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Here is the time for the sayable, here is its homeland.

Speak and bear witness. More than ever

the Things that we might experience are vanishing, for

what crowds them out and replaces them is an imageless act.

—Rainer Maria Rilke, The Ninth Duino Elegy 
(Stephen Mitchell translation)







Prologue

What are the bravest words you have ever heard? What are the words that have changed your mind, or made you feel something you had never felt before, or imagine something you had never thought was possible? What are the words that are burned in your memory because they are so powerful, so true, so revolutionary? 

I could fill every page in this book and many pages more with the extraordinary words I have been fortunate enough to encounter in my life. Some have been spoken by people I see every day, some by people I have never met, some by people who have long since passed from this Earth. The speakers I am most fascinated by are the ones who know that their words put them in peril but who are moved—by love, by justice, by truth—to speak despite the danger.

I will never forget the first time I attempted to recount, in a public lecture, the story of Sophie Scholl and the White Rose student resistance group. In 1943, twenty-one-year-old Scholl was beheaded by the Nazis for distributing pamphlets that exposed Nazi atrocities. When I tried to read Scholl’s last words out loud—“Such a fine, sunny day, and I have to go, but what does my death matter, if through us, thousands of people are awakened and stirred to action?”1—I suddenly had to stop, overwhelmed by unexpected tears. Even now, having repeated those words many times in many settings, I cannot get all the way through them without having to pause and gather myself. I think her words will always halt and haunt me, and that I will always be struck by their almost unbearable poignancy. 

Scholl’s is one of many stories told in this book, and these stories are the reason I wrote this book. She and the other speakers highlighted in these pages exemplify what the ancient Greeks called parrhesia, a concept often translated as “free speech” but more accurately rendered as “fearless speech.” This is not speech for speech’s sake, or for self-interest, or performance, or exploitation, but rather speech that seeks to communicate truth no matter what it might cost the speaker. It is speech not as a legalistic or abstract exercise but as a flesh-and-blood practice. 

This is a book that takes speech seriously, and as such, it is about speech first and the First Amendment second. The dysfunction of current American free speech discourse can largely be attributed to the inversion of that order. For far too long, the First Amendment has been treated as the measure and the model of expressive freedom, as if the vast potential and the power of speech could be contained within a narrow legal doctrine. But it was not the First Amendment that abolished slavery, or exposed the horrors of lynching, or fought for women’s equal rights. Fearless speakers accomplished those things. Most of the time they did it without the shield of the First Amendment, even as their persecutors wielded the First Amendment as a sword.

This book, accordingly, is partly a critique of First Amendment doctrine and how it has stifled and domesticated the possibilities of free speech. Even more importantly, it is an introduction to and a celebration of speakers whose expression has sparked revolutions, protected the vulnerable, and held the powerful accountable—without, despite, or beyond the First Amendment. 

1
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