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PREFACE


It is ironic that the author of a bestselling blank book should choose for his next subject language itself. But irony lies at the heart of political correctness. To call something “politically correct” is to acknowledge that it is not correct, at least by the standard of reality. A man in a dress is a man, but according to political correctness he is a “trans woman,” a term with the same ironic structure. To call someone a “trans woman” is to acknowledge that he is not really a woman.


Moreover, few people who support “political correctness” invoke the phrase in earnest. More often they will do so with tongue in cheek, as if to acknowledge their own overreach. But though self-aware progressives may not always use the term with sincerity, they always seem to enforce the standards with severity.


My wordless bestseller took aim at the Left. Ironically, my second book spills more ink on the failures of the Right, which through decades of incompetence has permitted political correctness to invert our culture. The more conservatives attempt to fight political correctness, the worse the problem seems to get. The situation recalls Chesterton’s distinction between progressives, whose business “is to go on making mistakes,” and conservatives, who exist “to prevent mistakes from being corrected.”1


Americans became aware of political correctness during the late 1980s and early 1990s, as debates over language roiled college campuses and corporate boardrooms. The speech standards had developed gradually since the early twentieth century with little notice from conservatives, who would spend the next several decades fighting against them in vain.


Conservatives have failed to thwart political correctness because most do not understand what it is. They have portrayed political correctness and its derivatives, including “wokeism” and “cancel culture,” as “censorship,” which we must oppose in the name of “liberty.” These bumper sticker arguments reveal that conservatives understand as little about liberty and censorship as they do about political correctness.


Despite the vague complaints of many conservatives over the years, political correctness is not merely a synonym for “censorship,” though the two concepts are related. Political correctness (PC) is a standard of speech and behavior along leftist ideological lines. It no doubt censors certain words and actions, but then so does chivalry. All societies embrace and enforce standards. Yet today this basic social fact seems to be lost on many conservatives. Ironically, the putative defenders of tradition have come to eschew standards altogether.


The social engineers who developed political correctness set out with the explicit goal of destroying traditional standards and establishing new standards of speech in their place. As politically correct orthodoxy has progressed, its proponents have often contradicted themselves. But though PC’s positive claims may change by the hour, its attack on traditional mores remains constant.


Conservatives have reacted to the new standards in two ways. The more compliant among them have acquiesced to the radicals’ demands, adopting politically correct language as a matter of convenience and, they believe, politeness. The slightly more stalwart conservatives have declined to accept the new jargon, but they have grounded their refusal in vague appeals to liberty and denunciations of censorship. Rather than making a substantive defense of the culture they claim to wish to conserve, these conservatives are left making limp defenses of “free speech” in the abstract, with nothing to say in practice.


Both conservative reactions advance the purpose of political correctness: the more compliant surrender, the more stalwart self-immolate. Either way, the traditional speech standards are abandoned. And since nature abhors a vacuum, the new standards take their place, in a process by which the latter category of conservative eventually transforms into the former.


Conservatives have wasted decades attempting to thwart political correctness through dime-store philosophizing over “free speech,” progressively abandoning their substantive cultural inheritance for a misbegotten notion of liberty that can never exist in practice. They marvel at the supposed irony that leftists now advocate censorship while conservatives endorse the anything-goes approach to speech that liberals of a prior generation once disingenuously demanded. They fail to realize that they have fallen into PC’s trap.


While these befuddled conservatives gawk, political correctness progresses apace, suppressing and even prohibiting words and ideas considered common sense for millennia. To stop it, conservatives must ditch the shallow slogans and take their opponents’ arguments seriously. Contrary to center-right self-flattery, the leftist intellectuals who developed political correctness understand speech, censorship, and even liberty far better than the conservatives who have thus far opposed it. Politically correct radicals wield speech, censorship, and liberty in a war against our civilization. And none can doubt they are masters of these tools: they have thoroughly succeeded in reordering our words, thoughts, and culture.


Either conservatives will summon the courage to enforce traditional standards, or we will all succumb to the new rules. The choice between “free speech” and “censorship” is illusory—a false dichotomy from which political correctness has profited for a century. We will speak and act according to some set of standards or other, whether conservatives are willing to admit it or not. Political correctness has left us speechless, but the right to speak means nothing to those who have nothing to say.


Michael Knowles
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Nashville, Tennessee










CHAPTER 1 THE WEST IN WONDERLAND





“When I use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said in rather a scornful tone, “it means just what I choose it to mean—neither more nor less.”


“The question is,” said Alice, “whether you can make words mean so many different things.”


“The question is,” said Humpty Dumpty, “which is to be master—that’s all.”1





With that brief exchange in Through the Looking-Glass, Lewis Carroll prefigured political correctness, the war of words that would define our politics more than a century later. What does it matter whether we call someone who breaks the law to enter the country an “illegal alien” or an “undocumented immigrant”? What’s the difference between a Christmas tree and a “holiday tree”? Doesn’t global warming pose the same threat to our civilization regardless of whether or not we rename it “climate change” or, more recently, “the climate crisis”? Why quibble over semantics?


The difference may be semantic, but semantics matter. When people describe a distinction as “just semantics,” they mean to dismiss it as trivial. But how many of those people know what the word “semantics” means? “Semantics,” it turns out, means meaning itself. Semantics is the study of the meaning of words, which exist so that we can distinguish one thing from another. This process of discernment begins with our very first words. A baby cries out, “Mama!” to distinguish Mommy from Daddy. Today even that basic distinction falls afoul of politically correct orthodoxy, as we will come to see. What Humpty Dumpty understands and Alice fails to see is that words shape how we think; they color how we view the world.


Humpty Dumpty had clearly read his Aristotle, the ancient philosopher who defined man as a “political animal,” more so than “any other gregarious animals” because man has the power of speech. Other beasts may have the ability to grunt or yell indications of their pleasure or pain, but only man has the power of speech “to set forth the expedient and inexpedient, and therefore likewise the just and the unjust.”2 Man alone can tell good from evil. The ability to articulate those distinctions “makes a family and a state.” And both Humpty Dumpty and Aristotle understood that the relationship goes further: politics is speech. In statecraft, when speech fails, war ensues. If, in the words of the Prussian military theorist Carl von Clausewitz, “war is the continuation of politics by other means,” speech is the practice of politics by ordinary means.3


Language changes naturally over time. A notable recent example is the word literally, which once meant the use of words in their most basic sense without recourse to metaphor but now also describes the use of words metaphorically, which is the opposite of literally. If that isn’t confusing enough, the word literal refers to letters, which are symbols and therefore the opposite of literal, and the non-literal sense of literal goes back at least a century, to James Joyce’s novel Ulysses—all of which is to say that the natural evolution of language is complicated.4


The politically correct perversion of language, on the other hand, is neither natural nor complicated. Political correctness is like a man attempting to give himself a nickname. The artifice and transparency of the act make it impossible. The nickname will never stick—unless the man has the power to enforce it.


Consider social scientists’ newly invented, politically correct name for young criminals. There is nothing natural about calling a young criminal a “justice-involved youth,” and the reason for the lexical change isn’t complicated.5 Leftist political activists wanted to spring bad kids from the clink, so they decided to rename the juvenile delinquents, who by definition had involved themselves with injustice, as “justice-involved” to make the public more amenable to their release. The unnatural jargon hasn’t taken hold in popular culture, but it has stuck in higher education and administrative government because the activists and their allies control those institutions.


Since words matter so much, the definition of “political correctness” itself must matter. Differing definitions of political correctness agree that it involves rejecting certain language to better conform to some political orthodoxy. The Oxford Dictionary of New Words, for example, defined the term in 1997 as “conformity to a body of liberal or radical opinion on social matters, characterized by the advocacy of approved views and the rejection of language and behavior considered discriminatory or offensive.”6 These are all necessary features of political correctness, but they are not sufficient. Political correctness does not merely mask the harsh realities to which clear language refers; it actually contradicts the underlying meaning of words, thrusting culture through the looking glass.


Most people recognize that language plays a role in leftist ideology. But the relationship goes further than that. In Nineteen Eighty-Four, George Orwell describes the relationship between the politically correct lexicon Newspeak and the English socialist regime IngSoc. “Don’t you see the whole aim of Newspeak is to narrow the range of thought?” asks a member of the totalitarian party. “The Revolution will be complete when the language is perfect. Newspeak is IngSoc and IngSoc is Newspeak.”7 The same might be said of political correctness and leftism. A man who believes he is a woman must at all times be called a “trans woman,” or better still just a “woman,” because leftist ideology demands a liberation so radical that a man can become a woman simply by saying so. Language does not merely reinforce the ideology but actually constitutes it.


Some defenders of political correctness have admitted that they use language to manipulate reality, but they maintain that their conservative opponents do the very same. The Oxford linguist Deborah Cameron made this accusation during the debates over political correctness that roiled the academy in the 1990s. According to Cameron, with the advent of political correctness, liberal “verbal hygienists” were simply pointing out “that the illusion of a common language depends on making everyone accept definitions which may be presented as neutral and universal, but which in fact represent the particular standpoint of straight white men from the most privileged social classes.”8 In other words, they declared value-neutral language a lie designed to enforce patriarchy and white supremacy.


Around the same time, the literary theorist Stanley Fish published There’s No Such Thing as Free Speech, in which he denies the possibility of a “disinterested search for truth” and insists that traditional language is “no less politically invested” than politically correct jargon.9 Even the conservative columnist Robert Kelner dismissed concerns over the new jargon in the early 1990s as “our phony war on political correctness.” Conservatives manipulate language and culture too, he conceded, and that spin constitutes our own form of political correctness.


The critics have a point. Leftists are not alone in manipulating language for political ends. President John F. Kennedy, quoting the journalist Edward R. Murrow, famously commended Winston Churchill for having “mobilized the English language and sent it into battle” during the Second World War, and no one has ever accused Winston Churchill of being “politically correct,” as Lady Astor could attest.10 Statesmen and orators from Pericles to Donald Trump have wielded language to suit their purposes. No one considers Donald Trump “politically correct” either. What the critics miss is that the manner in which each side manipulates language differs.


The Right tends to manipulate language by using strong words to evoke clear images. Churchill promised, “We shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender.”11 Churchill didn’t speak of “overseas contingency operations,” as Barack Obama would decades later. He told the world he would “fight”—a clear, concise Saxon word. Then he tells you exactly where he intends to fight, and then, in case you missed his point, he tells you he will “never surrender.”


Donald Trump chose similarly blunt words, albeit perhaps less gracefully, when he announced his bid for president in 2015 by decrying illegal aliens, whom he accused of “bringing drugs,” “bringing crime,” and being “rapists.” Even his caveat—that some, he assumed, were “good people”—relied on strong, simple speech to convey his meaning.12 Whether or not you liked what Trump said, you knew what he meant.


Political correctness relies on euphemism, soft words used to sugarcoat harsh realities. We all use euphemisms some of the time as a matter of good manners. We refer to old women as “women of a certain age.” We mourn those who have “passed away” rather than those who have died. In prior ages, a lady went to “powder her nose,” and she still uses the “bathroom” or the “restroom” rather than the toilet.13 We use euphemisms—literally, “well-speaking” or auspicious words—to be polite.14


In all those cases, the polite euphemism softens the reality it describes, but it doesn’t contradict that reality. The old woman is indeed a woman of a certain age. The poetical “passing away” describes the spiritual fact of death. Women may indeed powder their noses after they’ve done whatever else they do in rooms that often include a bath and in which anyone might rest. Polite euphemisms soften the truth, but they do not lie.


Leftists tend to manipulate language by using vague terms and jargon not just to soften but to conceal and even contradict the realities to which they refer. Killing babies in the womb becomes “women’s healthcare” and “reproductive rights,” even though abortion results in precisely the opposite of health and reproduction. After a Muslim terror attack on a church in Sri Lanka, Hillary Clinton tweeted her support for “Easter worshippers,” a bizarre moniker designed to hide the victims’ Christian identity. In fact, the sole instance in which Hillary used clear language in 2016—when she referred to Americans who refused to support her as “deplorable” and “irredeemable”—proved to be the most disastrous moment of her campaign. Clinton had made a critical error for a radical politician: she told people what she really thought.


A blunt term such as “cripple” conveys a clear meaning. Less vivid synonyms such as “disabled” or “handicapped” retain that meaning while giving perhaps less offense. The politically correct “handi-capable” gives less offense still but at the expense of meaning: the euphemism means the opposite of the condition it describes.


Political correctness lies. The very phrase “political correctness” illustrates this intrinsic dishonesty, as “political correctness” is no more political than any other sort of speech, and it isn’t correct. The phrase came into use as a way to categorize falsehoods that ideologues believed ought to be considered true for political purposes. Much politically correct jargon follows the formula of adding an unusual adjective or adverb to a noun or adjective. The late presidential speechwriter and conservative columnist William Safire described this form as the “adverbially premodified adjectival lexical unit,” the description itself a play on PC jargon.15 Around the time Safire described this form, comedians were also mocking it endlessly, translating terms like “short” into the politically correct–sounding “vertically challenged.”


In this formula, the adjective or adverb usually serves to negate the noun or adjective it modifies. The term “politically correct” itself follows this politically correct formula by using an adverb to negate the adjective it precedes. That is, “correct” means true. But “politically correct” means not true. “Justice” means getting what one deserves without favor. The politically correct “social justice” is a form of injustice because it means getting what one does not deserve because one is favored. “Marriage” in every culture throughout history has meant the union of husbands and wives. “Same-sex marriage,” however favorably one views the concept, is not marriage.


The history of “same-sex marriage” offers a telling glimpse into the ultimate purpose of political correctness: to achieve political ends without ever having to engage in electoral politics. One cannot really speak of a debate over same-sex marriage in the United States because there never was any debate. Before any such debate could take place, politically correct wordsmiths had redefined marriage to include monogamous same-sex unions and in so doing redefined the central question of the debate from nature to rights. The question “What is marriage?” passed quickly to “Who has the right to get married?” presupposing that the first issue had already been settled in the radicals’ favor.


According to the view held by every society everywhere in history, marriage involves sexual difference. Some societies permit polygamy, some permit divorce, but all cultures have understood marriage as an institution of sexually different spouses oriented toward, though not necessarily requiring, the procreation and education of offspring. A good-faith debate over redefining marriage would first consider what marriage is and why everyone everywhere else in history has gotten it so wrong. But that debate might have stymied political “progress.” The cultural revolutionaries found it far easier to redefine the terms according to the conclusions they hoped to reach. When conservatives acquiesced to the verbal trickery, the radicals won the debate before it had even begun.


Likewise the debate over whether “transgender” people should be able to use the bathroom of their choice came down not to argument but to the definition and redefinition of terms. This ostensibly frivolous question dominated American political discourse in the mid-2010s, and the debate continues even into this decade, despite the infinitesimally small number of people who actually suffer confusion over their biological sex—a condition known as “gender dysphoria” before radicals normalized the disorder.


On the one side, the politically correct insisted that men who believe themselves to be women must be permitted use of the women’s bathroom. After all, those poor souls aren’t really men but rather “trans women,” entitled to use the facilities available to every other kind of woman. On the other side, sensible people observed that men are not in fact women, and if single-sex bathrooms are to exist at all, men must be barred from the ladies’ room. The debate, such as it was, had little to do with bathrooms or rights or the small number of sexually confused people themselves. Rather, it came down to Alice’s question “whether you can make words mean so many different things” and to Humpty Dumpty’s politics: “which is to be master?”


Political correctness goes further than demanding fealty to a set of opinions. It promises to fundamentally transform the world. Political correctness contorts language in an attempt to remake reality along leftist lines. The Washington Times has described it as “the destructive manipulation of idealism to suit it for totalitarian purposes.”16 According to the premises of political correctness, a man can become a woman if only we all agree to call him “her.” A baby will cease to be a baby if we all just agree to call him a “fetus” or better yet—since “fetus” means “offspring”—a “clump of cells” or a “product of pregnancy.” As Hamlet declares when feigning madness, reality is nothing more than “words, words, words,” and “there is nothing either good or bad but thinking makes it so.”17 According to political correctness, words do not describe reality; they constitute it.










CHAPTER 2 REDEFINING REALITY



The radical skepticism on which political correctness relies collapses under even the slightest scrutiny. Every freshman philosopher who ever declared, “There is no such thing as objective truth,” must inevitably explain how he came to regard his own statement as objectively true. But logical rigor and consistency do not much matter when it comes to political correctness, which implicitly denies the possibility of both. Even taking this radical skepticism as just another well-intentioned lie—assuming, for example, that the politically correct know deep down that a man who believes himself to be a woman is not actually a woman, but they consider it good for that individual and for society to pretend that he is—means uncovering an even more radical premise at the heart of political correctness: the evil of truth and the goodness of lies.


Traditionally, our society has frowned on lying. We have believed that “the truth shall make you free.” The politically correct invert this understanding. They believe that the truth about the man who thinks he’s a woman will actively harm him. The truth about the baby will damage the mother who wants to rid herself of it. They consider the truth destructive and lies compassionate. For the politically correct, the lie that the man is a woman will free him from the shackles of biology. The lie that a baby isn’t human or alive will free his mother from the undesired umbilical chain that imposes responsibility upon her. If language really does constitute reality, there isn’t anything wrong with this sort of lying. If words can redefine reality, it isn’t even lying at all.


So ambitious a goal as redefining reality has required broadening the political realm beyond its usual bounds. Consider the example of “handi-capable.” Until the past half century, politics was understood to concern public matters. Euphemisms for physical and mental handicaps would have fallen well outside the scope of politics. But political correctness blurs the distinction between the public and private spheres. Now “the personal is the political,” as the feminists of the 1970s insisted. According to political correctness, nothing can be merely personal. Everything must become political, with one exception: politics.


Ironically, while political correctness politicizes everything from household chores to running shoes, it constricts the traditional realm of electoral politics. According to the politically correct, we may and indeed must parse the public significance of seemingly trivial personal choices, but no one may dare question—much less put to a vote—a man’s right to the ladies’ room, which the new standards enshrine as a fundamental right beyond the realm of legitimate debate. What begins with semantic quibbles ends with refashioning the entire political order.


Most historians of political correctness trace it to the early 1990s, when New York Magazine ran a front-page story on the phenomenon. Writers such as Dinesh D’Souza and Roger Kimball found PC flourishing in the campus debates of the 1980s and the battle over the Western canon. William Safire and leftist academic Ruth Perry traced it to the Chinese Communist revolutionary Mao Tse-tung and his American acolytes in the 1960s.1


In fact, progressives’ unnatural manipulation of language goes back further still. The spelling reformers of the early twentieth century tried to hasten society’s march toward progress by erasing inefficient flourishes and vestiges of tradition from language. The Esperantists of the late nineteenth century sought to break down barriers to global communication and identity through the contrivance of a universal second language, ironically just at the moment when the world’s traditional universal second language, Latin, fell out of favor among progressives, who derided it as “dead” even before they had succeeded in killing it. Despite progressives’ best efforts, Esperanto never caught on, and few today speak the unnaturally simplistic language. (It should come as no surprise that one of the few people ever to speak Esperanto as a child is George Soros, the most infamous and influential leftist financier of our age.2)


Political correctness has fared better at colonizing popular language, but people don’t seem to like it any more than they did Esperanto. Polls conducted in 2015 by Fairleigh Dickinson University and the Pew Research Center found that most Americans count political correctness among the nation’s most pressing problems.3 According to a study by scholars Stephen Hawkins, Daniel Yudkin, Míriam Juan-Torres, and Tim Dixon, opponents of political correctness make up a silenced majority of Americans comprising every race, age, and sex.4


Donald Trump relied on this group in his 2016 campaign. “I think the big problem this country has is being politically correct,” Trump told moderator Megyn Kelly in August of 2015.5 “I’ve been challenged by so many people, and I don’t, frankly, have time for total political correctness. And to be honest with you, this country doesn’t have time either.”6 America faced urgent problems, and Americans couldn’t waste their breath on elaborately choreographed semantic distortions.


Ironically, Trump’s broadside against political correctness harkened back to the PC debates of the late twentieth century, when both conservative accommodators and leftist critics argued that the battle over verbal hygiene, while perhaps a noble cause, distracted from more substantive debates over serious issues.7 Who cares if you call a poor black man “black” or “African-American” when neither moniker will help him to escape generational poverty? That argument held sway in the twentieth century when the aims of the campaign for political correctness seemed limited. But by the twenty-first century, political correctness seemed less a silly distraction than a significant threat to the political order. Even many leftists considered political correctness a waste of time in PC’s early days. But that critique faded away as partisans across the political spectrum came to recognize the singular power of language to transform perception.


One sees evidence of this power in leftists’ perpetual invective against “institutional racism,” even as the Left controls virtually every influential institution in the country: the mainstream media, Hollywood, administrative government, higher education, lower education, and Big Technology, among others. If “institutional racism” really threatened the justice and harmony of our republic, whose fault would that be? The Left controls the institutions, and it wields them to enforce a rigid regime of politically correct speech that can destroy the reputations of any who dare to contradict it. A single unapproved word can cost a man his livelihood, and enforcement of this ideological orthodoxy begins long before he enters the workforce.


According to a 2019 poll conducted by Echelon Insights for the center-right Young America’s Foundation, nearly half of students aged thirteen to twenty-two had “stopped [themselves] from sharing [their] ideas or opinions in class discussions” for fear of reprisal from the enforcers of political correctness. The students have every reason to fear punishment for contradicting leftist orthodoxy. During a lecture I gave for the Young America’s Foundation in 2019 at California State University, Los Angeles, on the costs and dangers of illegal immigration, a professor declared that my very speech constituted “violence” against students and as such ought to be banned.8 Curiously, not once in her censorious diatribe did she acknowledge that the audience and I, through our tax dollars, paid the salary that enabled her own public speech.


For the politically correct, conservative speech is violence, and leftist violence is speech—a new standard that took center stage during the tumultuous spring of 2020. As the Chinese coronavirus led to the widespread curtailment of political and economic rights throughout the United States, some conservatives peaceably demonstrated for an end to the lockdowns. Leftist politicians, public health “experts,” and propagandists in the mainstream media castigated the pro-freedom protesters as “super spreaders” and even “serial killers,” accusing them of inflicting violence on their fellow citizens simply by breathing.9


Yet when the death of George Floyd sparked widespread riots, looting, and arson in 2020, those same politicians and propagandists excused the violent gatherings as speech not only protected by the First Amendment but indispensable to containing the virus. “White supremacy is a lethal public health issue that predates and contributes to COVID-19,” read an open letter signed by over 1,200 public health “experts.” The self-styled experts implausibly celebrated leftist riots for curing the virus even as they condemned peaceful, conservative protests as “dangerous” to public health and, even worse by the light of the new standards, “mostly white.”10 The demagogues curtailed their opponents’ freedom and invented new rights for themselves, not through the democratic process, but through the redefinition of words.


Conservatives never seem to fight back. They can’t even seem to keep up. Just as soon as they learn the newly coined term or definition, the jargon mutates again. The fate of the word “retarded” highlights conservatives’ slow response to the semantic crusade. Sometime around the early 2000s, the radical wordsmiths banned the word “retarded,” which literally means “slow,” for the softer euphemism “mentally challenged,” a term on its face no less offensive than the word it replaced, only different. The change seemed arbitrary, bound by its own logic to change again at the whims of the speech police. But this constant flux is a feature, not a bug, of political correctness. As the Claremont Institute’s Angelo Codevilla explains, “The point of PC is not and has never been merely about any of the items that it imposes, but about the imposition itself.” For this reason, the British historian Paul Johnson defined political correctness as “liberal fascism.”


Political correctness goes back much further than the people caught in its grip seem to understand. Most people trace the movement’s origins to the popular culture of the 1990s or the campus curriculum debates of the 1980s or the radical revolts of the 1960s. No matter where people locate its origin, PC always seems new and aberrant, destined to collapse under the pressure of its own absurdity. In fact, political correctness goes back further still. It has not arisen through the delusions of “leftist loons” or the sensitivity of “snowflakes.”


Political correctness is an insidious and influential political strategy developed by sophisticated thinkers and propagated over the course of a century by revolutionaries seeking to subvert our culture as well as by dupes who know not what they do. Even the most conscious opponent of political correctness struggles to avoid its euphemisms because the jargon shapes the society in which we move and therefore the way in which we think. As a fish forgets the water in which he swims, so we fail to recognize the subtler effects of political correctness on our culture.


Resistance against this hostile takeover of our language and culture will take more than haphazard polemics. It requires an accurate history of the movement and a coherent political philosophy to rebuff it, neither of which conservatives have managed to develop over the century since political correctness began. Gibes about “triggered snowflakes” followed by rote bumper-sticker slogans exalting “free speech” will not suffice to stem the revolutionary movement, which seeks to redefine reality and thereby transform the political order. Political correctness has always been a power grab. From PC’s earliest days, its practitioners have cared about the meaning of words only as a means to an end. The question is how to be master—that’s all.










CHAPTER 3 CULTURAL HEGEMONY



In 1848, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels predicted the “inevitable” triumph of socialist revolution.1 By 1929, as the Italian Communist Party founder Antonio Gramsci languished in prison, the revolution seemed decidedly evitable even to Marx’s most fervent disciples. Marx had declared that the oppressed underclasses of Europe would quickly rise up and throw off the shackles of tradition and social order that held them in bondage. But it turned out the poor proles enjoyed their traditions. If the social order enslaved them, the slaves didn’t seem to know or care.


Marx viewed man as a material rather than a metaphysical or hylomorphic being, and consequently he believed that material conditions define history and politics.2 The machinery of the Industrial Revolution had formed the oppressed proletariat into a revolutionary force, and the inevitable unfolding of history would compel it to overthrow its oppressors.3 But while Marx and Engels perceived the historic enormity of industrial exploitation, they failed to recognize a stronger, more pervasive force that inhibited revolution: culture.


Karl Marx died a failure in 1883. The revolution had not materialized. But two years after Marx’s death, the first in a new generation of Marxists was born who would empower Marxism by redirecting its focus from economics to culture. The first of these “cultural Marxists” was the philosopher, critic, and Hungarian minister of culture Georg Lukács, who was soon eclipsed by the godfather of this new ideological movement: Antonio Gramsci, Marxist philosopher and Communist politician.


In recent years, leftist activists have attempted to rewrite the history of this pivotal political movement, cultural Marxism, as a “conspiracy theory.” The most ambitious revisionists have added the implausible charge of “anti-semitism” to the smear. Political operatives at the Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC) launched a censorious campaign based on this canard as early as 2003. Bill Berkowitz, a leftist activist and freelance writer for the SPLC, claimed that the term cultural Marxism was “intended to conjure up xenophobic anxieties,” in particular against “the Jews.”4 In May 2019, leftist activist and Al Jazeera columnist Paul Rosenberg took to the pages of Salon to indict “cultural Marxism” as “the grand unifying narrative for the hard, fascist, and neo-Nazi right,” comparing the concept to the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, which served “to inspire Hitler and his Nazis.”5


The concerted effort to make the phrase “cultural Marxism” taboo underscores the central strategy of political correctness: control the words, control the culture. And the strategy worked. By 2019, mainstream information channels accepted the new definition. Wikipedia, the most popular source for general knowledge on the internet, had redefined cultural Marxism as “an anti-semitic conspiracy theory which claims that the Frankfurt School is part of a continual academic and intellectual effort to undermine and destroy Western culture.”6 (When one investigates the phrase “conspiracy theory,” which came into fashion in its present meaning during the late 1960s, one discovers leftists insisting that research into the origins of “conspiracy theory” itself constitutes a conspiracy theory.7)


In an essay outlining the sudden leftist denial of a well-known intellectual movement, political scientist Paul Kengor reflected on the charge. “An ‘anti-semitic conspiracy theory’?” he asked. “That sounds like the very conspiracy-mongering that the anonymous writers are charging as conspiracy-mongering.”8 So it was, and the conspiracy-mongers didn’t intend to let Professor Kengor off the hook just because he had figured out their game. Predictably, an alumnus of Kengor’s college mailed a letter to the professor’s bosses assailing him for uttering the forbidden phrase and demanding his dismissal.9


How can one even blame the author of that letter? He merely parroted the definition offered him by the mainstream media, which in turn parroted leftist activists, who for their part invented the smear out of whole cloth. This very process of cultural transformation exhibits what Gramsci called “cultural hegemony,” later reformulated by the radical student activist Rudi Dutschke as “the long march through the institutions.”10 Leftists now have such sway over the culture that they can spread their lies on a whim. In smearing Kengor, the Left proved his point.


Radicals seek to silence any mention of “cultural Marxism” because that well-known intellectual movement undergirds, though it does not fully explain, the phenomenon of political correctness. They justify their censorship of the phrase and their attacks against those who dare utter it as a matter of public safety. The logic goes something like this: A couple of deranged killers once also griped about cultural Marxism, so we must prevent word from getting out about that intellectual movement, which also does not exist. The fearmongers never seem to show the same worry over the radicals who preach Marxism in T-shirts celebrating Che Guevara, who spilt an ocean of blood in its name.


In a November 13, 2018, piece in the New York Times, Yale professor Samuel Moyn offered the typical argument: “That ‘cultural Marxism’ is a crude slander, referring to something that does not exist, unfortunately does not mean actual people are not being set up to pay the price, as scapegoats to appease a rising sense of anger and anxiety.” Moyn assailed the concept as “inseparable from” the “most noxious anti-Semitism” and “a dangerous lure in an increasingly unhinged moment.”


But just a few paragraphs earlier in the very same piece, Moyn contradicted his own thesis. “Some Marxists, like the Italian philosopher Antonio Gramsci and his intellectual heirs, tried to understand how the class rule they criticized worked through cultural domination,” he admitted.11 In other words, cultural Marxism does exist, it has been around since the early twentieth century, and its most prominent progenitor was Italian, not Jewish. So much for “conspiracy theories” and “anti-semitism.”


Among Mussolini’s many sins and blunders, the least acknowledged and most significant may have been the dictator’s decision to imprison Antonio Gramsci—not because Gramsci didn’t deserve it, but because imprisonment afforded the Communist agitator the time and focus to write his influential Prison Notebooks.


“For 20 years we must stop this brain from functioning,” explained the prosecutor at Gramsci’s trial in 1926.12 With the hindsight of a century, one understands the prosecutor’s fear and sense of urgency. But given the widespread recognition of Gramsci’s genius, one fails to understand the fascist regime’s decision to permit him a pen and paper in his cell. Rather than stop Gramsci’s brain from functioning, Mussolini focused it so that it would resound throughout the ages.


Gramsci continues to exert his influence even today, particularly on university campuses and from there throughout the broader culture. A recently deceased founding member and president of the International Gramsci Society was Joseph Buttigieg, an influential professor of English at Notre Dame whose son, Pete, sought the Democratic Party nomination for president in 2020. That a putatively “moderate” presidential candidate could boast so radical an intellectual pedigree highlights the extent to which Gramsci’s views have infiltrated the mainstream.


In 2011 the elder Buttigieg published the first and only critical edition of Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks translated into English.13 The journal entries give readers a glimpse into not merely the seeds of political correctness but also the justification for the denial and deceit practiced in its name, particularly in Gramsci’s admiration of Niccolò Machiavelli, the prince of political immorality and founder of modern political science. The name Machiavelli conjures different and contradictory images to different people. He defended principality; he supported republics. He encouraged deceit in public dealing; he demanded honesty about human nature. He was an active participant in the political intrigues of his time; he was a disinterested philosopher communing with the ancients.


Many more scholarly books have investigated Machiavelli’s true character and aims. For our purposes it suffices to understand how Gramsci viewed the man and, through him, the relationship between political philosophy and politics—theory and practice. Gramsci read in Machiavelli “a ‘philosophy of praxis’ or a ‘neo-humanism,’ in that he does not recognize either immanent or transcendent elements (of the metaphysical kind) but only the concrete action of men who because of their own historical needs work on and transform reality” (emphasis mine).14 For Gramsci, Machiavelli was no dispassionate political scientist but a man of action.


Gramsci, too, was a man of action—a practicing politician until his imprisonment—but he recognized that the revolution he sought could never take place without cultural upheaval. Gramsci believed that Marxists should aim to attain what he called “cultural hegemony,” an early expression of Andrew Breitbart’s famous dictum that “politics is downstream of culture.” And the beating heart of culture is language.


In the little-read Discourse or Dialogue about Our Language, Machiavelli compares the infiltration of an opponent’s language with the military tactics used by ancient Rome to control foreign territories and armies. By “cultural hegemony,” Gramsci understood, as did Machiavelli, that society may be overcome not solely by force but also by internal subversion. A crafty revolutionary may find more success by transforming a society’s traditions, institutions, and most of all its language than by picking a fight out in the open.


According to stereotype, the absentminded professor can tell you everything about his abstract theories, but he knows nothing of the practical world. Intellectuals, ideologues, and radicals may excite one another with their utopian visions, but their lack of common sense precludes them from persuading common people. No revolution can succeed if it opposes common sense. Therefore, the clever revolutionary must transform the common sense to accord with his vision.


So Gramsci undertook to change the common sense by infiltrating the social institutions that shape common sense. He differentiated between “wars of maneuver,” in which the revolutionaries engage their opponents head on, and “wars of position,” in which the aggressors defeat their adversaries by gaining positions of power within the established institutions. The latter strategy has come to be called the “long march through the institutions,” a phrase “ubiquitously attributed” to Gramsci, in the words of Joseph Buttigieg, but in fact coined by Rudi Dutschke. For revolution to take hold, it does not suffice merely to control the means of production or even the levers of political power; it requires cultural hegemony—total domination of the prevailing institutions.


“Together with the problem of gaining political and economic power,” explained Gramsci, “the proletariat must also face the problem of winning intellectual power. Just as it has thought to organize itself politically and economically, it must also think about organizing itself culturally.” Gramsci understood that culture cultivates—at both the individual and societal level. “Culture… is organization, discipline of one’s inner self, a coming to terms with one’s own personality. It is the attainment of a higher awareness,” he wrote.15 Gramsci desired to create a new “higher awareness” for the oppressed proletariat because he deplored the “awareness” with which he found them.


Gramsci encountered the same dilemma his disciples face today: no matter how confident they are in the ability of their radical theories to improve the lot of the common man, the common man never seems to like those theories. In fact, the common man tends to enjoy his own customs, language, and way of life. This contentment must therefore constitute a “false consciousness” that cannot be overcome save by “raising awareness,” a popular phrase derived from Gramsci. To raise the awareness of the people, to transform the common sense, one must subtly uproot and replant their culture. “Every revolution,” he wrote, “has been preceded by an intense labor of criticism, by the diffusion of culture and the spread of ideas amongst the masses of men.”16 Thus the revolutionary must take up two goals simultaneously: to criticize and to educate.


A group of Marxist academics took up the task in the 1920s, first in Germany and later in the United States. Initially called the Institute for Marxism and later the Institute for Social Research, the group came to be known simply as the Frankfurt School, after the university that lent the scholars institutional credibility.17 The Frankfurt School developed the social philosophy of Critical Theory, which over the past century has come to dominate not just college campuses in the United States but primary and secondary education as well. These educational institutions have offered an incubator to protect and nourish Critical Theory even after the fall of the Berlin Wall relegated orthodox Marxists to their own ash heap of history.


In the words of Martin Jay, the preeminent and sympathetic historian of the Frankfurt School, “The academy has become virtually the last refuge of critical thinking of the type epitomized by the Frankfurt School and the opportunities for its practical realization have virtually disappeared.” Though Jay derides “the alarmist Right” for “its often hysterical campaign against the alleged specter of ‘political correctness,’ ” he nonetheless acknowledges Critical Theory’s “unexpectedly secure—perhaps ironically even… canonical—status as a central theoretical impulse in contemporary academic life.”18


The double meaning of the word “critical” obscures Jay’s assessment of academia. Critical thinking in the sense of objective analysis hardly exists on university campuses today. But the sort of thinking proposed by Critical Theory dominates. And just what is the theory? Simple: to criticize.


The Frankfurt School theorists varied in interest, approach, and even ideology. “What united them,” according to Max Horkheimer, an influential early director of the Frankfurt School, “was the critical approach to existing society.”19 Some modern critics of Critical Theory portray the Frankfurt School as a monolithic movement with a substantive message, but this analysis fails to give the devils their due. Concrete systems may be criticized, as the critical theorists well knew. The Frankfurt School never left itself open to the sort of attack it leveled at others. The strength of Critical Theory came not from any philosophical coherence but rather from its position, in Jay’s words, “as a gadfly on other systems.”20


In an 1843 letter to the German philosopher Arnold Ruge, Marx called for “the ruthless criticism of all that exists.”21 Marx wanted to watch the world burn. While the Frankfurt School diverged from Marx in many ways, it remained faithful to this delight in destruction. According to Marx, the bulk of mankind was enslaved by economic circumstance. According to Gramsci and the Frankfurt School, culture was the culprit. But both Marxism and Critical Theory propose, in the words of Horkheimer, “to liberate human beings from the circumstances that enslave them,” by which he meant Western civilization, though even that grand target fails to capture the enormity of their goal.22 The Frankfurt School saw enslavement even beyond the bounds of society, in nature itself—a perception that helps to explain the group’s obsession with sex.


Critical Theory entered the world through the unholy matrimony of Marx and Freud. At its most basic tactical level, the Frankfurt School, especially Erich Fromm, Max Horkheimer, and Herbert Marcuse, sought to reconcile sex and socialism. The Frankfurt School took its cues from Marx, who denied the classical conception of human nature as fixed and permanent.23 Instead, he considered it to be socially constructed and therefore fluid. “The human essence is no abstraction inherent in each single individual,” wrote Marx in Theses on Feuerbach. “In its reality it is the ensemble of the social relations.”24 From this understanding of human nature, or rather the lack thereof, Gramsci derived the necessity of cultural hegemony. Fromm, Marcuse, and other neo-Marxists deduced from it the revolutionary importance of sex.


No social relation influences the “human essence” more than sex, which sits at the center of every creation account. Uranus plows Gaia in the ancient Greek myths. The sacred prostitute Shamhat tames Enkidu’s savage lust and civilizes him in The Epic of Gilgamesh. Within the first three chapters of Genesis, Eve tempts Adam, he succumbs, and God banishes mankind from paradise. If social relations hold the key to transforming the “human essence,” sex holds the key to human relations.


Sex also plays a role in the construction and destruction of society’s fundamental institution: the family. Culture-minded Marxists have long understood that any successful “march through the institutions” must overcome the family. Among the most imaginative and memorable of these deviants was Wilhelm Reich, an Austrian Communist and disciple of Freud who carried his patients from the psychiatrist’s couch to the bed. When those unprofessional relations produced children, Reich often forced his wives and mistresses to snuff them out with illegal abortions.25


In 1940, Reich published his bizarre, pseudoscientific treatise The Function of the Orgasm, which blamed chastity for illness, poverty, and war. Reich believed that the mystical energy “orgone” constituted the primary force of life and that “psychic health depends upon orgastic potency.” He encouraged people to sit for extended periods of time in wooden boxes he called “orgone accumulators.” Reich viewed the traditional family as society’s “endemic illness,” which he called “familitis.”26 He encouraged all manner of deviancy to destroy the family, just as his ideological heirs do today through the encouragement of often self-contradictory sexual theories and “gender identities,” whose absurdity must be perpetually denied and concealed by the straight-faced enforcers of political correctness.


Wilhelm Reich may have been nuttier than a fruitcake, but his perverse theories found a large audience and flourished during the “free love” movement of the 1960s. Orgone accumulator contraptions gained popularity among literary celebrities such as J. D. Salinger, Saul Bellow, and Norman Mailer; and Woody Allen parodied them as the “orgasmatron” in his 1973 film, Sleeper.27 Reich’s ideas continue to impress prominent leftists, whose radicalism perhaps owes to cooking too long in their orgone accumulators. Less charming than the orgasmatron was Reich’s fascination with “the elucidation and concrete realization of child and adolescent sexuality,” a disturbing theme that has enthralled radicals of the far Left for decades. But this perverse obsession with child sexuality follows naturally from the cultural Communists’ premises: if man has no fixed nature, then the “human essence” derives from human relations, the most influential of which is sex, which must therefore be molded from the earliest stages of life.


The socialist senator and sometime presidential candidate Bernie Sanders expressed this once-prominent strain of leftist sexual thought in an infamous 1969 op-ed for the radical Vermont Freeman:




In Vermont, at a state beach, a mother is reprimanded by Authority for allowing her 6-month-old daughter to go about without her diapers on. Now, if children go around naked, they are liable to see each other’s sexual organs, and maybe even touch them. Terrible thing! If we bring children up like this it will probably ruin the whole pornography business, not to mention the large segment of the general economy which makes its money by playing on people’s sexual frustrations. The Revolution is coming and it is a very beautiful revolution. It is beautiful because, in its deepest sense, it is quiet, gentle, and all-pervasive. It KNOWS.28





Sanders outgrew his perverted sexual rhetoric over time. By 2015, he disavowed the bizarre essays as “a dumb attempt at dark satire in an alternative publication.”29 In fact, he eschewed identity politics altogether, campaigning instead on the class conflict that defines classical Marxism. Sanders’s career harkens back to the early Marxists of the nineteenth century, who sought to remake society through political revolution. Despite his dalliances with Reich’s orgastic theories, Sanders stands for the class struggle of the Old Left. But as Bernie campaigned for president in 2016 and 2020, another force arose in the tradition of the twentieth-century cultural Marxists, who understood that class engendered weaker bonds of solidarity than culture and race. Black Lives Matter, a radical organization that formed in 2013 after the trial of George Zimmerman for the killing of Trayvon Martin, demonstrated the racial focus of the New Left.30


Both shades of red have endured into the twenty-first century. The socialist senator, some eccentric essays notwithstanding, has “been insanely consistent his whole life,” as the podcaster Joe Rogan once observed, albeit with insufficient emphasis on the adverb.31 Sanders’s socialism has more in common with old-school labor warriors than with the cultural radicals who supplanted them during the 1960s.


Bernie reserved his ire not for “straight, white males” or “colonizers” but for “the millionaires and billionaires,” though he dropped the millionaires from his invective after he became one in 2016.32 Sanders took issue not with Bill Shakespeare, but with Bill Gates.33


Bernie’s longstanding divergence from modern-day, mainstream leftists on immigration highlights the distinction.34 Though Sanders brought his position more into line with the Democratic Party’s pro-immigration policies during his presidential runs, particularly in 2020, the Vermont senator long opposed increased immigration because he felt it would harm American labor. “It does not make a lot of sense to me to bring hundreds of thousands of those workers into this country to work for minimum wage and compete with Americans’ kids,” he explained in 2013.35


Patrisse Cullors, co-founder of the Black Lives Matter movement, described herself and co-founder Alicia Garza as “trained Marxists.”36 The organization’s third co-founder, Opal Tometi, has been more circumspect in her self-definition, though one may deduce Marxist sympathies from the several photographs of her smiling next to Venezuela’s Communist dictator Nicolás Maduro.37 Cullors, Garza, and Tometi share Sanders’s basic Marxist framework. But they didn’t name their organization “Workers’ Lives Matter” or “Proletarian Lives Matter.” While Bernie focuses on wealth to fight a class war, BLM highlights race to wage a culture war.


Sanders’s war is one of maneuver. He endeavors to change society by winning elections, which is why he spent a decade of his life running unsuccessfully for office before finally winning the mayoralty of Burlington by just ten votes. He then launched more unsuccessful bids, for governor and then Congress, before winning a seat in the House of Representatives and later the Senate, at which point he ran two unsuccessful campaigns for president. For all his radical rhetoric, Bernie confined his revolution to the traditional political realm.


Black Lives Matter has embraced a different strategy: a war of position. Though it behaves much like a political party, Black Lives Matter has not yet run a candidate for office. Instead, it has infiltrated the cultural institutions: Hollywood, corporate America, the mainstream media, technology, higher education, lower education, and various civic associations.


In mid-2020, Netflix and Amazon Prime began promoting “Black Lives Matter”–themed movies on their streaming platforms. Twitter changed its own Twitter bio to “#BlackLivesMatter” with the later addition of “#BlackTransLivesMatter,” in case the former declaration did not suffice for the grievance-mongers.38 Goodyear Tires encouraged employees to embrace BLM while banning them from suggesting that “all lives matter,” that “blue lives matter,” or that we ought to “make America great again.”39


Universities, the incubators of BLM ideology, adorned their student-athletes’ uniforms with the motto. Primary and secondary schools adopted it into their curricula with the New York Times’s anti-historical 1619 Project, which, over the objections of even left-wing academic historians, baselessly recast the American Revolution as a war to preserve slavery.


In June of 2020 even the Boy Scouts, once a bastion of traditional American values, announced the creation of a new “diversity” badge in partnership with Black Lives Matter.40 To ascend the Boy Scouts’ highest ranks a scout no longer need even be a boy, but he or she does need to recite the credo of self-described Marxists.41


BLM’s cultural Marxist roots help to explain the organization’s “queer” advocacy despite black Americans’ traditional opposition to aberrant sexual behaviors. In the mid-2000s, just 21 to 25 percent of black Americans supported redefining marriage to include same-sex unions, a percentage far lower than among whites and Hispanics, and that difference persists to this day.42


Nevertheless, despite black Americans’ relatively conservative views of sex, Black Lives Matter declares on its website, “We are self-reflexive and do the work required to dismantle cisgender privilege and uplift Black trans folk, especially Black trans women who continue to be disproportionately impacted by trans-antagonistic violence.”43 Fortunately very few “black trans women”—that is, black men who present themselves as women—are murdered each year, and when the killers are discovered, they usually turn out to be black themselves.44 So why would an organization ostensibly dedicated to racial issues devote so much energy to sex?


Not only does Black Lives Matter “foster a queer-affirming network” and free itself “from the tight grip of heteronormative thinking,” it seeks ultimately to “disrupt the Western-prescribed nuclear family structure.”45 Wilhelm Reich couldn’t have put it better. On closer inspection, Black Lives Matter seems to use race merely as an instrument in the same project undertaken by culturally sensitive radicals all the way back to Antonio Gramsci.


Bernie has spent his career encouraging speech, particularly radical speech, as he did in his independent newspaper columns and fringe documentaries. After losing the Democratic presidential nomination in 2016, Bernie debated the merits of socialism with conservative senator Ted Cruz on CNN.46 Sanders pursues direct confrontation with other ideas in the public square, confident that his views will prove the more persuasive.


The self-proclaimed Marxists of Black Lives Matter have taken the opposite approach, seeking instead to silence any and all who disagree with them. It should come as no surprise, therefore, that Bernie Sanders and Black Lives Matter have locked horns on the campaign trail. On several occasions during the 2016 and 2020 presidential cycles, Black Lives Matter activists stormed the stage at Sanders campaign events and took his microphone away from him. Alongside similar leftist groups such as Antifa, they have shouted down speakers, demanded firings, and generally stifled speech on university campuses, in corporate boardrooms, and everywhere in between.


In their efforts to combat creeping political correctness, conservatives tend to agree with Sanders on the form of battle. The answer to bad speech, they insist, is more speech, following a line of thinking popularized by the liberal philosopher John Stuart Mill and Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis among others.47 Whatever else one might say about Sanders, he has respected the traditional American political process, spreading his radical ideas on newspaper pages and the campaign trail.


Black Lives Matter and other more culturally minded radicals have taken a different tack. They have pursued their political goals outside of ordinary channels, disrupting campaign speeches and even extorting corporations and public figures.48 The answer to bad speech, they believe, is censorship.


Which strategy has proved more effective? By 2020, after nearly four decades in political office without a single legislative achievement to show for it, Bernie Sanders once again lost the Democratic Party nomination for president, that year to Joe Biden, a self-styled “moderate” who nonetheless adopted many of the mottos and policy goals put forward by Black Lives Matter in his bid to ride the zeitgeist to victory. Sanders’s political action accomplished little; the cultural hegemony achieved by Black Lives Matter and its fellow travelers transformed the country.


Like Sanders, conservatives have failed. They have failed to conserve our culture from the radicals’ designs. They haven’t even managed to conserve the ladies’ room. More speech has delivered us more bad ideas, chief among them the censorship of traditional speech. The very word “censorship” sends a chill down the spines of most Americans, and yet, however distasteful it seems, the tactic appears to work.


No two people could disagree more on the subject of socialism than Ted Cruz and Bernie Sanders. But these seeming opposites have more in common than perhaps either of them would admit. They each respect the standards that set the boundaries of our political system. Both men may wish to change that system according to their political lights, but they undertake that task while respecting the established rules.


Black Lives Matter and like-minded cultural revolutionaries do not respect the rules. They recognize that established standards of speech and behavior will always impede their plans; indeed, the thwarting of such radicalism is the standards’ very purpose. Contrary to conservatives’ usual talking points, these radicals understand free speech far better than its supposed defenders.


From the 1920s through the 1970s, the radical rantings of the revolutionaries met derision and dismissal. The country was not yet ready for the “orgasmatron.” By the second and third decades of the twenty-first century, however, those ideas had entered the mainstream. Eventually the radicals achieved cultural hegemony. Having realized much of Gramsci’s, Reich’s, and the Frankfurt School’s visions, today’s revolutionaries have only to enforce their new orthodoxy through a ruthless system of censorship—and thereby usher in our brave new world.










CHAPTER 4 STANDARDS AND PRACTICES



Radical theorists had not long pursued culture as their means to revolution before artists, the producers of culture, took notice. In the 1930s and ’40s, two British novelists saw the coming cultural tyranny: George Orwell and Aldous Huxley. The phrases they coined have become bywords for the politically correct regime: “Newspeak,” “Big Brother,” “thoughtcrime,” “doublethink,” “memory hole,” “brave new world.”


While these artists did not predict the future, we may call them political prophets. As my friend Father George Rutler has observed, prophets “predict the future only in a derivative sense of cautioning about the consequences of denying the truth.”1 Orwell, Huxley, and other writers who sounded the alarm during this era had no need of a crystal ball because they saw the seeds of political correctness planted all around them.


In 1948, George Orwell wrote Nineteen Eighty-Four, a dystopian novel about a totalitarian government’s use of thought control to maintain power. The inversion of the year in which he wrote prefigured the future inversion of standards that has come to pass, off the page. Orwell imagined a world under universal surveillance and perpetual historical revision. As his protagonist Winston Smith explains, “Every record has been destroyed or falsified, every book rewritten, every picture has been repainted, every statue and street building has been renamed, every date has been altered. And the process is continuing day by day and minute by minute. History has stopped. Nothing exists except an endless present in which the Party is always right.”2


The Black Lives Matter riots of 2020, which targeted and destroyed countless historical monuments throughout the United States, put Winston’s words into action. The rioters wrought their violence in the name of “social justice” and “woke” politics, new jargon for the same old scourge of political correctness. The rioters took their cues from the New York Times’s 1619 Project, which cast the United States as hopelessly unjust on the false premise that the Founding Fathers fought the American Revolution to preserve slavery.


Although academic historians from across the political spectrum refuted this central lie, the Times persisted, and the revisionist series went on to win the Pulitzer Prize.3 The 1619 Project sought not to reexamine American history but to rewrite it as a pretext for re-founding the country. When the political philosopher Charles Kesler called the nationwide violence of 2020 the “1619 Project riots,” the project’s author Nikole Hannah-Jones welcomed the moniker as “an honor” and thanked him.4


Beyond historical revision, Orwell’s regime also employs perpetual, arbitrary war and technology such as the “telescreen,” an innovation that eerily prefigured our own ubiquitous broadcasting devices. But more than anything else, Big Brother’s government relies on the control of language to maintain power. “Newspeak,” the novel’s most direct prophesy of political correctness, controls its subjects’ minds by changing and limiting their lexicon. Through this curtailing of language, “thoughtcrime”—that is, dissent from party orthodoxy—becomes impossible.


“Don’t you see that the whole aim of Newspeak is to narrow the range of thought?” explains Syme, the party apparatchik in charge of compiling the new dictionary. “In the end we shall make thoughtcrime literally impossible, because there will be no words in which to express it.… The Revolution will be complete when the language is perfect. Newspeak is Ingsoc and Ingsoc is Newspeak.”5 The ruling Ingsoc regime, short for English socialism, considered language control no mere instrument of its power but rather the totality of it.6


Orwell’s warnings about the dangers English socialism posed to language and free thought raise more questions than answers in light of the author’s own political identity: Orwell himself was an English Socialist. “Every line of serious work that I have written since 1936 has been written, directly or indirectly, against totalitarianism and for democratic socialism, as I understand it,” Orwell explained.7 When conservatives invoke Orwell in their arguments against socialism, leftists point out Orwell’s own confusing political views. The key to understanding how Orwell could inveigh against “Ingsoc” and Newspeak while simultaneously siding with the Ingsocs and the Newspeakers of his day lies in the final four words of his statement: “as I understand it.”


Orwell deplored what he called “oligarchical collectivism,” or totalitarianism. He admired Leon Trotsky and opposed Joseph Stalin, two Russian Communists whose ideological differences their disciples love to overstate. (In practice, their differences boiled down to the exile of the former and his assassination at the hands of the latter.) Orwell longed for a socialism without collectivism or totalitarianism, as he explained to the anti-socialist liberal economist Friedrich Hayek.


“In the negative part of Professor Hayek’s thesis there is a great deal of truth,” Orwell admitted. “It cannot be said too often—at any rate, it is not being said nearly often enough—that collectivism is not inherently democratic, but, on the contrary, gives to a tyrannical minority such powers as the Spanish Inquisitors never dreamed of.”8 Stalin’s purges shattered the illusions of many leftist intellectuals throughout the West, as the ex-Communist Whittaker Chambers chronicled in his influential 1952 memoir, Witness. George Orwell supported socialism as he understood it. And even a genius such as he, like so many political naïfs who still today insist that “true socialism” has never been tried, did not understand it well.


A more incisive prophesy of our present politics came from the pen of Orwell’s high school French teacher, Aldous Huxley. Brave New World, written seventeen years before Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four, envisions a different type of dystopia. The title derives from the most famous line of Shakespeare’s tragicomedy The Tempest, expressing innocent obliviousness to natural evil: “O wonder! How many goodly creatures are there here! How beauteous mankind is! O brave new world, that has such people in’t.”9 In Brave New World, a tyrannical one-world government has wielded technology, ideology, and man’s basest impulses to engineer a docile populace too distracted by sex and drugs to notice their own slavery within a rigid hierarchy.


Orwell envisioned a repressive state that deprives its people of pleasure. In Nineteen Eighty-Four, the gin, cigarettes, and coffee available to the public all taste foul. The people can’t even find solace in sex, which constitutes no more than the people’s “duty to the Party” after all undutiful sex is outlawed. Huxley foresaw a subtler oppression that would not deny but rather saturate the public with physical pleasure. The state encourages promiscuity, bans monogamy, and plies its people with “soma,” a euphoric drug that causes pleasant hallucinations and obscures the reality of time.


Big Brother’s three maxims in Nineteen Eighty-Four recall political correctness in their brazen dishonesty: “war is peace,” “freedom is slavery,” “ignorance is strength.” But the moral code by which the regime maintains its rule bears a greater resemblance to puritanism than to postmodern perversity. It enforces the traditional virtues—chastity, temperance, diligence, patience, kindness, humility, and charity—albeit in a corrupted form.


Huxley’s World State, on the other hand, maintains its power by exacerbating vice. Whereas Orwell’s Big Brother rules by breaking his subjects’ faith in their faculties of reason, as Winston learns when the regime tortures him into believing that two plus two make five, Huxley’s World State holds power by exacerbating its subjects’ vices so that they can never build or maintain the capacities and institutions necessary for self-rule.


This promotion of vice provides a subtler means to political power than quasi-puritanical suppression, and Huxley claimed that it made his dystopian vision more likely than that of his former student. Though Huxley considered Nineteen Eighty-Four “profoundly important,” he found Big Brother’s heavy-handedness unrealistic. “Whether in actual fact the policy of the boot-on-the-face can go on indefinitely seems doubtful,” he explained. “My own belief is that the ruling oligarchy will find less arduous and wasteful ways of governing and of satisfying its lust for power, and these ways will resemble those which I described in Brave New World.”10
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