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INTRODUCTION 
Including Portions of Stanley Fish's MWI paper 

nAnti-Professionalismm 

1 DAVID R. SHUMWAY 

This issue of Critical Exchange grew out of SCE1s 1983 MLA 
Convention session on the llInstitutionlization and Professionalization 
of Literary Studies" which featured Stanley Fishls paper "Anti- 
Professionalism" and the responses included in this issue by Samuel 
Weber and Richard Ohmann. The issue doubles a s  Volume 3 of the 
The GRIP Report and contains additional responses t o  Fish's essay by 
James Fanto, Drucilla Cornell, and myself. llAnti-Professionalismll will 
appear in New Literary History, but it will only be about half the 
length of the paper Fish delivered to those who are responding to it in 
this issue. Therefore, in what follows I have summarized the central 
argument of ltAnti-Professionalismll and have included verbatim and 
in-full the discussions of anti-professionalism in the law and the GRIP 
project which a r e  absent from the NLH version.1 Of course the full 
rhetorical force of Fish's argument cannot be conveyed by so brief a 
summary; we urge our  readers to consult the essay in NLH when it 
appears. 

Fish begins BAnti-professionalismtl by repeating the familiar 
anecdote about the editor who is sent a more minor Shakespeare 
sonnet and rejects it because i t  i s  mannered o r  artificial. Fish points 
out  that there a r e  two morals attributed t o  this story: 1) we have 
been duped by habit and critical dogma into valuing a worthless 
object; o r  2) i t  i s  easy for  valuable objects to  be ignored by critics 
who are in the grip of professional fashion. These two morals may 
seem contradictory, but they represent for Fish the same position in 
the sense that both assume the independence of value from the agency 
of professional authority. These two morals parallel the two kinds 
of anti-professionalism which Fish distinguishes later,  left-wing and 
right-wing, in that both share what he calls the anti-professional 
assumption. He defines anti-professionalism as "any attitude or  
argument that enforces a distinction between professional labors on 
the one hand and identification and promotion of what i s  t rue  o r  
valuable on the other" (Fish 2). 

In general, anti-professionalism sees professionalistn a s  a 
betrayal of the interests of clients and society in the interests of 
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those of the profession. This betrayal extends beyond the mere 
interests of the majority, however, because it i s  also i s  a betrayal of 
truth. A s  Larson points out , modern professions a re  distinguished 
by their claims of "cognitive e x c l u s i ~ e n e s s ~ ~  (Larson 15). Pro- 
fessionals are,  therefore, not only custodians of client t rus t ,  but 
also of special knowledge that justifies their privileged social 
position. Finally, in addition to  betraying the t ru th  and victimizing 
others, the professional himself is also a victim of professionalism 
because if his profession i s  hypocritical, secretive, self-interested, 
and mindlessly specialized, then he a s  a member of the profession 
must also have forsaken his ideals in pursuit of these false goals. 
The implication of this view, according to Fish, is that to becomd a 
professional is to risk one's very humanity. 

If anti-professionalists a re  against self-interest, specialization, 
and the constraining effects of roles and patterns that a re  inculcated 
in professional training and practice, they a re  for not only 
responsibility, the public interest, and value, but also openness, 
freedom, and sincerity: the real self and not the self constricted by a , 

role. Thus academics complain that professionalism limits their 
work by introducing concerns such as  promotion which cause them to  
write only to make their vitae look better, and not out of service to 
need o r  belief. Professional pressure resul ts  in the production of 
writing that serves only careerism. Careerism corrupts both by 
encouraging work to be done for  the wrong reasons and by 
encouraging reliance on professional authority rather than on the 
authority of evidence and argument. 

The effect of careerism, according to  anti-professionals, i s  that 
younger professionals adopt the intellectual habits of their mentors 
in order to curry  favor. For E. D. Hirsch, this in turn can leads to  
the potential collapse of a discipline because i t s  members may follow 
every "drift in the currents of intellectual fashiont1 (Hirsch 155). 
Fish asserts  that Hirsch sees fashion a s  a form of "rhetoricn which i s  
a threat to the rationality of inquiry, and he points out that Hirsch's 
treatment of rhetoric has i ts  roots in Aristotle's dis trust  of style a s  
an illegitimate influence on inquiry. Rhetoric has been for Western 
philosophy that which stands between the thinker and truth, and Fish 
therefore argues that anti-professionalism is  a contemporary ex- 
pression of anti-rhetoricity. In his discussion of Hirsch, Fish makes 
clear what the stakes are for anti-professionalists: the defense of a 
body Itof related and finally equivalent acontextual entitiest1 (Fish 10). 
These include truth independent of temporality o r  interest, know- 
Bedge of this t ruth not restricted to a perspective, and a self free of 

perspective, and therefore free to choose the t ruth discovered in 
disinterested inquiry. The opponents of this project are fashion, 
accident, interest, mere history, rhetoric, politics in a narrow 
sense; in other words, all that i s  seen a s  the character of the 
professional set apart from i ts  lofty goals and ideals. 

At this point i s  t h y s s a y ,  Fish asse r t s  that this essentialism is  
forceful and cogent in i ts own terms. He labels this openly 
essentialist anti-professionalism "right-wing." In addition to Hirsch, 
he discusses at  length Stephen Toulmin a s  a right-wing intellectual 
who, in Human Understanding, attempts to incorporate the influence 
of professional conditions and historical circumstances into his 
account of developing intellectual activity. Fish argues that Toulmin 
cannot escape his own essentialist assumptions in spite of himself. 
In distinguishing be tween "causes" and "reasons" (Toulmin 76) for 
intellectual events, Toulmin reinvokes the opposition between the 
historical and the essential, because the rational is not itself treated 
a s  an historical manifestation. He falls back on the usual anti- 
professionalist arguments against the "tyranny" (Toulmin 280) of 
professional authority which causes papers to be refused, academic 
positions denied, and professional honors withheld, not because they 
lack the best arguments, but because of professional disagreements. 
This suggests to Fish that the best argument i s  held by Toulrnin to be 
recognizable independently of the professional criteria of judgment, 
and that professional disagreements must be matters of patronage, 
personal loyalty, and politics, not rational considerations. 

But if right-wing anti-professionalists a r e  consistent in their 
thinking, those of the intellectual left a r e  self-contradictory. Left- 
wing intellectuals a r e  those such as  M a n ,  Vico, Foucault, Derrida, 
Kuhn, and Rorty who have contributed to the attack on foundation- 
alism and the notion that current arrangements of things are natural 
o r  given. Fish declares that left-wing anti-professionalism requires 
a forgetting of one's own stated assumptions since the left-wing 
i~ltellectual denies the essentialism which Fish understands to be the 
lrallrnark o r  the anti-professional position. 

I 

Stanley Fish on Anti-Professionalism in the Law 

A s  a spectacular example, consider Robert W. Gordorl's essay, 
"New Developments in Legal Theory.I1 Gordon is  writing as  a member 
of the critical legal.studies movement, a group of left-leaning lawyers 
and law professors who have discovered that legal reasoning is not "a 
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set of neutral techniques available to everyone" (284) but is 
everywhere uninformed by policy, ar~d thal judicial decision making, 
despite claims to objectivity and ~-re\:trality, res ts  on "social and 
political judgments about the substance, parties, and context of a 
case...even when they a re  not the explicit o r  conscious basis of 
decisionst (3). They have discovered, in short, that rather than being 
grounded in riatural and logical necessity, the legal process always 
reflects the interests and concerns of some political o r  economic 
agenda, and they move from this discovery to a Ncritical exercise 
whose point i s  to unfreeze the world a s  i t  appears to  common sense 
a s  a bunch of more o r  less objectively determined social relations and 
to make it appear a s  (we believe) it really is: people acting, imagining, 
rationalizing, justifyingo1 (289). 

Now this is a traditional enough project - it is  the whole of the 
sociology of knowledge; it is  what the Russian Formalists meant by 
defamiliari za tion, and what the ethnomethodologists intend by the 
term lloverbuildingll; and it is  the program, if anything is, of 
deconstruction - but in Gordon's pages and in the pages of his 
cohorts, it takes a turn that finally 'violates the insight on which it i s  
based. That turn turns itself, in part, on an equivocation in the use 
of the word "constructed." Used in one sense it i s  part of the 
assertion that "the way human beings experience i s  by collectively 
building and maintaining systems of shared meanings that make it 
possible for us  to interpret one another's words and action" (287). 
That i s  to say, "systems of shared meaning" do not have their source 
in distinctions and possibilities (for action) that precede and 
constrain human activity; rather human activity i s  itself always 
engaged in constructing the systems in relation to  which i t s  own 
actions and their meanings become a t  once possible and intelligible; 
and "'law' is just one among many such systems of meaning that people 
construct" (288). In sentences like this the notion of 'construction' 
functions primarily a s  a counterassertion to the notion of the natural 
o r  inevitable, to the unconstructed; it does not suggest anything so  
specific o r  discreetly agential a s  implementing a "construction plan. 
That, however is precisely what is suggested in a sequence that 
turns the philosophical force of tlconstructionll into a political 
accusation: 

In the West, legal belief s t ruc tures  have been con-structed to  
this sorting out. The systems, of course, have been built by 
elites who have thought they had some stake in rationalizing 
their dominant power positions, so  they have tended to  define 
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rights in such a way a s  1.0 reinforce existing hierarchies of 
wealth and privilege. (288) 

All of a sudden Ikons t ructed" means "fabricated" o r  "made upg1 
and the scenario i s  one in which the act of construction is performed 
by persons who build "belief s t ructures" in order to impose them on 
those they would dominate. The trouble with this scenario i s  that it 
makes sense only within the assumptions -- of neutrality and pure 
rationality - that Gordon is a t  pains to deny. For a s  soon a s  beliefs 
have been identified, a s  they a r e  here, with the materials of 
fabrication, they have been implicitly (and negatively) contrasted to 
something that i s  not fabricated, something that i s  natural and 
objective. But i t  i s  the natural and the objective - o r  at least their 
presumption - that Gordon proposes to  dislodge in favor of these 
historical realities created by "people acting, imagining, rationalizing, 
justifyingtf; that i s  to say, by people who a re  implementing their 
beliefs. By making beliefs into the material of conspiracy and 
deception he covertly reintroduces a s  a standard the very vantage 
point - independent a t  once of both belief and history - he i s  
supposedly rejecting; and that reintroduction becomes overt and 
explicit when we a r e  urged Itto struggle against being demobilized by 
our  own conventional beliefs - to t ry  to  use the ordinary rational 
tools of intellectual inquiry to expose belief s t ruc tures  that claim 
that things a s  they are  must necessarily be the way they are" (289). 
Or in other words, let us  f r ee  ourselves from the confining 
perspective of particular beliefs (even when they a re  our own) and 
with the help of an acontextual and transcultural algorithm ("the 
ordinary rational tools of intellectual inquiry1!) come to  see things a s  
they really are. This counsel would make perfect (if problematical) 
sense were it given by a Hirsch o r  a Toulmin, but given by Gordon it 
amounts to  saying, "Now that we understand that history and 
convention rather than nature deliver to u s  our  world and all i t s  
facts and all our  ways of conceiving and constructing it, let u s  
remove the weight of history from our backs and s t a r t  again. 

The full force of this contradiction becomes clear in the next 
paragraph when Gordon declares that the "discovery" that the "belief 
s t ruc tures  that rule our  lives are  not found in nature but a re  
historically contingent" i s  "liberatingN; but of course the discovery 
can only be liberating (in a strong sense) if by some act  of magic the 
insight that one i s  historically conditioned is itself not historically 
achieved and enables one (presumably for  the first  time) to operate 
outside of history. Gordon's capitulation to the essentialist ideology 




































































