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Queen’s speech on 11th May 2021 

• promise to 
“strengthen and 
renew democracy” 

• Higher education: free 
speech and academic 
freedom
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“creeping culture of censorship” (p. 5)? 

• has produced a “chilling 

effect”  on  academic 

freedom 
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“there is a growing 
atmosphere on 
campuses that is 
antithetical to 

constructive debate 
where differing opinion 
is respected”.  (pp.18-19)



some caveats (1)

Caveat 1
• Only “a tiny proportion” of 

events have actually 
been cancelled in recent 
years: 

• a recent briefing paper = 
actual incidents of “no 
platforming” are rare. 

Caveat 2
• attributable to a very 

small minority of 
individual students or 
staff 
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C:/Users/cb346/Downloads/CBP-9143.pdf


More seriously…(2)

Caveat 1: negativity •shambolic 

Caveat: 2: positivity •Fear of CC is itself a moral panic (pomo irony? Or “right 
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Self-censorship

1. perceived ho
stility from p

eers

2. fear of harm
ing the repu

tation of the 

organisation
 

3. anxiety abou
t damaging c

areer prospe
cts by 

daring to exe
rcise the pub

lic use of re
ason. 
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Although threatening fines for 'no
-platforming' may have the 'very 

same effect' as banning 
controversial guests



Cancelling the Enlightenment?
“…Western philosophy, for which 
the subject-object 
dialectic, the Cartesian viewpoint

• “Cartesian doubt is a 
systematic process of 
being skeptical about 
the truth of one's 
beliefs”

• "dubito ergo cogito, cogito 
ergo sum"

• (wikipedia)
•  even the cogito is 
undermined by Evil 
Genius Doubt.
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Enlightenment: values or slogans?

Descartes / 
Spinoza 
Hobbes / 
Rousseau
Leibniz / 
Voltaire 
Hume / 
Kant

• Lots of (anachronistic?) 

controversy , but 

• Deus sive natura (BdS)

• No man has any natural authority 

over his fellow men. (JJR)

• Cultivate your garden (V)
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“Have th
e coura

ge to us
e 

your ow
n under

standing
,"

https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/2021/02/podcast-are-new-campus-free-speech-laws-really-necessary
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-9569835/University-principal-faces-calls-QUIT-allowing-intolerant-cancel-culture.html
http://www.columbia.edu/acis/ets/CCREAD/etscc/kant.html
http://www.columbia.edu/acis/ets/CCREAD/etscc/kant.html


And of course… 

• “…I have no need to think, if only 
I can pay”  I. Kant.
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http://www.columbia.edu/acis/ets/CCREAD/etscc/kant.html




Olympe de Gouges (1748-1793) 

“The tocsin of reason resounds through the whole universe: recognize your rights. The powerful empire of nature is no longer surrounded by prejudices, fanaticism, superstition and lies.”
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WvRT3olP-0I


"They never forgave her, 
and she paid for her 
carelessness with her head.
“ (in 1793)
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Slogans for fun…
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“To study 
and not 

think is a 
waste. 

To think 
and not 
study is 

dangerous.
”

Wollstonecraft – Rousseau – 
Kant?   

To suppress free 
speech is a double 
wrong. It violates the 
rights of the hearer as 
well as those of the 
speaker.



Enlightenment is a concept, not a time, place or object
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“To study and not 
think is a waste. 
To think and not 

study is 
dangerous.”

To suppress free speech 
is a double wrong. It 
violates the rights of the 
hearer as well as those of 
the speaker.

https://www.theschooloflife.com/thebookoflife/confucius/
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/frederick-douglass/
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