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Let’s provisionally think of power as the power to make your wishes into what others regard as 
their obligations. Language is one mechanism by which power is wielded. There are 
straightforward ways in which language conveys power – think, for example, of commands. But 
the real interest of this semester’s topic are the non-obvious ways in which language can be 
wielded as a tool to exercise power. 
 
This semester, we are not simply investigating in a vacuum the issue of how language is used as 
a method to seize or retain hierarchies of value and power. Rather, we set the issue up with the 
backdrop of the topic of free speech and democracy. We aim to consider the various arguments 
for free speech, to see whether they depend upon idealizing away from the way language can be 
used as a tool to reinforce power. Insofar as arguments for free speech depend upon an idealized 
set of assumptions about communication, which do not reflect the actual reality of 
communication, they are less than persuasive.  
 
There are two broad classes of arguments for free speech. The first class of arguments is 
consequentialist – free speech leads to better overall outcomes (for the acquisition of knowledge, 
for Democratic self-governance, etc.). The second class of arguments is autonomy based – free 
speech allows us the autonomy to make our own decisions. Both classes of arguments are based 
on idealizations. In this class, we will study actual communication and its effects, to critique 
these idealizations. 
 
Language is used to convey knowledge. But language is also used to obscure reality, to 
strengthen ignorance – in the maintenance or strengthening, for example, of ideologies that 
problematically distort reality. Communication is, in short, ideological. How does the ideological 
nature of communication bear on arguments for free speech?  
 
We will begin with an introduction to classical arguments for free speech. The bulk of the class 
will be taken up with an investigation into the ideological nature of communication. In the 
conclusion of the class we will return to the question: to what extent are arguments for free 
speech compromised by reliance on idealizations about rationality and communication? At the 
outset of this class, we should be clear that we ourselves do not yet know the answer to this 
question. 
 
Along the way, we will look at a range of specific topics – strategic presupposition, dog whistles, 
code words, and problematic speech practices. To what extent is human communication 
enmeshed in the project of reinforcing hierarchies of value between groups? Does the fact that 
speech is invariably embedded in a social practice make liberal notions of autonomy impossibly 
idealistic? Can we construct norms, perhaps with the help of institutions such as universities, 
within which human communication can function mainly as a source of evaluating evidence 
rationally?  
 



 
August 28 
 
Introduction  
 
Plato, Book VIII of The Republic  
John Stuart Mill, On Liberty, Chapter 2 and part of chapter 3  
 
September 4 
 
Mill, continued 
Alexander Meiklejohn, “Free Speech and Its Relation to Self-Government” 
 
September 11 The autonomy defense of free speech 
 
Susan Brison “The Autonomy Defense of Free Speech”  
Brian Leiter “The Case Against Free Speech” 
 
Recommended: Tim Scanlon, “A Theory of Freedom of Expression” 
 
September 18 & 25 Dangerous Speech 
 
Susan Benesch, “Vile Crime or Inalienable Right: Defining Incitement to Genocide” 
Lynne Tirrell, “Genocidal Language Games” 
Sylvia Wynter, “No Humans Involved: On Open Letter to my colleagues” 
New York Times, The Super-Predator Scare 
Jason Stanley and David Beaver, “Beware of ‘Snakes’, ‘Invaders’, and other dangerous words” 
 
See The Dangerous Speech Project 
 
October 2 and 9 
 
Dog Whistles 
 
Jennifer Saul, “Dogwhistles, Political Manipulation, and Philosophy of Language” 
Chapter 1 of Hustle: The Politics of Language 
 
Josh Hawley, Speech to the National Conservativism Convention, July 18, 2019 
 
Samuel Moyn, “The Alt-Right’s Favorite Meme is 100 years”, NY Times, November 13, 2018  
 
Adolf Hitler, “My Home” and “My Studies and Struggles in Vienna”, Chapters 1 and 2 of My 
Battle 
 
James Kirchik, “The Truth about George Soros”, Tablet, November 18, 2018 
 



“Delivering Government Solutions in the 21st century: Reform Plan and Reorganization 
Recommendations”, Report of Mick Mulvaney, the Director of the Office of Management and 
Budget, 2017  
 
Jason Stanley, “Language as a Mechanism of Control”, Chapter 4 of How Propaganda Works 
 
Justin Khoo, “Code Words in Political Discourse”, Philosophical Topics 45.2 
 
 
OCTOBER RECESS 
 
October 23 & 30 Ideology and Speech Practices 
 
October 23 
 
Jack Balkin, “Bricolage and the Construction of Cultural Software”, Chapter 2 of Cultural 
Software: A Theory of Ideology  
 
Victor Klemperer, The Language of the Third Reich, “Heroism (instead of an introduction)”, 
“Prelude”, “Distinguishing Feature: Poverty”, and “Fanatical” (chapters 1-3 & 9 of The 
Language of the Third Reich) 
 
Penelope Eckert and Sally McConnell-Ginet, “Constructing Meaning, Constructing Selves: 
Snapshots of Language, Gender, and Class from Belten High” 
 
Recommended: David Beaver and Jason Stanley “Towards a Non-Ideal Philosophy of 
Language”, chapter 1 of Hustle: The Politics of Language 
 
 
October 30 
 
“Ingrouping, Outgrouping, and the Pragmatics of Peripheral Speech”, Cassie Herbert and 
Rebecca Kukla, Journal of the American Philosophical Association (2016) 
 
Olufemi Taiwo, “The Emperor Has no Clothes”, Disputatio  
 
Jack Balkin, “Narrative Expectations”, Chapter 9 of Cultural Software: A Theory of Ideology  
 
Shanette Porter, Michelle Reinschmidt-Same, Jennifer Richeson “Inferring Identity from 
Language: Linguistic Intergroup Bias Informs Social Categorization” 
 
Khalil Gibran Muhammad, “Writing Crime into Race”, Chapter 2 of The Condemnation of 
Blackness 

Patricia Hill Collins, “Mammies, Matriarchs, and other Controlling Images”, Chapter 4 of Black 
Feminist Thought 



 
November 6 & 13 Ideology: Setting the Agenda  
What are the mechanisms that allow speakers to take control of the agenda? 
 
November 6, Presupposition 
 
Ishani Maitra, “Subordinating Speech” (discussion of licensing) 
Marina Sbisa, “Ideology and the Persuasive Use of Presupposition” 
Rae Langton, “The Authority of Hate Speech” (see especially “Accommodation as a source of 
Authority”) 
 
November 13 Setting the ideological agenda  
 
David Beaver and Jason Stanley, “Presupposing Practices”, from Hustle: The Politics of 
Language (forthcoming) 
 

November 20 Digital Speech and Political Culture 

Guest Speaker: Timothy Snyder  

Timothy Snyder, "And we dream as electric sheep" (Links to an external site.) 

"The US Holocaust Memorial Museum Makes a Mockery of "Never Again" " 

 
December 2 Ideology: Neutrality 
If ideology is ubiquitous, is neutrality a myth? Does this make truth fundamentally relative? 
 
Alice Crary, “"The Methodological is Political," Radical Philosophy, 2018. 
 
David Beaver and Jason Stanley, “Neutrality”, from Hustle: The Politics of Language  
 
Jack Balkin, “Ambivalence and Self-Reference”, Chapter 6 of Cultural Software: A Theory of 
Ideology 
 
 
` 
Assignments: Two 8-12 page papers [more details coming] 


