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Endangered Scholarship, Academic 
Freedom, and the Life of Critique
J U D I T H  B U T L E R

abstract   The  recent  attack  on  aca demic  pro grams  and  schol ars  is  an  effort  to  shut  down  crit i cal 
thought, attesting to the link between crit i cal the ory and social trans for ma tion. Following Frantz Fanon’s 
med i ta tion on how questioning impli cates embod ied life, this essay lays out three tra jec to ries for cri
tique in an effort to oppose cen sor ship, the crim i nal i za tion of knowl edge, and the destruc tion of both 
aca demic free dom and the pol i tics of dis sent. Focusing on recent attacks on gen der stud ies, the essay 
argues that new alli ances must be forged on a trans na tional model to sup port aca demic free dom, crit
i cal thought, and its impor tant rela tion to dem o cratic prac tices and ide als. It fur ther sug gests that aca
demic free dom might be con sid ered an inter na tional human right with out mak ing any claims about 
what the human  is or can be. Finally, a case  is made for  the human i ties  in  the field of crit i cal  the ory, 
linking its prac tices of read ing and judg ment to the kinds of inquiry and forms of liv ing that sus tain the 
ide als of democ racy.

keywords   endan gered schol ars, aca demic free dom, Frantz Fanon, gen der, cri tique

The global attacks on gen der stud ies, crit i cal race the ory, and a range of pro grams 
maintaining a crit i cal view of dis ci plines and top ics are linked with the sit u a tion of 
endan gered schol ars who are forced to leave their uni ver si ties and, indeed, their 
countries because of their extra mu ral views or because of the con tent of their 
schol ar ship. The defense of the aca demic free dom of research ers is impor tant, but 
so too is the defense of their forms of schol arly inquiry. The attack on pro grams 
is some times an attack on indi vid ual research ers, or the defunding of pro grams 
alto gether has a clear impact on fac ulty who lose their posi tions or the abil ity to 
work in their cho sen fields. In gen eral, there are schol arly works that are concerned 
with the fate, say, of gen der stud ies pro grams, and there are other ini tia tives that 
seek to address endan gered schol ars. One might con clude that these are two dif
fer ent sorts of attacks on aca demic work, but I will argue that it is use ful to think of 
them together, not only because there are gen der stud ies schol ars who have been 
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deprived of their employ ment or, indeed, threat ened with death, but because we 
are faced dur ing this time with a broader set of ques tions: What are the obli ga
tions of uni ver si ties toward those whose work within those insti tu tions is con
sid ered “crit i cal,” what role does crit i cal thought play in the idea of the uni ver sity, 
and how can we strengthen notions of aca demic free dom in light of these attacks? 
My sug es tion is that we must reformulate and pub li cize the crit i cal nature of our 
work as cen tral not only to the uni ver sity but to democ racy more broadly, to the 
extent that crit i cal thought, whether inside or out side the uni ver sity, is essen tially 
related to dis sent, judg ment, and pub lic engage ment. In the recent past, there was 
a prevailing dis course about pub lic intel lec tu als, but today we have to make pub lic 
the impor tance of our intel lec tual under tak ings, the work we do in uni ver si ties, 
and show that no dem o cratic pub lic life is pos si ble with out the prac tices of care
ful read ing, inter pre tive judg ment, and crit i cal thought. As I will sugest, critical 
thought is not a sim ple act of debunking existing views. It is, rather, a rig or ous 
inquiry into the con di tions of pos si bil ity of knowl edge as well as the pro cess by 
which those constraining con di tions have been established. To ask after the pre
sup po si tions of an inquiry is to ask what work those pre sup po si tions do: do they 
estab lish in advance who is intel li gi ble and what is debat able? If so, do we have 
grounds to con test those frame works?

I am aware that rightwing attacks on Black stud ies, espe cially crit i cal race the
ory, on eth nic stud ies, and on gen der, dif er depending on the part of the world in 
which they occur, and we can not always gen er al ize about the means and aims of 
such attacks. And yet, we can refer to “attacks” rather than harsh crit i cisms or even 
forms of cen sor ship because these are sit u a tions in which the future of pro grams 
and depart ments is at stake as well as sit u a tions in which the lives of research ers 
are threat ened with impris on ment, exile, injury, or death as part of an efort to 
nul lify the kinds of research they are doing or the polit i cal view points they have 
enun ci ated, or are imag ined to have enun ci ated, given how con se quen tial the mere 
attri bu tion of view points can be for any num ber of peo ple in pub lic dis course 
regard less of whether or not it bears a resem blance to their actual posi tions. The 
view points and research pro jects attacked are often car i ca tures and defor ma tions 
of those posi tions. Indeed, cen sor ship not only out laws a posi tion but also dis torts 
the posi tion it cen sors, so the two acts go together; in the course of tak ing a posi
tion out of the sphere of debate, ren der ing it unspeak able and unde bat able, that 
posi tion becomes fro zen in a disfigured form. A poten tially trans for ma tive knowl
edge pro ject or a pub lic posi tion is more often than not the pre cip i tat ing rea son for 
a threat of defunding or, indeed, a gov ern men tal order that robs schol ars of their 
employ ment, their home land, and their pass ports, or lands them in prison.

In such cases, it is surely the schol arly work or attrib uted polit i cal view point 
that is attacked, but also the life of the one who is speak ing, think ing, writ ing, and 
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pub lish ing by these acts of cen sor ship, expul sion, the with drawal of employ ment, 
and deten tion. These attacks tell us per haps more about those who think they are 
warranted than those who are attacked. But what we also can dis cern is the polit i
cal fear of aca demic work pre cisely when some of us in the acad emy were won der
ing what efect we might now have on the world. The act of cen sor ship, as we know, 
attri butes power to the one who is cen sored or to the ideas that they are seen as 
promulgating. The view points opposed are thus imag ined to be enor mously pow
er ful and destruc tive, even when what they seek is knowl edge or, min i mally, a space 
for questioning and openended inquiry. Whether the crit i cal inquiry addresses 
Hindu nation al ism, author i tar ian regimes, rad i cal social inequal ity, the rise of fas
cism, or sex ual and gen der vio lence, it incites those who would keep those social 
and polit i cal struc tures in place. They do not want the takenforgranted sta tus of 
those social struc tures to be questioned.

As much as we under stand the pur suit of knowl edge as the goal of uni ver sity 
life, we can not begin to gain knowl edge with out pos ing the right ques tion, with out 
for mu lat ing the right hypoth e sis, with out first under stand ing what is known and 
what there is yet to know. To under stand knowl edge as a pur suit is to acknowl edge 
it as a pro cess in which the end result is not known in advance. Knowledge starts 
with a ques tion, sugesting that we know enough to pose the ques tion (which we 
may end up repos ing in new ways) and that we do not know enough about what 
the answer is or even how best to go about find ing that answer. The inter rog a tive 
mode is not exactly over come as we start to learn more, since as we learn more, 
we refine or reformulate the ques tions with which we begin. Indeed, a ques tion or 
hypoth e sis can be tossed when it becomes clear that it is bound up with pre sup
po si tions that keep us from get ting to the root of the mat ter, when it is not rad i cal 
enough. This is surely part of what is meant when we refer to the liv ing char ac ter 
of thought, thought that is open to its own redi rec tion, com pelled into a reflex ive 
moment by new mate rial, thought that opens to the world in a new way. Further, 
when we refer to liv ing thought, the open ques tion is also bound up with the liv
ing char ac ter of the one who poses the ques tion. We have to live long enough to 
keep pur su ing the ques tion, and questioning is itself one way to live, one way of 
responding to oth ers, what is new, or what remains unknown.

These are rea sons why the attacks on schol ars and research ers take aim at both 
their per son and their thought. The liv ing being who calls into ques tion a polit i cal 
or social real ity as unjust puts their life into the ques tion and on the line. The cen
sors know that life and thought are bound together, which is why the way to stop 
the thought is to arrest the per son, the one who gives their own life to thought, the 
one whose life has deter mined itself in the form of the ques tion. Those who cen sor 
and restrict aca demic inquiry into mat ters of injus tice know that the free oper a tion 
of thought leads to dan gers for them. So even in their attacks, they acknowl edge the 
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trans for ma tive char ac ter of know ing as they seek, as it were, to arrest that trans
for ma tive pro cess. That claim is implicit in their denun ci a tions, so shall we per haps 
more explic itly seek to own that very insight as our own?

Fanon’s Prayer
At the very end of Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks, he ofers a kind of prayer 
to the questioning life. It may be a prayer, if what is addressed is in some sense a 
power beyond the finite self, or per haps it is only an enco mium to the questioning 
life that takes over the form of a prayer. He is try ing to live as a Black man within a 
rac ist Europe; he is try ing to ques tion, savor ing the ques tion, wor ried that one day the 
ques tion may stop. It is as if his life depends upon the ques tion form, and to keep 
the ques tion alive he must also con tinue to live. The end ing of the text is odd since 
nei ther God nor the ol ogy has played much of a role in the pre vi ous 230 pages of 
this work. This book wres tles with the suf er ing and resis tance of Black peo ple in a 
Europe per vaded by rac ism, the tor tured pos ture of assim i la tion, the open ques tion 
of whether he, a Black man, is a man, can be a man, whether the Black man is a man, 
whether human ity can emerge if rac ism is vanquished, whether human iza tion can 
be revised to include his human ness. To do this, he stretches gram mar as a way to 
con test the set tled rules that orga nize thought and to allow for the thought of some
thing new. Toward the end of that text, he writes two short sen tences: “The Negro is 
not. No more than the white man [Le Negre n’est pas. Pas plus que le Blanc].”1 What has 
he just done? He puts socio log i cal clas si fi ca tion into cri sis by asserting that these 
categories are them selves a prob lem. We should not con sider the term “Negro” to be 
a kind of being: it is out side of ontol ogy, or, at least, beyond exis ten tial pred i ca tion, 
out side the prevailing under stand ing of what peo ple are, what they can be.2 The 
point is less meta phys i cal than his tor i cal, expos ing the lim its of established schemes 
of intel li gi bil ity: “It is not my duty to be this or that. . . .”3 Fanon is call ing into ques
tion oblig a tory categories, so his crit i cal oper a tion can be described as neg a tive, to 
be sure. But note that he is negat ing the categories that negate life, free dom, and the 
ide als of rec i proc ity. Thus, one is com pelled to ask, is he not negat ing those catego
ries in order to live? He is call ing them into ques tion in order to see, to know, what 
kind of life is still pos si ble, what kind of world might yet be inhab it able. The ques
tions he poses are futureori ented, and they are ask ing about know ing the future. 
But the cour age of the ques tion is pre cisely the open ing itself, a refusal to remain a 
pris oner of the past, encased in an already established social cat e gory.

Fanon writes about “the last ing ten sion of free dom”—for every per son born 
into a world that is overstruc tured, clot ted, and that for Black peo ple, in his view, 
threat ens to drown them in his tor i cally con tin gent real i ties—and the his tor i cal 
for ma tions of deadly rac ism. And yet, some free dom endures in the midst of this 
strug le to live within this constraining sit u a tion.4 It is, he writes, “through a per
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ma nent ten sion” that “man can cre ate the ideal con di tions of exis tence for a human 
world.”5 Here, as else where, the human emerges as a term dis tinct from “man”; it 
emerges in and as a rela tion ship to the world. And though there are many rea sons 
to fault Fanon for his con fla tion of the human with masculinity, he seems here to 
be hold ing out for a human yet to come. Here his view is prox i mate to Simone de 
Beauvoir’s in The Ethics of Ambiguity. To be human requires a world, is not think able 
with out a world. He pro ceeds: “Superiority? Inferiority?” Not even full sen tences, 
but two words: jux ta posed, questioned. And then a new ques tion comes forth from 
those two terms put into ques tion: “Why not sim ply try to touch the other, feel the 
other, dis cover [me révéler] the other?”6 Are we miss ing a link, or do some of us sim
ply not know how to see it? Fanon is ask ing about the pos si bil ity of a tac tile rela tion 
to another, a form of unwilled prox im ity he has been reflecting on through out this 
book, the ques tion of what human ity might emerge in the con text of recip ro cal 
exchange once rac ism is finally vanquished. But here, per haps sud denly, the ques
tion of touch is linked to an explo ra tion, a sen su ous desire to know that is nei ther a 
form of dom i na tion nor one of cap ture: the French “me révéler” is to reveal one self. 
The other is less “dis cov ered,” as the Richard Philcox trans la tion would have it, than 
revealed on its own accord, and yet the verb is posi tioned as an act under taken by 
the sub ject of the sen tence. I broach the other in its selfrev e la tion through touch 
and feel ing. The inter play is equiv o cal, and impor tantly so. As the text comes to a 
close, he has noth ing but ques tions to ofer, and yet they become peti tions, if not 
pray ers. The form of Fanon’s text is always in ques tion in part because the mode of 
address is uncer tain, as uncer tain as the addressee. Who will read this book, lis ten 
to this voice? “I hailed [hélais] the world and the world ampu tated my enthu si asm 
[m’amputait de mon enthousiasme].”7

The final three lines equiv o cate between a peti tion, a posi tion, and a prayer. Or, 
rather, the first line is a ques tion posed to another who may not yet exist, a reader 
for the future: “Was my free dom not given to me then to build the world of the you 
[le monde du Toi]?”8 Well, we have heard briefly about the human world, but now we 
are told it is the world of the You. This famil iar “tu” is not one who owns the world 
as the white man does, but the one who will be reached, with whom famil iar ity and 
inti macy will be pos si ble, one whose way of belong ing to the world will exceed the 
lan guage or prop erty. Whatever world this is, it is one that opens toward another 
who is a famil iar You, or per haps an indefi  nite num ber of those “yous” whose inti
macy is the ground for a new equal ity based on a form of recip ro cal rec og ni tion 
that trans forms those who are rec og nized and rec og niz ing.9 It recasts what he writes 
in rela tion to Hegel (and implic itly Sartre) a few pages before: “I ask that I be taken 
into con sid er ation on the basis of my desire. I am not only herenow [ici-maintenant], 
locked in thinghood [enférmé dans la choséité], I am for some where else and some
thing else. . . .  I am fight ing for the birth of a human world—in other words, a 
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world of recip ro cal rec og ni tions.”10 Although Fanon refers here to the fight and 
the pos si bil ity of giv ing birth to a new world, he is clear that this free dom to build 
a human world is “a neg a tive activ ity.” As neg a tive, how ever, it is not aim lessly 
destruc tive, even though Fanon has, espe cially in the attacks on Black stud ies and 
crit i cal race stud ies, been fig ured as destruc tive. Yes, the struc tures of rac ism must 
be destroyed in full. That nega tion gives rise to the pos si bil ity of a newer world. 
In this sense, the free dom given to him is a free dom to build not his own world, 
but a world in which to touch and know another, and so pre cisely not to be locked 
away, encased within a racial cat e gory. To enter into those recip ro cal and inti mate 
rela tions is to break out of the his tor i cally entrenched categories that rac ism has 
imposed in order pre cisely to reach another, an indefi  nite set of oth ers, to be for 
some thing other than one self, and to build a world, let one emerge that can sup
port that reach and that cre a tion.

He states his desire and, in so doing, ref er ences his life as bound up with the 
world in which he wants to live: “At the end of this book,” he writes, “we would 
like the reader to feel with us the open dimen sion of every con scious ness.”11 What 
is this open dimen sion of con scious ness, unsealed, unlocked? Being for an else
where, being for some thing else (“pour ailleurs et pour autre chose”12) breaks out 
of the selfref er en tial ontol ogy of being, fig ured as encase ment, and insists upon 
an ecstatic tra jec tory of con scious ness in the midst of inti mate equal ity—a new 
way of under stand ing free dom. And then, after stac cato par a graph breaks, a final 
line, a rad i cal address: “My final prayer: O my body, always make me a man who 
ques tions!”13 This final prayer is not directed to God, but to his own body, as if the 
body ulti mately holds the guid ance he needs: “make of me . . .  a man who ques
tions.” His prayer to his body is that it will not let questioning be shut down, sug
gesting that questioning emerges from the body, the liv ing body. His peti tion to his 
body is to make of him some one, a man or a future human, whose open dimen sion 
assumes the lin guis tic form of the ques tion and whose impris on ment or encase
ment shuts down the ques tion form. He exhorts his body, or per haps its open and 
liv ing dimen sion, to let him build a world in which one can live in free dom and 
equal ity. His body opens toward the world, and if the world rejects that open ing, 
it refuses his desire to know and to ques tion. His body is that very open ing, and so 
breaks free of the categories that would seal his body of from the world.14

So, as in the cases of schol ars at risk, endan gered schol ars, threat ened schools 
of crit i cal thought: it is always the liv ing being who ques tions, and the elim i na
tion of the ques tion strikes at the life of the one who ques tions. Perhaps we can 
think of Fanon as a scholar at risk: a scholar, a writer, and a per son who risks him
self in order to know and to let the world know his desire. The thought in writ ing 
relates directly to the exis tence of the per son pre cisely because that exis tence is 
being done away with by kill ing categories.
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Endangered Scholars and the Humanities
I engage my pro fes sion as a human i ties pro fes sor to draw the link between ques
tioning and life, for that link is already at stake when schol ars lose their jobs, uni
ver si ties lose their pro grams, and instruc tors are laid of because of the ques tions 
they pose, the pre sup po si tions they call into ques tion in order to advance a more 
liv able and just form of life. Fanon has already drawn this link in a way that we 
must keep in mind. The attack on schol ars is aimed at their schol ar ship and implies 
a judg ment about what a uni ver sity should include or exclude. To under stand this 
form of power, we need the forms of thought sup plied by uni ver si ties, includ ing 
the human i ties, but we also need a way to relate the exis ten tial risk that think ing 
can imply to the insti tu tions that bear respon si bil ity for keep ing crit i cal thought 
alive. I am struck by the fact that when we draw atten tion to the plight of endan
gered schol ars, we gen er ally start with a sequence of events, or we ask them to tell 
their stories, or we explain how it came about that they signed peti tions, received 
warn ings, and then the police were at the door; the legal doc u ment served; the sud
den dis cov ery that they are locked out of the uni ver sity, or that it is too dan ger
ous to come to the uni ver sity. In other words, being fired, cen sored, threat ened, or 
expelled takes place through a sequence of events where inter pre ta tions and judg
ments have been made and exe cuted, and the injus tice of these acts is established 
through nar ra tive means. Understanding how cen sor ship and expul sion works 
requires an abil ity to con struct a nar ra tive and con duct an inter pre ta tion. An inter
pre ta tion based on evi dence is cru cial not just in a court of law for the pur pose of 
illu mi nat ing an injus tice but also in a human i ties class room, where the point is to 
learn how to work with a text, to under stand how it com mu ni cates what it does, 
the kind of evi dence it supplies for its claims, and what rela tion ship to the world it 
seeks to open or close.

Fanon sug ests that questioning is, or can be, a mat ter of life and death, a deci
sion to build a human world or let the world dis solve into inhu man ity. But he also 
points to a kind of free dom that is help ful for us to remem ber as we broach the 
ques tion of aca demic free dom—a free dom that requires mov ing beyond estab
lished param e ters of knowl edge. Although some invoke aca demic free dom to jus
tify their cir cu la tion of false hoods and hatreds, it is impor tant to remem ber that 
aca demic free dom is a fac ulty right that comes to exist within insti tu tions that 
estab lish norms for aca demic inquiry. We can quar rel about whether some of those 
norms are jus ti fied, as we do within insti tu tions in which we are obli gated to dem
on strate the claims we make. That obli ga tion to dem on strate our claims, what we 
seek to know, and why, exists across the dis ci plines both in our research and as 
a prac tice of our teach ing. In the human i ties and the arts, dem on stra tion takes 
many forms: we are bound to the orga ni za tion of words on a page or images on a 
screen or a can vas when we give an inter pre ta tion, or we pres ent the archives that 
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 estab lish and elide the his to ries yet to be told. When a stu dent treats a char ac ter in 
fic tion as a per son, we try to explain how the char ac ter belongs to the fic tion even 
as it res o nates with our lives. We ask stu dents to find the part of the text that can 
ground that inter pre ta tion, and we ask for a read ing of that pas sage, a way of get
ting bound up with the text that yields an inter pre ta tion that shows that the text 
has been under stood. There is no one right inter pre ta tion, but ungrounded spec u
la tion that bypasses the mate rial at hand fails, in my view, to qual ify as a good read
ing. We seek to dem on strate that dif er ence when we teach stu dents how to think 
crit i cally and judge well. At the same time, in the course of read ing, we come up 
against the lim its of dis ci plines and the constraining, if not destruc tive, char ac ter 
of cer tain categories and modes of thought. Critique, as an oper a tion of thought, 
does not always stay within the bounds, since one of its aims is to ques tion what 
and how thought is bounded, and whether those lim its should be dis man tled in the 
name of another uni ver sity, or another world.

As we know, such prac tices belong at once to the class room and to pub lic life, 
which is one rea son that crit i cal thought is linked with the capac ity for judg ment 
and dis sent in the pub lic sphere. As we take note of the large num ber of peo ple 
con vinced that our most recent elec tion in the United States is fraud u lent, or 
that base less con spir a cies explain the com plex ity of our world, and we see forms 
of spec u la tion that are not based on sound judg ment, we have to ask whether we 
are witnessing the efects of an edu ca tional sys tem that has failed in its task—not 
just in the class room, but in mak ing clear why crit i cal think ing is cru cial for the 
pres er va tion and renewal of dem o cratic pol i tics. If an author ity threat ened with 
the loss of pow ers claims that his oppo nents have won an elec tion on fraud u lent 
grounds, then that is a good moment to ask on what basis he makes such a claim 
and whether there are good grounds to accept it. To pose such ques tions is to be 
engaged in crit i cal think ing, not accepting that the speech acts of author i ties who 
seek to estab lish real ity through their words actu ally have the power to do so. To 
refuse what the speech act seeks to accom plish in such instances is to refuse the 
author ity that arro gates to itself the power to define real ity. To say no, to negate that 
speech act, is to insist on a dif er ent order of real ity. As Fanon made clear, a cer tain 
negat ing activ ity is part of build ing, reaching, inhabiting a bet ter world.

Academic Freedom and Critical Inquiry
As we know, aca demic free dom is not the same as per sonal lib erty. It is a com plex 
doc trine that includes pro vi sions for shared gov er nance and open aca demic inquiry 
free of exter nal inter ven tion. It establishes a pro vi sional zone of intel lec tual free dom 
for fac ulty whose aca demic cre den tials have been approved. That does not mean that 
once one is appointed to a fac ulty posi tion, one can say what ever one wants in the 
class room. No, we are obli gated to teach in fields for which we are pre pared to help 
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define the aca demic stan dards that uni ver si ties rep re sent, and to pro vide class rooms 
where stu dents can express their points of view with out fear of retal i a tion or pun ish
ment. The atmo sphere of free and open inquiry that teach ers pro vide for their stu
dents is also one that insti tu tions must pro vide for their fac ulty. And by “pro vide” I 
mean only that admin is tra tions must be pre pared to stand up to state actors, includ
ing elected and appointed gov ern men tal offi cials, who seek to close down pro grams 
that are per ceived as a threat to soci ety, or seek to make appoint ments within the uni
ver sity, bypassing shared gov er nance pro ce dures. Administrators them selves must 
accept that they can not inter vene in aca demic inquiry even if it ofends polit i cal or 
church author i ties, or key donors to the insti tu tion. And yet, as we know, uni ver si
ties are very often depen dent on state funding and state cer ti fi ca tions for their pro
grams or increas ingly depen dent on donors to keep pro grams alive, and some uni
ver si ties seek to secure own er ship over syl labi, claiming courses were their prop erty. 
Most recently, we have seen uni ver si ties com pel their fac ulty and grad u ate stu dents to 
teach on cam pus even when the con di tions are haz ard ous to their health. Shared gov
er nance should imply fac ulty power in help ing to set the work ing con di tions of their 
teach ing and to main tain auton omy over cur ric ula. In other cases, to secure donors, 
uni ver si ties ask for the cur ric u lum to be changed or texts to be deleted, for pro fes sors 
to be appointed or deposed—these acts are all  clearly abro ga tions of aca demic free
dom. Increasingly, pro grams and depart ments in uni ver si ties in this coun try are asked 
to find funding for them selves or agree to fold. This sit u a tion for many uni ver si ties 
across the world is made espe cially diffi  cult when uni ver si ties are com pelled to ofer 
a stateapproved cur ric u lum. The pow ers of fac ulty to exer cise aca demic free dom, to 
set the course of their own research, to decide the con tent of their cur ric u lum, is fur
ther narrowed when knowl edge is con strued as a pre set body of infor ma tion, a com
mod ity or a form of prop erty, to be owned and deliv ered, like other kinds of goods.15

When knowl edge is preformatted, as it were, fac ulty can be reduced to ves
sels whose job it is to relay infor ma tion already established as valu able, thereby 
bypassing the essen tial dimen sion, that “open dimen sion” of questioning, read
ing, inter pre ta tion, and judg ment. The judg ment is made in advance, and read ing 
becomes a dan ger ous form of rel a tiv ism rather than an essen tial act of thought. 
And fac ulty mem bers lose their free dom, their aca demic free dom, which requires 
the open field of crit i cal inquiry where the exer cise of crit i cal judg ment is not only 
supported but cul ti vated.

Most recently, attacks on higher edu ca tion from reac tion ary pow ers object to 
“crit i cal” stud ies of all  kinds, whether crit i cal race the ory, crit i cal edu ca tional stud
ies, crit i cal prison stud ies, or crit i cal the ory. It does some times seem like a joke 
when “crit i cal” becomes an oblig a tory pre fix to what ever one is study ing. But for 
“crit i cal” to mean some thing, and to mean some thing we should value, it becomes 
impor tant to explain what “crit i cal judg ment” or even “crit i cal think ing” is in order 
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to rebuf the claim that crit i cal thought is a dan ger to soci ety and to advance the 
con vic tion that crit i cal thought—and judg ment—is a pre con di tion of democ racy. 
Although I do not have a full the ory of democ racy to ofer, I would sug est that 
with out the abil ity to crit i cally dis tin guish good and bad argu ments, good and bad 
infor ma tion, peo ple are gen er ally deprived of the tools they need to par tic i pate 
mean ing fully in pub lic debate on mat ters of com mon con cern.

Let us con sider that the term “crit i cal” car ries at least three mean ings. What 
is crit i cal belongs to a cri sis, demand ing an action or inter ven tion, a turn ing point 
where mat ters can get bet ter or worse.16 What is crit i cal is also that which calls 
into ques tion a set of pre sup po si tions that have been con sid ered sac ro sanct or sim
ply taken for granted and whose jus ti fi ca tion has not been exam ined at all . In this 
sec ond sense, a crit i cal approach is one that asks about the jus ti fi ca tion for how 
things are even when defend ers of the sta tus quo do not want those kinds of ques
tions raised. Some regard this sec ond oper a tion of crit i cal thought as destruc tive 
because it unset tles accepted pre sup po si tions. Indeed, all  along the polit i cal spec
trum we hear that cri tique is neg a tive; it is caricatured as a dis po si tion to unset tle 
every thing for the fun of it or for nihil is tic rea sons. But more often, its neg a tive 
or destruc tive char ac ter is high lighted when it inter ro gates social insti tu tions, like 
the heteronormative fam ily, the author ity of the church, or the nat u ral ized sta tus 
of cap i tal ism and the rad i cal social inequalities it pro duces.

I have sought to show that in Fanon, how ever, nega tion served the pur poses 
of a more liv able and just way of life, a world char ac ter ized by rad i cal equal ity. I 
sug est that this opens up a third sense of what is “crit i cal” that per tains to the very 
idea of edu ca tion as it relates to the basic pre cepts of democ racy. What if crit i cal 
thought is pre cisely the name for a kind of free dom with out which the uni ver sity 
can not sur vive? What if it is another name for a kind of open inquiry that is will ing 
to pose ques tions in the face of dogma and super sti tion, as Kant maintained, even 
in the face of los ing one’s job or becom ing sub ject to state cen sor ship or deten
tion? Those aca demic forms of inquiry that ask about the set tled forms of gen der, 
includ ing the gen dered divi sion of labor, the dis pro por tion ate num ber of women 
who are illit er ate or impoverished, the per va sive char ac ter of sex ual harass ment 
and vio lence, the reduc tion of gen der to the sex med i cally assigned at birth, the 
inter sec tion of race with gen der and class in the con text of a prison indus trial 
 com plex—these are at once social issues and aca demic top ics that are muf ed, 
cen sored, or crim i nal ized in sev eral regions of the world. Organizations for endan
gered schol ars like the University in Exile can only do so much for peo ple who lose 
their jobs because of what they study or the extra mu ral view points they have taken. 
But per haps the task of such orga ni za tions is to remind uni ver si ties that it is their 
obli ga tion to keep inquiry open, even when the top ics are disturbing or enraging 
to the pub lic. At the same time, we have to insist on the pub lic value of what we do, 
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to link the crit i cal oper a tion of open inquiry—the ques tions that let us live—to 
the dem o cratic val ues of pub lic par tic i pa tion and engage ment, open dis course and 
debate, and oppo si tion to forms of cen sor ship that seek to dis en fran chise those 
sub ju gated within soci ety.

We keep ques tions open, and we insist on funding for doing so, not because 
we thrill to the idea of throw ing all  set tled knowl edge into ques tion but because we 
seek to dis man tle kill ing forms of power and knowl edge, and to trans form soci ety, 
to know more clearly what free dom and equal ity might mean, and to build in com
mon a world that reflects and embodies those ide als. In this way, crit i cal inquiry 
within the acad emy is essen tial to rad i cal dem o cratic ide als through out soci ety. 
And, as I sugested, the open ques tion implies an open ing of the body to the world, 
and cour age is surely one instance of such an open ing. The cour age it takes to open 
up a ques tion, to keep it open, and let it be known, can be a mat ter of life and death 
for the one who speaks it.

Under the Trump admin is tra tion, an exec u tive order sought to attack an aca
demic field of inquiry called crit i cal race the ory: “Students in our uni ver si ties are 
inun dated with crit i cal race the ory,” Trump maintained. “This is a Marx ist doc trine 
hold ing that America is a wicked and rac ist nation, that even young chil dren are 
com plicit in oppres sion, and that our entire soci ety must be rad i cally transformed. 
Critical race the ory is being forced into our chil dren’s schools, it’s being imposed 
into work place train ings, and it’s being deployed to rip apart friends, neigh bors, 
and fam i lies.”17 In his exec u tive order of Sep tem ber 22, 2020, since reversed by the 
Biden admin is tra tion, Trump made clear that both crit i cal race the ory and gen
der per spec tives were “ideologies,” and that crit i cal race the ory was a dis ease, a 
“malign ideology” threat en ing to “infect core insti tu tions.” Maybe we no lon ger 
have to worry about what Trump says, but the cam paign has now taken on a life 
of its own, imper il ing schol ar ship and pro grams in the United States, the United 
Kingdom, and other regions of the world.18

The attack on Black stud ies pre dates the con tem po rary attack on crit i cal race 
the ory. But think as well of the attacks on eth nic stud ies in Arizona, where HB 
2281, upheld by a US Circuit Court judge in Jan u ary 2020, pro hib its any class that 
“advo cates eth nic sol i dar ity” on the pre sump tion that such solidarities threaten 
the nation, are unpa tri otic, or are even rev o lu tion ary. As this essay goes to press, a 
num ber of his tor i cally Black col le ges and uni ver si ties have received bomb threats. 
A wide num ber of eth nic stud ies pro grams have been afected by bills such as 
these, although they have for the most part been chal lenged in court and found 
uncon sti tu tional. But this strug le still rages. The efort to estab lish an eth nic stud
ies cur ric u lum in California last year met with sim i lar kinds of argu ments. The 
cur ric u lum makes sense con sid er ing the mul ti cul tural char ac ter of California, the 
num ber of lan guages spo ken, and the wide range of national and regional her i tages 
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represented by stu dents in the schools. And yet, the efort to develop a knowl edge
able approach to this diver sity was strongly crit i cized as “Marx ist” rather than lib
eral, as priz ing vic tim i za tion over accom plish ment. The bat tles over how to tell the 
his tory of slav ery, the Span ish con quest, and the geno cide of Indigenous peo ples 
are all  at issue. The anx i ety appears to be that if we tell such stories or if we rep re
sent the his tory of rac ism as per va sive and struc tural, then we are undermining 
national pride. But is that the case, or is it rather the case that the dom i nant nar ra
tives that sup port white suprem acy are pre cisely what is meant by “national pride”? 
There is no pride in such his to ries, except in the move ments of resis tance that over
threw the insti tu tions of slav ery, debt bond age, and seg re ga tion and that chal lenge 
ongo ing voter sup pres sion and the dis en fran chise ment of imprisoned peo ples. In 
all  of these strug les, a claim for free dom is being made, or remade, the free dom 
to vote, but also to tell a his tory of rac ism, call for acknowl edg ment and for jus tice, 
and con sider the sys temic dimen sions of rac ism through out our lives.

In the course of study ing Palestinian sub ju ga tion to the state of Israel, I have 
found myself ask ing: Why is the call for equal ity among cit i zens of one state, or 
between states with equal pow ers, con sid ered to be destruc tive? What if equal ity 
is the only path that leads to the end of destruc tion? Perhaps equal ity would be the 
destruc tion of the sta tus quo, of a nation al ist ideal, of an accepted form of sub ju
ga tion, and the long his tory of set tler colo nial ism in that region, but wouldn’t that 
“destruc tion” con sti tute the begin ning of free dom, the res to ra tion of jus tice as an 
ideal? When it becomes a crime for a Palestinian in a deten tion cen ter in the West 
Bank to read the work of Edward Said or the poetry of Mahmoud Darwish, we have 
to ask why the act of read ing prose or poetry is crim i nal ized.19 That crim i nal i za tion 
takes place within a carceral sys tem where deten tion can hap pen with out com
mu ni cat ing to the detainee any charge, where pre trial deten tion takes the place 
of tri als as the carceral norm. We are left with the quan dary of how a legal sys tem 
that com mits crim i nal acts can nev er the less name as crim i nal the act of read ing 
that seeks to imag ine life beyond the con fi nes of deten tion. In addi tion to oppos
ing such a sys tem, we should also seek to under stand its logic and its con di tions of 
pos si bil ity. Or when schol ars in Turkey sign a peti tion for peace that is taken to be 
an act of trea son, we see the extremes of con tra dic tion to which gov ern ments will 
go to shore up their power and silence their dis si dents.20 Luckily, in Turkey, the 
high court defied the pres i dent in 2019, but his eforts at cen sor ship con tinue at 
Boğaziçi University in Istanbul, where aca dem ics are being crim i nal ized pre cisely 
for objecting to polit i cal appoint ments and the destruc tion of fac ulty selfgov er
nance and aca demic free dom.21

If we want to throw of the shack les that sup press crit i cal view points, dis si dent 
voices, and those who imag ine beyond the con fi nes of incar cer a tion and expul sion, 
we will have to build the plat forms on which that can hap pen, and pro vide the 
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sanc tu ar ies for those who have risked the pub lic voic ing of their beliefs and found 
them selves imprisoned or expelled, job less, sep a rated from those with whom they 
are most inti mate, hav ing lost their sus tain ing worlds. Networks and asso ci a tions 
that pro vide for endan gered schol ars, schol ars at risk, and schol ars in exile are 
among those that seek ways for those deprived of their employ ment and home to 
pur sue their research in col lab o ra tive set tings, to find new kinds of employ ment. 
But to be part of such sem i nars and col lab o ra tions is also to learn the impor tance of 
crit i cal thought: of judg ment, of evi dence, of the con di tions and means of per sua
sion, and of the form of free dom that belongs to questioning, to open inquiry, and, 
ide ally, to aca demic free dom. Participation in those sem i nars is also a way of being 
trained in a new field: crit i cal thought for our times.

The Case of Gender Studies
The fate of the gen der stud ies pro gram at the Central Euro pean University in 
Hungary is well known, forc ing that uni ver sity to relo cate to Vienna in order to be 
free of gov ern ment cen sors and rightwing reactionaries.22 But the sit u a tion else
where, in Latin America and in Europe, is now very seri ous. As David Paternotte 
points out, “Gender schol ars have been harassed online, threat ened by email, and 
exposed on var i ous kinds of websites. Major media out lets have denounced their 
schol ar ship and blacklisted sup pos edly dan ger ous schol ars. Protest is no lon ger a 
rare occur rence at aca demic events, and var i ous groups reg u larly pres sure uni ver
sity author i ties to can cel schol arly gath er ings. A bomb threat against the Swed ish 
Secretariat for Gender Research was even reported in 2018.” The attack has entered 
into peer review, hir ing, pro mo tion cases, and the cen sor ing of syl labi. Paternotte 
main tains that

despite the diver sity of their tar gets, these cam paigns all  iden tify gen der, often labeled 
as “gen der ideology,” “gen der the ory,” or “genderism,” as the ideo log i cal matrix of the 
var i ous reforms they oppose, includ ing abor tion and sex ual and repro duc tive rights, 
samesex mar riage and adop tion, gen der rec og ni tion and trans rights, new repro duc
tive tech nol o gies, sex edu ca tion, gen der mainstreaming, and the Istanbul Convention 
com bat ting vio lence against women. In both Europe and Latin America, these cam
paigns became widely vis i ble begin ning in 2013, with mas sive mobi li za tions against 
samesex mar riage in France and a suc cess ful con sti tu tional ref er en dum on mar riage 
in Croatia. Today, they are pres ent in most Euro pean and Latin Amer i can countries as 
well as in Australia, the United States, the Philippines, and parts of Africa (in the Pen
te cos tal Churches) and in Central Asia.23

The argu ment that what hap pens in the acad emy makes no dif er ence out side its 
walls is refuted by the sys tem atic attack on gen der stud ies as a field, which has 
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spilled over into the polit i cal domain, as we have seen in Romania, Hungary, and 
Poland as rightwing parties have devel oped their antigen der plat forms. Elections 
in France, Colombia, Costa Rica, and Brazil have pivoted on can di dates’ under
stand ings of gen der. And con ser va tives in the United States and United Kingdom 
focus on a clus ter of issues often asso ci ated with “gen der,” “gen der the ory,” or “gen
der ideology”: the rights of trans peo ple in the mil i tary, rights to abor tion, les bian, 
gay, and trans rights, gay mar riage, sin gle par ent ing, fem i nism, and other social 
move ments for gen der and sex ual equal ity and free dom. The issue of whether 
“gen der” as a term should be used, or whether a return to “sex” should be legally 
man dated, has pre oc cu pied the regimes of Donald Trump, Jair Bolsonaro, Matteo 
Salvini, Vladimir Putin, and rightwing pop u list parties such as VOX in Spain and 
Il Fratelli d’Italia and La Lega in Italy.24

In Latin America, the attack on socalled gen der ideology was height ened 
when evan gel i cal and rightwing Cath o lic forces joined, elab o rat ing a posi tion that 
under stood gen der as an “ideology” representing a social move ment that would 
destroy the fam ily, the human (espe cially “man”), and the doc trine of cre a tion.25 
These polit i cal posi tions took shape in 2004 when the Pontifical Council on the 
Family wrote a let ter to the Bishops of the Cath o lic Church indi cat ing the poten tial 
of “gen der” to destroy fem i nine val ues impor tant to the church, to fos ter  con flict 
between the sexes, and to con test the nat u ral dis tinc tion between the sexes—
indeed, the binary char ac ter of sex itself. In 2016, Pope Francis esca lated the rhet o
ric: “We are expe ri enc ing a moment of the anni hi la tion of man as the image of God.” 
About “the ideology of ‘gen der,’” he exclaimed: “Today  chil dren—chil dren!—are 
taught in school that every one can choose his or her sex!” Then Pope Francis made 
clear what was theo log i cally at stake: “God cre ated man and woman; God cre ated 
the world in a cer tain way . . .  and we are doing the exact oppo site.”26 Apparently, 
gen der is destroying not only the divinely ordained hier ar chy between men and 
women, but also the dif er ence between them that depends on that hier ar chy. 
And in destroying what God has made, gen der ide ol o gists are engaged in a mode 
of destruc tion while God is engaged in cre a tion, which implies het ero sex ual pro
cre ation within mar riage. This is a strong claim. The dom i nant force that opposes 
divine cre a tiv ity is gen der destruc tiv ity. Gender stud ies is thus no lon ger a way to 
ask about how gen der is orga nized in the work place or the pub lic sphere, nor is it an 
open inquiry into how biol ogy and cul ture inter act to pro duce a range of gen dered 
inter pre ta tions of the body. No, gen der is here fig ured as a force of destruc tion. To 
the extent that it is the coun ter force to divine cre a tion, it is demonic—that is, the 
con tem po rary form that the devil now takes. One ques tion for gen der stud ies to 
now pose is how its own inquiry has been disfigured in this way. What social and 
eco nomic forces con verge to pro duce “gen der” as a fear some phan tasm that, for 
some, must be expelled from the world?
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Another strain of the strong attack on gen der stud ies sug ests that it is respon
si ble for “cul tural col lapse,” by which is meant the dis so lu tion of the heteronorma
tive fam ily form, the end of man hood and its pre rog a tives (the nat u ral hier ar chy 
between the sexes), and the con tes ta tion of nat u ral and bib li cal law (or the Bible 
read through cer tain nat u ral law doc trines). Although no one makes their gen der 
in the way that sculp tures are made out of clay, the reli gious oppo nents under
stand gen der the ory as usurping the power of the divine by claiming that gen der 
is constructed. There are sev eral ways of under stand ing what social con struc tion 
means, and sev eral aca demic inqui ries on how best to under stand it, rang ing from 
Ian Hacking’s The Social Construction of What? to Sally Haslanger’s Resisting Reality, 
Social Construction, and Social Critique to Catherine CluneTaylor’s “Is Sex Socially 
Constructed?” in the Routledge Handbook of Feminist Philosophy of Science.27 In the 
anti–gen der ideology move ment, “con struc tion” is taken to be cre a tion ex nihilo—
that is, the notion that we each make our selves in what ever way we wish by vir
tue of a rad i cal vol un ta rism. This mis taken idea of free dom seeks to take over the 
pow ers of cre a tiv ity from the divine source, and is in that sense demonic. Those 
who act according to this notion of free dom not only mis un der stand the lim its of 
human free dom, but expand the con cept of human free dom in ways that openly 
and dan ger ously defy the con straints imposed upon human action and cre a tion by 
divine and nat u ral law. The idea of gen der free dom—the free dom to be or become 
a gen der, the idea that gen dered life can be an expres sion of per sonal or col lec tive 
free dom—is thus a false hood since, in this view, humans are not free to choose or 
“unchoose” the sex they are given; nor are they, for that mat ter, free to affirm sex ual 
ori en ta tions that depart from established het ero sex ual norms.

Of course, social con struc tion and rad i cal indi vid ual vol un ta rism are not the same, 
and just as Fanon made clear that the strug le for free dom takes place within a set of 
over de ter mined his tor i cal con straints, clot ted and con tin gent, so too is gen der a his
tor i cal cat e gory—as Joan Scott has per sua sively dem on strated.28 That gen der stud ies 
ques tions the forms of social and eco nomic inequal ity that depend on a gen dered divi
sion of labor means that it is inter ested in inter ro gat ing the his tor i cal forms that gen der 
has taken, and asks what path ways toward equal ity might yet be pos si ble. For gen der to 
be his tor i cal in this sense means that it is reduc ible nei ther to sex nor to divine and time
less laws or dic tates. Further, to open up the pos si bil ity of a new con fig u ra tion of gen der 
rela tions, includ ing the con di tions for trans rights, implies that social trans for ma tion 
is pos si ble, but does not imply that free dom is the ground of all  his tor i cal shifts. If a 
con cept of free dom is oper a tive in Scott’s view, it is a social one that becomes pos si ble 
when social con di tions change. The his tor i cal char ac ter of gen der means that shifts in 
its mean ings and pow ers can be tracked, but also that its future is not fully pre dict able.

The attack on gen der stud ies as “ideo log i cal” is to some degree an attack on 
social change and his tor i cal trans for ma tion itself, recalling the more gen eral attack 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/critical-tim
es/article-pdf/5/2/399/1725324/399butler.pdf by guest on 19 April 2024



C R IT IC A L T I M E S 5:2 |  AU G U ST 2022 |  414

on cri tique and crit i cal race the ory. What makes gen der an “ideology” for these 
crit ics is the very assump tion that iden ti ties and sex ual ori en ta tion can change 
through time, that dif er ent forms of kin ship can emerge, that insti tu tions like 
mar riage and the fam ily can open to LGBTQI peo ple, that inti mate asso ci a tion can 
form out side of the insti tu tion of mar riage, that repro duc tive tech nol ogy changes 
the way that birth takes place for a wide range of peo ple, straight included, and that 
par ent ing can and does take place in non tra di tional social arrange ments, includ
ing queer and sin gle par ent ing. The descrip tive claim that gen der has changed and 
will change is not the same as call ing for spe cific changes to be implemented. The 
first is a his tor i cal obser va tion; the sec ond is nor ma tive. The anti–gen der ideology 
move ment seeks to thwart the sec ond through cen sor ing the first and some times 
fails to make any dis tinc tion between the two.

For some who attack gen der ideology, social con struc tion often means social 
engi neer ing. For oth ers, social con struc tion is rad i cal vol un ta rism. It either 
destroys free dom or rep re sents a mon strous and destruc tive exer cise of free dom. 
The Ger man soci ol o gist Gabriele Kuby, in her book The Global Sexual Revolution: 
Destruction of Freedom in the Name of Freedom, equates gen der stud ies with total
i tar i an ism.29 And, as we have seen in the most recent US elec tions, the left is 
increas ingly char ac ter ized as total i tar ian, a claim that might seem espe cially jar
ring con sid er ing the lib er a tion and free dom strug les that are iden ti fied by that 
accu sa tion. The strug le against racial injus tice is also often misnamed as a form 
of cen sor ship and thought con trol. The call to end sex ual vio lence is under stood 
as cen sor ship. And yet, the rea son for lim it ing funding to Middle East stud ies 
pro grams is pre cisely to con trol the polit i cal per spec tives avail  able for schol
arly debate and cur ric ula.30 The rea son for call ing for the ban ning of race and 
eth nic stud ies from the cur ric u lum emerges from an under stand ing that these 
aca demic fields are linked to dem o cratic strug les com mit ted to rethink ing and 
real iz ing basic prin ci ples of free dom and equal ity. To make those views avail  able 
is not to demand that stu dents or fac ulty adhere to those views. But the fear is 
inflamed by a belief that to know that an idea exists is imme di ately to be cap tured 
by that idea and to pro mul gate it in a dog matic way. We can add crit i cal the ory to 
the list, for it has tra di tion ally been linked with the oppo si tion to fas cism, to rac
ism, includ ing antiSem i tism, and to forms of dom i na tion emerg ing from both 
cap i tal ism and tech nol ogy.

Teaching about gen der or racial injus tice, or even pro mot ing crit i cal thought, 
does not involve tell ing some one how to live, but it does let us know how peo ple 
do live at the same time that it opens up the pos si bil ity of think ing about a world 
that could be dif er ent and bet ter. To affirm the com plex ity of gen der as lived is not 
destruc tive: it affirms human com plex ity and the gen der spec trum, and it ofers 
and is guided by a gen eral under stand ing that the world should be more liv able 
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for those who suf er under con tem po rary gen der con straints. The world of gen der 
com plex ity is not going away. It demands greater rec og ni tion in order to sup port 
all  those who seek to live, move, speak, and breathe more eas ily with out fear of 
incar cer a tion or vio lence. Those who fall to the side of the norm deserve to live in 
this world with out fear of vio lence, to exist, to ques tion, to seek to cre ate a world 
in which equal ity and free dom more fully char ac ter ize our modes of rela tion. This 
is surely a nor ma tive aspi ra tion but not, for that rea son, a dog matic pre scrip tion.

Human Rights and Academic Freedom
I have already sugested that crit i cal thought makes an essen tial con tri bu tion to 
pub lic life and dem o cratic ide als, and that the con straints imposed by cen sor ship 
imperil those who exer cise their rights to aca demic free dom and extra mu ral polit
i cal expres sion.31 I am aware that a range of polit i cal view points now travel under 
the rubric of aca demic free dom, but that is no rea son to despair of the con cept. 
Academic free dom involves crit i cal inquiry and sug ests that state pow ers in par
tic u lar are unjus ti fied inter ven ing in and crim i nal iz ing aca demic fields and modes 
of inquiry that ask cru cial ques tions about the for ma tion and deploy ment of those 
pow ers. Academic free dom is not reduc ible to a human right, nor should it be con
fused with per sonal or col lec tive claims to free dom. And yet, when aca demic free
dom is denied, and fac ulty lose their posi tions, or stu dents lose their place in an 
aca demic insti tu tion, their free dom to pur sue their inter ests and their voca tions 
can be imper iled—and some times their lives.

One ques tion that remains is whether aca demic free dom has a rela tion to 
human rights and, if so, how we are to think about that rela tion. Each makes a sep
a rate kind of claim: aca demic free dom is a prin ci ple and prac tice that can only be 
invoked within an aca demic insti tu tion by those who are engaged in teach ing and 
research. The invo ca tion of human rights seems to operate quite inde pen dently of 
insti tu tions and national bound aries, usu ally draw ing on the puta tive uni ver sal ity 
of the human. If aca demic free dom is a prin ci ple that ought to be maintained across 
nationstates and other ter ri to ries, it does not need to be grounded in an onto log i
cally secure notion of the human but only in spe cific prac tices that define and sup
port aca demic inquiry. Although some insist that Fanon him self was a human ist, it 
is impor tant to note that he posi tioned him self, and many Black peo ple, out side the 
con struct of the human as it cur rently exists. Many of us under stand ably hes i tate 
in the face of human rights invo ca tions because we have witnessed the hypoc risy 
of human rights charges made by nations that are com mit ting human rights vio la
tions them selves. Or we have seen the invo ca tion of human rights in the launching 
of wars that are actu ally fought for other rea sons alto gether. Another worry about 
“human” rights is that the human sub ject invoked is abstract and decontextual
ized, which means that “the human” brings with it a set of unmarked con texts and 
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con crete real i ties of power: it tac itly assumes, for instance, the mas cu line form of 
a prop erty owner, pre sump tively white. Or it belongs to those who are regarded 
as humans, reproducing the abjec tion of Black life that con tem po rary Black stud
ies has underscored in its cri tique of human ism. Indeed, even the basic ques
tion of who is included in, or excluded from, the human, is one that ought to be 
asked within the acad emy, one that is wor thy of reflec tion within the human i ties 
and social sci ences as they take up the chal lenges of trans, decolonial, and Black 
thought. Indeed, aca demic free dom should guar an tee the abil ity to pose ques tions 
such as these and to sup port var i ous forms of inquiry into such ques tions. Thus, 
why even try to ground aca demic free dom in human rights? It may be, as Jay Bern
stein has argued, that human rights mark the lim its of the tol er a ble with out mak
ing any sub stan tial onto log i cal assump tions.32

The human is itself a ques tion wor thy of inquiry. Some groups are seek ing 
access to the cat e gory of the human, waiting at the door, or knocking on that door 
or even strat e giz ing to break that door down, yet oth ers have no desire to gain 
entry into the human, know ing the kinds of norms it has embod ied, and the vio
lent exclu sions by which it has been constructed through out his tory. Those who 
find them selves ejected from the human nev er the less form a com mu nity of life 
out side the norm or along its mar gins, draw ing on other polit i cal and poetic vocab
u lar ies.33 In the face of this chal lenge, one tac tic has been to assert, for instance, 
women’s human rights, which com bines, or pur pose fully clashes, the socially spe
cific group that has been excluded with the uni ver sal. Yet another approach is to 
for mu late human rights claims in ways that are con tex tual and his tor i cal, and 
gen er ally avoid uni ver sal claims about the human alto gether. When framed that 
way, the human rights claim can be part of a local move ment, even identitarian, 
but is tasked with forming links with other such move ments in a chain of trans
na tional sol i dar ity.

Some now ask whether the frame work of human rights is rel e vant or even 
dan ger ous in the age of the Anthropocene.34 To some crit ics, and under stand ably 
so, human rights seem emphat i cally anthro po cen tric, and so to repro duce a ver
sion of the world where the human is at the cen ter, con sid ered supe rior to other 
ani mals and life forms, and where the eco log i cal con di tions of life, which are them
selves liv ing pro cesses, seem not to have rights at all . Although schol ars of envi
ron men tal gov er nance have debated for years now whether trees and oceans can 
have rights, or whether rights claims are too inti mately tied to the human, those 
ques tions are still open and press ing. One ques tion is whether human rights could 
be for mu lated in light of cli mate change, which would both dis place the anthro po
cen trism of human rights and under score the duty to pro tect the envi ron ment or 
to cease all  forms of dam ag ing inter fer ence. Perhaps what is most impor tant is to 
adopt a new set of duties and obli ga tions rather than a set of rights, empha siz ing 
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stew ard ship and pro tec tions. Human rights can be part of this pic ture only if they 
are reformulated in light of all  of these press ing ques tions. I would sug est that 
human rights frame works need to move beyond the notion of the sub ject of rights 
con ceived through the ontol ogy of indi vid u al ism and human ism even as they are 
called upon to pro tect indi vid u als against cer tain kinds of vio la tions.

What would it mean to reformulate human rights against anthro po cen trism, 
insisting that humans are liv ing crea tures among liv ing crea tures and that their 
claim to a liv able life depends fun da men tally on a liv ing world that can per sist 
through indefi  nite time, a world whose per sis tence is protected by a series of inter
connected cov e nants? A human life per sists on the assump tion that the con di tions 
of liv abil ity are met, such as shel ter and health care—or access to drink able water 
and breath able air. This we know. And though social and eth i cal claims of this kind 
seem to priv i lege once again the cen tral ity of human require ments, they also dis
place the cen tral ity of the human, since the human is not sim ply a selfinter ested 
indi vid ual but a crea ture whose sur vival depends on the per sis tence of a liv ing 
world, whose rela tions to the liv ing world will deter mine whether or not the dev
as ta tions of cli mate change are revers ible. A liv ing nature and a liv ing world surely 
include peo ple but also all  kinds of organ isms, plant and ani mal life, the built envi
ron ment; land, water, and air; and the com plex phys i cal, chemical, aes thetic, and 
cul tural prop er ties and pro cesses that are part of the entire com plex ity that is both 
earth and world.

The right of a human to live a liv able life may be con strued as a human right 
in the nar row sense, yet the con di tion of liv abil ity applies not only to human crea
tures, but also to all  sorts of liv ing crea tures and liv ing phe nom ena. They are dif er
en ti ated aspects of the liv ing world, or what the Earth Charter calls “a com mu nity 
of the liv ing.”35 For the human to be a liv ing crea ture among other liv ing crea tures 
and pro cesses is for the human to be inter de pen dent, interconnected, and rela
tional, belong ing to a world.

As was the case under Latin Amer i can dic ta tor ships, human rights frame works 
allow for a ref er ence point out side the national frame to illu mi nate injus tice, pro
vid ing a per spec tive that mil i tates against cor rupt and vio lent regimes, against sex
ual vio lence, femicides, and tor ture. But even as human rights claims break with one 
national frame, do they implic itly sub scribe to another? The risk that human rights 
dis course runs is to import a spe cific rights regime from the West that operates in 
the ser vice of cul tural impe ri al ism. When work ing best, rights claims that emerge 
from net works of trans na tional sol i dar ity call into ques tion the legit i macy of states 
or regimes of power such as incar cer a tion that autho rize and inflict such vio la tions.

So, human rights activ ism only makes sense in the con text of a social move
ment that seeks to address the fun da men tal struc tures of power, whether set tler 
colo nial ism, extractivism, apart heid, or geno cide. If we object to the reduc tion of 
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pol i tics to human rights, then what fol lows is either a rejec tion of human rights 
alto gether or a resituating of human rights within a global move ment elab o rated by 
trans ver sal solidarities and an eco log i cal decentering of the human.36 The “human” 
con tin ues to be the busi ness of the human i ties, even if as a topic of robust cri tique. 
Is there a way to refuse the “human” as ground, keep it as a crit i cal theme, and to 
pur sue aca demic free dom as a trans na tional right?

Importantly, activ ist schol ars like Homa Hoodfar have started col lab o ra tive 
eforts to develop a trans na tional account of human rights, as laid out in her lec ture 
“Critical Thinking as a Transnational Right.”37 Hoodfar, an anthro pol o gist at Con
cordia University whose schol arly field is women and sex u al ity in Islamic soci e ties, 
was detained for 112 days in Iran’s noto ri ous Evin prison in 2016, accused of oppos
ing the state and promulgating fem i nism. In prison, she was deprived of pen and 
paper and so wrote a book in her mind, or, rather, performed writ ing motions with 
her hand on the wall of her cell to com pose invis i ble pages mak ing the case for aca
demic free dom. She used every ses sion with the guards and inter ro ga tors to teach 
them the mean ing of aca demic free dom, pos ing crit i cal ques tions and sugesting 
hypo thet i cals, and then consigned each les son to mem ory. There she devel oped 
her trans na tional vision of aca demic free dom as a right, based on con ven tions and 
con tracts that derive their legit i macy from the ways in which aca demic free dom 
serves the pub lic good and the ide als of democ racy. In her view, the con ven tions 
and agree ments that stip u late aca demic free dom do not have to be based within 
the nationstate or even be rat i fied by a state to gain their legit i macy. How would 
the state be held account able for a con ven tion it both signs and dis re gards? Only a 
global con sen sus can uphold the con ven tions of aca demic free dom. For Hoodfar, 
the legit i macy of aca demic free dom emerges from a trans na tional under stand ing 
of how aca demic free dom con sti tutes a pub lic good on a global scale, and how edu
ca tional insti tu tions based on that right can serve the pur poses of a global sol i
dar ity move ment to sup port and defend open inquiry as an inte gral com po nent of 
edu ca tion and democ racy alike. Such forms of alli ance have been exem pli fied by 
sol i dar ity acad e mies in Turkey and else where, sugesting that the uni ver sity can 
and should exist out side its walls, draw ing on pub lic knowl edges unreg u lated by 
state con trol.38

If we think of aca demic free dom as a trans na tional right, we base it nei ther on 
the notion of the human nor within the juris dic tion of nationstates. What we call 
a right in such instances is the supported power to belong to a world in which open 
inquiry is supported and protected, where the body, the liv ing being, is at stake in 
what is thought, where the keep ing open of the ques tion is the way to stay alive. In 
this way, it is a right to belong to, and to live within, a liv able world, and one that 
depends on pub lic and insti tu tional sup port for open inquiry and crit i cal thought. 
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When these cod i fied under stand ings are betrayed, so too is there a break in social 
rela tions, the obli ga tions we owe one another to make and pre serve a world for the 
openended com mu nity of life.

Humanities and the Life of Critique
I began this essay with a con sid er ation of attacks on schol ars and schol ar ship, and 
then turned to Fanon to under stand how crit i cal thought and its open ques tions 
relate to the very pos si bil ity of exis tence and of belong ing to a world. Fanon’s insis
tence on the exis ten tial urgency of questioning sugested a way to think about 
endan gered schol ars, threat ened fields of study, as questioning activ i ties, ones that 
in my view should be called “crit i cal” because of the var i ous senses that “crit i cal” 
car ries: pertaining to a cri sis, open ing up a prac tice of questioning, and linking 
what hap pens in the uni ver sity to the broader strug le for democ racy. I also sought 
to dem on strate that shut ting down gen der stud ies and gen der dis course is one way 
for author i tar ian pow ers to con trol not only move ments of thought but the social 
move ments whose leg is la tive vic to ries demand a rethink ing of embodi ment, kin
ship, sex u al ity, and power. Although local strug les are of the utmost impor tance, 
it is cru cial to have a robust enough doc trine of aca demic free dom that emerges 
from trans na tional per spec tives and to con sider ways of rethink ing aca demic free
dom as a global human right in the con tem po rary world. Finally, I wish to make a 
case for the human i ties not as the only source for crit i cal thought but as a com plex 
mode of inquiry that is cru cial for the prac tice of crit i cal thought, stay ing alive, and 
strug ling for democ racy.

As some one trained in phi los o phy and lit er a ture, some one who works with 
texts, lan guage, argu ments, fic tions, and ide als, I want to insist that the value of 
the human i ties has to be part of any efort to defend both crit i cal thought and aca
demic free dom in the con text of wan ing or destroyed dem o cratic pub lic cul tures. 
In these days when so many are strug ling to estab lish the value of the human i ties 
within their insti tu tions and show the value of the human i ties to the world, we 
should per haps pause to ask: What would the world be with out the human i ties? 
To ask the ques tion is to enter into the human i ties, to ask a ques tion that imag
ines the world oth er wise than how it appears, that probes poten tials, both uto pian 
and dys to pian. We are already within the frame of the human i ties when we ask 
about any such pos si ble world. So our ques tion would be lost as well, and, with
out the human i ties, we would not be  able to take the mea sure of that loss. Almost 
all  of us are faced with urgent and con tem po rary ques tions: How do we inter pret 
the world, judge argu ments that are made, con sider evi dence and archives, and 
openly imag ine a more just and equal future with out fearing pun ish ment for put
ting those thoughts into words? We are already within the human i ties when we 
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ask, as we do daily: How is the world being represented and imag ined, what is 
being edited out, what forms of unre al ity now pose as if they are real, and what 
untruths call them selves true? What grounds do we have for objecting to injus tice 
and strug ling for jus tice, and how do we make those widely known across lan
guages and bor ders?

I worry that as we have sought to cor rect all  the lies and mis in for ma tion cir
cu lated by the last US pres i dent and his fol low ers, we have unwit tingly accepted 
a prob lem atic set of ral ly ing cries: Facts over Fiction! or Facts, Not Fiction! But let 
us not rush to embrace pos i tiv ism and for get fic tion or, for that mat ter, inter pre ta
tion, read ing, crit i cal think ing, and the trans for ma tive pow ers of artis tic prac tice, 
which bear truth in other ways. Let us also remem ber how pow er ful fic tions can 
be, the other worlds that refract our own, their dis tinc tive capac ity to illu mi nate 
the pow ers that course through the world—the extraor di nary work of the late Toni 
Morrison and James Baldwin, Virginia Woolf, Audre Lorde and the con tem po rary 
and fab u lous fic tion of N. K. Jemison.

The fab u lous and the fic tional have their place in a world where hori zons have 
shut so firmly and quickly that no glim mer of hope shines through. Fictions let us 
speak about human action and its con se quences, the lim its and pos si bil i ties of time 
and space, of human and inhu man action, of jus tice, revenge, and for give ness. An 
entire domain of val ues would remain unthinkable with out fic tion, and so, no, we 
do not want to live in a world with out poetry, fic tion, art, and film. In fact, we refuse 
to live in such a world. For there are ques tions of worldmak ing and value that will 
never be fully reduc ible to mar kets and mar ket value, and we see what hap pens 
when the world of the imag i na tion is over taken by phan tasms that demon ize Black 
and Brown com mu ni ties, harass women back into sub ser vi ence, and force queer 
and trans peo ple back into their clos ets and deadnames. The imag i na tion is pow er
ful and, in its psy chotic forms, dan ger ous, as we see when the tyrant imag ines him
self as win ning an elec tion when he has already lost. And yet, the basic ques tions, 
how to live, how to live with oth ers, how to build together that more ideal human 
world, that world within a sus tain able planet, all  these impli cate the human i ties in 
a nowurgent sense of global respon si bil ity. Academic free dom as a trans na tional 
right can only have mean ing within a move ment that links the acad emy with the 
pub lics in which we live. A more rad i cal imag in ing of democ racy, transregional 
and translinguistic, depends on a uni ver sity where the free dom to imag ine is sup
ported, where questioning is savored, and where bring ing forth visions and plans 
for undo ing the ongo ing efects of vio lence and destruc tion is lauded for its trans
for ma tive power. If cri tique is neg a tive, it negates the idea that the world as con sti
tuted is the only pos si ble ver sion of the world, that the human is the only pos si ble 
ver sion of life. Up against the lim its of the intel li gi ble is not the unin tel li gi ble, but 
the notyet thought, or that which is notyet recov ered for the pres ent. To broach 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/critical-tim
es/article-pdf/5/2/399/1725324/399butler.pdf by guest on 19 April 2024



B U T L E R |  E N DA NG E R E D S C HO L A R S H I P  |  421

the unthought, to ask what can still be thought, is itself a ques tion and a strug le, 
trans na tional and stub born, call ing for the rethink ing of all  the categories bound 
up with the pros pect of con tinu ing dev as ta tion.
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Notes
1. Fanon, Black Skin, 206; Peau noire, 187.
2. Fanon’s rejection of “being” here focuses on the socially constituted and intelligible 

character of racial categories. He is thus left fathoming the nothing, metaphysically 
considered. The work on Black ontology undertaken by Christina Sharpe, Frank Wilderson, 
and other scholars tends now to focus on the problem of being that emerges on the basis of 
the negation that Fanon describes in diferent ways. Calvin Warren puts it this way in his 
introduction to Ontological Terror:

Black humanism and postmetaphysics, however, leave the question of being unat
tended as it concerns black(ness). Both assume being is applicable and operative—black 
humanism relies on metaphysical being and postmetaphysics relies on multiple inter
pretations or manifestations of being. In other words, the human’s being grounds both 
philosophical perspectives. Although postmetaphysics allows for a capacious under
standing of the human and Being, it still posits being universally as it concerns free
dom; no entity is without it, even if it manifests diferently, or as diference, if we follow 
Deleuze. This is to sugest that both discourses proceed as if the question of being has 
been settled and that we no longer need to return to it—the question, indeed, has been 
elided in critical discourses concerning blackness. Ontological Terror seeks to put the 
question back in its proper place: at the center of any discourse about Being. (5)

 Christina Sharpe also argues against Black humanism, asking how various performances 
and genres seek to mediate ontological negation, perpetual abjection, and “un/survival.” 
Sharpe writes,

To be in the wake is to occupy and to be occupied by the continuous and changing pres
ent of slavery’s as yet unresolved unfolding. To be “in” the wake, to occupy that grammar, 
the infinitive, might provide another way of theorizing, in/for/from what Frank Wilder
son refers to as “stay[ing] in the hold of the ship.” With each of those definitions of wake 
present throughout my text, I argue that rather than seeking a resolution to blackness’s 
ongoing and irresolvable abjection, one might approach Black being in the wake as a 
form of consciousness. (In the Wake, 14)

3. Fanon, Black Skin, 202.
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4. See Beauvoir, Ethics of Ambiguity; Renault, “Gender of Race.”
5. Fanon, Black Skin, 206.
6. Fanon, Black Skin, 206; Peau noire, 188.
7. Fanon, Black Skin, 94; Peau noire, 92.
8. Fanon, Black Skin, 206; Peau noire, 188.
9. See Fanon’s adaptation of Hegel’s doctrine of reciprocal recognition in “The Black Man and 

Hegel,” in chap. 7, “The Black Man and Recognition,” in Black Skin, 185–97.
10. Fanon, Black Skin, 193; Peau noire, 177.
11. Fanon, Black Skin, 206; Peau noire, 188.
12. Fanon, Peau noire, 177.
13. Fanon, Black Skin, 206.
14. See Gordon, What Fanon Said.
15. See Scott, Knowledge, Power, and Academic Freedom.
16. See Butler, “Critique, Crisis, and the Elusive Tribunal.”
17. Trump, “Remarks by President Trump.”
18. On October 20, 2020, the UK House of Commons declared itself opposed to critical 

race theory, and the government subsequently declared that “any school which teaches 
these elements of critical race theory, or which promotes partisan political views such as 
defunding the police without ofering a balanced treatment of opposing views, is breaking 
the law.” In the United States alone, the legislation against CRT is multiplying. As of 
November 2021, nine states passed legislation, including Arizona, whose legislation was 
subsequently reversed by the Arizona Supreme Court. Although most of the state bills that 
have passed did not refer to “critical race theory” explicitly, they did target the idea that 
the United States is inherently or thoroughly racist and opposed all forms of training that 
sought to uncover conscious or unconscious bias. They also took the opportunity to target 
lectures on gender, considering both kinds of trainings and discussions to be “ideological.” 
School boards in states such as Florida, Georgia, Utah, and Alabama introduced new 
guidelines barring what they consider CRT discussions. Local school boards in Georgia, 
North Carolina, Kentucky, and Virginia also criticized CRT. At least twenty additional 
states have introduced or plan to introduce similar legislation. See American Civil Liberties 
Union, “Kimberlé Crenshaw.”

19. Al Jadid Staf, “Said’s Books Banned.”
20. Scholars at Risk Network, “Peace Petition Scholars, Turkey.”
21. Amnesty International, “Turkey.”
22. Pető, “Attack on Freedom of Education.”
23. Paternotte, “Gender Studies and the Dismantling.”
24. Dietze and Roth, Right-Wing Populism and Gender.
25. See my piece on the anti–gender ideology movement: Butler, “Why Is the Idea of ‘Gender.’”
26. Quoted in Zauzmer, “Pope Francis Says It’s ‘Terrible.’ ”
27. Hacking, Social Construction of What?; Halsinger, Resisting Reality; CluneTaylor, “Is Sex 

Socially Constructed?”
28. See Scott, “Gender: A Useful Category,” first published in American Historical Review in 1986 

and reprinted in the thirtiethanniversary edition of Scott, Gender and the Politics of History.
29. Kuby, Global Sexual Revolution. The book is published by Angelico Press, which, according to 

its website, is “dedicated to making the rich tradition of Catholic intellectual and cultural 
life more available to families, students, and scholars.” For a critique of Kuby, see Hark and 
Villa, Anti-genderismus.
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30. The use of Title VI of the Higher Education Act of 1965 to regulate and defund Middle 
East studies programs has been widely discussed. Demanding a diversity of viewpoints, 
the government can use Title VI to defund programs that feature courses on Palestinian 
history and rights. See, for examples, Wolf, “Title VI and Middle East Studies”; Center for 
Constitutional Rights, “Letter.”

31. See my further views on this subject in Butler, “Dissenting View from the Humanities.”
32. Bernstein, “Of Ecocide and Human Rights.”
33. See Moten and Harney, Undercommons.
34. Sokol, “Rethinking Rights”; Grear, “Human Rights and New Horizons?”; Bernstein, “Of 

Ecocide and Human Rights.”
35. Earth Charter Initiative, “Earth Charter Text.”
36. Tazzioli, “What Is Left of Migrants’ Spaces?”; Balibar, Citizenship.
37. Hoodfar, “Roadmap to Transnational Academic Freedom.” See also Biner, “Precarious 

Solidarities.”
38. Turkey Page Editors, “Solidarity Academies”; Solidarity Academy, “Solidarity Academy.”
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