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  On his New York Times "Think Again" blog, Stanley Fish has added new fuel to an old debate on the relevance of the humanities for moral improvement and for the cultivation of the citizen virtues.1 Fish, to some extent the liberal academy's very own Rush Limbaugh, unmasks as empty posturing any illusion that an education in the humanities bears special relevance for the improvement of our moral culture or for enlightening citizens. What the humanities in fact can do, he argues, is to teach techniques of interpretation and argument, which themselves are, Fish insinuates, little more than forms of puzzle solving and which therefore do little more than enhance the pleasure inherent in the activities themselves. If professors in such fields as literature and philosophy did gain moral insights as a result of their academic expertise, then surely they would exemplify these insights in their lives, but in fact they do not. Neither philosophy nor any other area in the humanities possesses special sources of wisdom that would provide moral or ethical guidance to either themselves or their students. "Teachers of literature and philosophy are competent in a subject not a ministry," Fish insists; "it is not the business of the humanities to save us. . . . What then do they do? They don't do anything if what is meant by 'do' is to bring about effects in the world. . . . And if they don't bring about effects in the world then they cannot be justified except in relation to the pleasure they give to those who enjoy them."2 He acknowledges that the humanities can teach critical thinking and that this is valuable for our larger moral culture, and yet, he observes, the talk shows and their pundits and even sports radio for that matter teach critical thinking with no less success than universities and colleges. On the other hand, the moral blunders of the most learned among us (Fish names the neoconservatives Richard Pearle, Samuel Huntington, Paul Wolfowitz, and William Kristol) should make us realize that education can foster illusions and the arrogance that can accompany claims to special knowledge.
 But if a humanistic education does not have any special prerogative in the development of critical thinking skills, and indeed if it can make no legitimate claims whatsoever in respect to providing moral guidance or instilling civic virtues, which is what Fish argues, then we might as well, and perhaps even do [End Page 290] better to, turn to sources beyond the academy for moral enlightenment. In fact, in this essay, I would like to see how far this kind of turn gets us. My question is whether or not the kind of normative claims that we find beyond the academy would necessarily draw us back to professional philosophers (philosophers who work for the most part in the academy) for sources of special knowledge and insight, and if so, in what way.
 One of the more interesting of these nonacademic endeavors over the past few years, especially in the context of a discussion of the manipulation of consent in American democracy, is the best seller, Thomas Frank's What's the Matter with Kansas?3 My question again is whether this kind of nonacademic effort of moral enlightenment can as well as any originally more academic endeavor provide the basis for normative judgments, or, on the contrary, if philosophy offers some special source of insight or methodology beyond what such popular efforts provide for our social ethos. Fish claims that the mastery of whatever can be taught in philosophy (he typically lists literature along with philosophy, but my focus in this essay will be exclusively on philosophy) and the acquisition of moral wisdom are "independent variables." If he were right, then what one learns in philosophy would be continuous with what one might learn from talk show pundits and sports radio, and nothing more. Philosophy is a subject and not a ministry, and for this reason, at least on Fish's view, philosophy might even be said to offer less than talk shows. Unlike writers like Frank who in their capacity as authors and, perhaps even more to...
 
 
 
 
			

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
      
      
        
      

      

			
			
			
						
			
				
					collapse
				
				
					
					You are not currently authenticated.
									
					If you would like to authenticate using a different subscribed institution or have your own login and password to Project MUSE

					Authenticate
				

			

			
			
			
    	

    	
    	




	
		

		

		

			
				
				Purchase/rental options available:
					 Rent from
							DeepDyve
	Buy Digital
							Article for $19.00 (USD)
	Buy Complete Digital Issue for $25.00 (USD)


				
			


		
		

		

		
    
    
	  Share


    
               
      
  		
  		
  		  

  		
    

		
    
		

		
			
			
		

    


	





    	
    	
    	
    	
    	



    	
    	
	
		
			Additional Information

		

				
							
			
				
					ISSN
				

				
					1527-9383
				

			

			
			
			
				
					Print ISSN
				

				
					0891-625X
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
            
			
			
			
				
					Pages
				

				
					pp. 290-299
				

			

									
			
			
				
					Launched on MUSE
				

				
					2009-04-15
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
				
					Open Access
				

				
					
					No
					
				

			

			
			
			
				
			
			
		

	

	
		
		

		

	






		
			
				
					
						Project MUSE Mission

						Project MUSE promotes the creation and dissemination of essential humanities and social science resources through collaboration with libraries, publishers, and scholars worldwide. Forged from a partnership between a university press and a library, Project MUSE is a trusted part of the academic and scholarly community it serves.

					

					
						
					

				

			

			
			
				
					
						
							
								About

									MUSE Story
	Publishers
	Discovery Partners
	Journal Subscribers
	Book Customers
	Conferences


							
							
								What's on Muse

									Open Access
	Journals
	Books
	The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot
	MUSE in Focus


							
							

						

						
						  
								Resources

									News & Announcements
	Email Sign-Up
	Promotional Materials
	Presentations
	Get Alerts


							
							
								Information For

									Publishers
	Librarians
	Individuals
	Instructors


							
							

						

					

					
						
							
								Contact

									Contact Us
	Help


									
											
	
	


									


							
							
								Policy & Terms

									Accessibility
	Privacy Policy
	Terms of Use


							
							

						

						
							
								2715 North Charles Street
Baltimore, Maryland, USA 21218

								+1 (410) 516-6989

								muse@jh.edu

								©2024 Project MUSE. Produced by Johns Hopkins University Press in collaboration with The Sheridan Libraries.

							

							
								Now and Always, 
The Trusted Content Your Research Requires

								
								
								
								
								

								Now and Always, The Trusted Content Your Research Requires

								Built on the Johns Hopkins University Campus

							

							

						

					

					

				

			

			
				Built on the Johns Hopkins University Campus
		
				©2024 Project MUSE. Produced by Johns Hopkins University Press in collaboration with The Sheridan Libraries.
			
			
		
		

		
		
		
		
		
			Back To Top
		

		
		
		
		  
		
		
		
			
				This website uses cookies to ensure you get the best experience on our website. Without cookies your experience may not be seamless.

				Accept
					
						
								
						
						
						

				

			

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	