one. So, anthropology is both a liberal project and one which relativizes some key liberal assumptions. You will find these tensions throughout this book.

So, where does this leave freedom of speech? I hope I have said enough to show that describing freedom of speech as a ‘liberal value’ doesn’t get us very far. I bring in Reason, Carnival and Honour in this book as a way of talking about the different ways in which both liberals and non-liberals value and experience freedom of speech. Each of these three modes has a long history, even though the ways in which they intersect today is unique. Sometimes Reason, Carnival and Honour dovetail neatly, at other times they are clearly and widely at odds. None of these visions imagine freedom of speech as entirely unlimited, but the limits they place are different. It is often where the limits of one vision clash with the aspirations of another, that free speech controversies arise.

If triads extricate us from binaries, it’s worth remembering that triads too have certain in-built limitations and tendencies. Often, when people count to three, it is in order for the third option to supersede the first two. For instance, a classic move (much in evidence in free speech debates) consists in setting out two opposite positions, each of them caricatural and unconvincing, in order to clear the ground for one’s more reasonable middle ground. The trio Reason–Carnival–Honour is not of this kind. There is no implicit message in here about which of the three is better, or which you should prefer. I for one find myself in sympathy with aspects of each, while recognizing their individual limits and problems. The point is that each mode proposes a vision of free speech which makes the other two seem to be missing the point, challenging the others ‘[l]ike rock, paper, scissors’, to borrow Peters’ nice image.31 As in that game, no one option will always win out.

This book is organized in four parts. Part I opens with some broad preliminary questions that echo throughout the book: Chapter 1 asks about the many ways in which freedom can be imagined, valued and experienced; Chapter 2 focuses on the way free speakers are expected to be particular kinds of person, living in light of certain forms of virtue; while Chapter 3 explores the many faces of censorship – real and imagined. The next three parts of the book describe our three cultures of free speech. Part II introduces Reason: a sensible defence of (relatively) free public communication. Part III presents Carnival: an iconoclastic push-back against oppression and censorship. Part IV explores Honour: a public display of one’s integrity. Along the way, chapters in these parts continue to analyse some general questions concerning free speech debates. What is the relation between opinions, words and actions (Chapter 4)? What limitations does a ‘reasonable’ and ‘mature’ use of one’s free speech entail (Chapter 5)? How is communicating opinions different from expressing oneself (Chapter 6)? Where does laughter fit into freedom of speech (Chapter 7)? What kinds of audiences or ‘publics’ are required for free speech: anonymous strangers, sympathetic comrades, or friends of friends (Chapter 8)? How does free speech relate to respect given and respect denied, and to virtue, reputation, bravery and shame (Chapter 9)?

By the end of this account, Reason, Carnival and Honour will be old acquaintances. Behind all the cacophony and name calling (‘snowflake!’, ‘troll!’, ‘free speech absolutist!’ ‘social justice warrior!’) you will begin to hear subtler modal distinctions between different kinds of free speech. The book deploys the power of anthropology to reveal a richer landscape of differences – and potential accommodations – between our partly shared cultures of free speech. The aim is not to silence free speech debates, but to provide a more accurate, less caricatured sense of what it is we are arguing about, where we really disagree and what is never in question. Such a shared sense could be a prelude to new alliances, or it could renew debate. But at least we would not be talking past each other quite so often.

How did we get here and where do we go next?

Studied even-handedness on a topic such as free speech can raise hackles. A friend in his sixties who had read an early draft of my book wrote me a long email in which he challenged my approach. As someone who cared about freedom of speech, he felt this book turned him into an ‘object of study’, rather than engage properly with what really mattered: what he felt was an epochal change in freedom of speech over the course of his lifetime. With his permission, I quote part of his response here. The anthropologist (me),


just Doesn’t Give A F***!!!!!!!!! He thinks it’s just the subject of a carefully even-handed book with on the one hand on the other hand arguments and loads of smart material but … he doesn’t actually care. […] You see, I grew up at a point when this was all settled. It had been settled two months before I was born at the Old Bailey in R v. Penguin Books, more vulgarly known as the Lady Chatterley32 trial, and by the time I was adolescent the forces of reaction had been conquered, Mary Whitehouse was a joke, and we could say anything. Of course, says the anthropologist, you couldn’t actually, there was all sorts of things you couldn’t say, but I insist ([…] ‘my lived experience is’), we could say anything. And the future was clear and obvious. It was a future when you could say anything and ask anything and posit anything and knowledge would grow. It was the Enlightenment project and it was, most surprisingly, alive and well in Essex.

Except it wasn’t the future, was it. Slowly, through the grey mist of PC and stuff, it became obvious that we were re-entering a world of sanctimony. A world in which I can’t say anything I want, I can’t ask anything I want and I can’t posit anything I want.

It’s not that I personally object that much. […] I can keep my mouth shut just fine: I was a gay teenager in the 1970s, remember. It’s the surprise. The reversal of toleration is one of the most surprising things that has happened in my life. It’s more surprising than the collapse of the Soviet Union which happened 50 years earlier than I expected but I still expected it. It’s more surprising than the attack on the World Trade Center, which was spectacular but not an assault on expectation. It’s more surprising than the global financial crisis: the capacity of governments to misunderstand economics was legend. It’s more surprising than the revival of British cuisine. It’s a real surprise.



Others have lived the same history differently, from other perspectives. Cultural theorist Lars Tonder, for instance, tells a story with an exactly opposite moral charge: from Mill onwards, he claims, liberal arguments in favour of free speech had always been balanced by a careful consideration of speech harms, and it is only in the late 20th century that a strange kind of free speech absolutism has arisen, one which ignores the question of harm.33 This is in essence the same story, but the moral is different: where we used to have civility and measure, Tonder implies, free speech absolutism risks pitching us into violence and excess. Tonder’s view echoes the experience of those for whom the past two or three decades have felt like a worrying and unfettered explosion of online hatred and abuse. Either way – whether or not one remembers the 70s – the shifts in understandings of free speech over people’s lifetimes are experienced by many as epochal.

Those whose lived experience agrees with Tonder may well come out equally disappointed with this book’s ‘on the one hand, on the other hand’ attitude. Can it really be the right thing to do, in the face of such epochal changes, to coolly examine free speech debates as if from a distance? Some readers may be outraged that this book does not denounce the abuse of free speech by the powerful, others that it doesn’t denounce the censoriousness of liberal elites. Some that it does not praise the courage of those who speak against the grain, others that it doesn’t vituperate against speech harms.

One could imagine this, as my editor Hana Teraie-Wood rather neatly put it, as a book about the culture wars which is not in the culture wars. But that is probably a vain hope. You don’t write a book on free speech, these days, without stepping into those controversies (and possibly into a world of pain). It’s not just that no author controls the reception of their work – although that is of course also true. It’s more that to not take a position is a particular position, and it is a stance which requires some justification. Let me say this: there are different ways of being even-handed. If we really were in a war, then this book would not be flying above the battlefield, observing things from a safe distance while twirling its moustache with an amused twinkle; it would be in the trenches, but as a non-combatant – think of this book as a war reporter, or better, a field medic in the culture wars.

I will say this, too: if anything, the impulse for this book came not from caring too little, but from caring too much. As free speech debates raged over the past decade, like so many of us, I have frequently found myself struggling with what I could, should or must say – as an academic, as a friend and, quite simply, as a person. Turning an anthropological eye on these debates was my way of staying sane amid the turbulence. Anthropology has a powerful set of methods for getting that kind of perspective. Like all practitioners of a discipline or craft, anthropologists are trained into certain techniques and habits of thought. I will detail and deploy some of these as we go along: a particular way of using comparison to make visible and unsettle one’s own implicit assumptions; a commitment to taking people seriously however outlandish or incoherent their claims might seem upon first encounter; a tendency to work up carefully from specific cases and slow down the process of generalization; a habit of looking for similarity between very different situations, and for unsuspected differences within what seems at first sight simple, familiar and obvious. I applied these anthropological techniques and habits of thought to free speech debates which felt overwhelming, exhausting and confusing. These techniques helped me to examine the stakes, to consider and reconsider my own assumptions and sympathies, and to figure out where, in the end, I wished to stand; to get a better grip on the issues while also refusing to be swept up in them. I hope that describing and deploying some of these techniques in this book can help others do the same.




Part I



BEGINNINGS
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