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When I began to hear about political correctness as a senior at the University of Illinois in 1990, I wondered what I was missing. Where were the
radical students intimidating other students and teachers? Where were the tenured radicals indoctrinating me with leftist propaganda? Where was political
correctness?
I had encountered leftist professors and students, of course, but I had never
thought of them as the "thought police" that Newsweek told me were invading
college campuses. Most of the leftists I met seemed like nice people, polite
and tolerant of other people's views. And the conservative students and professors I'd encountered didn't seem like victims of a new McCarthyism. They
had their own monthly newspaper funded by conservative foundations, their
own organizations, and their own campus lectures. I don't recall hearing anyone called "racist" or "sexist" or "homophobic:' and I certainly never heard
anyone (except perhaps the conservatives) use the phrase politically correct. I
didn't hear many students challenging the "liberal orthodoxy," but then not
many of us challenged any orthodoxies. We sat in class and listened to the
teachers and read the assignments and wrote the papers and took the tests.
I went to college as the culture wars erupted in 1987, back when "pc" referred only to computers. But in my first week at the University of Illinois, my
philosophy professor assigned America's hottest best-seller, Allan Bloom's The
Closing of the American Mind, which begins: "There is one thing a professor
can be absolutely certain of: almost every student entering the university believes, or says he believes, that truth is relative." 1 This assertion surprised me
because I'd never heard anyone say that all truth is relative. After all, one of the
complaints about politically correct people would be that they believed they
knew the truth and intimidated those who disagreed with them. In my classes
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and my discussions with friends, I constantly heard arguments about what was
true and what was false. Perhaps what Bloom mistook for relativism was the
politeness and tolerance of these arguments. Unlike the 1960s, the campuses
of the 1990S are not fiercely divided by passionate debates about war and justice, and students are less likely to hold extreme views, or to occupy campus
buildings to express them. But this wasn't relativism; often it was just uncertainty and a healthy skepticism about any dogma. While Bloom's outrageous
statements intrigued me, I found it difficult to believe that he really knew what
was going on at most colleges.
Unlike most of the people attacking political correctness and higher education, I am a firsthand witness to what has been happening on college campuses
for the past eight years. As a student I've taken more than 150 classes from
dozens of departments, ranging from economics to philosophy to women's
studies, including the first courses on gay and lesbian history ever offered at
my institutions. I had both leftist and conservative professors, and I read a
broad range of books from the trendy to the traditional. If anyone could judge
whether there was such a thing as political correctness, surely I could. I also
read a lot of books on my own, especially books about the danger of "tenured radicals" on college campuses. But there were disturbing discrepancies
between what I was reading about PC and the reality in front of my eyes.
I read that everything was being "deconstructed" and that the Great Books
were being discarded in favor of books by foreigners with strange names like
Derrida, Lacan, Barthes, and Foucault. I read that under the guise of multiculturalism, leftist propaganda was dominating the curriculum. But the book I
was assigned most often in college was Plato's Republic. I read it in five classes
as an undergraduate at the University of Illinois and an equal number of times
as a graduate student at the University of Chicago. While I took some unusual
classes with progressive teachers and read some things that will never appear
on a list of great books, it was almost entirely through my own efforts to find
something different. If I did what thousands of other students had done and
took only the standard required classes, I would have encountered very little
of the multiculturalism that is supposedly taking over higher education.
Shortly after I graduated, the conservative newspaper on campus printed a
front-page article claiming that leftist English professors were trying to ban
Shakespeare (along with Columbus, John Locke, Adam Smith, John Calvin,
and Clarence Thomas). Ban Shakespeare? I wondered. That sounded like the
PC thought police.
"Who's trying to ban Shakespeare?" asked an English professor at the booth
promoting the newspaper.
"Lots of English professors," answered the woman there.
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"Are you politically correct?" asked the cover of New York magazine. Readers
were told to test themselves: "Do I say 'Indian' instead of 'Native American'?
'Pet' instead of 'Animal Companion'?" 5 I had to confess that sometimes I said
"Native American," mostly to avoid confusion with the Indians in south Asia.
I didn't know that saying a word could make me a fellow traveler with the
thought police. But the "Animal Companion" part puzzled me. By this definition, I wasn't politically correct; in fact, by this definition I'd never met anyone
who was politically correct. Do people really say "animal companion" instead
of "pet"? Does anyone accuse those who use the word pet of being a "speciesist"? Would anyone take them seriously if they did? I began to suspect that the
"political correctness" movement was no more than the product of someone's
paranoid imagination. Being asked ''Are you politically correcH" is like being
asked ''Are you in favor of the international conspiracy of Jewish bankers who
control the world?" Of course I'm opposed to an international conspiracy of
Jewish bankers controlling the world, but I also know that no such conspiracy
exists.
One of the charges I often came across in my reading was that affirmative
action denies fair treatment to white males. A professor in my undergraduate
political science department (whose faculty is mostly white males) wrote that
white male Ph.D.s "probably never will get an academic job interview, let alone
a job offer." 6 As a future white male Ph.D., this obviously concerned me. Even
though I supported affirmative action, I was a little leery about accomplishing
the goal of diversity by making myself unemployed.
But when I thought about my own experiences, I wondered who was really
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"Who?"
"Professor Cary Nelson. He hasn't had a lot of nice things to say about
Shakespeare." 2
The conservative newspaper had reported that Nelson's mission "is to forever annihilate the traditional literary canon." 3 In response, Nelson wrote in
the campus paper: "I have worked to open up the curriculum to more women
and minorities, but I have also published on Shakespeare, and like all my colleagues, I support the department's requirement that all English majors take
a Shakespeare course. I have never met an English professor anywhere on the
planet who wanted to remove Shakespeare from the curriculum." 4
When I looked at the English Department's reading lists, I found a dozen
classes devoted solely to Shakespeare, and many more that read his plays. No
Derrida, no Lacan, no Barthes, no Foucault showed up in the courses. The
PC thought police who won't say "a lot of nice things" about Shakespeare
suddenly didn't seem quite so ominous.
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receiving these preferences. After receiving a top-notch education in high
school, I went to one of the best public universities in the country, with two
scholarships to pay my way and the privilege of being admitted to an excellent
honors program. Then I was accepted by one of the best graduate schools in
the country, offered a prestigious fellowship, and given a federal government
fellowship that will pay me $40,000 over four years to get a free education.
How many minorities ever get privileges like that?
I certainly don't see lots of minorities being given these special benefits. It's
hard to see many minorities at all. At the University of Chicago (where I'm a
graduate student), less than 2 percent of the faculty are black and white males
are regularly hired. Only 3 percent of the graduate students and 4 percent of
the undergraduates are black. Hispanics are less than 2 percent of the faculty,
4 percent of the graduate students, and 4 percent of the undergraduates. Is this
the "victim's revolution" that is going to ruin my future career as a professor?
But "racial preferences" weren't the only threat to white males mentioned in
these conservative critiques. I often read about the evils of feminism. I heard
that women's studies classes had been taken over by radical feminists who were
silencing dissenters, attacking men, and indoctrinating their students. But my
own experience belies these charges of intimidation.
I took several women's studies classes, still searching for these man-hating
feminists who are supposedly politicizing education and intimidating students. But all I found were classrooms full of discussions, not politically correct
sermons. And I never encountered any classes in other departments that had
such a dramatic impact on the lives of the students. I suppose some "politically
incorrect" topics were off-limits - we never had a debate about the equality of
women - but I saw far more openness there than in most of the other courses
I took.
I remember economics classes where the students never argued about economics but instead answered test questions and homework assignments according to the assumptions of a free-market model that even the teachers
admitted was inaccurate. I also took large lecture classes in many departments where hundreds of students copied down identical notes (or purchased
them from professional note takers) in preparation for the upcoming multiplechoice test. I finished one fill-in-the-ovals final exam in fifteen minutes while
proctors patrolled the lecture hall and checked IDS. Curiously, no one called
this "indoctrination," even though it was far more oppressive to me than any
women's studies class I took.
I never saw a conservative student silenced or insulted or punished in any
class for expressing politically incorrect ideas. As a columnist for the student
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As I began to examine the stories about political correctness, I noticed a
curious double standard. Whenever conservatives were criticized or a leftist
expressed some extreme idea, the story quickly became another anecdote of
political correctness. But when someone on the Left was censored - often with
the approval of the same conservatives who complained about the PC policenobody called it political correctness, and stories of this right-wing intolerance
were never mentioned in articles and books on PC totalitarianism. My own experience made me question the existence of the "PC fascism" I had read about.
And as I began to study the terrifying tales of leftist McCarthyism, I found
that the truth was often the reverse of what the media reported. While some
stories about PC are true and deplorable, the scale of censorship is nowhere
near what most people think.
What startles me most about the PC scare is that the critics are so uninterested in what is really happening on college campuses. The anecdotes have
become more important than the reality. By force of repetition, these anecdotes have been woven into the tale of a "victim's revolution" on campus.
When closely examined, however, these anecdotes unravel under the strain
of exaggeration, deceptive omission of key facts, and occasional outright invention. What matters to critics is not the truth but the story-the myth of
political correctness. Every PC anecdote retells this myth by ritualistic invocation of the image of leftist thought police. The myth of political correctness
is a powerful conspiracy theory created by conservatives and the media who
have manipulated resentment against leftist radicals into a backlash against
the fictional monster of political correctness.
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newspaper, I never heard of any conservative being prevented from expressing controversial views by the supposedly ubiquitous "speech codes." The idea
that leftist students and faculty dominate American colleges and universities
seemed like a joke in view of the general apathy on campus.
The most student activism I ever saw came during the Persian Gulf War
in 1991, when students marched in protest against (and some in support of)
the war. Perhaps the funniest moment occurred during a small antiwar rally
held in a park across the street from a fraternity. Some fraternity members
tried to drown out the speeches by playing music on their stereos full blast. To
my amusement, the songs they played were Bruce Springsteen's "Born in the
USA" and Jimi Hendrix's Woodstock rendition of "The Star-Spangled Banner" - these two antiwar songs were the most patriotic music they could find
on their CD racks. But strangely, trying to silence an antiwar rally didn't count
as political correctness.

