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To the Editor:

THANK YOU for publishing 
Paul McHugh and Gerard V. 

Bradley’s article about the reality of 
trans children in America (“Unin-
formed Consent: The Transgender 
Crisis,” September). I am the parent 
of a 15-year-old boy with multiple 
mental-health issues who is caught 
up in this insanity. I have been 
waiting for more professionals to 
speak up and am wondering when 
the tide will turn. Following the 
recommendations of the clinician 
at the gender clinic we went to, I 
allowed our child to start puberty 
blockers at age 14, before learning 
about what was happening. Once 
I understood the reality, it was too 
late to change that path without 
causing our already fragile child 
incredible mental distress and put-
ting us at the very real risk of losing 
custody of our son (efforts to block 
gender transition are now con-

sidered child abuse in my state). 
Now I’m fighting to get him skilled, 
intensive mental-health support to 
forestall his starting the hormones 
he is desperately demanding, and 
which the same clinicians who sold 
us on the “harmless pause button” 
now say will help him.

The gender clinic, which is 
part of a major medical provider, 
has no mental-health provider on 
staff. Our child hasn’t had any 
mental-health support for the vast 
majority of his “treatment,” and 
the scant support he had initially 
consisted of occasional meetings 
with a licensed social worker who 
was clearly out of her depth. When 
I asked the clinical director what 
criteria they were using in their 
recommending life-changing hor-
mones for my child, she said there 
were none. But she did say, “You get 
kind of a sense” of who will benefit. 
This is the state of the science on 

which they’re making decisions. 
Unless clinicians stop protecting 
their bank accounts instead of pro-
tecting children, we are headed for 
a medical travesty of monumental 
proportions. I grieve for my son 
and for us all. 

	 Maureen	J.	Lewis
Clifton, New Jersey

1

To the Editor:

YOU PUBLISHED an excellent 
article on the treatment of 

transgenderism. I am the mother 
of a now 30-year-old daughter who 
decided to transition at 27. She ex-
perienced anxiety attacks in college 
and sought help from a campus 
counselor, and that is where, I sus-
pect, the influencing began. I was 
totally unaware of her intentions 
until she announced that she had 
already been on male hormones 

On Trans  
Kids

4 November 2021
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for two months. She was, by then, 
beginning graduate school. It’s as if 
she has become part of a cult.

Pushing something like this on 
underage children is nothing short 
of child abuse and malpractice. 
Seeds of confusion are being sown 
in those who need counsel. My 
daughter discontinued hormones 
after nine months because of hor-
rible acne, but her voice remains 
changed. She legally changed her 
name and recently married an-
other trans woman. Our family 
is heartbroken and wonders how 
psychological counselors approved 
this mutilating makeover. We are 
Christian and raised both our chil-
dren to know the Lord. We are all 
devastated. Thank you for pushing 
to expose this madness.

	 Cathy	Campbell
Saint Charles, Missouri

1

To the Editor:

THANK YOU for your article 
on the transgender crisis. The 

medical establishment is suffering 
from a shared psychosis, some sort 
of a contagious reality dysphoria. 
Try complaining to your doctor of 
pain and you’ll likely be laughed 
out of the clinic. But the same medi-
cal community that’s sending pain 
patients to an early grave or onto 
the streets in search of pain relief is 
accepting the gender dysphoria self-
diagnosis of young (mostly) women 
(many with mental-health prob-
lems). And they’re using this as the 
basis for irreversible hormonal and 
surgical treatments. I cannot think 
of any other medical condition that 
renders the doctor nothing more 
than an instrument of the patient—
frequently, a mentally ill patient. 

	 Elin	Lee
Northfield, Minnesota

1
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To the Editor:

PAUL McHUGH and Gerard 
V. Bradley have provided the 

most concise yet thorough piece on 
transgenderism to date. Their con-
clusion that the long-term legal im-
plications are what will ultimately 
doom this misadventure by the 
health sciences is reasonable, and 
it’s the opinion I’ve held as well. 
The only question not addressed in 
their piece is, how do we accelerate 
the demise of this policy?

A legal marketing campaign 
analogous to the asbestos legal suits 
would strike fear in the self-anoint-
ed medical practitioners who would 
hear these ads. At the end of the day, 
self-preservation is the most con-
sistent motivator of all. Debating 
with folks who have abandoned 
reason and the scientific method, 
and who are motivated by nothing 
other than a cause, is an impos-
sible task. Rather than taking them 
head-on, foundations should start 
funding a campaign that focuses on 
the need for self-preservation of the 
practitioners who are involved with 
this injustice. Instead of, say, meso-
thelioma, the ads would be focused 
on transgender procedures done 
too early in development. It would 
force people’s hands and get them 
to follow the science. 

	 Allen	Kamrava,	m.d.
facs,	fascrs

Los Angeles, California

1

Paul McHugh and Gerard V. Bradley 
write:

WE THANK our correspon-
dents for these touching and 

pertinent letters and wish to un-
derline an idea from each of them. 
First, we’d say to Maureen J. Lewis, 
this travesty has already reached 
“monumental proportions,” with 
thousands of families in America 
now facing the same quandary she 
does—recognizing the “insanity” 

To the Editor:

IT SEEMS that Christine Rosen’s 
essay on activist parents is too 

centered on the geographical area 
of the Northeast suburbs (“Will 
Parents Become Activists?” Sep-
tember). It misses, therefore, the 
reason that there will be no par-
ents’ movement or at least not 
one resembling what the author 
envisions or hopes for. If there is to 
be a parents’ movement, it will be 
made up of multiple local and re-
gional movements that fight those 
radicals who have undue influence 
in their areas. In the Northeast sub-
urbs, that apparently means push-

ing back on the radical leftists.  In 
suburbs in the South and Midwest, 
however, that would more often 
mean pushing back on right-wing 
extremists. Similarly, urban par-
ents would be up against the left, 
and rural parents would have to 
deal with right.

The larger point is that it’s im-
portant for people to call out the 
extremists on their own political 
side. The leftists in blue-state sub-
urbs can have undue influence on 
local governing bodies partly be-
cause the more moderate, though 
still center-left, residents aren’t 
inclined to view the excesses of the 

The Parents 
Movement

that has “caught up” their children 
but finding confusion rather than 
help in the health system.

Second, we’d emphasize with 
Cathy Campbell the cult-like features 
of this craze by noting the crowd of 
advocates advancing it through the 
schools, media, and Internet but 
also, as cults do, fostering a jargon to 
shape the public conversation (e.g., 
“gender” rather than “sex,” “trans” 
and “cis” for expressions of those 
“genders,” “assigned” rather than 
“recognized” sex in newborns, and 
the “preferred” label for personal 
pronouns).

Third, we note with Elin Lee 
how practitioners, instead of bring-
ing the benefits of wisdom and 
systematically studied experience 
to clinical encounters, seem to be 
taking dictation from patients as to 
their diagnosis and therapy.

Finally, we agree with Dr. Ka-
mrava’s provocative opinion that 
a foundation-based approach is 

needed to thwart this misdirection 
successfully. In the past several 
decades, other therapeutic crazes 
that had captured the biomedical 
establishment, and that were be-
ing steadfastly and ideologically 
advanced in medical journals and 
clinics, succumbed to court ver-
dicts supported by evidence from 
just such foundations. As a para-
digmatic example, one of us (Paul 
McHugh) has recounted in his book 
Try to Remember how courts ended 
the “recovered memory”/ “multiple 
personality” craze of the 1990s with 
evidence developed by the False 
Memory Syndrome Foundation. 
Surely, though, the welcome news 
for us all is that many others are 
awakening to the carnage and chaos 
caused by this enterprise and have 
begun a counterattack against it 
(especially in other countries) that 
will most assuredly prevail but only 
after a fierce battle and at great cost 
to its victims. 
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left as that big of a problem.  In my 
red-state suburb, we see the same 
difficulty coming from the other 
direction. We don’t have racialized 
teaching here, but that doesn’t stop 
the political right from screaming 
about critical race theory. Our sub-
urban schools did not shut down 
(except for spring 2020, when CO-
VID was new), but the activists of 
the right insist that any mitigation 
measures to prevent the spread of 
COVID and keep schools open are 
an imposition on their freedoms.

It’s easy to see and call out those 
on the opposing ideological side, 
and I don’t want the extreme left to 
be in charge.  In my location, though, 
the extreme left is not the biggest 
threat to a functioning civil society. 

I appreciate that Commentary 
is not afraid to call out extremists 
on the right, but please understand 
that while you may deal with more 
left-wing radicals in your geo-
graphic areas, it is a different situa-
tion in much of the country.

	 Seth	Swanson
Omaha, Nebraska

1

Christine Rosen writes:

I APPRECIATE Seth Swanson’s 
reminder that the efforts of 

parent activists are not always in 
pursuit of goals with which one 
might agree, and he is correct that 
in some parts of the country, the ex-
tremism is coming from the right, 
not the left. In Johnston County, 
North Carolina, for example, the 
school board recently passed a 
policy stating that teachers could 
not teach anything that might “un-
dermine” the nation’s foundational 
documents, a ludicrous and over-
reaching ban that could suppress 
healthy debate.

Mr. Swanson is correct to note 
that extreme claims by people on 
the right do no good in moving the 

country away from ideologically 
motivated education. But it’s im-
portant to remember that the par-
ents’ and legislators’ responses are 
a reaction to concerted efforts 
by activists to transform school 
curricula. Schools have seen ear-
lier waves of this—battles over the 
teaching of civics and American 
history standards, for example. 

The difference today is that 
critical race theory (CRT)–style 
claims have rapidly captured many 
major cultural, social, and educa-
tional institutions in this country: 
mainstream media; higher educa-
tion; and, as the past year demon-
strated, the board rooms of many 
large corporations.

CRT has become a catch-all 
term to describe a host of sins, 
and the reaction (or, in some cas-
es, overreaction) to it sometimes 
stems from a misunderstanding 
of what it is; but that misunder-
standing is often deliberately cre-
ated by ideologically motivated 
educators who hope to transform 
school curricula to better suit their 
worldview. When parents push 
back on CRT-inspired changes to 
school curricula, these same of-

ficials accuse them of trying to 
“ban history” or claim, incorrectly, 
that schools that reject CRT also 
reject the teaching of the history 
of slavery and race discrimination. 
In most cases, this is an attempt to 
avoid confronting the parents’ real 
concern, which is teaching chil-
dren that their country’s past and 
present is little more than a story 
of systemic oppression. 

This is a fight about whether 
educators should be free to indoc-
trinate children with ideas that are 
controversial and often factually 
incorrect—and to do so without 
allowing for debate and discussion 
about the principles stated. Such 
principles include: All white people 
are complicit in white supremacy; 
the success of minorities isn’t evi-
dence of a society that strives for 
equal opportunity; and the notion 
that equal opportunity and a range 
of Enlightenment values should 
be discarded in favor of “equity” 
claims that demand equality of 
outcomes regardless of merit, in-
dividual interest, and hard work. 
Unfortunately, the CRT side has 
racked up many more victories 
thus far than their opponents. 

The Temple Mount
To the Editor:

MEIR Y. SOLOVEICHIK’S col-
umn put me in mind of an 

experience I once had (“The Real 
Truth About the Temple Mount,” 
September). Seven years ago, I vis-
ited the Temple Mount with a repre-
sentative of the Ateret Cohanim or-
ganization who showed me where I 
could walk “safely” without fear of 
entering what was the Kodesh Ha-
kodashim (the Holiest of Hollies). 
We were accompanied by two Israe-
li policemen who, I was told, would 

ensure that we didn’t say Tehillim 
or any other Jewish prayer. When 
they stopped to talk to a tourist, we 
kept on walking and started saying 
Ashrei in a soft whisper. One of 
the policemen immediately bolted 
toward us, accused us of “praying,” 
and said he would escort us out of 
the area if we did this again. I am 
happy that this rule is now relaxed.

	 Frank	Breslau
Teaneck, New Jersey

1
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 ON JANUARY 31, 2020, an infectious-disease 
expert at the Scripps Research Translational 
Institute named Kristian Anderson called 

Anthony Fauci at the National Institute of Allergy and 
Infectious Diseases to relay some alarming news. An-
derson and his colleagues had been investigating the 
genome of the SARS-CoV-2 virus and thought it showed 
signs of having been manipulated in a laboratory. In 
a later email to Fauci, he wrote, “Some of the features 
(potentially) look engineered.”

Fauci immediately arranged a conference call for 
the next day. It included not just Fauci and Anderson, 
but Fauci’s boss, National Institutes of Health Director 
Francis Collins, as well as experts in Britain and else-
where. “It was a very productive back-and-forth conver-
sation where some on the call felt it could possibly be an 
engineered virus,” Fauci later told USA Today writer Ali-
son Young. It was scary enough if a naturally occurring 
virus had jumped from animals to humans (as most 
viral pathogens do). The notion that it might instead be 
a lab experiment gone awry was deeply ominous.

Three days later, everything had changed. In a Feb-
ruary 4 email to a group of scientists advising the White 
House, Andersen wrote that “the data conclusively show” 
that the virus had not been manipulated. In fact, he 
called that idea one of the “main crackpot theories going 
around at the moment.” Almost overnight, top figures in 

virology research and in the public-health establishment 
went from being worried the virus might be man-made to 
dismissing that possibility as a “conspiracy theory.”

What were the data that so persuasively con-
vinced Andersen, Fauci, and other experts in that Feb-
ruary 1 meeting? We don’t know. In fact, we know about 
Andersen’s emails at all only because they were released 
under the Freedom of Information Act. News organiza-
tions, including Buzzfeed and the Intercept, along with 
good-government groups, have requested thousands of 
pages of documents related to the pandemic. Much of 
what little we know about our government’s handling 
of the lab-leak question comes from these documents.

But the emails and notes pertaining to the Febru-
ary meeting were almost entirely redacted by the NIH 
prior to being released. Page after page show mostly 
black bars covering the text. Mind you, these are not 
FBI or CIA investigations where disclosure might re-
veal sources and methods. What part of public health 
requires this level of secrecy?

Following the February pivot, top scientists and 
public officials worked hard to downplay the lab-leak 
hypothesis and to demonize anyone who raised the 
question. Nonetheless, a small but growing number 
of experts argued that the possibility should be inves-
tigated. Given the lab’s location, suspicion naturally 
centered on the Wuhan Institute of Virology. As I wrote 
In Commentary ’s July/August 2021, issue, if the vi-
rus—whether manmade or natural—did escape the lab, 
“it would mean the pandemic was arguably the worst 
man-made disaster in history.”

James B. Meigs is the former editor of Popular 
Mechanics, among other magazines, and a co-host of 
the How Do We Fix It podcast.

COVID and the Authorities:  
It’s Even Worse 

Than We Thought

    TECH COMMENTARY

JAMES B. MEIGS

Commentary	 9
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Understanding the origin of that disaster was a 
vital question in the early days of the pandemic. It is 
even more important today. If deadly pathogens are 
spilling out of virology labs, that’s an ongoing threat. 
The next pandemic could be exponentially worse. But 
instead of confronting the issue with transparency, U.S. 
officials—and too many public health experts—have 
responded to questions about COVID-19’s origins with 
a mix of secrecy, delay, and obfuscation.

To be clear, thousands of federal, state, and local 
public health officials have done heroic work in this 
pandemic; we owe them a great debt. This column is 
not about them. Here I am focusing on a small group of 
people involved in high-level virology research and on 
the government officials who interact with them.

The eye of the controversy hovers over Peter 
Daszak, president of the EcoHealth Alliance, a nonprofit 
that raises and distributes grant money to virus research-
ers around the world. Not long after that February meet-
ing, Daszak helped organize a group of prominent virolo-
gists who published a letter about the lab-leak question 
in the Lancet medical journal. “We stand together to 
strongly condemn conspiracy theories suggesting that 
COVID-19 does not have a natural origin,” the letter 
stated. But Daszak had a huge undisclosed conflict of 
interest: The EcoHealth Alliance has a history of fund-
ing research at the suspect Wuhan Institute of Virology. 
Daszak’s harsh condemnations of the lab-leak theory 
could be read as attempts to shift attention away from 
research his own organization might have funded. 

Daszak denies that EcoHealth Alliance has 
backed “gain-of-function” studies (in which research-
ers manipulate viruses to make them more infectious) 
at WIV. In a testy exchange with Senator Rand Paul in 
July, Fauci also denied that his agency has funded such 
research at the Wuhan lab. But in September 2021, the 
NIH belatedly released an EcoHealth progress report 
detailing just such a program. The report is a stunner. 
It shows how grants from Fauci’s agency—funneled to 
WIV through EcoHealth—funded an extensive program 
to collect potentially dangerous viruses from bats and 
other animals in China. Some of these viruses were to be 
modified and then injected into “humanized” mice—ex-
actly the kind of research Fauci denied funding. (Fauci 
defenders say his definition of “gain-of-function” may 
be narrower than the one other scientists use.)

The EcoHealth report covered research conducted 
back in 2017 and 2018. Fortunately, the viruses men-
tioned in it aren’t very similar to SARS-CoV-2, so they 
are unlikely to have been precursors to COVID-19. But 
there are questions. Why is the report dated September 
2020 when it should have been submitted in 2018? The 
Intercept speculates that an earlier version might have 

been pulled back for revision and resubmitted. If so, what 
was changed? And why did it sit on the NIH shelves for 
another full year before the agency finally released it 
under FOIA?

Then, another bombshell dropped. An anony-
mous source gave the online COVID-19 research group 
DRASTIC a document outlining an EcoHealth proposal 
for a different gain-of-function project. This proposal 
was directed to the U.S. Defense Advanced Research 
Projects Agency (DARPA). The document shocked 
virologists because it proposed tasking the Wuhan lab 
with exactly the kind of genetic manipulation (involv-
ing bat-virus “furin cleavage sites”) that some experts 
believe could have made SARS-CoV-2 more virulent.

In the end, DARPA declined to fund the study, 
though it’s unclear whether such work might have 
proceeded with a different source of funding. But the 
fact that WIV and EcoHealth had even discussed such a 
plan alarmed other researchers. Biologist Jesse Bloom 
of the Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research Center told the 
Atlantic that he was “stunned” by the proposal. “The 
fact that it kind of came to light under a leak after all of 
this discussion,” he added, “to me that’s just not trans-
parent and honest.” 

It’s possible that there are benign explanations 
for all this secrecy and apparent deceit. It’s also possible 
a natural source for SARS-CoV-2 will be found, render-
ing our lab-leak fears less urgent. Recently, researchers 
reported finding three viruses somewhat similar to 
SARS-CoV-2 in bats in Laos. That’s not proof of a natural 
origin for the disease, but it could be a step in that direc-
tion. The jury remains out.

But what isn’t possible is that Fauci, Daszak, and 
other Big Virology insiders simply forgot about their 
long history of pursuing gain-of-function research 
with the Wuhan Institute. When some scientists asked 
whether WIV researchers might have modified the vi-
rus’s furin cleavage site, Daszak accused them of being 
conspiracy theorists. He didn’t mention that his non-
profit had proposed doing that very thing. While Fauci 
was angrily rejecting the notion that the NIH funded 
gain-of-function research, his agency was shamelessly 
stalling FOIA requests for documents detailing such 
funding. What’s the big secret? And what really hap-
pened in that February 1 meeting, anyway?

I’ve spent a good portion of my career investigat-
ing and debunking conspiracy theories, including the 
idea that 9/11 was an “inside job.” I think such base-
less theories are corrosive to our democracy. But if our 
public officials want us to trust them, they need to be 
transparent. The best way to keep people from believing 
in conspiracy theories is to stop acting as if you’ve got 
something to hide.q
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 FRANCES HAUGEN, a former product man-
ager at Facebook, testified before Congress in 
early October about the dastardly doings of her 

erstwhile employer. She outlined the ways Instagram, 
which is owned by Facebook, has had negative effects 
on the emotional lives of American teenagers and 
noted that Facebook is conscious of how it fuels anger 
and misinformation online.

Haugen had also leaked internal Facebook docu-
ments to the Wall Street Journal, which published a se-
ries of stories about the company’s alleged knowledge 
of the harmfulness of its products. Facebook’s own 
engineers were aware that “misinformation, toxicity 
and violent content are inordinately prevalent among 
reshares,” the Journal reported. Haugen called on Con-
gress to do more to stop Facebook, stating, “My fear is 
that without action, divisive and extremist behaviors 
we see today are only the beginning.”

There is plenty of room for discussion of how 
best to regulate Big Tech companies such as Facebook 
(which also owns WhatsApp, Messenger, and Insta-
gram). But the relatively newfound disdain on the 
part of Democrats and the mainstream media when it 
comes to Facebook’s impact on democracy might not 
be as civic-minded as their rhetoric suggests.

As a rule, Democrats are always enthusiastic 
about increasing the power of the regulatory state, 
particularly, as now, when they control two of the 
three branches of government. Until recently, how-
ever, enough members of their coalition cared about 
free speech and free expression that sweeping efforts 
to censor speech were rarely included in their govern-
ment “reforms.”

Our recent Great Awokening, with its insistence 
that speech is violence, and that harmful words posted 
on Twitter or your company’s Slack channel are equiv-
alent to physical assault, has upended that calculation. 
The mainstream media, which, since the Trump years, 
have urged the public to assess the integrity of stories 
not by the evidence or absence of facts in them but by 
the partisan leanings of those who embrace them, are 
a major cultural force promoting this reassessment of 
speech. Democrats have also proven to be amenable to 
this more restrictive redefinition when it suits them.

Democrats were perfectly happy with Face-
book’s heavy-handed interventions when, for example, 
the company announced earlier this year that it would 
be “expanding our efforts to remove false claims on 
Facebook and Instagram about COVID-19, COVID-19 
vaccines and vaccines in general during the pandem-
ic,” including any claims that “COVID-19 is man-made 
or manufactured.” This was done to suppress efforts 
to explore the possibility that the virus might have 
accidentally escaped from a laboratory in China, be-
cause Democrats and their allies in the media and the 
Biden administration believed that to be little more 
than a right-wing conspiracy theory. Tech platforms’ 
suppression of the New York Post’s stories about Joe 
Biden’s son Hunter and his laptop computers followed 
a similar logic.

By May, however, Facebook reversed itself on 
the lab-leak story—not because the evidence of such 
a leak had changed, but because mainstream-media 
opinion about it had shifted to allow for the possibility 
that such a leak might have occurred, and because the 
Biden administration was now raising it as a possibil-
ity. As the Wall Street Journal’s editorial board noted at 
the time, “as long as Democratic opinion sneered at the Christine	Rosen is Commentary’s senior writer.
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lab-leak theory, Facebook dutifully controlled it.” But 
when the evidence became too compelling to ignore, 
“Facebook acted in lockstep with the government.”

It’s also difficult to take at face value Democrats’ 
current complaints about Facebook’s impact on elec-
tions and democracy. Their sudden change of heart 
came only after Donald Trump won the 2016 election. 
It was completely absent when Barack Obama success-
fully used the platform (and user data) to win election 
and reelection; indeed, the use of Facebook algorithms 
was portrayed in hundreds of stories as a political 
masterstroke. Hillary Clinton’s stated problem with 
Facebook also came only after her defeat; Clinton, who 
received a $20 million campaign donation from Face-
book co-founder Dustin Moskovitz, now calls Mark 
Zuckerberg “authoritarian” and “Trumpian.”

Despite the recent harrumphing from Demo-
crats, and Biden’s appointment of a few antitrust 
advocates in key positions, Big Tech remains firmly 
ensconced in the Democratic coalition. As the Wall 
Street Journal reported earlier in the year, employees 
of Alphabet (Google’s parent company), Microsoft, 
Amazon, Apple, and Facebook “were the five largest 
sources of money for Mr. Biden’s campaign and joint 
fundraising committees among those identifying cor-
porate employers.”

As well, mainstream media outlets are hardly ca-
pable of acting as objective reporters on the goings-on 
at Big Tech platforms. They are direct competitors with 
them for the only commodity that matters in the infor-
mation economy: the attention of users. In some cases, 
such as that of the Washington Post, which is owned by 
Amazon founder Jeff Bezos, they both report on and 
are owned by competing technology companies.

Legacy media’s loss of readers to digital plat-
forms is an old story, but these negative revelations 
about Facebook give it a new twist. They and their 
Democratic allies might rail against the platforms 
themselves, but if you look closely at the solutions 
they are proposing, it’s clear they sense an opportunity 
to bend the platforms further to their political will, 
rather than destroy them.

If Democrats can regulate the ability of tech 
platforms to suppress speech and expression deemed 
to be misinformation, then right-of-center ideas that 
are plausible but not popular among the Big Tech/
mainstream-media/Democratic Party elite can nev-
ertheless be actively suppressed. This would never 
be viewed as censorship, of course, but rather would 
be touted with the kind of bureaucratic doublespeak 
Facebook used when banning the lab-leak stories—as 
the removal of “false claims” and “misinformation” to 
promote a healthy information ecosystem.

One need not love Facebook or other Big Tech 
platforms to see the potential harm: Pressured by Con-
gress and threatened with further regulation, Face-
book and other platforms could invoke ever-shifting 
definitions of danger to limit the reach of views that 
the left dislikes.

In July, as part of a series on “Untangling Disin-
formation,” National Public Radio devoted a lengthy 
segment to Ben Shapiro and his Daily Wire. NPR 
noted that, on Facebook, Shapiro vastly outperforms 
legacy-media outlets such as the Washington Post and 
couldn’t resist deriding the stories on his site as mere 
“conservative clickbait.”

NPR had to concede that “articles The Daily Wire 
publishes don’t normally include falsehoods,” but it 
cited experts who tut-tutted that the site didn’t provide 
enough “context” for readers. But the crux of NPR’s dis-
like of Shapiro could be found in this telling sentence: 
“There has been no indication that Facebook views The 
Daily Wire’s engagement success to be a problem.”

The mainstream media and its Democratic allies 
clearly do. According to this new line of reasoning, 
those terrible people who enjoy hot takes from Ben 
Shapiro are no longer merely the political opposition. 
They are undermining democracy, and, by implication, 
their right to free expression should be interfered with. 
Washington Post columnist Margaret Sullivan, who 
once ran a newsroom in Buffalo, recently argued with a 
straight face that “a problem that threatens the under-
pinnings of our civil society calls for a radical solution: 
A new federal agency focused on the digital economy.”

This astounding call should be considered in 
light of recent efforts to suppress speech and impose 
wokeness. Anti-racism profiteer Ibram X. Kendi has 
called for passage of a constitutional amendment 
that would establish a Department of Anti-Racism. It 
would “be responsible for preclearing all local, state 
and federal public policies to ensure they won’t yield 
racial inequity, monitor those policies, investigate pri-
vate racist policies when racial inequity surfaces, and 
monitor public officials for expressions of racist ideas” 
and “be empowered with disciplinary tools to wield 
over and against policymakers and public officials who 
do not voluntarily change their racist policy and ideas,” 
as he wrote in Politico.

Our use of Facebook and other Big Tech plat-
forms clearly does cause real harm, both at an indi-
vidual and social level. But it also offers a tantalizing 
amount of power to the political faction that can figure 
out how to use these platforms to muzzle their political 
opponents. Right now, that power rests in the hands 
of the Democratic Party—and they love nothing more 
than using governmental power.q
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 PRESIDENT BIDEN fancies himself a straight 
shooter, a truth-teller ready to call out the oppo-
sition’s errors and spin. The many speeches he’s 

delivered over a half-century in politics have been filled 
with catchphrases like, “Folks, here’s the deal,” “that’s 
not hyperbole,” “I’m serious,” and “I’m not kidding.”

Early in the 2012 vice-presidential debate, you 
may recall, after Paul Ryan criticized the Obama ad-
ministration’s foreign policy, Biden famously respond-
ed, “That’s a bunch of malarkey!” Years later, in the 
weeks before the 2020 Iowa caucus, Biden crisscrossed 
the Hawkeye State in a bus emblazoned with the slo-
gans “No Malarkey!” and “The Malarkey Stops Here.” 
(He came in fourth place.) Last January, near the end 
of his Inaugural Address, Biden told the American 
people, “I will always level with you.”

Was he…on the level? Over the past six months, 
as he has stumbled from one self-inflicted crisis to an-
other, Biden has offered the public a series of increas-
ingly implausible and disingenuous excuses for all the 
bad news. He’s gone from denying problems exist to 
saying they won’t last. He’s tried spinning defeat into 
world-historic success. He’s even invented a new form 
of accounting.

That’s not hyperbole.

The too-clever-by-half talking points haven’t 
stopped Biden’s job approval from falling. Nor have 
they helped him secure the southern border, crush in-
flation, bring every American home from Afghanistan, 
or convince Democrats in Congress to authorize tril-
lions of dollars in new spending. The bizarre messages 
convince no one. Only the most reliable Biden lackeys 
take them up, and then not for long. The nonsense 
provides Biden and his spokesmen some measure of 
defense during each short-term crisis, while eroding 
his trustworthiness and political standing in the long 
term. It’s a bad tradeoff.

Among Biden’s first acts as president, for exam-
ple, were a bunch of executive orders dismantling the 
Trump administration’s immigration policy. Shortly 
thereafter, illegal crossings at the southern border be-
gan to spike. As families with children and unaccom-
panied minors from the Northern Triangle of Central 
America showed up in Texas, Biden played semantic 
games. He denied there was a crisis. “The truth of the 
matter is: Nothing has changed,” Biden said during 
his March press conference. He added, “There is a 
significant increase in the number of people coming to 
the border in the winter months of January, February, 
March. It happens every year.”

No, it doesn’t. As an NBC News “fact check” ob-
served at the time, “there is a far bigger surge of unac-
companied minor children right now than there was 
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two years ago.” By April 8, the crisis was so pronounced 
that the Washington Post oft-factitious “fact-checker” 
Glenn Kessler tweeted, in an homage to Nixon press 
secretary Ron Ziegler, “Well, I guess the Biden White 
House line that this is the usual annual migration 
surge at the border is no longer operative.” By August, 
the number of illegal crossings had reached a 20-year 
high. Don’t fret, though. Vice President Harris is on 
the case.

As Biden pretended that the border crisis did 
not exist, prices began to rise. Lacking the chutzpah 
to deny the reality of inflation, the Biden team instead 
assured the public that the inflation wouldn’t last long. 
On May 27, Treasury Secretary Janet 
Yellen told Congress, “My judgment 
right now is the recent inflation 
we’ve seen will be temporary, it’s not 
something that’s endemic.”

Let’s hope so. By July, infla-
tion was at its highest level in 13 
years. On July 19, Biden stuck with 
Yellen’s prediction and said not to 
worry: “Our experts believe, and 
the data shows, that most of the 
price increases we’ve seen are—were 
expected and expected to be tem-
porary.” A few days later, during a 
CNN-sponsored townhall in Ohio, 
Biden repeated, “The vast major-
ity of the experts, including Wall 
Street, are suggesting that it’s highly 
unlikely that it’s going to be long-term inflation that’s 
going to get out of hand.”

He may need to find a different set of experts. 
“The message from the Fed’s latest projections is that 
‘transitory’ is lasting an awful long time,” wrote Greg 
Ip, the Wall Street Journal’s economics correspondent, 
in late September. In the end, Democratic control of 
Congress may prove more transitory than inflation.

Biden’s recent public statements have been es-
pecially ludicrous. In August, after the Taliban took 
over Kabul, forcing him to send 6,000 soldiers back 
to Afghanistan to assist in a panicked, disorderly, 
and ultimately deadly evacuation of U.S. citizens and 
permanent legal residents, Biden complained that he 
wasn’t getting enough credit for a job well done. A 
medieval militia connected to al-Qaeda had won its 
20-year war with the West, tens of millions of Afghans 
had been sentenced to life in a theocratic society, 13 
U.S. servicemen had died at the hands of a suicide 
bomber, American citizens remained prisoners of the 
Taliban—and Biden thought he’d done a bang-up job. 

“President Biden Defies Expectations (Again), Delivers 
Results in Afghanistan,” read one DNC press release. 
He certainly defied expectations of competence and 
delivered a result in favor of the Taliban.

But not according to the president, who said 
in his August 31 speech announcing the end of the 
war that what had happened in Afghanistan was an 
“extraordinary” success: “The extraordinary success 
of this mission was due to the incredible skill, bravery, 
and selfless courage of the United States military and 
our diplomats and intelligence professionals.” That 
was too much even for General Mark Milley, chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, who told Congress on 

September 28 that Afghanistan was 
a “logistical success, but a strategic 
failure.” He forgot to say, “national 
humiliation.”

Biden doesn’t limit his baloney 
to foreign policy. Struggling to pass 
his domestic agenda, Biden arrived 
at a novel definition of cost. At a Sep-
tember 24 press availability, he said 
of his $3.5 trillion social-policy bill, 
“We talk about price tags. The—it 
is zero price tag on the debt. We’re 
paying—we’re going to pay for every-
thing we spend.” A day later, he short-
ened “zero price tag on the debt” to 
“zero price tag.” “My Build Back Bet-
ter Agenda costs zero dollars,” Biden 
tweeted on September 25.

The logic here—if it is logic—is that the net cost 
of the $3.5 trillion bill is zero because taxes will be 
raised to pay for it. Of course, as I write this, no one has 
any idea what the final bill will look like, how much 
in taxes it will raise, or for how long it will raise them. 
We do know that, even if the bill is “paid for” with tax 
increases, it will still “cost” a lot. That cost is the new 
revenues extracted from the private sector. “I defy any 
married man to go out and buy a Ferrari 812 Superfast/
GTS with $340,000 in cash and then go home and try 
to tell his wife that it cost nothing because he paid for 
it,” Rich Lowry noted in Politico. That, of course, is 
exactly what Biden is attempting to do—except Biden’s 
Ferrari costs 10,000 times as much, and he’s paying for 
it with taxpayer money.

Border crises that don’t exist, persistent infla-
tion that will be temporary, failures that are actu-
ally triumphs, and “transformative” spending that 
is really free—there’s a great word to describe these 
transparently false claims, one Biden knows well. It’s 
malarkey.q
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 IN SEPTEMBER, a bureaucrat at Barnard College, 
the sister institution of Columbia University, de-
clared the millennia-old religious requirements 

of Judaism null and void. To understand the exquisite 
irony of her announcement, we must first review the 
origins of this academic institution.

After the American Revolution, a New Yorker 
by the name of Alexander Hamilton returned to the 
city. As an alumnus of the formerly royalist institution 
called Kings College, Hamilton oversaw its trans-
formation into Columbia. As a sign of its embrace 
of equality, Hamilton installed on Columbia’s Board 
of Regents the spiritual leader of New York’s Jewish 
community, Gershom Mendes Seixas. The historian 
Andrew Porwancher describes in his fascinating new 
book about Hamilton how the Founding Father built 
his legal career in New York representing the members 
of Seixas’s congregation at a time when others might 
have been reluctant to do so. Considering the quotas 
that were yet to come at America’s elite schools, Hamil-
ton’s embrace of Jews at Columbia was remarkable: “In 
a young country caught between egalitarian promises 
and enduring prejudices, Hamilton’s reforms at his 
alma mater demonstrate his commitment to the revo-

lutionary ideal of equality,” Porwancher writes in The 
Jewish World of Alexander Hamilton.

The installation of Seixas at Columbia went 
hand in hand with a flourishing of fascination in the 
Hebrew Bible at the school and in America. The Co-
lumbia University seal featured the Tetragrammaton, 
the sacred biblical name of God, written in Hebrew let-
ters, emitting rays of light, expressing that it was from 
Scripture that true enlightenment could be found. The 
creation of the Hebraic seal set the stage for a Hebrew 
address at commencement, delivered by a Jewish stu-
dent and composed by Seixas.

Columbia’s beginnings reflected the bond be-
tween America and the Hebrew Bible and  part of why 
the nascent nation was so welcoming to Jews. Thus, 
George Washington wrote to America’s Jews: “May the 
same wonder-working Deity, who long since delivering 
the Hebrews from their Egyptian Oppressors planted 
them in the promised land—whose providential agen-
cy has lately been conspicuous in establishing these 
United States as an independent nation—still continue 
to water them with the dews of Heaven and to make 
the inhabitants of every denomination participate in 
the temporal and spiritual blessings of that people 
whose God is Jehovah.”

We can now fast-forward to our own year and to 
the advent of the High Holidays at Barnard College, a 
women’s school under the larger umbrella of Colum-
bia. Cynthia Yang, a deputy chief of staff to Barnard’s 
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president and part of its “pandemic response team,” 
sent an email to students known to be Orthodox Jews. 
She informed them that “there are policies and pro-
cedures that you must follow relating to the College’s 
pandemic response.” Yang was referring to the regula-
tions requiring students to check in online daily to 
report symptoms and whether they had come into con-
tact with a student who had tested positive. The Or-
thodox students at Barnard followed these rules, like 
all the others. But on the Sabbath and during the High 
Holy Days, creative activity, or melakha, is forbidden. 
And according to normative rabbinic law, using differ-
ent forms of technology is considered prohibited. Yang 
apparently understood that this might have presented 
a problem to Orthodox Jews, but she breezily informed 
the students that their own beliefs were immaterial:

 
We recognize that how you have practiced 

religious traditions in the past may not align 

with the use of technology during the high 

holy days or the Sabbath, but this year it is 

paramount for the community’s health and 

safety (as well as your own) that you abide 

by the Barnard pledge and follow the Col-

lege’s policies and procedures. The campus 

communities that intersect at Barnard and 

Columbia cannot wait until Wednesday night 

for students to report symptoms or respond 

to a notification of a positive test. The chain 

of transmission can only be shortened when 

individuals act responsively and quickly.

 
Jewish law asserts that the Sabbath laws are over-

ridden for the preservation of life. But in this case, the 
entire student body was already vaccinated, and the 
university was already relying on students to quaran-
tine in case of experiencing symptoms. Moreover, the 
email was summarily sent out several hours before the 
beginning of Rosh Hashanah, without any attempt to 
find a different method for the students to continue 
communicating with the administration.

Yang’s email is remarkable, and revealing, be-
cause it betrays her own opinion of Jewish traditional 
faith. For Orthodox Jews, the Sabbath laws, like the rest 
of the Torah, are kept first and foremost because we are 
commanded to keep them, because we must keep them. 
But not for Yang; that these “traditions” were anything 
other than cultural curiosities, easily discarded at her 
command, seems never to have occurred to her.

Her email further reflects the fact that in an 
institution purportedly committed to multicultural-
ism, the faith of Jewish students is unworthy of equal 
respect. Would Yang have considered composing such 

a nonchalant note to other ethnic or religious groups 
on the Barnard and Columbia campuses? The answer 
is obvious; indeed, it is likely that in this parallel case, 
Yang’s job would have been in danger.

Thus the terrible irony emerges. A school whose 
roots lie in the celebration of the Hebrew Bible, and the 
embrace of traditional Jews, suddenly embodies the op-
posite ethos. In the age of intersectionality, it is specifi-
cally traditional Jews whose difference Yang considered 
unworthy of celebration and protection.

Others at Barnard understood that Yang had 
committed a gaffe, and soon after the issuance of her 
edict, an apology arrived in the inbox of Barnard’s 
Orthodox Jews. Her original email, Yang reflected in 
a terrible understatement, “was written in haste with 
the goal to keep everyone as safe as possible during the 
high holy days and it, regrettably, was not considerate 
in the way it should have been of each students’ ability 
to practice and observe their religion how they choose.” 
A Sabbath-friendly solution was easily found in consul-
tation with an Orthodox rabbi on campus, involving 
the placing of special stickers on student doors in the 
dormitory.

But it is impossible to avoid the feeling that, as a 
reflection of the ethos of the academic elite, Yang’s note 
provides an ominous omen. Jews encountered a unique 
embrace in America because of its love of the Hebrew 
Bible. A society suddenly society hostile to biblical faith 
will become an entirely different America for adherents 
of Judaism.

In uptown Manhattan today, the students of Co-
lumbia and Barnard can be seen entering the magnifi-
cent Low Library on campus, completed in 1897.  On the 
foyer floor of the library is emblazoned that Columbia 
seal, complete with the biblical Tetragrammaton.  This 
accoutrement was surely intended to honor the origins 
of Columbia, but traditional Jews have long noted the 
sad fact that over the decades students at the school 
would traipse into the library and unintentionally 
tread on the name of God, once celebrated by Colum-
bia’s creators as a symbol of the most sublime source of 
wisdom.  But this now painfully and perfectly provides 
a metaphor for the fact that many of those overseeing 
the most celebrated schools in America no longer see 
traditional faith as essential to the pursuit of knowledge 
and consider biblical belief a curiosity at best—and a 
menace at worst.

The Orthodox students at Barnard were able, 
in the end, to fully observe Sabbath and holidays, and 
thank God for that. But as American higher education 
continues to embrace and enforce the progressive zeit-
geist, it may well be that the email of Cynthia Yang was 
a harbinger of what is yet to come.q
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The 
Woke Threat 
to America—

and to 
American Jews

By Samuel J. Abrams and 
 Jack Wertheimer 

 A NEW SET of assumptions about 
how American society should 
reform itself has emerged from 
the cloistered academy in recent 
years and now has captured the 
imagination of many in the 
news media, the entertainment 

industry, and, even more remarkably, corporate lead-
ership. Often described as progressive (in contrast to 

liberal), or more vaguely as “woke,” some of these ideas 
have found supporters among Jewish influentials—
and beyond.

Item: Writing in Jewish Currents, a left-wing 
journal, Rafael Margarik proposes a radical uprooting 
of Jewish philanthropy—it should be “scrapped, spent 
down, and liquidated,” he declares.

“This shift,” he goes on to explain, “would involve 
downsizing: fewer private day schools, summer camps, 
and trips to Israel, all of which are subsidized by en-
dowments; fewer fellowships for Jewish leaders, fewer 
conferences and summits, less innovation.” What will 
replace institutions preparing young Jews and future 
leaders to assume their roles in Jewish communal life 
is a question left unanswered, as is the consequence of 
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depriving creative innovators of the money they will 
need to launch new initiatives. Tearing down existing 
institutions, a favored goal of the woke, would appear 
to be the end goal.

Item: In the interest of protecting women from 
what are perceived as misogynistic motives for study-
ing Jewish demographic patterns, a cohort of Jewish 
academics seeks to silence discussion about low fertil-
ity rates and high intermarriage rates in the American 
Jewish community, trends reconfirmed recently by 
the 2021 Pew report. The Women’s Caucus of the As-
sociation for Jewish Studies issued an unusual, if not 
unprecedented, statement this past March branding 
discussion of those issues as “re-hashing old ideas 
about Jewish continuity in an effort to capture philan-
thropic funding.” Entirely sidestepping whether these 
trends exist, let alone what they portend for the Ameri-
can Jewish future, these scholars seek to discredit any 
discussion of these topics through cyberbullying and 
canceling of academics who do not share their views. 
Like many in progressive bastions, these academics 
often pay lip service to the idea of free speech and 
open discourse but demonstrably no longer value free 
speech, debate, and disagreement, or perhaps only en-
dorse speech that supports their perspectives.

Item: The rabbi of a Conservative synagogue 
saw fit to distribute copies of Robin DiAngelo’s book 
White Fragility to all congregants. One of the new 
texts in the growing catalogue of books portraying all 
whites as homogenous and riddled with racism, White 
Fragility paints a portrait of whites as supremacists 
who dominate other races through, among other 
things, a sham system of meritocracy, the very system 
that enabled the descendants of poor Jewish immi-
grants to become one of the most successful American 
minorities within a few generations. In this vein, 
Michael Sandel, a highly popular lecturer at Harvard 
whose classes attract hundreds of students, has writ-
ten a book-length attack on “the tyranny of merit,” this 
despite the fact that his own Jewish family members 
benefitted richly from meritocratic values.

Item: Jewish students at American campuses 
(and increasingly in high school and even lower 
school) are indoctrinated with lessons about the range 
of victims who have suffered oppression, principally 
people of color, of a non-“cisgender” sexual orienta-
tion, and women. One might have imagined that there 
are Jews who fall into each of these categories. But 
one would be wrong to make such an assumption. 
Increasingly, Jews are defined as being on the wrong 
side: They are castigated as privileged, white, and part 
of the oppressor class, never the victims—even as the 
incidence of anti-Semitism has exploded in America, 

including on campuses and in class discussions. Tragi-
cally, many American Jews naively internalize this 
hostile critique and blind themselves to the scarcely 
veiled anti-Semitism motivating it.

The list of such items can be expanded easily, 
but the question remains as to why more Americans—
especially Jews—do not engage in the battle against 
these dangerous ideas. One reason for acquiescence 
by Jews is that contemporary American culture sorts 
people based on their ideological positions. Political 
sorting, which is often confused with polarization, is a 
fairly new phenomenon but nevertheless occurs when 
ideological and attitudinal positions no longer vary 
but are expected to align to particular liberal or con-
servative attitudes. The result today is that Democrats 
are more uniformly left-leaning and Republicans are 
more uniformly right-leaning than they were decades 
ago. Both the left and the right promote packages of 
ideas and attitudes that must be adopted wholesale 
if one is not to fall into disfavor. Today, dissent and 
divergence become almost impossible if one is to avoid 
adverse social consequence and possibly real profes-
sional ramifications as well.

To complicate matters further, the package of 
progressive ideas continues to grow like wildflowers 
and the language morphs regularly. Every week seems 
to bring new nonnegotiable demands; and what was 
treated as benign yesterday may suddenly cause out-
rage and ostracism tomorrow. Still, by this point in 
what we may describe optimistically as late-stage pro-
gressive ideology, the broad contours of progressive 
thinking about domestic issues* are clearly set. Among 
the articles of faith are calls for the substitution of 
“equity” in place of equality as the guiding principle 
of government and corporate policies: Contrary to 
the famous exhortation of Martin Luther King Jr., it 
is precisely the color of one’s skin, we are told by the 
woke, that should serve as the basis for advancement 
in society, rather than the content of one’s character. 
But this is merely the first step in proposals to promote 
radical social change by imposing various forms of 
so-called justice initiatives—environmental, racial, 
sexual, and social.

Also in the crosshairs of some progressives are 
a range of institutions, including the nuclear family, 
the structure enabling philanthropy, and, of course, 
the police and justice systems. Contempt for religion, 
tradition, and history is part of this package of ideas 
too, as has been evident in the disdain for people of 
faith and their rights to religious liberty, efforts to 

*  Progressive ideas about foreign policy and especially the Is-
raeli–Palestinian conflict are worthy of critical attention, but we 
intentionally limit ourselves here to the domestic sphere.
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erase from history great American leaders, including 
Washington, Jefferson, and Lincoln, and the insistence 
on rewriting the history of the United States through 
lenses that falsify the past. All of this nihilism is in the 
service of eliminating the social control supposedly ex-
ercised by a white establishment, elites who allegedly 
represent no one and still resist relinquishing their 
unearned privileged status.

W HETHER ANY of this is good for America 
is a topic that fortunately has engaged 
a good many thoughtful commentators. 

But there also is an additional 
question to ask: Is it true that 
the tribunes of progressive 
ideology reflect the thinking 
of the American public on 
these matters? Extensive pub-
lic-opinion research demon-
strates that many of the views 
present in progressive ideol-
ogy are neither popular nor 
appreciated by the majority of 
Americans. Centrists regularly 
defeat progressives at the bal-
lot box, and the latter are not as 
dominant as they may appear 
to be in social media and in the 
mass-media spheres. Let’s look 
at three central and particu-
larly egregious planks of the 
progressive program.

Free Speech: Cancel 
culture runs rampant on social 
media and has crept into all 
facets of American life so that 
virtually no corner of the nation has gone untouched. 
Americans now are collectively afraid to raise ques-
tions, speak their minds, and share many of their 
views—even if well intentioned—for fear of a woke 
mob coming for them, their families, their livelihoods, 
and their privacy.

Survey research reveals that people habitu-
ally self-censor and regularly silence themselves, and 
cancel culture is despised by the populace as a whole, 
despite its seeming omnipresence in the academy, 
media, and digital worlds. For instance, the American 
Council of Trustees and Alumni conducted a recent 
survey of residents of Illinois—a microcosm of the 
American experience in that it reflects the views not 
only of a diverse citizenry but large and small cities 
along with rural areas. It reveals that large num-
bers of residents of the state report having censored 

themselves on salient sociopolitical issues out of fear 
of consequences to their reputations. In the Land of 
Lincoln, an astounding 30 percent of Illinoisans say 
that they self-censor “often,” while another 34 percent 
report that they edit themselves “sometimes”—mean-
ing that almost two-thirds (64 percent) of respondents 
willingly stifle themselves rather than express their 
opinions. Moreover, it turns out that 60 percent of 
liberals, 69 percent of moderates, and 71 percent of 
conservatives stop themselves from expressing their 
true opinions out loud. The data are quite clear: All 
Americans and even the majority of liberals are afraid 

of provoking irrational mob-
like behavior.

Why do these Ameri-
cans pull their punches? One-
fifth claim they do not want 
to hurt other people’s feel-
ings. But far greater num-
bers admit they are worried 
about personal, reputational, 
or professional consequences 
if they challenge seemingly 
prevailing sentiments. Almost 
a quarter state they have held 
their tongues because they 
know they “will be unfairly 
criticized,” and another quar-
ter “worry about professional 
or academic consequences if 
[they] say the wrong thing.” 
While another quarter stated 
that they have silenced them-
selves for some other reason, 
it is clear that very significant 
numbers of Illinoisans are 

worried about blowback due to their ideas, demon-
strating the insidiousness and pervasiveness of can-
cel culture today.

Matters are even worse on college campuses. 
The Foundation for Individual Rights in Education 
(FIRE) recently released the largest and most compre-
hensive study of student attitudes toward speech to 
date. Based on responses from nearly 20,000 currently 
enrolled students at 55 colleges around the nation, the 
survey found that viewpoint diversity is under attack 
and students regularly censor themselves out of fear of 
retaliation if they express their actual views. Sixty per-
cent of students reported that they could not express 
an opinion because of how their fellow students, a 
professor, or school administrator would respond. But 
that headline alone does not tell the full story.

Seventy percent of conservative students have 
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self-censored compared with 61 percent of moder-
ates and just 55 percent of liberals: a 15-point range. 
And students who belong to a religious denomination 
(63 percent) are more likely to limit their expression 
compared with atheists, agnostics, and those who say 
that have no religion (56 percent). Students who have 
a faith of some sort are less likely to be open to talking 
with their professors and peers or writing op-eds.

Heterosexual students are much more likely 
to hide their feelings and expressions as well. Fifty-
four percent of straight students would be willing to 
write op-eds, compared with 64 percent of gay and 
lesbian students. Two-thirds of 
straight students are comfort-
able debating their peers on a 
politically contentious topic, 
compared with three-quarters 
(73 percent) of gay students.

Both race and political 
ideology also lead to different 
attitudes toward free speech. 
Black students were more 
comfortable than whites chal-
lenging their professors and 
expressing their views in print 
about contentious issues. And 
while 11 percent of conserva-
tive students viewed violence 
as an acceptable response to 
political opponents, twice that 
percentage of liberals were dis-
posed to shutting down ideas 
with violence.

In short, in American so-
ciety at large and particularly 
within the precincts of higher 
education, free speech is under siege. It’s not just a 
question of who can and will speak, but also about ef-
forts to muzzle what can be said.

Meritocracy: The promise of upward mobility 
is dismissed by progressives who promote equity of 
outcomes over meritocracy. Progressive ideologues 
have collectively denounced numerous traditional 
American values such as hard work, self-reliance, and 
politeness as sinister aspects of “white dominant cul-
ture.” These absurd views of America’s ideals regretta-
bly have been gaining currency in the press, on college 
campuses, and have percolated down from there into 
society at large.

To cite one especially egregious example, the 
Smithsonian Institution, the country’s repository of 
culture and history, claimed in recent years that it is a 
racist idea and part of the dominant “Aspects and As-

sumptions of Whiteness in the United States” to regard 
“hard work” as “the key to success.” The Smithsonian 
backed down and apologized for giving credence to 
this argument, but progressives continue to promote 
the same tropes.

But there is a problem for those who peddle this 
poison: Most Americans assent to the idea that hard 
work is likely to result in socioeconomic advancement. 
Thanks to a number of Pew Research Center opinion 
polls and a new survey of more than 1,400 people, 
sponsored by the Los Angeles Times and Reality Check 
Insights after the November 2020 elections, we have a 

better sense of how the public 
currently thinks about the re-
lationship between hard work 
and success. Simply put, the 
woke view is unrepresentative 
of how most Americans regard 
work. In fact, the data reveal 
an uptick in the belief that 
work is the path to upward 
mobility. Respondents were 
asked whether advancement 
in society will come by working 
hard or whether work offers no 
guarantee of success.

Throughout the Obama 
and Trump presidencies, 
positive views toward hard 
work declined appreciably. In 
the 2000s, during the Bush 
presidency, three-quarters of 
Americans believed that they 
could get ahead if they worked 
hard. By the time that Obama 
and Trump were in the White 

House, that figure had declined to just 60 percent who 
believed that they could get ahead if they diligently 
worked toward a goal. In 2019, 61 percent believed that 
hard work would guarantee success for most people. 
In the aftermath of the 2020 election, the number of 
Americans who held the optimistic view that hard 
work can lead to success climbed, and now 65 percent 
of the nation subscribes to the belief that hard work 
often can lead to success, an 8 percent increase, and a 
clear directional change.

Thinking about the 2020 election a bit further, 
we see that the data reveal minimal geographic dif-
ferences based on Trump states compared with Biden 
states. Sixty-seven percent of those who live in states 
that went red and voted for Trump support the notion 
that people who work hard can make it, while 64 per-
cent of those in Biden states feel the same way. This is 
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a minimal difference, and Biden even campaigned on 
the idea that the “basic bargain in this country [is] that 
when you work hard, you [are] able to share in the 
prosperity your work helped create.”

When correlated with income, these views 
consistently show that the majority of people across 
the economic spectrum believe that hard work is the 
ticket to advancement. As one moves up and down the 
income ladder, this value does not change appreciably 
at all; hard work leading to upward mobility is widely 
embraced.

Contrary to ugly stereotypes of young people 
being lazy, looking for handouts, or being unwilling to 
work hard, the survey found that they too value work-
ing hard. For instance, 71 percent of Baby Boomers be-
lieve in hard work to achieve one’s success. That level 
of support falls to 61 percent for Gen Xers, 61 percent 
for Millennials, and 63 percent for Gen Zers. Those in 
their 50s are as likely as those in their 20s to support 
the idea that hard work leads to success. And large 
majorities of Americans are not looking for handouts 
but are prepared to invest themselves in hard work to 
advance.

Significantly, there are pronounced racial differ-
ences in responses to the hard-work question. While 
only 49 percent of black people feel that hard work 
will help them get ahead, other minority groups are 
far more positive. Seventy percent of both Asians and 
those who are mixed-race feel that hard work leads to 
success, and an almost identical proportion of Hispan-
ics (69 percent) feel the same way. Two-thirds of whites 
also believe that they can get ahead with hard work 
and achieve the American Dream. The lower level of 
support among blacks may be the result of older per-
ceptions of racism in the workplace or internalization 
of discrimination encountered in the past, but the fact 
is that overwhelming majorities of nonwhites and 
people of Hispanic descent feel that they can get ahead 
in this country and that upward mobility is still very 
much possible with grit and determination. Fortu-
nately, belief in the value of hard work and the rewards 
of upward mobility is embraced by large majorities of 
Americans, offering hope that if progressive ideology 
is rebuffed, this country will continue to benefit from 
the fruits of hard work—innovation, enterprise, and 
upward mobility.

Institutions: Among the most pernicious as-
pects of progressive ideology is its nihilistic approach 
to institutions, tradition, and the historical past. The 
mindless destruction of statues last summer vividly 
reminds us of the need some progressives feel to up-
root everything from the past that does not agree with 
their current ideology. To imagine that contemporary 

sensibilities must serve as the litmus test for judg-
ing historical figures is ahistorical and childish. But 
the damage done is hardly child’s play. As numerous 
commentators have noted, it is akin to the rampage 
known as the Cultural Revolution in Maoist China.

The rising number of Americans who regard 
religion with contempt is but one symptom of this 
mindless assault on tradition. Religion is regarded as 
an impediment to advancing the kind of society that 
progressives seek to create, and it therefore is ridiculed 
by cultural elites. That state of affairs may leave many 
Americans nonplused until they consider G.K. Ches-
terton’s observation: “When men choose not to believe 
in God, they do not thereafter believe in nothing, they 
then become capable of believing in anything.” In this 
case, “anything” means the extremist views offered by 
progressive ideology.

Fortunately, most Americans don’t buy into this 
nihilism. Let’s consider attitudes toward one major 
institution central to the health of society: the family. 
How do various demographic groups view family life 
and its role in furthering upward mobility? A survey 
conducted by the Los Angeles Times and Reality Check 
Insights asked Americans how essential having a good 
family life is to realizing the American Dream. Over 
three-quarters (76 percent) of Americans believe that 
a good family life is essential to the Dream, and the 
number is even higher for the political middle, where 81 
percent of moderates believe that family life is essential. 
That number plunges to just two-thirds (66 percent) 
among extreme liberal identifiers, while three-quarters 
of liberals (74 percent) and 79 percent of conservatives 
feel that family is essential for the Dream.

Significantly, ideology plays a role in how Ameri-
cans relate to family members as well. The May 2021 
edition of AEI’s American Perspectives Survey looks at 
relationships and intimacy and asks a national sample 
of Americans, “Who do you usually talk to first when 
you have a personal problem?” Roughly 80 percent of 
Americans—moderates, liberals, and conservatives—
answer that they first turn to family members. Only 
extreme liberals answer differently: Merely 60 percent 
claim they turn to family members.

W ITH SIGNIFICANT majorities of Ameri-
cans at odds with progressive ways of 
looking at the world, why are some Jews 

so outspoken in their sympathy for this ideology? The 
answer one is likely to hear from such Jews is that they 
look at the world through a “Jewish lens” and are mo-
tivated by “Jewish values.” After all, didn’t the proph-
ets of yore speak about justice, and hasn’t every Jew 
learned of the imperative to engage in tikkun olam, re-
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pairing the world? Alas, these idealistic terms are easy 
to apply to any favored cause, especially when they are 
severed from any text or context. Discussions about 
what Judaism has to say about public-policy questions 
often are based on facile arguments and cherry-picked 
quotations drawn from the vast treasury of Jewish lit-
erature. Does “Judaism” take a position on “equity” as 
understood by progressives, or on the stifling of speech 
or the blackening of a person’s name for holding un-
conventional views or the tearing down of institutions 
such as the family? Multiple, and at times contradic-
tory, rabbinic statements come to mind, as do possible 
historical precedents.

Rather than engage in a fruitless exercise to 
adduce dueling proof texts, we may more usefully con-
sider how Jews have functioned in this country and 
what is likely to be in the interests of Jews in the years 
to come. Free speech and expression, meritocracy, and 
institution-building—these have been at the core of 
the Jewish experience in America. And until the day 
before yesterday, Jews have been held up as a model 
minority, an immigrant group that by dint of its own 
efforts pulled itself up from its impoverished origins 
and facing (in the parlance of today) countless struc-
tural inequalities went on to achieve great economic 
and status success in America.

The first Jews to arrive on these shores arrived 
penniless because pirates stole all their means. Suc-
cessive waves of immigrants have consisted mainly 
of indigents who could not speak a word of English. 
That was true of Central European Jews who arrived 
in the middle decades of the 19th century, as it was 
for Eastern European immigrants at the end of that 
century and at the beginning of the next one. Late 
20th-century arrivals from Iran, Israel, and the former 
Soviet Union may have come with some means, but 
they too had a tough time adapting to the American 
environment. They all have successfully climbed the 
socioeconomic ladder by working hard, sacrificing 
to ensure that their children would attain a higher 
education, and, yes, demonstrating their merits—their 
smarts, entrepreneurship, risk-taking, and confidence 
in the American Dream.

For Jews in the so-called knowledge industry, 
unfettered speech has been a boon to success. Histori-
cally, Jews have played a disproportionately large role 
in the news and entertainment media, the academy, 
and, more recently, digital platforms. There is a dispro-
portionate number of Jews in Congress, the business 
and finance communities, and in science, technology, 
and innovation, such as the Jews who were critical to 
the development of the COVID-19 vaccine or Google 
and Facebook. American Jews also built a rich infra-

structure to promote social welfare and change. They 
could succeed, as could other Americans, because their 
speech was protected, and concepts of fair play meant 
that people holding unconventional views deserved to 
be heard.

Jewish life also thrived because of the strength 
of its key institutions. The Jewish family used to be 
regarded as an asset, the anchor and launching pad for 
young Jews to advance with confidence into American 
society. Jews were once envied for the stability of their 
family life and investment in their children. One sus-
pects they still are.

Another institution, Jewish philanthropy, was 
heralded in print by Fortune magazine as “the miracle 
of Jewish giving.” The generosity of Jewish donors to 
Jewish and nonsectarian causes is on display in every 
major American city where civic buildings, cultural 
emporia, and university campus structures bear the 
names of Jewish donors. The perpetuation of Jewish 
life has also depended on generous giving to institu-
tions of Jewish learning, religious and cultural expres-
sion, and human services.

Imagine, then, the havoc that the new progres-
sive ideology threatens to wreak on American Jewish 
life. Consider morale: When students beginning in 
early-childhood programs and continuing through 
their school and college years are intentionally made 
to feel guilty about their “white privilege,” they are 
thrown back on their heels and left confused or feeling 
defensive. It’s bad enough that Jewish college students 
are exposed to this indoctrination, but they at least 
may have the intellectual resources to reflect on their 
own family histories: These alleged beneficiaries of 
“white privilege” are in the main but a few generations 
removed from their immigrant forebears. But what 
sense might school children as young as three and four 
make of the lessons they are taught about the guilt all 
white people allegedly must bear for the sins of racism, 
enslavement, and “white supremacy?”

Worse still, some Jewish day schools and other 
Jewish educational institutions are conveying to their 
young charges that by virtue of their skin color, they 
are responsible for wronging others and must atone. 
This is the stuff now being taught to preschool and el-
ementary-school children who do not yet have a sense 
of history or an ability to think critically about the race 
theories. Do proponents of new curricula seriously 
believe that evoking guilt in students for being white 
will make them more tolerant? What, aside from de-
moralization, can such pedagogy hope to accomplish?

Or imagine the impact if progressives succeed 
in undermining philanthropy and other major insti-
tutions vital for the health of Jewish society. In their 
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nihilistic efforts to tear down, they offer nothing to 
replace the range of institutions sustaining Jewish 
life. Religious and cultural institutions anchor com-
munity and family. Those Americans who affiliate 
with a faith tend to have stronger mental health and 
denser social networks and the positive outcomes 
that flow from them. Survey data suggest that various 
religious institutions improve outlooks: Almost half of 
Americans who attend services a few times a month 
are more likely to believe they are living the American 
Dream, compared with a little under a third of those 
attending a few times a year 
or less often. Who, then, gains 
from efforts to undermine the 
institutions that have added so 
much social capital?

Equally dangerous are 
the calls to “defund the police.” 
Law-enforcement personnel 
literally protect synagogues 
and other Jewish institutions 
threatened by terrorists and 
other criminals. Jews, like 
other Americans, rely on the 
police to apprehend those who 
engage in violence and crimi-
nal activities. As Hannah Elka 
Meyers has recently written: 
“More than ever, we [Jews] 
need robust and empowered 
law enforcement that contin-
ues to make intelligent adapta-
tions in order to check the rise 
in hate crimes and the environ-
ment of disorder that supports 
it. The police racism narra-
tive is false, and Jews need to 
speak out against it—not only 
because it’s wrong, but because 
it’s uniquely dangerous to” Jews. Here too, historical 
precedent might serve as a useful reminder that Jews 
have relied on the forces of the state and law and order 
to protect them from mobs.

And then there is the new thinking about race 
and power, once endlessly highlighted in academic 
settings and now seemingly ubiquitous in American 
society. Symptomatic of the willed blindness of some 
leading Jews to the dangers this thinking poses, more 
than 130 rabbis, academics, and Jewish communal 
leaders signed a statement in late June 2021 express-
ing dismay because “too many Jewish public figures 
have engendered discussions of concepts like ‘inter-
sectionality,’ ‘critical race theory,’ ‘white privilege’ (or 

‘white supremacy’), and other like terms where they 
are painted in simplistic, even glib, forms that bear 
little to no relationship to what proponents of these 
theories actually advocate.” In their eagerness to pro-
tect these terms from those who are insufficiently “nu-
anced,” the signers evinced not the slightest concern 
about the lack of nuance in how these ideas are being 
applied and the damage they are causing to actual hu-
man beings.

There already have been pitched battles about 
ethnic-studies curricula that single out Israel as the 

worst human-rights offender 
and distort the complex his-
tory of the Israel–Palestinian 
conflict. Less well known are 
the school curricula singling 
out one group—Jews—for op-
probrium. For some, intersec-
tionality means that America’s 
history of racial inequality is 
projected onto the standoff 
between Palestinians and Is-
raelis, with the former prepos-
terously defined as nonwhite 
victims and the latter as white 
supremacists. Some woke be-
lievers go further and publicly 
castigate Jews as a group as 
oppressors. With the onset 
of a new school year, there is 
good reason for apprehension 
about what Jewish students 
will encounter in their class-
rooms and on campuses. But 
one thing is certain: It won’t be 
“nuanced.”

The growing number of 
mandatory programs suppos-
edly promoting justice, diver-

sity, equity, and inclusion (JDEI) pose their own set of 
challenges. Only certain minorities are deemed wor-
thy of protection, and Jews are not among them. To the 
contrary, Jews are automatically defined as part of the 
white oppressor class. A recent suit filed against Stan-
ford University by two Jewish mental-health workers 
brings this matter into high relief. The complaint al-
leges that the DEI program “engages in intentional 
racial segregation through race-based affinity groups,” 
and it “relies upon racial and ethnic stereotyping and 
scapegoating by describing all Jews as white or white-
passing and therefore complicit in anti-Black racism.” 
As to the ways that Jews are portrayed by this program, 
the complaint goes on to say, “The DEI committee has 
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also endorsed the narrative that Jews are connected 
to white supremacy, advancing anti-Semitic tropes 
concerning Jewish power, conspiracy, and control.” 
Not only, then, are Jewish concerns about their own 
security waved away as irrelevant; Jews in different 
settings increasingly must contend with anti-Semitic 
canards, harassment, and violence at levels we have 
not seen in this country for more than 70 years. But 
don’t bother the DEI administrators with these petty 
Jewish concerns.

A century ago, anti-Sem-
ites sought to deny entry to Jew-
ish immigrants on the grounds 
that they lacked the superior 
character traits of Northern 
Europeans who had populated 
this country in the 18th and 
19th centuries and brought it 
to greatness. Now Jews face 
discrimination because they 
allegedly are co-conspirators 
with white supremacists or are 
simply part of the undifferenti-
ated mass of American whites, 
the oppressor class.

The name-calling and 
stereotyping are bad enough, 
but if the equity agenda is 
broadly enacted, Jews will find 
few opportunities to land jobs 
in the civil service, education 
(especially in higher educa-
tion), corporate America, and 
the innovation-based, creative 
economy emerging today. After 
all, Jews constitute only 2 per-
cent of the population, but they 
are overrepresented in these 
fields. In the cause of pursuing equality of outcomes, 
quotas are now proposed as the solution to ensure 
proportional representation by every subgroup in ev-
ery sector of the economy. Jews have seen this movie 
before: Their numbers at European universities were 
limited, as was their representation in the civil service 
of some countries; during the interwar era and well 
into the 1950s, American universities placed unofficial 
but very real quotas on Jewish enrollments on both the 
college and graduate-school levels. Under the “equity” 
regime, Jews will face the same obstacles. For a small 
minority population, this would lead to marginaliza-
tion and downward mobility, and eventually emigra-
tion to countries that value merit.

The high-minded Jewish defenders of the “inter-
sectionality” and “white privilege” (or “white suprem-
acy”) industry are right about one thing: These terms 
and their implications are not sufficiently understood. 
In the name of these ideas, Jews are cast as part of 
the white, oppressor class, and their achievements 
through hard work, merit, and investment in vital 
institutions are denigrated. If Jews do not wake up to 
the threat that progressive ideology poses to their way 

of life in America, they will find 
themselves on a steep slope of 
downward mobility, or worse. 
For Jews, nothing less than 
their equality is at stake.

They are not alone. Oth-
er American minorities also 
have much to lose if these ideas 
gain traction. Hispanic Ameri-
cans have been redefined by 
progressives as nonwhites and 
given a new name that means 
nothing to them—Latinx. 
This catch-all effaces the very 
real cultural, ethnic, and his-
torical distinctions among 
immigrants of various Latin 
American origins. Even more 
damaging stereotyping now is 
applied to Asian Americans, 
perhaps the greatest victims of 
the progressive ideology. Arriv-
ing in the United States as poor 
immigrants from India, Ban-
gladesh, Pakistan, Taiwan, Chi-
na, South Korea, Vietnam, and 
other countries, these new-
comers invested themselves in 
hard work and transmitted 

a strong work ethic to their children, with the result 
that their offspring have risen rapidly. Now these same 
Asian Americans are told that they actually are “white 
allies,” accomplices of the white oppressor group 
whose advancement in society should be limited by 
quotas and their earnings redistributed. As cases mak-
ing their way through the courts make clear, some of 
these minorities are fighting back. A still silent major-
ity of white and black Americans also does not accept 
the assumptions undergirding woke ideas.

Jews, once again, are the canary in the mine, but 
if they engage in the battle of ideas, they will find large 
numbers of allies prepared to marginalize the woke 
ideology threatening our country.q
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 T HIS PAST SUMMER, I spent half 
an hour scrolling through inde-
pendent journalist Andy Ngo’s 
series of “Antifa mug-shots” on 
Twitter. These were images of 
violent Antifa and Black Lives 
Matter gatherings that had been 

organized to call attention to the first anniversary 
of George Floyd’s death at the hands of former Min-
neapolis Police Officer Derek Chauvin. As I looked at 
the photos, the thought that kept crossing my mind 
was that the people arrested for Antifa and even BLM 

violence seemed to be overwhelmingly Caucasian. By 
my rough count, well over 90 percent of Ngo’s images 
depicted a racially un-ambiguous white person en-
gaged in one form of brutality or another in the name 
of racial justice. 

It’s fair to say that this was to some degree a 
regional phenomenon. In the Atlanta riots after the 
killing of Rayshard Brooks, for example, most of the 
participants were not white. However, Ngo’s hun-
dreds of pictures of virtually all-white “Black Lives 
Matter” activists, taken in Portland and other cities, 
accurately capture a significant trend in contem-
porary U.S. society. Across a range of issues—politi-
cally correct language, police defunding, affirmative 
action, gun rights—the people pushing for major 
“pro-POC” social and legal change are not themselves 

Wilfred Reilly, a political science professor at 
Kentucky State University, is the author of Taboo: 10 
Facts You Can’t Talk About.
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people of color. Instead, many are white radicals, at-
tempting to use the genuine plight of poor minorities 
as a wedge to force through changes to American 
society—changes that most people of color do not 
ourselves want. Both anecdotal evidence and hard 
data bear this out.

The woke left’s recent advocacy for politically 
correct, intensively monitored speech provides per-
haps the best contemporary example of this. To put it 
mildly, it’s not difficult to notice that a significant num-
ber of Americans currently seem to be very offended 
by everyday things their countrymen say. A complete 
list of those “canceled” for offensive speech during 
2020–21 would run many pages long, but a representa-
tive sample includes:

• the long-term play-by-play man for the 
Sacramento Kings basketball team, who 
was fired for tweeting “All Lives Matter” 
at a black player with whom he regularly 
enjoyed friendly political banter;

• popular UCLA professor Gordon Klein, 
who had to be placed under armed guard 
at home after stating aloud that he did 
not think “trauma” related to the death of 
George Floyd was a sufficient justification 
for skipping law-school exams;

• Harry Potter author J.K. Rowling, who had 
her name taken off a British school after 
her controversial comment that biological 
sex is real. 

Among the more remarkable cases, one of the 
U.S.’s leading soccer stars (for whatever that’s worth) 
was let go from his job as a professional athlete follow-
ing controversial social-media posts by his wife. The 
Los Angeles Galaxy opted to part ways with winger 
Aleksandar Katai after his spouse Tea said online (in 
Serbian) that violent protesters were “disgusting cat-
tle” who should be “shot.” Katai himself never said it. 

Many Americans seem to want this level of cen-
sorship enhanced. In fact, this sentiment was surpris-
ingly popular even before George Floyd’s death. Pew 
Research Center data from as far back as 2015 showed 
that at least 40 percent of young Millennial Americans 
favored limiting speech that is “offensive to minorities.”

If you go by the interpretations of popular media, 
attitudes such as these are driven by hypersensitive mi-
norities. As Yascha Mounk noted in the Atlantic, most 
Americans see Internet debate as taking place largely 
between two camps: “Team Resentment,” made up of 
older white conservatives and “Team Woke,” which is 
“young, likely to be female, and predominantly Black, 

brown, or Asian.” Intuitively, this makes a certain kind 
of sense: A casual observer might well assume that 
the majority of those attempting to, say, change the 
traditional term Latino/a to the more gender-neutral 
Latinx would themselves be Latino/a/x. 

However, as Mounk notes, “reality is nothing 
like this.” According to the best publicly available data, 
members of most minority groups dislike PC culture 
more than whites do. Eighty-eight percent of Native 
American Indians, 87 percent of all Hispanics, 82 per-
cent of Asian Americans, and 75 percent of blacks (vs. 
79 percent of whites) call political correctness “a prob-
lem” for the United States. Per several studies, the only 
group that strongly supports the movement of speech 
in a more woke direction is made up of young liberal 
white women. A Pew poll from the summer of 2020, 
specifically about the use of “Latinx,” strongly cor-
roborates this point. Only a quarter of all Latinos and 
roughly 38 percent of Latino college graduates have 
even heard of the term. What’s more, only 3 percent 
ever opt to use it, and many seem to find it ridiculous. 
If anything, the pattern here is one of white leftists 
telling Hispanic taxpayers to speak in a more woke 
fashion—and Latinos refusing to comply. 

The debate over policing speech is not an outlier 
here. Many other contemporary policy debates break 
down essentially to left-leaning elite whites demand-
ing social change on behalf of minority Americans, 
with actual black and brown citizens opposing the pro-
posed changes roughly as much as the larger American 
population does. Defunding the police, for example, 
was a left-wing cause célèbre for much of 2020. In June 
of that year, the New York Times ran an astonishing 
op-ed headlined “Yes, We Mean Literally Abolish the 
Police.” Around the same time, Mother Jones argued in 
a widely read piece that the police should be defunded 
even if it did not “poll well.” Additionally, many left-
leaning cities (such as Portland, Minneapolis, New 
York City, and Los Angeles) actually moved to slash 
police budgets.

However, numbers from the journalist Matthew 
Yglesias, cited in the Mother Jones piece, indicate that 
police defunding was opposed 49–29 percent by blacks 
and 60–26 by whites, thus inspiring the defensive 
thrust of the article’s argument. A more decisive study 
conducted by Gallup and reported on extensively by 
Newsweek in August 2020 found that 81 percent of 
black Americans want the police presence in their 
neighborhoods “to either remain the same or in-
crease.” Only 19 percent of blacks favored any decrease 
whatsoever in police presence. Newsweek author 
Jocelyn Grzeszczak stated flatly: “Black Americans’ 
responses to the question were nearly on par with the 
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national average, in which 67 percent of all U.S. adults 
said they wanted police presence to remain the same 
and 19 percent said they wanted it to increase.” 

There’s no shortage of serious empirical analysis 
demonstrating similar findings.* Entertainingly, for 
example, black Americans test as perhaps the most 
conservative and traditional U.S. citizens when it 
comes to issues of homosexuality and transgenderism. 
While slogans such as “Black Trans Lives Matter” have 
become a staple of left-leaning demonstrations, the 
most recent Pew data indicate that 55 percent of black 
Democrats and 41 percent of Hispanic Democrats 
“say that a person’s gender 
is determined by their sex at 
birth,” while fewer than 25 per-
cent of white Democrats agree. 
Similarly, 68 percent of white 
Democrats said that society 
has not gone far enough to-
ward acceptance of transgen-
der people, while only 46 per-
cent of black Democrats and 50 
percent of Hispanic Democrats 
agree. And it’s important to 
note that figures for black and 
Latino conservatives, who are 
likely to be even more skeptical 
of gender flexibility than their 
left-leaning counterparts, were 
not provided in the article just 
cited. It’s worth recalling that a 
majority of black voters in Cali-
fornia voted against same-sex 
marriage, famously pushing 
the state’s Proposition 8 over 
the finish line a decade or so 
back, and serious academic research continues to link 
the traditionalism of black attitudes to factors such as 
high levels of church attendance.  

Then there’s education policy. On charter schools, 
labeled racist by most liberals and leftists, data show a 
significant split. Blacks and Hispanics, especially par-
ents, overwhelmingly favor school choice. According 
to recent data from Democrats for Education Reform, 
58 percent of black Democrats express favorable views 
of charter schools, while just 31 percent express unfa-
vorable ones; the equivalent figures for Hispanics were 
52 percent and 30 percent. In contrast, just 26 percent 
of white Democrats favor charters, while 62 percent do 

not. Education writer John Valant notes that support 
for charters is “strong and stable” among blacks and 
Hispanics, but “weak and...plummeting” among left-
leaning whites—and goes so far as to say that white op-
position to charters could have “tangible, unwelcome 
consequences for families of color.”

The point should by now be clear. American 
radicals have recognized—at least since the late 19th 
century—that racial conflict is a potential seedbed for 
some form of proletarian revolution. When advancing 
plans relating to hotly contested issues, such as police 
reform, political correctness and speech codes, or 

even the fight against climate 
change, it is often irresistibly 
tempting for advocates to mar-
ket these as routes not only to 
left-bloc political success but 
also to “racial justice.” 

The simple reality is that 
actual black (and Hispanic) citi-
zens do not show much enthu-
siasm for constantly policing 
our language, pulling good (and 
mostly minority) cops out of our 
own neighborhoods, letting bio-
logical males play hoops in the 
WNBA, or depriving their kids 
of a sound education in service 
to notions of equity. 

 OWING IN PART to my 
being a black man, I 
find that an obvious 

explanation for the minority 
rejection of these ideas springs 
to mind. While it’s often ig-

nored during  discussions among (mostly white) activ-
ists, the large majority of those harmed by well-inten-
tioned but misguided radical policies will themselves 
be “people of color.” This may be especially true in 
the case of proposals for defunding America’s police 
forces. As empirically minded scholars on the center-
right have long pointed out, “soft on crime” anti-police 
policies tend to dramatically increase crime rates in 
urban minority neighborhoods. 

This is an objectively measurable fact. Between 
1963 and 1993, murders in the United States increased 
from 8,640 to 24,530 (a 284 percent rise) following 
the “fruit of the poison tree” doctrine mandating the 
inadmissibility in court of any evidence compromised 
by technical police misconduct, and following the 
widespread adoption of “community policing” and 
more lenient sentencing policies. Homicide was not 

 * Though not related to wokeness, the pattern is similar on the 
issue of gun sales. In September 2020, gun sales to black Ameri-
cans were up some 58 percent over the previous year, despite the 
left’s concerted push for significant gun-control measures.
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an unusual outlier offense in this respect: Forcible 
rapes surged from 17,650 to 106,010 (an increase of 601 
percent), and robberies from 116,470 to 689,870 (an 
increase of 592 percent). These trends, concentrated 
in poor urban and minority areas, did not begin to 
reverse until the adoption of no-nonsense “broken 
windows” policing by New York City and other big 
American cities in the mid-1990s. 

We have, unfortunately and unnecessarily, seen 
the same trends return more recently. Multiple ma-
jor outlets reported a “Ferguson Effect” increase in 
crime following the deaths of Trayvon Martin and 
then Michael Brown during 
the past decade, and DNAInfo 
analysts looking specifically 
at my hometown of Chicago 
established that police stops 
had dropped by almost ex-
actly 90 percent during a pe-
riod when gun-violence crimes 
“skyrocket(ed).” Last year saw 
another dramatic rise in crime 
from that baseline, as mur-
ders increased past the 20,000 
mark for the first time in 25 
years. Put differently, there 
were some 4,000 more mur-
ders in 2020 than there were 
in 2019—with the latter year 
by no means having been a 
famously peaceful one. 

As I have noted in the 
electronic pages of Quillette, 
COVID-19 may have had some-
thing to do with this, but 
serious bodies such as the 
Commission on COVID-19 and Criminal Justice trace 
the beginning of last year’s surge in homicides (and 
“aggravated assaults and gun assaults”) specifically 
to “late May and June of 2020”—the period of police 
pullback and street rioting that immediately followed 
the death of George Floyd. In a USA Today op-ed from 
April 2021, Jason Johnson attributed the surge in vio-
lent offenses almost totally to the “retreat” of police 
forces across America, and he and others have pointed 
out that most of those killed during the resulting to-
tentanz were urban minority men. Truly defunding the 
cops would be terrible for everyone, worse still for the 
nation’s city dwellers, and worst of all for blacks. 

That sentence sums up the likely effect of many 
woke policies. For example, New York City and other 
metropolises are currently considering abandoning 
all elementary and middle-school gifted programs. 

The usual argument for this—invariably made without 
consideration of the fact that different ethnic groups 
currently have different mean scores on standardized 
aptitude tests—is that these programs must somehow 
be racist given that white, black, Hispanic, and Asian 
students are not always proportionately represented 
within them. Thus, the claim goes, they must be 
discarded to help people of color. Some educational 
systems have gone a step further and announced the 
abolition of all forms of high-stakes testing. This latter 
trend is not simply or even primarily a secondary-
school phenomenon. The University of California sys-

tem recently announced that 
it will abandon SAT and ACT 
scores as a requirement for ad-
mission across its entire suite 
of institutions. The primary 
goal here, at least per many 
supporters? More “ethnic and 
income diversity” on the UC 
campuses. 

However, there are obvi-
ous problems with the idea 
of removing the most chal-
lenging college-prep courses 
from the schools in our na-
tion’s big cities and then no 
longer requiring the graduates 
of those schools to study up 
for the SAT when applying to 
top (blue) state colleges. Most 
notably, the students, many of 
them members of racial minor-
ity groups, simply might not 
learn anything. And, in fact, 
evidence is mounting that ex-

actly this seems to be happening. Over the past three 
years, respectively, precisely eight, 10, and seven black 
students got into Stuyvesant—New York’s top open-
admissions public high school—after applying from 
various neighborhood institutions. As heterodox com-
mentators such as John McWhorter point out, these 
figures are down dramatically from those achieved 
during years in the quite recent past, when a better 
infrastructure of gifted-and-talented and test-prep 
programs still existed in minority NYC schools. Most 
Stuyvesant seats that might once have gone to black 
or Jewish future scholars are today held not by Anglo-
Saxon teenage gentry but by Asian immigrant kids. 
Fewer than 160 whites made the Stuyvesant cut this 
year, and 493 out of roughly 750 current students are 
Asian American. One more than suspects that the par-
ents of those students have rejected progressive “help,” 
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clinging hard to the gifted-and-talented programs in 
their local schools and calling in tutors if the resources 
aren’t readily available. 

The hundreds of thousands of black and Hispan-
ic enrollees in the country’s charter schools take the 
same approach. Thomas Sowell recently pointed out 
that in the major American charter networks, among 
those classrooms in which students of color make up 
90 percent or more, kids perform almost exactly on par 
with the majority-white student population of the na-
tion’s public schools. Some do far better. The average 
combined SAT score for the sizable and mostly black 
senior class at the Success Academy charter-school 
system in 2019 was 1268; 10 percent of the class scored 
higher than 1400. Like most charters today, Success 
Academy is a “pure lottery” school that does not get 
to pick and choose students. Given that fact and the 
school’s results—in New York City!—it is no surprise 
that minority parents, unlike white Democrats, are 
strong supporters of charter education.

It’s also not surprising that black Americans, 
concerned with rising murder rates in their neighbor-
hoods and education policies that hurt their kids, are 
generally less consumed than white woke folk with 

matters such as hate speech. At the same time, the 
left’s focus on issues like harmful speech serves as a 
distraction from the woke initiatives that continue to 
fail minority Americans.

The obvious question that usually arises when 
someone makes these points is: “So why do 90 per-
cent or so of black Americans vote for the Democratic 
Party?” While I am not a hard partisan for either elec-
toral team, the answer is as simple as the query: We 
are constantly told that the only serious alternative to 
the left is headed up by genocidal racists. Even milque-
toast Mitt Romney was lambasted for his desire to put 
“y’all back in chains” by future president Joe Biden 
while Donald Trump was frequently described by quite 
mainstream outlets as a literal white supremacist. 
This pitch has been wildly successful with minority 
voters. If it ever stops working—as I am hardly the first 
to note—a new era of U.S. politics could dawn almost 
instantly. 

While we wait and see if this will ever happen, 
one practical piece of advice remains relevant: If you 
want to know what individual members of any particu-
lar group happen to think, ask them—not those who 
claim to speak and act in their best interest.q
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 L ANGUAGE, the soul and tool of 
politics, is only rarely the subject of 
politics. But in the past few years, 
and with baffling speed, language 
has moved to the center of public 
life. The political conversation to-
day churns with terms unfamiliar 

a few years ago: Latinx and BIPOC, cisgender and het-
eronormative, deadnaming and preferred pronouns. 
Some of these neologisms were made necessary by 
changing social realities. Others were created pre-
cisely to change those realities. For example, there was 

no need for Harvard School of Medicine to coin the 
phrase “birthing people” as a substitute for “mothers,” 
other than to topple the notion that only women can 
give birth.

Such terms emerge from the world of iden-
tity politics, the militant branch of the contemporary 
American left. And it is only natural that a movement 
that thinks in terms of racial and sexual identity 
would fixate on the words that define identity, to seek 
to control it. There are words that you may never say 
and there are words that you must always say, and a 
single misstep can bring serious, even career-ending 
consequences.

A term like birthing people may be good for a 
laugh, but not for those on the front lines of the iden-
tity movement. A California law, Senate Bill 219, would 
have punished nursing-home employees with up to a 

Michael J. Lewis, a longtime Commentary con-
tributor, teaches modern architecture and American 
art at Williams College and is the architecture critic for 
the Wall Street Journal.
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year in prison for repeated use of the wrong pronouns, 
a practice known as “misgendering.” That law was 
overturned by a California court of appeals in June. In 
this and other court cases, the First Amendment has 
acted as a shield against compelled speech. But if free-
dom of speech has long been regarded in this country 
as something sacred, so too is the freedom from dis-
crimination. Canada’s Bill C-16, which in 2017 amend-
ed the Canadian Human Rights Act to include “gender 
identity or expression,” makes the use of the wrong 
pronoun punishable by two years in prison. Canada 
does not have a First Amendment—and it is now pos-
sible to imagine a scenario in 
which ours is made to give way 
to an expanded understanding 
of civil rights.

How did this come 
about? How did the linguistic 
ground beneath our feet, the 
bedrock of Shakespeare and 
Orwell, turn to quicksand and 
so swiftly? The rise of identity 
politics—itself a neologism of 
the 1980s—offers only a partial 
explanation. We must look in 
another quarter entirely to 
understand what has trans-
formed our relationship to the 
words we use.

E VERY LANGUAGE is 
a work in progress, in 
perpetual flux. By the 

time one is 20, one knows this 
from personal experience, hav-
ing observed new words come 
and go, some of them sticking. One can see this in 
graphic form with the Google Ngram Viewer, which 
shows the frequency with which any given word or 
phrase appears in printed texts. One can plug in a 
word and watch its rise and fall over the decades. (My 
students are usually surprised that no one said pas-
ta before about 1980, for example, or that relatable in 
the sense of “personally relevant” dates to only about 
2010.)

But if the law of language is change, it is not 
formless change. To have a written language, and not 
a merely spoken one, is to be in constant contact with 
its past. So long as a work of literature is still read, its 
phraseology and vocabulary persist as a substrate; 
they are the anchor, as it were, that counterbalances 
the sails of random change. 

English has had two great anchors: the King 

James Bible and the works of Shakespeare. They 
came into being at about the same time, that mo-
ment around 1600 when modern English can be 
said to have emerged in its definitive form. Here 
Anglo-Saxon and Norman-French fused in a way that 
preserved the character of each, giving the speaker 
of English a linguistic keyboard with a remarkably 
expressive range, letting one glide in an instant from 
tangible, pungent concreteness at the lower end to 
lofty Latinate abstractions at the upper. No other 
European language has anything like English’s bat-
tery of synonyms, which permit us to make the finest 

of social distinctions. There is 
a reason why drama is the es-
sential contribution of English 
to world culture.

Because of their cul-
tural prestige, Shakespeare 
and the King James Bible 
influenced every succeeding 
generation of writers. And 
so, four centuries later, they 
remain largely accessible to us 
(although you might have to 
refresh yourself on the mean-
ing of quietus or bare bodkin). 
The same language spoken 
at the Elizabethan court was 
still serviceable to the world 
of the Industrial Revolution 
and into the Cold War. But the 
social revolutions of the 1960s 
put strains on English that 
went beyond mere words to 
confront the structure of the 
language itself. 

The civil-rights movement, momentous though 
it was, put no great emphasis on language. It did ef-
fect one significant reform, although from an unlikely 
direction. In the summer of 1968, the singer James 
Brown recorded a top-selling soul single with a eu-
phoric call-and-response plea to “Say It Loud—I’m 
Black and I’m Proud.” The phrase had a galvanizing 
effect on both blacks and whites. Black was a word 
that in sound and dignity was equivalent to white; 
even better, it was a word proposed from within 
the community and not assigned from outside. It 
was adopted virtually overnight. Terms such as Ne-
gro and colored, which had previously been the polite 
alternatives, came to sound out of touch, if not out-
right offensive.

It was not so easy for the women’s movement 
to achieve a similar linguistic parity. Traditional sex 
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roles had embedded themselves not only in the words 
of the language but in its structure and grammar. 
English itself was a “sexist language,” a phrase that 
first appeared in an essay of 1971 by Ethel Strain-
champs. While the words man and woman were 
ostensibly equal counterparts, they were not used 
equally. Women were as likely to be called girls, fe-
males, or ladies—the connotation of the latter word 
particularly amused Strainchamps. (Why was it, she 
wondered, that one referred to “Republican ladies” 
but never to “Communist ladies” or “Black Panther 
ladies”?)

The principal bone of 
contention was that women 
were addressed in a way that 
declared their marital sta-
tus, as Mrs. or Miss, and ex-
pressed their social identity in 
terms of their relationship to a 
man. The solution to this was 
the neologism Ms., which was 
to be the pendant to Mr. It had 
been proposed as early as 1901, 
but now it was reborn as the 
title of Ms. magazine, which 
debuted in December 1971 as a 
supplement to New York. Like 
James Brown’s song, that title 
both identified a problem and 
offered a solution. It was a cu-
rious fiction of a term, as it was 
an abbreviation with no word 
behind it. It prevailed, but not 
without a struggle. One of the 
last holdouts, oddly enough, 
was the New York Times, which 
did not adopt the term until 1986. 

That first issue of Ms. featured a furiously ambi-
tious article called “Desexing the Language,” by the 
feminist writers Casey Miller and Kate Swift. To repair 
the problems diagnosed by Strainchamps, their solu-
tion was radical surgery. Any word or structure sugges-
tive of traditional sex roles was inherently degrading 
to women, and the language should be remorselessly 
purged of them. All sex-specific job titles were to be 
made androgynous; out went fireman and steward-
ess, in came firefighter and flight attendant. Also to be 
purged were any conventional words or phrases that 
included the word man, of which there are an endless 
variety, e.g., mankind, manpower, manhandle, fresh-
man, one-man show, man the lifeboats, etc. Substitutes 
were eventually found for each of these, with varying 
degrees of success.

As successful as Miller and Swift were with 
these causes, other aspects of their program left the 
public cold. The authors made much of the iniquity 
of using the masculine pronoun he as the generic 
pronoun corresponding to anyone (as in “if anyone 
comes late, he won’t be admitted”). They were not 
satisfied with the customary alternatives of he and 
she or the time-honored they, which was grammati-
cally incorrect but good enough for Shakespeare and 
Jane Austen. Instead, they introduced a gender-
neutral pronoun of their own devising, which they 
designated the “human pronoun,” complete with a 

table showing the declension 
of tey, ter, and tem (as in “if 
anyone comes late, tey won’t 
be admitted; oh, alright, let 
tem in”).

Here the public drew a 
line. The fact is that the Ameri-
can public has always had a 
fine ear for linguistic absurdi-
ties. That ear provides the lim-
iting principle that restrains 
the impulse to reform every-
thing.* When the publisher 
Robert McCormick introduced 
“sane spelling” in his Chicago 
Tribune, the public laughed at 
follies such as fantom, doctrin, 
or jaz. And yet at the same 
time, it saw the elegant logic 
of simplified spellings such 
as catalog and thru.

It is one thing to adopt 
new words, quite another to 
learn a new set of grammati-

cal rules—just as it is one thing to remove the suffix 
man from chairman and quite another to remove 
it from woman. When students at Antioch College 
proudly formed the Antioch Womyn’s Center in 1978, 
it was generally taken as a gag. And so, by the end of 
the decade, the linguistic map had been redrawn, some 
but not all of the feminist demands met. Flight atten-
dant? Yes. Tey and ter? No.

But how is it that the same culture that could 
mock these pronouns a generation or so ago is now 
diligently declaring its own pronouns? The answer: It 
is not the same culture.

*  One sometimes reads that Americans were so consumed 
by anti-German hysteria during World War I that they replaced 
words such as sauerkraut and German Measles with liberty cab-
bage and liberty measles. In fact, these were ironic suggestions, 
briefly commented on with amusement at the time, and never 
really taken seriously.
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I N THE SUMMER OF 2013, an Army private and 
intelligence analyst was court-martialed for 
espionage and sentenced to 35 years (and subse-

quently pardoned by President Obama). One day after 
receiving that sentence, Bradley Manning publicly 
became Chelsea Manning and asserted the right to be 
referred to by female pronouns. Sexual-reassignment 
surgery was no longer a novelty by 2013, but this was a 
particularly sensational case in which some of the most 
contentious issues of the day converged: the passing of 
government secrets to Wikileaks, the rightness of the 
Iraq War, and the transgender experience. For the first 
time, the general public became aware that there was 
such a thing as a “preferred pronoun” and that it was a 
matter of common courtesy to use it.

The media complied with Manning’s request, 
and with a comprehensiveness not possible a gen-
eration earlier. There had been earlier transgender 
celebrities—the writer Jan Morris, the musician 
Wendy Carlos—and they had been treated respect-
fully, without any collective soul-searching about 
one’s own pronouns. In a digital age, when Wikipedia 
was coming to possess an authority exceeding that of 
the Oxford English Dictionary and the Encyclopedia 
Britannica combined, the application of preferred 
pronouns could be instantaneous and even made ret-
roactive. Earlier references to Bradley Manning as “he” 
could be digitally scrubbed. Manning did not become a 
woman but had always been a woman, which would 
turn to be more than a semantic difference. To con-
tinue to refer to Chelsea as Bradley was to “deadname” 
her and affront her human dignity. It would not take 
long for what would have been considered a faux pas to 
become a demeaning, possibly criminal act.

It is impossible to imagine any of this could have 
happened without the digital revolution. Miller and 
Swift’s call for a human pronoun had fallen on deaf 
ears. It would have taken innumerable editors and 
publishers to sign on to their crusade and (barring a 
catchy new James Brown song to make the case), it still 
would have faltered. But Miller and Swift did not have 
Facebook at their disposal.

In 2014, the online platform gave its 1 billion-
plus users the option of choosing from among 56 gen-
ders (including pangender, neutrois, and two-spirit). 
So began the second great campaign to reform the 
language. If feminism had been the prime mover of the 
first, the second would be dominated by the movement 
for transgender rights.

Black Lives Matter, for all its ubiquity in public 
life today, has had no great quarrel with the English 
language, not like that of the transgender movement. 
The transgender critique does not so much build on 

the earlier feminist one, which paved its way, as invert 
it. The feminist critic would say that there were two 
sexes, and not to treat them equally was oppressive 
and discriminatory; the transgender critic would say 
that it was oppressive and discriminatory to point out 
that there were two sexes. Such an attitude is scorned 
as “gender normativity,” which is to be swept from the 
language by removing sex or gender from all terms for 
kinship. Not brothers and sisters but siblings; not hus-
band and wife but spouses; not man and woman, but 
person. A 2017 article in an academic publication with 
the instructive name of the Journal of Language and 
Discrimination gives practical suggestions on how 
to make language trans-inclusive. For example, the 
sentence “Women often grow up being taught to ac-
commodate others’ needs” can be rewritten as “People 
assigned female at birth (often) grow up being taught 
to accommodate others’ needs.” By this logic, a term 
such as birthing people becomes not only comprehen-
sible but more or less obligatory.

Languages change, as we have seen, but not at 
random. The tendency is almost always toward conci-
sion and clarity, giving rise to that great time-saver, 
the contraction. “People assigned female at birth,” 
however, is the very opposite of a contraction; it is not 
a word but a short story. And a speech or essay pep-
pered with such circumlocutions will be a dreary slog 
indeed. It grates like fingernails on the chalkboard to 
anyone who has read Macbeth or knows Psalm 23. But 
who does nowadays?

The tolerance of the public toward ever more 
cumbersome circumlocutions is a great paradox. Is it 
out of a general sense of anxiety and the fear that one 
will be ostracized for dissenting and be cancelled (an-
other characteristic word of the day)? Or is it that a non-
reading public does not have a sufficiently developed 
ear to recognize verbal horror when it hears it? A half 
century of determined attempts to reform the English 
language—none of which paid the slightest heed to its 
aural and rhythmic qualities—has done a good deal 
of collateral damage. It has certainly done the ear no 
good. One can follow the declension in subsequent 
renditions of Matthew 4:4, “Man does not live on bread 
alone,” from “Human Beings cannot live on bread 
alone” (Good News Bible, 1976) to “No one can live only 
on food” (Contemporary English Version, 1995).

It is not only that the insertion of sex-neutral 
language has drained the aphorism of its cadence, but 
that it has made literal what was metaphorical. The 
gorgeous alignment of idea, imagery, and sound that 
gave us Matthew’s poetic aphorism has given way to 
a bald platitude whose individual elements seem to 
have been pried apart, translated piecemeal by Google 
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translator, and clicked back into place. (The editor of 
that last edition noted that he based his language, at 
least in part, on how it was used in television.)

W HATEVER ELSE our ongoing process of 
linguistic revisionism has achieved, it has 
not made the language more beautiful or 

richer. It has certainly taught writers to be cautious. It 
is not that they are fearful of taboos, which are great 
aids to a writer. All languages have taboos, those fixed 
and stable rules that a child learns naturally. They con-
stitute the boundaries within which the game of lan-
guage is played, and the test-
ing of those boundaries, even 
stepping slightly out of bounds 
with a slightly indelicate aside, 
constitutes one of the princi-
pal delights of language. But 
when the taboos are unseen 
and constantly shifting, like 
buried land mines in the field 
rather than bright lines on 
its edges, one must step as 
though through a minefield, 
and language becomes flat and 
banal. The fear of giving of-
fense to even a single reader is 
fatal to vibrant prose (although 
that single reader, we all know 
by now, can do a great deal of 
damage with a single tweet).

A language purged of 
all figurative and allusive im-
agery, relentlessly literal and 
radically present-oriented, is 
a pitiful (and pitiless) instru-
ment of communication. Any piece of prose that rises 
above the level of an assembly manual operates at mul-
tiple levels, from the factual to the imaginative, and 
requires good will on the part of the listener to grasp a 
speaker’s idea. After all, an idea is an intangible thing 
and must be brought into being by figural language.

But that is precisely what our identity-conscious 
linguistic revisionism has virtually ruled out by teach-
ing people to read literally, rather than imaginatively; 
to look for certain words and formulations; and to 
judge prose by their presence or absence. And when 
those readers, shielded by the digitally enforced infor-
mation silos in which they are confined, come across 

unfamiliar words or old-fashioned formulations, they 
are startled and liable to take the jolt of surprise as 
something unpleasant. It is the debilitating suscepti-
bility that comes from isolation from outside irritants, 
much like the recent rise of allergies in children not 
exposed to certain foods. For the contemporary reader, 
much of English literature can induce a kind of moral 
peanut allergy.

All this occurred with little protest from those 
who were the traditional guardians of the language, 
the teachers and professors of English and linguis-
tics. But these guardians had long since become “de-

scriptivists,” detached watch-
ers of how language is used 
rather than enforcers of its 
rules (who are now known be-
nightedly as “prescriptivists”). 
For the descriptivist, mistakes 
of grammar were themselves 
authentic speech; all dialects 
were equally valid, and there 
was no such thing as a stan-
dard language. “A language,” 
so ran the sneer, “is simply a 
dialect with an army.” But as 
Jacques Barzun liked to point 
out, a standard language is the 
most democratic thing of all; it 
makes the dweller of a village, 
able to communicate with a 
few hundred people at most, a 
citizen of a country.

In the end, this is the 
worst, if unintended, conse-
quence of our half century of 
linguistic revisionism. It es-

tranges us from our own language, pushes our lan-
guage away from us as if it were an anthropological 
artifact so as to view it from a distance, not only 
critically but suspiciously, and as an instrument of 
oppression. But to try to cleanse a language of all 
the bad things that can be done with its words is to 
confuse ends and means. It is an endless and hopeless 
task. And to be alienated from your own language is to 
be alienated from yourself. No wonder people are so 
angry. And who’s to say that a term such as birthing 
people won’t soon be supplanted by another on the 
grounds that it, too, is a criminal violation of fairness, 
given that it is, shall we say, species-normative?q
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 T WENTY YEARS ago, the physi-
cian Sally Satel argued in her 
book PC M.D. that political cor-
rectness had taken over medi-
cine. PC M.D. described a low-
ering of standards to increase 
doctor diversity, the blithe use 

of dubious “recovered memories” in sexual-abuse al-
legations, and the endorsement for political reasons of 
questionable techniques such as “therapeutic touch.” 
Some of these concerns no longer have much purchase 

in our common cultural conversation. But Satel’s larg-
er point continues to resonate: Politics, and especially 
leftist political theories emanating from the universi-
ties, can interfere with the practice of medicine in a 
deleterious way.

These days, the problem is not “politically cor-
rect” medicine, but “woke” medicine. PC’s impact on 
medicine was real, and worrisome, but the current fear 
is that PC’s implications could pale before woke’s trou-
bling impositions, which are more intensive in both 
scale and scope across multiple sectors in health care.

To what extent is ideology influencing the medi-
cal field?

The first question is whether wokeness is direct-
ing doctors to treat patients unequally. Wokeness at 
its heart looks at intersectionality and judges people’s 
merits and worth on their place along the spectrum 

Tevi Troy is a frequent contributor to Commen-
tary, a visiting fellow at the Mercatus Center, and a 
former deputy secretary of Health and Human Ser-
vices. His latest book is Fight House: Rivalries in the 
White House from Truman to Trump.
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of oppression. This pernicious concept means that 
those with more claims to historic oppression should 
be granted preferable treatment over those with fewer 
claims—with white “cisnormative” males having none 
of said claims. The enshrinement of this concept con-
travenes the foundational principles enshrined in the 
Hippocratic Oath, the ethic that has guided medical 
practice for millennia.

The Hippocratic Oath does not actually say, 
“First, do no harm.” What it does say is this: “Into 
whatever homes I go, I will enter them for the ben-
efit of the sick.” It specifically directs doctors to avoid 
the mistreatment of patients, 
“whether they are free men or 
slaves.” The practical effects 
of this doctrine are extraor-
dinary. At the national level, 
for example, Israeli doctors 
famously treat victims of terror 
attacks and the perpetrators 
of such attacks the same way, 
with no distinction. This ap-
proach has long been widely 
accepted as a signal of a doc-
tor’s morality and good char-
acter and has been broadly ab-
sorbed in our popular culture. 
In the 2018 movie Death Wish, 
the filmmakers introduce the 
protagonist, a surgeon played 
by Bruce Willis who unsuc-
cessfully tries to save the life 
of a gravely wounded Chicago 
police officer. Willis then has 
to deliver the sad news to the 
dead officer’s partner, before 
being called away to operate 
on the murderer. He is scolded 
by the grieving partner, who says, “What? Now you’re 
going to save the animal that shot him?” Willis’s im-
mediate and unhesitating reply—“If I can”—indicates 
how deeply ingrained the concept of equal treatment 
in the medical profession is.

Is this principle under threat? The indications 
are largely anecdotal at this point. An experimental 
program was proposed at Boston’s highly regarded 
Brigham and Women’s Hospital that would offer 
“preferential treatment” to patients of color, with, 
presumably, less preferential treatment going to white 
patients. A hospital spokesman told the Washington 
Free Beacon that such an initiative was “not currently 
underway at the hospital.” So far, so good. On the other 
hand, proffering this idea has not set back the careers 

of its authors as much as it should have. One of them, 
Dr. Michelle Morse, was recently named first Chief 
Medical Officer of the New York City Department of 
Health and Mental Hygiene, and she explicitly hopes 
to “advance race equity”—equity being the new woke 
buzzword for not treating people equally.

Another disturbing example came from the 
Yale School of Medicine, where a psychiatrist named 
Aruna Khilanani gave a talk called “The Psychopathic 
Problem of the White Mind.” She announced, “White 
people make my blood boil” and said, “I had fantasies 
of unloading a revolver into the head of any white 

person that got in my way, 
burying their body and wiping 
my bloody hands as I walked 
away relatively guiltless with 
a bounce in my step, like I did 
the world a favor.”

Yale, to its credit, issued 
a statement saying that it “found 
the tone and content antithetical 
to the values of the school.” It 
also limited access to the speech 
to people at Yale rather than a 
wider audience, leading Dr. Kh-
ilinani to complain about Yale’s 
“suppression of my talk on race.” 
Such a lecture and the luke-
warm response highlights a 
problem that could spread—a 
world in which a credentialed 
medical practitioner could feel 
confident in publicly express-
ing such murderous views with- 
out paying any sort of pro-
fessional price. Dr. Khilinani 
rightly observed of Yale faculty 
that “they knew the topic, they 

knew the title, they knew the speaker.” They did indeed.
A third example comes from the independent re-

porter Katie Herzog, writing on Bari Weiss’s Substack 
blog. Herzog tells us of an anonymous group of physi-
cians, by no means all conservatives, who are worried 
about the direction in which the “dogma” that “goes 
by many imperfect names—wokeness, social justice, 
critical race theory, anti-racism” is taking medicine. 
An anonymous West Coast ER doctor, according to 
Herzog, has “heard examples of COVID-19 cases in the 
emergency department where providers go, ‘I’m not 
going to go treat that white guy, I’m going to treat the 
person of color instead because whatever happened to 
the white guy, he probably deserves it.’” This attitude is 
abhorrent, but an ineluctably logical outgrowth of the 
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woke worldview. Herzog reminds us that ideas have 
consequences. The question is how widespread this 
view is and what will happen as more embrace it.

The anonymous quote stands out precisely 
because it is so dissonant with physicians’ sworn du-
ties. The problem here is not that there are legions of 
doctors who mistreat white patients, but that there are 
doctors who will openly speculate about mistreating 
white patients, that there are other medical profession-
als who will not rebuke them, and that the doctor who 
heard about this felt that he had to remain anonymous.

T HE anonymity here 
leads to a second ques- 
tion: Will wokeness get 

in the way of honest and need-
ed research, or limit what doc- 
tors can say? Can doctors speak 
openly about difficult ques-
tions, and is there a prevailing 
political orthodoxy that is sti-
fling speech in medicine? Here 
the evidence is unfortunately 
more compelling and is mani-
festing itself in two distinct and 
troubling ways.

First is the problem of re-
search. Can medical research-
ers engage in studies that come 
up with conclusions that do 
not correspond to the regnant 
political orthodoxy? We have 
recently seen multiple high-
profile examples of this prob-
lem. Most prominent among 
these was the case of Norman 
Wang, a cardiologist and as-
sociate professor at the Univer-
sity of Pittsburgh Medical Center, who wrote a paper 
questioning the efficacy of affirmative action in the 
medical profession. Wang’s peer-reviewed article, “Di-
versity, Inclusion, and Equity: Evolution of Race and 
Ethnicity Considerations for the Cardiology Workforce 
in the United States of America from 1969 to 2019,” 
was published by the Journal of the American Heart 
Association (JAHA). Among Wang’s anodyne conclu-
sions was his belief that “all who aspire to a profession 
in medicine and cardiology must be assessed as indi-
viduals on the basis of their personal merits, not their 
racial and ethnic identities,” as well as his assessment 
that there “exists no empirical evidence by accepted 
standards for causal inference to support the mantra 
that ‘diversity saves lives.’”

The article’s peer-reviewed status did not help 
Wang once the controversy over its findings erupted. 
The journal retracted it, his medical center renounced 
it, and Dr. Wang was removed from his position and 
demoted by the university. His data were not at issue, 
but his conclusions were deemed unacceptable. Wang 
is suing both the University of Pittsburgh and JAHA.

On the other side of this question are the curi-
ous studies that make a politically favored point and 
therefore cannot be second-guessed. One such survey 
published in the Proceedings of The National Academy 
of Sciences purported to show that black children 

suffered from worse results 
when their doctors were white 
rather than black. This led to 
the expected breathless head-
lines such as this one from 
CNN: “Black Newborns More 
Likely to Die When Looked 
After by White Doctors.” The 
study was imperfect and meth-
odologically flawed, but, ac-
cording to Herzog’s group of 
anonymous doctors, it was not 
seen as acceptable to question 
its findings.

Even more startling was 
a crisis that broke out at the 
primary organization of Amer-
ican doctors, the American 
Medical Association. The Jour-
nal of the American Medical 
Association (JAMA) hosted a 
podcast in which deputy editor 
Edward Livingston, himself a 
surgeon, asserted that doctors 
in general were not racist and 
that medicine as a whole is not 

systemically racist. As Livingston put it, “many of us 
are offended by the concept that we are racist.”

When the episode and the quote gained notori-
ety—due in part to a JAMA tweet reading “No physi-
cian is racist, so how can there be structural racism 
in health care?”—the fallout was far-reaching. JAMA 
memory-holed the offending episode. Dr. Livingston 
resigned. But the bloodletting did not stop there. 
JAMA editor in chief Howard Bauchner also had to 
resign, even though he did not make the statement, did 
not see the statement, and had nothing to do with the 
podcast. Bauchner had even denounced his colleague 
Livingston’s statements as “inaccurate, offensive, hurt-
ful, and inconsistent with the standards of JAMA.” No 
matter; Bauchner was shown the door. The message to 
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editors, writers, and doctors alike could not have been 
clearer about the perils of speaking against the prevail-
ing orthodoxies.

At a June meeting of the American Medical As-
sociation in which its policymaking arm highlighted 
systemic racism and implicit-bias arguments, del-
egates also voted in support of social-media efforts 
to limit dissent on these issues or, as they called it, to 
“crack down on medical misinformation.” This effort 
to suppress “medical misinformation” is increasingly 
deployed to limit discussion of a number of issues, 
not relating to systemic racism 
but also on the origins of the 
coronavirus or the effective-
ness of COVID-19 treatments. 
Deployed wisely, social-media 
platforms can be helpful to 
doctors in disseminating new 
and successful treatments for a 
variety of conditions, or warn-
ing against ineffective ones. 
But using social media to en-
force politically preferred dog-
mas makes it less likely that 
doctors will be able to use such 
platforms to find honest scien-
tific answers on the right kinds 
of treatments or be willing to 
question the use of the wrong 
ones openly.

And large-scale institu-
tions are determined to put 
policies in place that call for 
unequal treatment based on 
woke principles. We saw this 
most prominently in the discussion of how best to dis-
tribute the COVID-19 vaccines.

The federal government establishes protocols 
for vaccination priorities. It has general guidelines 
for doing this and creates more specific recommenda-
tions as circumstances warrant. For example, when 
I worked at the White House and in the Department 
of Health and Human Services, there were general 
guidelines about how to apportion vaccines in the 
case of an unspecified pandemic—with consideration 
given to first responders, vulnerable populations, se-
nior government officials, and the like. Since different 
pathogens attack populations differently, these guide-
lines tend to be made more concrete once government 
officials have a sense of the nature of the pathogen and 
the effectiveness of the countermeasure.

In the case of COVID-19, we faced a disease that 
disproportionately affected the elderly, with a vaccine 

that was also remarkably safe and effective. Therefore, 
the scientifically appropriate protocol in this case was 
to prioritize their vaccinations, along with those of 
first responders. Such a protocol, however, would have 
disproportionately favored whites, as the elderly in 
this county are more likely than younger populations 
to be white. This did not sit well with many in the 
“public health” profession, and as a result, the Centers 
for Disease Control openly considered changing the 
protocols to vaccinate essential workers first, since 
the elderly—those most vulnerable to the disease—are 

disproportionately white. The 
University of Pennsylvania’s 
Harold Schmidt encapsulated 
this problematic perspective, 
telling the New York Times, 
“Older populations are whiter. 
Society is structured in a way 
that enables them to live lon-
ger. Instead of giving addi-
tional health benefits to those 
who already had more of them, 
we can start to level the playing 
field a bit.”

Reason prevailed. The 
CDC did prioritize the elderly. 
But the fact that this idea got 
as far as it did was troubling. 
The state of Vermont did signal 
that it would prioritize vaccine 
distribution to people of color 
in an effort to promote “eq-
uity”—but since Vermont has a 
population of only 640,000, of 
whom 94 percent are white, its 

declaration made little difference in Vermont’s efforts 
to protect the elderly and most vulnerable. Even so, it 
demonstrates how the very idea of preferential treat-
ment is becoming the norm.

Then there are the broader policies that tie the 
hands of doctors and limit choice by patients, espe-
cially with regard to practices that have the woke seal 
of approval. In her book Irreversible Damage: The 
Transgender Craze Seducing Our Daughters, Abigail 
K. Shrier notes multiple instances of doctors pursuing 
gender-reassignment treatments for children against 
the parents’ wishes. In Live Not by Lies, Rod Dreher 
interviews a physician—again anonymously—who had 
lived in the Soviet system who notes that the indoctri-
nation of the medical system in the U.S. today reminds 
him of the regime he had escaped. He told Dreher of 
an institutional policy that forbids doctors from ques-
tioning treatment demands that come from gender-
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dysphoric patients, regardless of whether those treat-
ments run counter to the doctors’ best judgments.

In addition, doctors and public health officials 
are increasingly using their credentials as a ballast 
for naked political activism. Case in point: a recent 
statement by a group of health professionals in Scien-
tific American denouncing Israel over its most recent 
conflict in Gaza—a statement couched in terms of 
their judgment as health professionals rather than as a 
political opinion. After an outcry, Scientific American 
took the piece down, replacing it with the words, “This 
article fell outside the scope 
of Scientific American and has 
been removed.” That is true. 
But it does not answer the 
question of why the article was 
published in the first place.

The Scientific American 
episode was reminiscent of an 
incident last spring during the 
height of the COVID-19 lock-
downs. The message from the 
public health community had 
been uniform and unyielding 
on the issue of social distancing 
and avoiding public gather-
ings for any reason… until the 
Black Lives Matter protests 
following George Floyd’s death. 
In the wake of these mass 
gatherings, over 1,000 public 
health experts—many, but not 
all, M.D.s—issued a statement 
declaring these gatherings ac-
ceptable because “the way for-
ward is not to suppress protests in the name of public 
health but to respond to protesters demands in the 
name of public health, thereby addressing multiple 
public health crises.” The naked political and ideologi-
cal exception here made it clear that these experts were 
offering a pseudo-priestly blessing for behavior they 
had otherwise condemned—and even sought to outlaw.

The medical profession is supposed to be gov-
erned by strict standards that promote the interests of 
the patient and rely on the use of the scientific method 
to determine what is in the patient’s best interest. In 
many of the cases discussed here, these standards are 
being tested, and pushed to the edge, by an ideology that 
rejects science in favor of pursuing a woke agenda. The 
line appears to be holding for now. Patients for the most 
part can still go doctors and get equal treatment and 
the best advice that the medical profession has to offer.

But the assault on these norms is relentless, rais-

ing the question of what will happens if and when the 
strict and rigorous standards of the medical profes-
sion wilt and the once unassailable tenets of medicine 
fall. We can see this with the issue of free speech itself. 
A generation ago, during the PC wars of the early 
1990s, an easy pushback against the excesses of cam-
pus speech codes was to make the case for free speech. 
It was a concept embraced on all sides of the political 
debate, and those opposed to free speech were outliers 
and radicals. Today, this once universal precept is no 
longer universal, making the creation of bipartisan 

coalitions against woke speech 
codes much more difficult.

The same thing could 
happen in medicine if we allow 
the walls protecting the insti-
tution of medicine to fall. Doc-
tors are trusted because they 
are known to value the patient 
above all, because they have 
gone through a rigorous and 
often harrowing 12-year train-
ing period, and because they 
base their judgments on long-
tested treatments that have 
worked on actual patients. All 
of those standards are under 
fire. One of the doctors Herzog 
spoke to complained that he 
found himself unable to re-
buke students for being late. 
The University of Pennsylva-
nia’s postgraduate surgery pro-
gram has eschewed grades and 
medical-licensing scores in fa-

vor of vaguer criteria such as “leadership, teamwork, 
altruism, and research activity.” Columbia medical 
students have demanded the elimination of grades as 
well, so far unsuccessfully.

If doctors become known for making decisions 
based on politics, if the training regimen weakens 
considerably, if scientific judgments disappear in the 
face of woke political pronouncements, we will lose 
more than a generation of dedicated professionals; we 
will also lose a broader sense of trust in our medical 
system.

M EDICINE is literally a life-and-death pro-
fession. An advertiser can make an ad that 
fails to sell a product. A lawyer can make 

a lousy argument. A doctor who offers up the wrong 
treatment can kill patients. The late John Silber made 
a point along these lines in his book Architecture of 
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the Absurd. The book argues that politics can infect 
most forms of art with little consequence in the real 
world. But architecture differs in that a building has to 
work. If it is poorly constructed, it could collapse cata-
strophically. If it is designed according to wants rather 
than needs, a building will not provide adequate 
shelter. The same point adheres in medicine. The me-
dicinal remedies that doctors offer must work, or they 
will fail to cure patients. Medicine governed by woke 
principles will lead to the credentialing of doctors who 
may make political decisions rather than medical and 
scientific ones.

The wonders of modern 
medicine are of relatively re-
cent vintage. This new era 
has brought about numerous 
medical miracles—including 
the recent COVID-19 vaccines 
in a startling nine months—by 
applying the scientific method 
to lifesaving questions. This 
meant that doctors could con-
stantly question and improve 
their practices based on real-
world experiments and experi-
ence. As Jonathan Rauch shows 
in his book The Constitution of 
Knowledge, our medical break-
throughs have been fueled by a 
profession willing to question 
reigning orthodoxies in search 
of better solutions. As Rauch 
writes, “instead of relying on 
hunch and anecdote, research-
ers could scrutinize treatments, 
discard the ineffective ones, and develop the promis-
ing ones.” It is important to remember that this system 
has been in place for only a millisecond in the course 
of human history. To return to the old non-questioning 
ways—ones in which folkways overtake hard facts and 
cranks govern rather than scientists—would be devas-
tating for human health and development. But it is not 
beyond the realm of possibility if politics trumps the 
ability to question scientific matters.

For this reason, those who believe in rigorous 
training, who want medicine to work, who believe in 
medical innovation and in treating patients equally 
need to be vigilant in watching these worrisome devel-

opments and calling them out. The voices of conserva-
tives alone cannot stop an assault on the foundations 
of modern medicine, but conservatives can help raise 
alarms about growing challenges to those foundations. 
To be successful, conservatives need to broaden the 
target audience and ensure that non-woke liberals and 
rational centrists are also willing to stand up and de-
mand that the miracle of modern medicine be allowed 
to continue to thrive.

Medicine is an intensely personal need, and the 
vast majority of non-woke Americans will not give up 

its benefits so easily, if alerted 
to the threat. Right now, the 
problem appears to be larger in 
the training than in the prac-
tice of medicine, but training 
has downstream effects, which 
is an essential point that must 
be made, and remade, as part 
of this effort.

It is the application of 
modern science to the practice 
of medicine that has led to bet-
ter treatments, lifesaving pre-
ventive measures like vaccines, 
and longer, healthier lifespans. 
Doctors are no longer barbers 
who, by virtue of having sharp 
tools on hand, cut both hair 
and, when needed, limbs. Doc-
tors today are highly trained 
professionals, learning to treat 
every human equally and con-
stantly looking to refine and 
improve their practices. Ad-

justing this system to meet short-term political goals 
risks the great medical advances of recent years, as 
well as the magnet that attracts talented and dedicat-
ed individuals to the medical profession. Changing 
doctors into bureaucrats who must conform ideo-
logically, who do not treat patients equally, and who 
no longer go through intensive winnowing exercises 
to maintain the highest standards risks creating a 
world that no longer attracts top talent to the medical 
profession. It will also be a world in which patients 
no longer put the highest faith in their doctor’s skills 
or the profession’s ability to provide honest and un-
political diagnoses.q
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 L AST YEAR marked the 40th anniver-
sary of the release of Airplane!, the 
comedy I wrote and directed with 
my brother Jerry and our friend Jim 
Abrahams. Just before the world 
shut down, Paramount held a screen- 
ing at the Egyptian Theater in Hol-

lywood, followed by a Q&A in which an audience mem-
ber asked a question we never used to receive: “Could 
you make Airplane! today?” My response: “Of course, 
we could. Just without the jokes.”

Although people tell me that they love Airplane! 
and it seems to be included on just about every Top 
Five movie-comedy list, there was talk at Paramount 
of withholding the rerelease over feared backlash for 

scenes that today would be deemed “insensitive.” I’m 
referring to scenes like the one in which two black 
characters speak entirely in a jive dialect so unintel-
ligible that it has to be subtitled. I’ve lost count of the 
number of people who have said to me, “You couldn’t 
do that scene today.” But I always wonder, why not? 
Half the gags in that joke were aimed at white people, 
given that the translation for “Shit” is “Golly!”—and 
the whole gag is topped off by the whitest lady on the 
planet, the actress who played the mom on Leave It to 
Beaver, translating.

The bit was evenhanded because we made fun of 
both points of view. No one ended up being offended by 
that scene, and all audiences loved it. They still do. But 
in today’s market, if I pitched a studio executive a com-
edy in which a white lady has to translate the speech of 
black people; in which an eight-year-old girl says, “I like David Zucker is a writer and director.
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my coffee black, like my men”; or an airline pilot makes 
sexual suggestions to a little boy (“Billy, have you ever 
been in a Turkish prison?”), I’d be told, in Studioese, 
“That’s just fantastically great! We’ll call you.”

By contrast, in 1979, Michael Eisner, then the 
president of Paramount, didn’t feel that he had to 
censor, take apart, or micromanage the jokes in the 
Airplane! script, even the ones he didn’t understand. 
Eisner somehow knew that comedy requires a certain 
amount of recklessness and that comedy writers and 
directors need to experiment until they hit that per-
fect note where a joke can illuminate uncomfortable 
subjects by giving us permis-
sion to laugh at them.

Today, we’re faced with 
social and political pressures 
that are tearing our country and 
our families apart. Not that I 
couldn’t do without some family 
members anyway, but the point 
is, we live in the most outra-
geous period in our recent his-
tory, when the need for humor 
is greatest, and yet we seem to 
be losing our ability to laugh at 
ourselves and our world.

H UMOR happens when 
you go against what’s 
expected and surprise 

people with something they’re 
not anticipating, like the New 
York Jets winning a game. But to 
find this surprise funny, people 
have to be willing to suppress 
the literal interpretations of 
jokes. In Airplane!, Lloyd Bridges’s character tries to quit 
smoking, drinking, amphetamines, and sniffing glue. If 
his “addictions” were to be taken literally, there would 
be no laughs. Many of today’s studio executives seem to 
believe that audiences can no longer look past the literal 
interpretations of jokes. Fear of backlash rather than the 
desire to entertain seems to be driving their choices.

I admit that their fear of audience retaliation is 
not entirely unwarranted. There is a very vocal, though 
I believe small, percentage of the population that can’t 
differentiate between Glue Sniffing Joke and Glue 
Sniffing Drug Problem. It is these people whom studio 
executives fear when they think twice about rereleas-
ing Airplane! on its 40th anniversary, when they put 
disclaimers in front of Blazing Saddles, or when they 
pressure writers to remove jokes that are otherwise 
perfectly offensive. As a result of these fear-based deci-

sions, some of the best contemporary comedy minds 
are abandoning laughter in favor of admittedly bril-
liant but serious projects such as Joker, directed by 
Todd Phillips, and Chernobyl, written by Craig Mazin. 
These men collaborated on two of the Hangover 
pictures, which struck gold at the box office. Phillips 
summed up the general plight of the comedy writer 
when he said, “It’s hard to argue with 30 million people 
on Twitter. You just can’t do it. So, you just go, ‘I’m out.’”

Some people look at the mass exodus of comedy 
writers and proclaim that comedy must be dead. That’s 
not true. Comedy is not dead. It’s scared. And when 

something is scared, it goes 
into hiding. I do admire those 
comedy writers who can pour 
their creativity and talents into 
non-humorous projects. Un-
like my peers, who can channel 
their rage into more socially 
acceptable psychological proj-
ects, I have no marketable 
skills aside from crafting jokes. 
As a teenager, I was fired on my 
second day on a job as a store 
clerk at a pharmacy because I 
couldn’t do the very two things 
that the job required: making 
change and finding things.

This is still a problem. 
My life would be much sim-
pler if I, too, had the ability to 
turn away from comedy during 
these dangerous times. But 
then I wouldn’t have any place 
to turn to. For me, comedy isn’t 
an occupation. I don’t punch a 

clock to be “on” and punch out at the end of a workday. 
For whatever reason, it’s the way I live. The most ri-
diculous path is the one I choose, intentionally or not.

Frank Drebin, the detective played by Leslie 
Nielsen in the Naked Gun movies, is not some made-
up character. He is me. I’m the guy who ran out of 
electricity in my experimental electric car 30 years 
ago with a newspaper reporter in the passenger seat. I 
stopped the car at a motel and plugged it into the near-
est outside outlet, which immediately blacked out the 
entire building. Angry residents poured out, yelling. 
It made for an interesting Los Angeles Times story the 
next day.

I’m the guy who, on a soundstage, yelled, “Who’s 
blocking the camera?! I can’t see what’s on the moni-
tor!” The assistant director replied, “It’s you, sir, you’re 
standing in front of the lens.” And I’m the guy who, on 

We live in the most 
outrageous period 

in our recent 
history, when the 
need for humor is 

greatest, and yet we 
seem to be losing our 

ability to laugh at 
ourselves 

and our world.

Zucker_Nov_10.12.indd   42 10/13/21   9:59 AM



Woke: The Threat

the same stage at Paramount, tried to find the men’s 
room through the maze of movie sets, went out the 
wrong door, and found myself locked out on Melrose 
Avenue. I was forced to reenter the studio gates with 
a tour group, while the entire production wondered 
what had become of its director.

Circumstances like these are a daily occurrence 
in my life, not only because I’m naturally inept, but 
also because somehow, abnormal seems to find me. 
During the great pandemic of 2020, I managed to 
quarantine with my ex-wife’s current boyfriend, my 
ex-girlfriend who teaches meditation, the guitarist for 
the ’80s rock band Ratt, and 
the reigning Miss Utah USA. 
My life could easily be a sitcom, 
except no one would believe it.

Perhaps I attract these 
situations to myself because 
I’m a middle child and need 
constant attention, or maybe 
it’s because I’m a perpetually 
frustrated  person who’s an-
noyed and bored by the dull-
ness that everyone else seems 
to tolerate so easily. I have a 
rage against mildness, against 
playing it safe, against politi-
cal correctness. And to make 
matters worse, I’ve never been 
afraid of saying outrageous 
things, in private or in public. 
Jokes are my defense against 
normalcy, and as a comedy 
writer, if I’m not teetering on 
the edge of offending someone, 
then I’m not doing my job. Be-
cause I know that people get themselves stuck in a rut 
when they take things too seriously.

On the other hand, when we’re willing to lean 
into comedy, it has the power to shake us out of our 
complacency.

The fact that my movies are apparently loved, 
referenced, and quoted by so many people after all 
these decades tells me that maybe I’m not the only one 
who enjoys shaking things up. I think maybe secretly 
we’re all a little bored by our lives. Without boredom 
and anger, would there even be comedy? I also have a 
hard time censoring or toning down my jokes. They are 
equally tasteless whether I’m telling them to a theater 
filled with hundreds of people or to my own kids in the 
privacy of our home. In 2014, when my son, Charles, 
then a 14-year-old, wanted to attend a party unsuper-
vised, my wife wanted to know whether there would 

be parents present. “You’re not going to take drugs or 
drink alcohol, right?” she asked. “You know, there’s go-
ing to be peer pressure.”

I couldn’t help myself. I jumped in immediately. 
“Charles, for example, you’re at this party and every-
one is sucking d—k. What are you going to do? You 
have to resist the temptation.”

Charles laughed. His mom shook her head. And 
I found a way to not be bored.

I’m an equal-opportunity offender and usually 
nothing is off-limits, even my daughter, Sarah. About 
five years ago, when she was 13, I was driving her and 

three of her girlfriends back 
from the mall as they whis-
pered about boys and giggled 
in the back seat, oblivious to 
the fact that I was right there, 
hearing every word. I finally 
had enough. “Let me tell you 
something about boys,” I inter-
rupted. They fell silent, listen-
ing for the words of wisdom. 
“Boys are only interested in 
your brains,” I said. “You have 
to remind them that you have 
a body, too.”

They giggled all the way 
home, after which one of the 
girls asked Sarah, “Did your 
dad really mean to say that?” 
Sarah nodded. She was used 
to it. Today’s parents might be 
appalled to hear someone talk 
with their kids the way I do. I 
don’t censor jokes even for my 
own children, because I know 

that comedy is supposed to be risky. As my alter-ego 
Frank Drebin famously said, “you take a risk getting out 
of bed in the morning, crossing the street, or sticking 
your face in a fan.”

But in a 2021 world that penalizes joke tellers for 
taking risks, fearlessness can be a liability and, sadly, 
damaging to careers, unless you’re Carrot Top. I am a 
longtime environmentalist, and I’ve been a TreePeople 
board member for over 30 years. In the fall of 2018, at 
the height of the #MeToo movement, I was asked to 
present an award at our annual Harvest Moon Dinner. 
Before I went on stage, I was handed a short speech 
sprinkled with a few lame jokes that I figured would be 
more embarrassing than what I actually said.

“Um…they asked me to present this award,” I 
began, “because they figured I was a safe choice. You’re 
not going see 20 women coming forward to accuse 
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me of sexual harassment. I mean, there’s a half dozen 
young boys, but they’re all lying!” The next morning, 
the headline of the Hollywood Reporter story read, 
“‘Airplane!’ Director David Zucker Jokes That Women 
‘Aren’t Coming Forward’ to Accuse Him of Sexual 
Assault.” The irony was that I was in the middle of a 
lawsuit in which a business associate of mine had been 
accused of sexual harassment. The headline that read 
“‘Airplane’ Director Hit with Sex Harassment Suit” left 
out that the accusers’ complaint was against the busi-
ness associate, and that they 
had expressed appreciation 
and gratitude for my mentor-
ing. But again, I found my-
self doing what Frank Drebin 
would do, obliviously joking 
about sexual harassment in the 
middle of a sexual-harassment 
lawsuit.

As a result of that speech, 
my own agent and manager 
now hesitate to put me on a 
stage because they fear what I 
might say. I don’t blame them. 
They’re only looking out for my 
best interests, which is more 
than I ever did. In the Marx 
Brothers movie Horse Feathers, 
Harpo is running with a football, 
throwing banana peels over 
his shoulder to trip up his pur-
suers. Except before he crosses 
the goal line, Harpo throws a 
peel in front of himself, and he 
slips just short of the goal. I’m always tempted to throw 
the banana peel in front of myself. I figure if it gets a 
laugh, who cares about scoring?

The truth is, I still don’t fully understand why 
there’s a problem with making a joke that gets a laugh 
from an audience, even if it is mildly offensive. Why 
cater to the minority who are outraged when most 
people still seem to have a desire to laugh? Is there 
a way to determine what exact number of America’s 
population is killing joy for everyone? Is it 1 percent or 
10; 3.3 million Americans or 33 million? Since I can’t 
seem to find one, let’s go with Phillips’s estimation 
of “30 million people on Twitter,” which computes to 
roughly 9 percent of America’s population.

What I often wonder is, why do studio executives 
feel as if they have to cater to these 9-Percenters? In all 
fairness, 9-Percenters are not a new segment of society. 
Historically, they’ve always lived among us. The dif-
ference between now and then, however, is that social 

media amplifies the voices of even the smallest sub-
groups while the anonymity of the Internet removes 
all consequences. This means that today’s 9-Percenters 
can hide behind screens and social-media handles as 
they attack any person on the Internet whose jokes 
offend them. The 9-Percenters of 40 years ago had to 
think twice about what they were sharing publicly, 
because at the end of the day, they had to sign their 
names to their reactions. Without this type of account-
ability, it’s all too easy for today’s 9-Percenters to attack 

and shame comedy writers 
into giving up on the genre.

C OMEDY cannot thrive 
in a state of fear. For 
me, as for many come-

dians, the need to get laughs is 
greater than the risk of getting 
hurt. This doesn’t mean that 
funny people have a higher 
tolerance for pain or that they 
aren’t affected by what others 
say about them. On the con-
trary, people in comedy spend 
much of their time beating 
themselves up over the jokes 
that didn’t land or were taken 
seriously. What most 9-Per-
centers don’t realize is that co-
medians often don’t need to be 
shamed into feeling insecure 
and worthless. In a profes-
sion where feeling exposed and 
vulnerable is part of the job, 

insecurity is an occupational hazard—like arthritis for 
guitar players or adultery for politicians.

It’s no wonder most comedians battle depres-
sion. To a comedy writer, nothing is more important, 
more terrifying, and more dangerous than the desire 
to make audiences laugh. We throw banana peels 
and sometimes even grenades in front of ourselves, 
because there is no greater pleasure than hearing a 
room of people set aside their differences and laugh 
together.

Still, even though I love nothing more than 
jokes, and there is nothing else I’m qualified to do, I 
probably would not have been able to achieve success 
as a comedy writer if I were starting out today. Air-
plane! would probably not have been made, and Police 
Squad! (the ABC sitcom that was the root of the Naked 
Gun movies) would have been cancelled after two epi-
sodes instead of six. When gatekeepers who have the 
ability to fund, make, and champion comedy projects 
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start to cater to 9-Percenters, we find ourselves in a 
world where comedy is censored, 9-Percenters are 
empowered, and the 91 percent of the population that 
gets the jokes feels reluctant to laugh.

The root of the problem is a loss of trust. Comedy 
is ultimately about trust. The TreePeople audience 
laughed at my joke because they trusted that I hadn’t 
actually molested young boys. My kids laughed at my 
jokes because they love me, and they know they’ll be 
beaten senseless if they don’t. Without trust, audiences 
begin to question the intentions behind every joke, 
they take jokes literally, and they use their collective 
voices to bully comedians and pressure studios against 
taking any comedic risk.

Recently, I went out with my newest script, a 
spoof of the international-spy-thriller genre, featuring 
a terrific female character. In talking about her train-
ing, she says, “I turned myself into a killing machine, 
had a breast reduction to fit into the Kevlar vest.” Talk 
about a mild joke. This one’s pure oatmeal, but it raised 
red flags among the super-timid. One of the executives 
who read it at the studio gave feedback, saying she 
was “not sure if that kind of comedy will work in the 

marketplace.” If I had been required to submit to this 
kind of abject cowardice on Airplane!, Julie Haggerty 
would never have uttered the line to Bob Hays, “I re-
member when I used to sit on your face and wriggle,” 
or gone on to blow up a blow-up doll in, shall we say, 
a compromising position. Yet this is how decisions 
about filmmakers’ destinies are made today.

We are in a comedy emergency. If we continue 
on this path, no first responders will be able to help 
us. Humor will be reduced to five-second, anonymous 
memes on the Internet, and movie comedy will be 
reduced to pablum. Oh, wait. That’s where we are now.

Comedy needs to come out of hiding, so that by 
the time Airplane! turns 50, there will be contempo-
rary comedies to rival it. But how? Well, being a typi-
cal, angry comedy guy, my immediate instinct is to kill 
the 9-Percenters one by one. More practically though, 
we can weaponize our sense of humor and laugh so 
hard that we shake awake the soul of our country 
and realize that we are all one human race, united in 
laughter.

Of course, I don’t really believe that. It’s easier 
just to kill them.q
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 I T WAS THE GREATEST emperor’s-new-
clothes gag in modern intellectual history. 
Physicist Alan Sokal’s famous hoax article—
a putative attack on the legitimacy of sci-
ence and even on the notion of “objectivity” 
itself—appeared in the trendy academic 
journal Social Text in the spring of 1996. 

With its precise mimicry of postmodern language 
and ideas, Sokal’s parody worked like a laser scalpel, 
mercilessly exposing the movement’s incoherence and 
foolishness. Even the paper’s title—“Transgressing the 

Boundaries: Towards a Transformative Hermeneutics 
of Quantum Gravity”—perfectly captured the Olym-
pian pretentiousness of the field. And the journal’s 
editors fell for it. Hard.

A few weeks after the paper was published, Sokal 
revealed the truth: He’d come to bury postmodernism, 
not to praise it. His stunt, now universally known as 
the “Sokal Hoax,” proved that the editors of the most 
prestigious postmodern journal in America couldn’t 
tell the difference between an actual work of scholar-
ship and a vicious satire intended to make them look 
silly. Even 25 years later, Sokal’s paper remains stun-
ningly funny and audacious; every word is a delight. James B. Meigs is our Tech Commentary columnist.
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But reading it today is also disquieting. The academic 
absurdities that Sokal punctured with surgical preci-
sion no longer strike one as particularly outré. If any-
thing, they are now commonplace.

The idea that science is just one of many equally 
valid “ways of knowing,” that Western rationalism is 
ideologically corrupt, that “your truth” is largely deter-
mined by your gender or the color of your skin—these 
are no longer views held mostly by insufferable Yale 
undergraduates. These notions underpin “anti-racist” 
training programs in Fortune 500 corporations and 
in U.S. government agencies. 
They shape curricula in Ameri-
can schools down to the early 
grades. And they influence the 
views of ordinary Americans 
about everything from our own 
history to the safety of vaccines.

Sokal’s paper was a hand 
grenade tossed into the middle 
of one of the great intellec-
tual debates of the 1990s, which 
came to be known as the “Sci-
ence Wars.” For the previous 
two decades, postmodern ideas 
had been all the rage in elite 
academic circles. Following a 
path blazed by leftist French 
thinkers (among them Jacques 
Derrida and Michel Foucault), 
scholars were “deconstructing” 
everything in sight. Western 
institutions including democ-
racy and the rule of law were 
deemed mere façades designed 
to shield the privileges of the 
powerful. The most basic facts 
about our world were asserted 
to be “socially constructed.” Even the methods and dis-
coveries of the hard sciences were derided as ideologi-
cal weapons wielded to enforce economic and social op-
pression. At the same time, postmodern thinkers loved 
to borrow—and usually mangle—scientific concepts 
and terminology. True to their Marxist roots, they liked 
to think their own style of thinking was “scientific” in 
nature, albeit conducted on a higher intellectual plane 
than the work of grubby researchers using outdated ap-
proaches such as the scientific method.

Eventually, a few actual scientists spoke up to 
defend not only their own work but the whole project 
of scientific inquiry. In 1994, biologist Paul Gross and 
mathematician Norman Levitt waded into the con-
troversy with a book entitled Higher Superstition: The 

Academic Left and Its Quarrels with Science. In a recent 
interview on the Savage Minds podcast, Sokal recalled 
when he first heard about it. A self-described leftist, 
Sokal assumed it would be another “right-wing diatribe 
about Marxist-feminist subversives brainwashing our 
children.” But then he read Higher Superstition and went 
on to read widely in the postmodern literature about sci-
ence. He discovered that the truth was even worse than 
Gross and Levitt had claimed. These trendy academics 
weren’t just arguing that the science community lacked 
diversity, say, or that sexist attitudes compromised some 

medical research. Instead, Sokal 
discovered, “these people were 
claiming that the content and 
methodology of the entirety of 
modern science—that means as-
tronomy, physics, and chemistry 
no less than psychology, biology, 
and medicine—all of this was 
somehow irredeemably infected 
by patriarchal, capitalist, and 
colonialist ideology.”

Sokal began keeping a file 
of postmodern papers touch-
ing on the two fields he knew 
best, mathematics and physics. 
“People were making off-the-
wall claims about these things 
with no apparent knowledge of 
what they were talking about,” 
he said. “Some of these people 
were quite famous.” But what 
could he do with this wealth of 
material? He considered writ-
ing an article challenging post-
modern fallacies but realized 
such a piece would likely wind 
up in a “black hole,” unread 

and unheeded. His breakthrough idea came to him—as 
ideas often do—while he was sitting on the toilet: What 
if, Sokal asked himself, “instead of writing an article 
criticizing these people, I would write an article prais-
ing them?” He decided to invent an absurd argument, 
“woven around the worst quotations I could find about 
mathematics and physics, from the most prominent 
intellectuals.” The piece would be a parody, a hoax, but 
also in a sense an experiment. If leading postmodern 
thinkers took his pile of crap seriously, that would say a 
great deal about their intellectual standards.

Sokal toiled on his manuscript for months. “I 
had to revise and revise until it reached the desired 
level of unclarity,” he said. Meanwhile, the editors of 
Social Text were planning a special issue, intended 
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to be a resounding rebuttal to the criticisms lodged 
by Gross, Levitt, and other scientists. Though Sokal 
wasn’t aware of the project at the time, his faux paper 
fit their “Science Wars” issue like a skeleton key in a 
padlock. Social Text’s editors included Marxist liter-
ary critic Fredric Jameson and other top names in the 
field. They wanted to put those quibbling scientists in 
their place. And here came a real scientist—an expert 
in quantum mechanics, no less!—telling them the 
postmodernists had been right all along. It was (liter-
ally) too good to be true.

“Transgressing the Boundaries” hits all the right 
progressive buttons. The essay begins by rebuking the 
mainstream scientists who resist being enlightened by 
their postmodernist superiors. 
These recalcitrant schmucks 
are still trapped in the “post-
Enlightenment hegemony,” So-
kal writes, clinging to outdated 
dogmas such as the idea “that 
there exists an external world, 
whose properties are indepen-
dent of any individual human 
being and indeed humanity as 
a whole; that these properties 
are encoded in ‘eternal’ physi-
cal laws; and that humans 
beings can obtain reliable, al-
beit imperfect and tentative, 
knowledge of these laws by 
hewing to the ‘objective’ pro-
cedures and epistemological 
strictures prescribed by the (so 
called) scientific method.” 

In plain English, Sokal’s 
essay says that science as most 
of us conceive it is a scam. How 
do we know? Because, the es-
say goes on to argue, 20th-century breakthroughs in 
physics and in the philosophy of science have prop-
erly undermined the credibility of science in general. 
Meanwhile, “feminist and poststructuralist critiques” 
have (so its facetious argument goes) revealed “the 
ideology of domination concealed behind the façade 
of ‘objectivity’.”

In the end, the essay claims, “we can only 
conclude that physical ‘reality,’ no less than social 
‘reality,’ is at bottom a social and linguistic construct; 
that scientific ‘knowledge’, far from being objective, 
reflects and encodes the dominant ideologies and 
power relations of the culture that produced it.” The 
essay, therefore, argues both that scientific insights 
are bogus and that they exist only to serve the needs of 

various power elites. Finally, it concludes that science 
and scientists don’t deserve the respect our society 
affords them. Or, to put that in postmodern-ese: “the 
discourse of the scientific community … cannot assert 
a privileged epistemological status with respect to 
counter-hegemonic narratives emanating from dissi-
dent or marginalized communities.” You’ll note I write 
that “the essay” says these things rather than Sokal 
saying these things because, of course, Sokal actually 
believes none of this.

P RIOR to publishing “Transgressing the 
Boundaries,” the editors of Social Text asked 
Sokal whether he could trim it a bit, especially 

the voluminous footnotes. He 
refused, mostly, he later said, 
because “some of the best jokes 
were in the footnotes.” In fact, 
even the first two footnotes in 
the article reveal how well So-
kal understood his target audi-
ence. First, when he mentions 
scientific breakthroughs that 
have undermined “Cartesian-
Newtonian metaphysics,” he 
drops a footnote referencing 
the German physicist Werner 
Heisenberg, whose uncertainty 
principle shook up 20th-centu-
ry physics. In the same sentence, 
he notes that “revisionist studies 
in the history and philosophy 
of science have cast further 
doubt on its credibility.” A sec-
ond footnote takes us to science 
historian Thomas Kuhn’s 1962 
book The Structure of Scientific 
Revolutions, which argued that 

scientists rely more on shared “paradigms” than on hard 
facts when building their models of the world. 

It was a one-two punch. Heisenberg, boom! 
Kuhn, bam! Once Sokal dropped those two names, 
the editors of Social Text were on the ropes, power-
less to resist Sokal’s flurry of postmodern nonsense. 
Sokal knew his audience didn’t know much about 
actual science. But he also knew that left-wing aca-
demics revered Heisenberg and Kuhn. In their view, 
Heisenberg proved that scientific knowledge—really 
any knowledge of objective reality—was a physical im-
possibility. Kuhn went further, they believed, showing 
that the entire scientific project was, in effect, socially 
constructed. In the postmodern interpretation, these 
two thinkers had revealed that even the hardest of 
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hard sciences were built on a foundation of shifting 
sand. They were wrong, of course. In reality, while both 
Heisenberg and Kuhn made large contributions to hu-
man understanding, their ideas are among the most 
widely misunderstood—and overapplied—concepts in 
the history of science.

Heisenberg first articulated his uncertainty prin-
ciple in 1927. On one level, it expresses a technical limi-
tation in our ability to observe tiny particles. When sci-
entists try to establish the exact location of an electron, 
he and his colleague Niels Bohr discovered, they can’t 
simultaneously determine the electron’s momentum. 
As Heisenberg wrote, “the more precisely the position 
is known, the less precisely the momentum is known.” 
Is this limitation a quirk of how 
we observe these particles? (The 
electron can be observed only if 
it happens to collide with one of 
the photons researchers blast in 
its direction. But the impact of 
that photon instantly changes 
the electron’s momentum, mak-
ing it impossible to measure.) 
Or does the principle reflect a 
deeper property of matter itself? 
Heisenberg tended toward the 
latter view, suggesting that there 
are aspects of the physical world 
that are not just unknown, but 
unknowable.

The uncertainty prin-
ciple quickly became one of 
the most famous concepts in 
modern physics—and not just 
among physicists. Major sci-
entific breakthroughs often at-
tract followers from outside 
the field in which they occur. 
And these followers usually want to apply the hot new 
concept to questions far removed from the original 
focus of the theory. Darwin’s theory of natural selec-
tion, for example, was embraced by a host of thinkers 
who tried to graft ersatz “Darwinian” notions onto 
unrelated fields such as ethics and political science. 
The late 19th century’s ruthless philosophy of “Social 
Darwinism” was an all-too-predictable result. (Early-
20th-century progressives also cited Darwinian no-
tions as justification for their proposed human eugen-
ics campaigns.)

The uncertainty principle appealed to a certain 
class of thinkers—including those who couldn’t tell a 
proton from a photon—in a similar fashion. To many, it 
implied a welcome leveling of the intellectual playing 

field; why should physicists get to claim their conclu-
sions are any more “real” than those of, say, literary 
critics? Within the field of physics, however, Heisen-
berg’s claims got a more complex reception. Einstein, 
for one, was a famous holdout. In his new novel When 
We Cease to Understand the World, the South Ameri-
can author Benjamin Labatut revisits the debate over 
uncertainty. “Einstein sensed that if one followed that 
line of thinking to its ultimate consequences, darkness 
would infect the soul of physics,” he writes. In the end, 
of course, the field of physics wound up doing just fine. 
Yes, the questions Heisenberg raised still resonate. But 
whether one takes the broad or narrow view of the 
uncertainty principle, it doesn’t make physics impossi-

ble. How could anything make 
physics impossible anyway? 
Physics describes; it does not 
prescribe. And in recent times, 
our growing understanding of 
how particles behave at the 
quantum level has opened up 
new fields of research and new 
opportunities for applying that 
knowledge (as in the case of 
quantum computing).

Nor did Heisenberg mag-
ically pull the rug out from 
under science in general. Un-
certainty about the behavior 
of subatomic particles hasn’t 
hampered the work of biolo-
gists, geologists, or medical 
researchers. On the contrary, 
we live in an age of unprece-
dented scientific discovery. But 
Heisenberg’s ideas did become 
a magnet for postmodernists. 
One of Social Text’s co-found-

ers was the City University of New York sociology 
professor Stanley Aronowitz. In his 1988 book Science 
as Power: Discourse and Ideology in Modern Society, 
Aronowitz describes science as little more than a tool 
of capitalism, one that has “imprisoned us in a logic 
of dominance and degradation.” Aronowitz embraces 
Heisenberg precisely because he believes the physicist 
proved that scientific knowledge lacks an objective 
foundation. And that means everything is open to 
interpretation. After all, if even hard-nosed physicists 
couldn’t nail down the truth, how could specialists in 
economics or psychology or history make any claim to 
be dealing in verifiable facts? 

For a postmodernist, this absence of objective 
facts is considered a wonderful thing. It allows the 
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critic to treat any field of knowledge—about society, 
history, even science—as something akin to a liter-
ary text. Rather than grappling with stubborn facts, 
the postmodernist is now free to interpret that text 
as cavalierly as a literary critic might dig for Freud-
ian symbolism in one of Shakespeare’s plays. This is 
why postmodernists like to describe their method as 
“deconstructing,” “unpacking,” or “interrogating” a 
text. In their view, the work of the critic is the highest 
form of intellectual activity. (This also explains why 
the journal Sokal hoaxed is called Social Text, and why 
left-wing academics like to append the word “critical” 
to any field of study they’re 
trying to subvert.) Working 
in the realm of texts, critics 
can make any claims they like 
without the need to defend 
them from factual rebuttal by 
so-called experts. In pure form, 
postmodern arguments—such 
as those in radical feminism, 
critical race theory, and related 
fields—are unfalsifiable. 

When the American phi-
losopher of science Thomas 
Kuhn published The Structure 
of Scientific Revolutions in 1962, 
it didn’t make much of a splash 
initially, selling fewer than 1,000 
copies the first year. By the 
1970s however, it had become 
one of the bestselling academic 
works in history. (Tellingly, 
it was far more popular with 
those in the humanities than 
among working scientists. The work is cited more than 
any other 20th-century book in the Arts and Humani-
ties Citation index from 1976 to 1983.) Initially, Kuhn’s 
core claim doesn’t seem particularly revolutionary. 
Most scientific work, he argues, takes place under 
shared paradigms. Prior to Charles Darwin’s On the 
Origin of Species, for example, the paradigm for biolo-
gy held that God created life in all its diversity in a brief 
burst of creation. Scientists generally aren’t trying to 
challenge such paradigms, Kuhn says, but rather to fill 
in the gaps within them. A pre-Darwinian naturalist 
might have spent a lifetime happily cataloguing, say, 
the multiplicity of beetles the Lord saw fit to create. 
Kuhn calls such gap-filling research “normal science.”

But sometimes the paradigm starts breaking 
down. For example, in the years before the Copernican 
Revolution, astronomers struggled to accurately pre-
dict the movements of the planets. (And no wonder, 

since their paradigm held that the sun and planets 
all orbited the earth.) When scientists find that their 
observations aren’t fitting the paradigm, their field 
enters a period of “crisis,” Kuhn says. Finally, after 
a few years or decades of confusion, along comes a 
Copernicus or a Darwin to offer a radically new model 
that better explains the data. At first, many researchers 
resist such “scientific revolutions,” but eventually they 
fall in line. The field has now undergone a “paradigm 
shift” (yes, you can blame Kuhn for popularizing that 
idea), and the scientists all go back to work filling in 
the gaps in the new paradigm. 

As with Heisenberg, you 
might say that Kuhn offers both 
a moderate and a radical ver-
sion of his theory. The moderate 
version—that outdated scien-
tific frameworks often get dis-
carded in favor of models that 
better fit the data—is more or 
less how most of us now believe 
scientific advances happen. Sci-
ence isn’t always a steady slog; 
sometimes ideas move in giant 
leaps. The problems emerge in 
the radical version of Kuhn’s 
theory: It holds that since a giv-
en paradigm determines what 
kinds of evidence scientists see 
as valid, paradigms are “incom-
mensurable.” In other words, 
there is no underlying standard 
by which we can judge whether 
one paradigm is better than 
another. “Does it really help to 

imagine there is some one full, objective, true account 
of nature and that the proper measure of scientific 
achievement is the extent to which it brings us closer 
to that ultimate goal?” Kuhn asked in 1970. At times he 
vacillated on this point, but more often than not Kuhn’s 
answer was no.*

Much the way Heisenberg’s uncertainty prin-
ciple influenced nonscientists, dumbed-down versions 
of Kuhn eventually filtered into other arenas, especial-
ly education. “He appeared to give intellectual under-
pinning to individual and cultural relativism,” writes 
the Australian education professor Michael Matthews. 
“After Kuhn, many more people felt comfortable in 

 * I attended a lecture by Kuhn around 1980, when I was an 
undergraduate. The lecture hall was packed with comparative-
literature majors. I remember being disappointed that Kuhn’s 
answers to the deepest questions seemed to amount to little more 
than apologetic shrugs.
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saying ‘what’s true for you, need not be true for me.’” 
Some educators embraced a particularly extreme ver-
sion of Kuhn’s outlook. In an influential 1985 book, 
the American education professors Yvonna Lincoln 
and Egon Guba wrote, “Since all theories and other 
leading ideas of scientific history have, so far, been 
shown to be false and unacceptable, so surely will any 
theories that we expound today.” This is a stunningly 
nihilistic stance on the possibility of scientific knowl-
edge, and one that goes far beyond anything Kuhn 
actually claimed. Nonetheless, such pessimistic views 
have deeply influenced the American education estab-
lishment. Teachers are often 
told that “teaching children to 
learn” is more important than 
teaching any particular set of 
facts; those facts are so likely 
to change that they’re hardly 
worth bothering with in the 
first place. 

By starting off his Social 
Text essay with references to 
both Heisenberg and Kuhn, 
Sokal gave the impression that 
his hoax article was merely 
building on widely accepted 
ideas from two of the great 
thinkers of the 20th century. 
Of course, Sokal wasn’t refer-
encing the mainstream version 
of either man’s views. He was 
recruiting the radical versions 
of Heisenberg and Kuhn and, 
even then, pushing their ideas 
into a zone of absurdity that 
neither thinker would have countenanced. Sokal also 
made sure to stuff his essay “with as many citations to 
the editors of that journal as possible,” he later said. 
Stanley Aronowitz alone gets more than a dozen unc-
tuous references. Sokal’s combination of shameless 
flattery and artful confirmation of the editors’ biases 
did the trick. Despite containing what one fellow sci-
entist called numerous scientific “howlers” that would 
have been detected by any undergraduate physics ma-
jor who was paying attention, the essay was published 
largely as written.

When the truth came out, the postmodernist 
elite was outraged. The controversy reached the front 
pages of the New York Times and Le Monde. The Sci-
ence Wars were hotter than ever. Some prominent aca-
demics accused Sokal of having constructed a “straw 
man,” saying his article presented a wildly exaggerated 
version of postmodern concepts in order to poke fun 

at them. No legitimate postmodernist would take 
such silly ideas seriously, they said. That argument 
stumbled, though, on two points. First, some of the 
biggest names in the field had taken Sokal’s versions of 
postmodern ideas seriously—seriously enough to pub-
lish them in a prestigious journal. Second, the most 
absurd parts of Sokal’s article were not his deliberate 
misstatements of scientific concept; they were direct 
quotations from leading postmodern thinkers. 

Looking back 25 years later, some might see 
Sokal’s hoax as an exercise in shooting some incon-
sequential fish in a very small barrel. Did it really 

matter if some Marxist profes-
sors were advancing ridiculous  
ideas in a few elite universities? 
Sure, postmodernism, critical 
studies, and various related 
schools of thought were chal-
lenging core elements of the 
Enlightenment tradition: the 
aspiration toward objectivity, 
the dedication to rationalism, 
the primacy of the individual. 
But haven’t universities always 
been places where young people 
are exposed to a range of ideas? 
What’s the harm in learning 
about some radical views? Won’t 
most students leave all this be-
hind when they graduate and 
start making their way in the 
real world? Thus did many on 
the mainstream left shrug off 
the warning that Sokal had 
delivered.

A radical mindset was chipping at the pillars 
of rational inquiry and democratic values. Yet those 
ideas received surprisingly little in the way of vigorous 
academic counterargument. (I’m not discounting the 
importance of thinkers such as Allan Bloom and Ger-
trude Himmelfarb in the last century, or Steven Pinker 
and Jonathan Haidt in this one. But such voices are at 
best a fringe element on most campuses.)

Today, critics of academic anti-rationalism—or, 
for that matter, political correctness, woke-ism, can-
cel culture, and the like—are even more likely to be 
dismissed as worrywarts, or worse. New York Times 
columnist Michelle Goldberg recently devoted a col-
umn to pooh-poohing concerns about the erosion of 
free speech on college campuses. Defenders of open 
dialogue are being “histrionic,” she says. After all, she 
could find only a few  hundred cases in which academ-
ics have been “targeted for sanction by ideological 

A radical mindset 
was chipping at the 

pillars of rational 
inquiry and 

democratic values. 
Yet those ideas 

received surprisingly 
little in the way of 

vigorous academic 
counterargument.

Meigs_Nov_10.12.indd   51 10/13/21   10:00 AM



52 How Alan Sokal Won the Battle but Lost the ‘Science Wars’ : November 2021

adversaries.” Those complaining about the loss of aca-
demic freedom, she concludes, must be aging, closet 
bigots who “resent new social mores that demand out-
sized sensitivity to causing harm.” What do 400-odd 
cases matter, after all?

The postmodernist bubble that Sokal tried to lance 
is not so clearly defined today, at least not in its 1990s 
form. Foucault and Derrida don’t loom over campus 
discussions as they once did. Nonetheless, Sokal recently 
noted, “postmodernist ideas have come back more and 
more front and center, albeit in an evolved way.” Over 
the decades these ideas filtered into related intellectual 
movements, including various 
types of “critical” studies and 
today’s proliferating identity-
based disciplines, gender stud-
ies, queer studies, fat studies 
(yes, that’s a thing), and the like. 
These movements might not 
describe themselves as post- 
modern, but they all share the 
postmodern distrust of objec-
tivity. To them, facts are rela-
tive, and truth is determined by 
one’s “lived experience”—espe-
cially if one is a member of some 
marginalized group.

In 2017, James Lindsay, 
Helen Pluckrose, and Peter 
Boghossian—three academics 
who describe themselves as 
“left-wing liberal skeptics”—
decided to repeat Sokal’s hoax. 
Their target was what they 
call “grievance studies,” leftist 
academic disciplines including 
postcolonial studies, critical race theory, intersectional 
feminism, and related fields. Because the postmodern 
movement ridiculed by Sokal had by now splintered 
into dozens of overlapping channels, the trio would 
need to perpetrate the hoax on a much larger scale. 
Political scientist Yascha Mounk dubbed it “Sokal 
Squared.” The group produced some 20 parody articles 
and sent them off to a wide range of journals. One ar-
ticle argued that the male penis is “a social construct.” 
Another was a version of Hitler’s Mein Kampf, rewritten 
in feminist jargon. A paper that explored “rape culture” 
among canines at a Portland dog park was so outland-
ish that it attracted mainstream ridicule. Reporters 
started asking questions, and the hoax was blown. By 
the time the Sokal Squared conspirators were forced to 
go public, four of their papers had been published, nine 
had been accepted or were under review, and only six 

had been rejected. Clearly not that much had changed 
since the days of Sokal’s original hoax.

After the Sokal Squared stunt was revealed, 
Harvard psychologist Steven Pinker asked, “Is there 
any idea so outlandish that it won’t be published in a 
Critical/PoMo/Identity/‘Theory’ journal?” The answer, 
apparently, is no. It doesn’t seem that any amount of 
ridicule can slow the left’s ideological juggernaut. And, 
unlike in the days of the Sokal Hoax, the main arena 
for anti-rationalist thinking is no longer just the elite 
academy. The anti-Enlightenment ideas cooked up over 
the decades in trendy journals and in departments of 

literature and sociology have 
now escaped the lab. They are 
self-replicating and circulating 
freely in our society.

“There is no objective, 
neutral reality,” Robin DiAngelo 
writes in her bestselling White 
Fragility. In fact, she sees that 
claim as so self-evident that 
it doesn’t even require an ex-
planation or defense. The New 
York Times’ “1619 Project” 
treats American history not 
as a set of facts to be weighed, 
but as a text, one whose true 
meaning is open to radical re-
interpretation in the hands of 
critical theorists. “Anti-racist” 
training materials urge us to 
reject the culture of white su-
premacy, which includes dan-
gerous ideas such as “the belief 
that there is such a thing as 
being ‘objective,’” or the notion 

that “linear thinking” and “logic” are desirable ways to 
understand the world. And on and on.

When we look at the collapse of rationality all 
around us, it seems that while Alan Sokal might have 
won his battle with postmodern lunacy, he ultimately 
lost the war. Sokal wrapped up his 1996 hoax essay 
with a resounding call to action, a campaign that “must 
start with the younger generation.” One hears a faint 
echo of China’s Cultural Revolution in his urgent ad-
monition: “The teaching of science and mathematics 
must be purged of its authoritarian and elitist char-
acteristics, and the content of these subjects enriched 
by incorporating the insights of feminist, queer, multi-
culturalist, and ecological critiques.” Sokal meant his 
essay as a parodic warning. Twenty-five years later, it 
appears that the Sokal Hoax was actually an instruc-
tion manual.q
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 A LOT OF PEOPLE want to con-
vince you that you need a Ph.D. 
or a law degree or dozens of 
hours of free time to read dense 
texts about critical theory to 
understand the woke movement 
and its worldview. You do not. 

You simply need to believe your own eyes and ears. 

Let me offer the briefest overview of the core 
beliefs of the Woke Revolution, which are abundantly 
clear to anyone willing to look past the hashtags and 
the jargon.

It begins by stipulating that the forces of justice 
and progress are in a war against backwardness and 
tyranny. And in a war, the normal rules of the game 
must be suspended. Indeed, this ideology would argue 
that those rules are not just obstacles to justice, but 
tools of oppression. They are the master’s tools.  And 
the master’s tools cannot dismantle the master’s house.

So the tools themselves are not just replaced but 
repudiated. And in so doing, persuasion—the purpose 
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of argument—is replaced with public shaming. Moral 
complexity is replaced with moral certainty. Facts are 
replaced with feelings.

Ideas are replaced with identity. Forgiveness is 
replaced with punishment. Debate is replaced with de-
platforming. Diversity is replaced with homogeneity of 
thought. Inclusion, with exclusion.

In this ideology, speech is violence. But violence, 
when carried out by the right people in pursuit of 
a just cause, is not violence at all. In this ideology, 
bullying is wrong, unless you are bullying the right 
people, in which case it’s very, very good. In this ide-
ology, education is not about 
teaching people how to think, 
it’s about reeducating them in 
what to think. In this ideology, 
the need to feel safe trumps the 
need to speak truthfully. 

In this ideology, if you 
do not tweet the right tweet 
or share the right slogan, 
your whole life can be ruined. 
Just ask Tiffany Riley, a Ver-
mont school principal who 
was fired—fired—because she 
said she supports black lives 
but not the organization Black 
Lives Matter.

In this ideology, the past 
cannot be understood on its 
own terms, but must be judged 
through the morals and mores 
of the present. It is why statues 
of Grant and Washington are 
being torn down. And it is why 
William Peris, a UCLA lecturer 
and an Air Force veteran, was investigated for reading 
Martin Luther King’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail” 
out loud in class.

In this ideology, intentions don’t matter. That is 
why Emmanuel Cafferty, a Hispanic utility worker at 
San Diego Gas and Electric, was fired for making what 
someone said he thought was a white-supremacist 
hand gesture—when in fact he was cracking his knuck-
les out of his car window.

In this ideology, the equality of opportunity is 
replaced with equality of outcome as a measure of 
fairness. If everyone doesn’t finish the race at the same 
time, the course must have been defective. Thus, the 
argument to get rid of the SAT. Or the admissions tests 
for public schools like Stuyvesant in New York or Low-
ell in San Francisco. 

In this ideology, you are guilty for the sins of your 

fathers. In other words: You are not you. You are only a 
mere avatar of your race or your religion or your class. 
That is why third-graders in Cupertino, California, 
were asked to rate themselves in terms of their power 
and privilege. In third grade. 

In this system, we are all placed neatly on a 
spectrum of “privileged” to “oppressed.” We are ranked 
somewhere on this spectrum in different categories: 
race, gender, sexual orientation, and class. Then we are 
given an overall score, based on the sum of these rank-
ings. Having privilege means that your character and 
your ideas are tainted. This is why, one high-schooler 

in New York tells me, students 
in his school are told, “If you 
are white and male, you are 
second in line to speak.” This is 
considered a normal and nec-
essary redistribution of power.

Racism has been rede-
fined. It is no longer about dis-
crimination based on the color 
of someone’s skin. Racism is 
any system that allows for dis-
parate outcomes between ra-
cial groups. If disparity is pres-
ent, as the high priest of this 
ideology, Ibram X. Kendi, has 
explained, racism is present. 
According to this totalizing 
new view, we are all either rac-
ist or anti-racist. To be a Good 
Person and not a Bad Person, 
you must be an “anti-racist.” 
There is no neutrality. There 
is no such thing as “not racist.” 

Most important: In this 
revolution, skeptics of any part of this radical ideol-
ogy are recast as heretics. Those who do not abide by 
every single aspect of its creed are tarnished as bigots, 
subjected to boycotts and their work to political litmus 
tests. The Enlightenment, as the critic Edward Roth-
stein has put it, has been replaced by the exorcism. 

What we call “cancel culture” is really the justice 
system of this revolution. And the goal of the cancel-
lations is not merely to punish the person being can-
celled. The goal is to send a message to everyone else: 
Step out of line and you are next. 

It has worked. A recent CATO study found that 
62 percent of Americans are afraid to voice their true 
views. Nearly a quarter of American academics en-
dorse ousting a colleague for having a wrong opinion 
about hot-button issues such as immigration or gender 
differences. And nearly 70 percent of students favor 
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reporting professors if the professor says something 
that students find offensive, according to a Challey 
Institute for Global Innovation survey.

Why are so many, especially so many young 
people, drawn to this ideology? It’s not because they 
are dumb. Or because they are snowflakes, or whatever 
Fox talking points would have you believe. All of this 
has taken place against the backdrop of major changes 
in American life—the tearing apart of our social fabric; 
the loss of religion and the decline of civic organiza-
tions; the opioid crisis; the collapse of American 
industries; the rise of big tech; successive financial 
crises; a toxic public discourse; 
crushing student debt. An epi-
demic of loneliness. A crisis 
of meaning. A pandemic of 
distrust. It has taken place 
against the backdrop of the 
American dream’s decline into 
what feels like a punchline, the 
inequalities of our supposedly 
fair, liberal meritocracy clearly 
rigged in favor of some people 
and against others. And so on.

“I became converted be-
cause I was ripe for it and 
lived in a disintegrating soci-
ety thrusting for faith.” That 
was Arthur Koestler writing 
in 1949 about his love affair 
with Communism. The same 
might be said of this new revo-
lutionary faith. And like other 
religions at their inception, this 
one has lit on fire the souls of 
true believers, eager to burn 
down anything or anyone that stands in its way. 

If you have ever tried to build something, even 
something small, you know how hard it is. It takes 
time. It takes tremendous effort. But tearing things 
down? That’s quick work. 

The Woke Revolution has been exceptionally 
effective. It has successfully captured the most impor-
tant sense-making institutions of American life: our 
newspapers. Our magazines. Our Hollywood studios. 
Our publishing houses. Many of our tech companies. 
And, increasingly, corporate America. 

Just as in China under Chairman Mao, the seeds of 
our own cultural revolution can be traced to the acade-
my, the first of our institutions to be overtaken by it. And 
our schools—public, private, parochial—are increas-
ingly the recruiting grounds for this ideological army. 

A few stories are worth recounting:

David Peterson is an art professor at Skidmore 
College in upstate New York. He stood accused in the 
fevered summer of 2020 of “engaging in hateful con-
duct that threatens Black Skidmore students.”

What was that hateful conduct? David and his 
wife, Andrea, went to watch a rally for police officers. 
“Given the painful events that continue to unfold 
across this nation, I guess we just felt compelled to see 
first-hand how all of this was playing out in our own 
community,” he told the Skidmore student newspa-
per. David and his wife stayed for 20 minutes on the 
edge of the event. They held no signs, participated in 

no chants. They just watched. 
Then they left for dinner.

For the crime of listen-
ing, David Peterson’s class was 
boycotted. A sign appeared 
on his classroom door: “STOP. 
By entering this class you are 
crossing a campus-wide picket 
line and breaking the boy-
cott against Professor David 
Peterson. This is not a safe 
environment for marginalized 
students.” Then the university 
opened an investigation into 
accusations of bias in the class-
room.

Across the country from 
Skidmore, at the Universi-
ty of Southern California, a 
man named Greg Patton is 
a professor of business com-
munication. In 2020, Patton 
was teaching a class on “fill-
er words”—such as “um” and 

“like” and so forth for his master’s-level course on com-
munication for management. It turns out that the Chi-
nese word for “like” sounds like the n-word. Students 
wrote the school’s staff and administration accusing 
their professor of “negligence and disregard.” They 
added: “We are burdened to fight with our existence in 
society, in the workplace, and in America. We should 
not be made to fight for our sense of peace and mental 
well-being” at school.

In a normal, reality-based world, there is only 
one response to such a claim: You misheard. But that 
was not the response. This was: “It is simply unac-
ceptable for faculty to use words in class that can 
marginalize, hurt and harm the psychological safety of 
our students,” the dean, Geoffrey Garrett wrote. “Un-
derstandably, this caused great pain and upset among 
students, and for that I am deeply sorry.” 
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This rot hasn’t been contained to higher educa-
tion. At a mandatory training earlier this year in the 
San Diego Unified School District, Bettina Love, an 
education professor who believes that children learn 
better from teachers of the same race, accused white 
teachers of “spirit murdering black and brown chil-
dren” and urged them to undergo “antiracist therapy 
for White educators.” 

San Francisco’s public schools didn’t manage to 
open their schools during the pandemic, but the board 
decided to rename 44 schools—including those named 
for George Washington and John Muir—before sus-
pending the plan. Meantime, 
one of the board members 
declared merit “racist” and 
“Trumpian.” 

A recent educational pro- 
gram for sixth to eighth grade 
teachers called “a pathway to 
equitable math instruction”—
funded by the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation—was re-
cently sent to Oregon teachers 
by the state’s Department of 
Education. The program’s lit-
erature informs teachers that 
white supremacy shows up in 
math instruction when “rigor 
is expressed only in difficulty,” 
and “contrived word problems 
are valued over the math in 
students’ lived experiences.” 

Serious education is the 
antidote to such ignorance. 
Frederick Douglass said, “Edu-
cation means emancipation. It 
means light and liberty. It means the uplifting of the 
soul of man into the glorious light of truth, the light 
only by which men can be free.” Soaring words that feel 
as if they are a report from a distant galaxy. Education 
is increasingly where debate, dissent, and discovery 
go to die.

It’s also very bad for kids.  For those deemed 
“privileged,” it creates a hostile environment where 
kids are too intimidated to participate. For those 
deemed “oppressed,” it inculcates an extraordinarily 
pessimistic view of the world, where students are 
trained to perceive malice and bigotry in everything 
they see. They are denied the dignity of equal stan-
dards and expectations. They are denied the belief in 
their own agency and ability to succeed. As Zaid Jilani 
had put it: “You cannot have power without respon-
sibility. Denying minorities responsibility for their 

own actions, both good and bad, will only deny us the 
power we rightly deserve.”

How did we get here? There are a lot of factors 
that are relevant to the answer: institutional decay; 
the tech revolution and the monopolies it created; the 
arrogance of our elites; poverty; the death of trust. And 
all of these must be examined, because without them 
we would have neither the far right nor the cultural 
revolutionaries now clamoring at America’s gates. 

But there is one word we should linger on, be-
cause every moment of radical victory turned on it. 
The word is cowardice.

The revolution has been 
met with almost no resistance 
by those who have the title CEO 
or leader or president or prin-
cipal in front of their names. 
The refusal of the adults in the 
room to speak the truth, their 
refusal to say no to efforts to 
undermine the mission of their 
institutions, their fear of being 
called a bad name and that 
fear trumping their responsi-
bility—that is how we got here.

Allan Bloom had the 
radicals of the 1960s in mind 
when he wrote that “a few stu-
dents discovered that pomp-
ous teachers who catechized 
them about academic freedom 
could, with a little shove, be 
made into dancing bears.” 
Now, a half-century later, those 
dancing bears hold named 
chairs at every important elite, 

sense-making institution in the country. 
As Douglas Murray has put it: “The problem is 

not that the sacrificial victim is selected. The problem 
is that the people who destroy his reputation are per-
mitted to do so by the complicity, silence and slinking 
away of everybody else.”

Each surely thought: These protestors have some 
merit! This institution, this university, this school, 
hasn’t lived up to all of its principles at all times! We 
have been racist! We have been sexist! We haven’t al-
ways been enlightened! I’ll give a bit and we’ll find a 
way to compromise. This turned out to be as naive as 
Robespierre thinking that he could avoid the guillotine. 

Think about each of the anecdotes I’ve shared 
here and all the rest you already know. All that had to 
change for the entire story to turn out differently was 
for the person in charge, the person tasked with being 
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a steward for the newspaper or the magazine or the 
college or the school district or the private high school 
or the kindergarten, to say: No.

If cowardice is the thing that has allowed for all 
of this, the force that stops this cultural revolution can 
also be summed up by one word: courage. And courage 
often comes from people you would not expect.

Consider Maud Maron. Maron is a lifelong liber-
al who has always walked the walk. She was an escort 
for Planned Parenthood; a law-school research assis-
tant to Kathleen Cleaver, the former Black Panther; 
and a poll watcher for John Kerry in Pennsylvania dur-
ing the 2004 presidential elec-
tion. In 2016, she was a regular 
contributor to Bernie Sanders’s 
campaign.

Maron dedicated her ca-
reer to Legal Aid: “For me, be-
ing a public defender is more 
than a job,” she told me. “It’s 
who I am.”

But things took a turn 
when, this past year, Maron 
spoke out passionately and 
publicly about the illiberalism 
that has gripped the New York 
City public schools attended by 
her four children. 

“I am very open about 
what I stand for,” she told 
me. “I am pro-integration. I 
am pro-diversity. And also I 
reject the narrative that white 
parents are to blame for the 
failures of our school system. I 
object to the mayor’s proposal 
to get rid of specialized admissions tests to schools like 
Stuyvesant. And I believe that racial essentialism is 
racist and should not be taught in school.”

What followed this apparent thought crime was 
a 21st-century witch hunt. Maron was smeared publicly 
by her colleagues. They called her “racist, and openly 
so.” They said, “We’re ashamed that she works for the 
Legal Aid Society.” 

Most people would have walked away and qui-
etly found a new job. Not Maud Maron. This summer, 
she filed suit against the organization, claiming that 
she was forced out of Legal Aid because of her political 
views and her race, a violation of Title VII of the Civil 
Rights Act. 

“The reason they went after me is that I have a 
different point of view,” she said. “These ideologues 
have tried to ruin my name and my career, and they are 

going after other good people. Not enough people stand 
up and say: It is totally wrong to do this to a person. And 
this is not going to stop unless people stand up to it.”

That’s courage.
Courage also looks like Paul Rossi, the math 

teacher at Grace Church High School in New York 
who raised questions about this ideology at a manda-
tory, whites-only student and faculty Zoom meeting. A 
few days later, all the school’s advisers were required 
to read a public reprimand of his conduct out loud 
to every student in the school. Unwilling to disavow 
his beliefs, Rossi blew the whistle: “I know that by 

attaching my name to this I’m 
risking not only my current job 
but my career as an educator, 
since most schools, both public 
and private, are now captive 
to this backward ideology. But 
witnessing the harmful impact 
it has on children, I can’t stay 
silent.” That’s courage. 

Courage is Xi Van Fleet, 
a Virginia mom who endured 
Mao’s Cultural Revolution as 
a child and spoke up to the 
Loudoun County School Board 
at a public meeting in June. 
“You are training our children 
to loathe our country and our 
history,” she said in front of 
the school board. “Growing up 
in Mao’s China, all of this feels 
very familiar.... The only dif-
ference is that they used class 
instead of race.”

Gordon Klein, a profes-
sor at UCLA, recently filed suit against his own univer-
sity. Why? A student asked him to grade black students 
with “greater leniency.” He refused, given that such a 
racial preference would violate UCLA’s anti-discrim-
ination policies (and maybe even the law). But the 
people in charge of UCLA’s Anderson School launched 
a racial-discrimination complaint into him. They de-
nounced him, banned him from campus, appointed a 
monitor to look at his emails, and suspended him. He 
eventually was reinstated—because he had done abso-
lutely nothing wrong—but not before his reputation 
and career were severely damaged. “I don’t want to see 
anyone else’s life destroyed as they attempted to do to 
me,” Klein told me. “Few have the intestinal fortitude to 
fight cancel culture. I do. This is about sending a mes-
sage to every petty tyrant out there.”

Courage is Peter Boghossian. He recently re-

It is our duty to 
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think freely in an age 
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an age of lies. 
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signed his post at Portland State University, writing 
in a letter to his provost: “The university transformed 
a bastion of free inquiry into a social justice factory 
whose only inputs were race, gender and victimhood 
and whose only output was grievance and division…. 
I feel morally obligated to make this choice. For ten 
years, I have taught my students the importance of 
living by your principles. One of mine is to defend our 
system of liberal education from those who seek to 
destroy it. Who would I be if I didn’t?”

Who would I be if I didn’t?
George Orwell said that “the further a society 

drifts from the truth, the more it will hate those that 
speak it.” In an age of lies, telling the truth is high risk. 
It comes with a cost. But it is our moral obligation.

It is our duty to resist the crowd in this age of 
mob thinking. It is our duty to think freely in an age of 
conformity. It is our duty to speak truth in an age of lies. 

This bravery isn’t the last or only step in oppos-
ing this revolution—it’s just the first. After that must 
come honest assessments of why America was vulner-
able to start with, and an aggressive commitment to 
rebuilding the economy and society in ways that once 
again offer life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness to 
the greatest number of Americans.

But let’s start with a little courage.
Courage means, first off, the unqualified rejec-

tion of lies. Do not speak untruths, either about your-
self or anyone else, no matter the comfort offered by 
the mob. And do not genially accept the lies told to you. 
If possible, be vocal in rejecting claims you know to be 
false. Courage can be contagious, and your example 
may serve as a means of transmission.

When you’re told that valued traits such as in-
dustriousness and punctuality are the legacy of white 
supremacy, don’t hesitate to reject it. When you’re told 
that statues of people such as Abraham Lincoln and 
Frederick Douglass are an offense to Americans of 
color, don’t politely nod along. When you’re told that 
“nothing has changed” for African Americans, don’t 
dishonor the memory of civil-rights heroes by agree-
ing. And when you’re told that America was founded 
to perpetuate slavery, don’t take part in rewriting the 
country’s history.

America is imperfect. I always knew it, as we all 
do—and the past few years have rocked my faith like 
no others in my lifetime. But America and we Ameri-
cans are far from irredeemable. 

The motto of Frederick Douglass’s anti-slavery 
paper, the North Star—“The Right is of no Sex—Truth 
is of no Color—God is the Father of us all, and all we are 
brethren”—must remain all of ours.

We can still feel the pull of that electric cord 
Lincoln talked about 163 years ago—the one “in that 
Declaration that links the hearts of patriotic and 
liberty-loving men together, that will link those patri-
otic hearts as long as the love of freedom exists in the 
minds of men throughout the world.”

Every day I hear from people who are living in 
fear in the freest society humankind has ever known. 
Dissidents in a democracy, practicing doublespeak. 
That is what is happening right now. What happens 
five, 10, 20 years from now if we don’t speak up and de-
fend the ideas that have made all of our lives possible?

Liberty. Equality. Freedom. Dignity. These are 
ideas worth fighting for.q
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Free as a Jew: 
A Personal Memoir of  
National Self-Liberation
By Ruth R. Wisse
Wicked Son, 368 pages

Reviewed by Rick Richman

 R
UTH R. Wisse’s new 
book, Free as a Jew, 
begins as a personal 
memoir, turns mid-
way into an intellec-

tual memoir, and finally becomes 
what she calls “cultural testimo-
ny”—her witness to her times. She 
has written a work of remembrance, 
of growing up in Canada, teaching 

Yiddish literature at McGill and 
later at Harvard, and, in the pro-
cess, becoming “a combatant in the 
war over the future of America” and 
in the defense of Israel.

Her three literary forms merge 
near the end of the book, in her 
personal, intellectual, and cultural 
account of a seminal moment at 
Harvard in 2005—one of the rare 
times, she writes, when history “is-
sues us a red alert.” It still reverber-
ates today.

She begins with her family’s flight 
from Romania in the summer of 
1940, packing on a few hours’ no-
tice, as the Soviet Union invaded. 
The family crossed Europe as state-
less persons, arriving in Lisbon 
to seek transit visas from the 
American consul, since their trip 
to Canada required them to pass 
through New York. The consul told 
them that the doctor authorized 
to administer their medical exams 

would not be available until after 
their ship had sailed:

Grabbing the consul’s hand, 

[my father] pointed it at my 

brother and me and shouted, 

“You are a crazy man! Will you 

throw away the lives of these 

children? Give me the name 

of another doctor or I will 

kill you!” His English was not 

strong, nor was he, so I cannot 

imagine that his words struck 

fear into the consul’s heart. 

Mother, recalling the scene, 

said she knew we were finished.

The consul extricated himself 
from her father’s grasp and issued 
the visas. Perhaps he was moved by 
her father’s desperation; perhaps 
four-year-old Ruth reminded him 
of his own daughter. But the key 
was her father’s courage—leaving 
his successful business in Roma-
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nia, saving the family’s lives in 
Lisbon, building a new business in 
Canada. In later years, she “aspired 
to emulate” him, and she eventu-
ally opened her classic 1995 Com-
mentary essay, “What My Father 
Knew,” with this incident.

Her parents were not generally 
religious, but in Canada they did 
celebrate Passover, teaching her the 
supreme value of gratitude even as 
they watched their own world and 
family in Europe destroyed. Wisse 
writes that, under the circum-
stances, their transmission of Jew-
ish tradition to her was a miracle: 
“With their broken hearts, I don’t 
know how they did it.”

After 1948, it was gratitude that 
generated what she felt was the 
“non-dischargeable debt” to Israel, 
owed by those living “the incredible 
lightness of being a Jew in North 
America.” Her parents took her to 
the demonstration by 20,000 Jews 
at the Montreal Forum in support 
of Israel’s declaration of indepen-
dence, an event whose magnitude 
she would never forget:

Nowhere, not even in the sweep 

of Jewish history with its ac-

counts of the Exodus and the 

kingdoms of David and Solomon, 

was there anything to rival the 

accomplishment of Jews who 

lost one third of their numbers 

and in the same decade in the 

1940s recovered their sover-

eignty.

Seven decades later, Wisse writes, 
“the miracle of the recovered Jew-
ish homeland is never lost on me. It 
ranks among the human wonders 
of the world.” She has argued that 
Jewish studies should focus on 
the national resilience reflected in 
both the ancient and modern Jew-
ish state, rather than a sentimental 
concentration on the Holocaust.

As a child, Wisse became a stu-
dent of the immigrant teachers who, 

in the Old World, might have be- 
come rabbis, and in the new one 
would become, a generation later, 
college professors. But in the 1940s 
and 1950s, as recent immigrants, 
they could only find work teaching 
elementary and secondary school, 
and young Jews such as Ruth 
became the beneficiaries of an ex-
traordinary education, taught by 
“these men and women, who had 
lost their own families, reenter[ing] 
classrooms to teach Jewish sub-
jects to Jewish children.”

If her father taught her cour-
age, her mother gave her the cul-
tural legacy of Yiddish. Her mother 
considered it a sacred language, 
the fount of high culture, and she 
promoted the work of local Yid-
dish authors and artists, becom-
ing a prominent hostess of Jewish 
literary gatherings in Montreal. 
Exposed from an early age to such 
writers and poets, Wisse grew up 
at the center of a vibrant literary 

world. It instilled in her a reverence 
for books and authors.

In college, Wisse covered cul-
ture—reporting for the McGill Daily 
on talks by the poets Stephen 
Spender and Dylan Thomas, the 
mountaineer Sir Edmund Hillary, 
and the composer Gian Carlo Me-
notti. At the time, she conformed 
to her liberal-leaning Jewish envi-
ronment, and her friends were the 
boys in the United Jewish People’s 
Order, whose families “were the 
most observant Jews I knew in col-
lege … [observing] their competing 
religion with priestly devotion: the 
USSR was their Zion.” But she also 
noticed that Jews, even though 
more than a third of the McGill 
student body, were absent from the 
curriculum. When she left college, 
she did not expect to be in a class-
room ever again.

While working at the Canadian 
Jewish Congress, Wisse helped ar-
range an American tour for the 
Yiddish poet Avrom Sutzkever, who 
suggested she study Yiddish lit-
erature. She told him there was 
nowhere to do so. He told her Co-
lumbia was offering a scholarship; 
she called the next day. In 1960, 
she went to Columbia “to pursue 
a graduate degree in a nonexistent 
field” as the school’s only student of 
Yiddish literature. She studied with 
eminent professors such as Max 
Weinreich, who was writing his 
History of Yiddish Literature, and 
Salo Baron, the great Jewish histo-
rian, who taught a weekly seminar 
in his apartment.

Wisse discovered that Yiddish 
writers such as Mendele Mokher 
Sforim (“almost certainly the great-
est modern Jewish literary genius”) 
wrote with the cultural power of 
a religious civilization extending 
through three millennia, while even 
the greatest of American Jewish 
writers, such as Philip Roth, tended 
to write about sex or other subjects 
of the self, since they and their liter-
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ary subjects no longer shared much 
of a Jewish culture at all.

Returning to Montreal after 
her studies at Columbia, she estab-
lished an institute of Jewish studies 
for adults and summer evening 
courses for college students, and 
she enrolled as one of the first 
students in McGill’s inaugural doc-
toral program in English literature. 
She wrote her dissertation on the 
schlemiel in Yiddish and American 
Jewish literature—the simultane-
ous wise man and fool, “the comic 
hero of perhaps the most tragic 
story ever told of a people,” the saga 
of a people trying to maintain their 
sanity in a hostile world. Her thesis 
was published as her first book, The 
Schlemiel as Modern Hero (1971), a 
modern classic.

After receiving her doctorate, 
she established a program in Jew-
ish studies at McGill, which grew 
into a full-fledged department, and 
she began an intellectual career in 
which she interacted with leading 
literary and intellectual figures of 
the time. By 1980, she had become 
a frequent contributor to Com-
mentary, writing essays on both 
literature and politics. She collected 
her Commentary essays on Jewish 
accommodation into If I Am Not for 
Myself (1992) and followed it with 
The Modern Jewish Canon (2000), 
her landmark survey of Jewish 
literature; Jews and Power (2007), 
her seminal analysis of the Jewish 
ambivalence toward power; and 
No Joke (2013), her serious study 
of Jewish humor. Few Jewish writ-
ers during this period compiled an 
oeuvre of such size and significance.

In this book, she is generous in 
her praise of her intellectual col-
leagues, while laying out fascinat-
ing debates and confrontations—
especially with Irving Howe, her 
one-time collaborator on The Pen-
guin Book of Modern Yiddish Verse 
and later her ideological opponent, 
as he became a leftist critic of 

Israel; and with Edward Said, the 
Palestinian scholar-activist whose 
“postcolonial” theory she eviscer-
ates in little over a page.

Her ability to crystallize issues 
in concise language is epitomized 
in this description of her exchange 
with the American-Israeli writer 
Hillel Halkin about yielding land to 
the Palestinians:

He started out advocating the 

establishment of a Palestinian 

state along Israel’s pre-June 

1967 borders “subject to certain 

conditions,” on the grounds that 

a more homogeneous Jewish 

society on less land was better 

than more land with a restive 

Arab population. … I predicted 

that his “restive Arab popula-

tion” would see an even easier 

target in a smaller, more vulner-

able Jewish entity than the one 

it had originally attacked.

In later years, as Palestinian 
terrorism escalated, even as Israel 
transferred more and more land in 
pursuit of an illusory peace, Halkin 
asked Wisse how she, who lived 
outside Israel, had grasped the 
situation better than he, who had 
long lived there. She told him she 
had “learned political realism from 
Yiddish literature.”

What she meant was that Yid-
dish writers had understood the 
hostility confronting Jews better 
than the self-proclaimed “Jewish 
idealists” who attributed the hatred 
to Jewish deficiencies they thought 
Jews could correct. The parallel, she 
believed, were Israelis who “advo-
cated renunciation of land won in 
a defensive war to pacify those who 
intended to displace them.” Since 
Israel’s acquisition of the disputed 
territories was the result of the 
continual Arab war against Israel, 
possession of that land could hardly 
be retroactively deemed the cause 
of it. She consistently argued that 
the “Arab–Israeli conflict” was in 
fact a one-sided war that the Arabs 
had started and that only they could 
end—starting with unconditional 
recognition of the Jewish state, 
which should have come in 1948.

W ISSE WATCHED as the 
ideological battle over 
Israel intensified, in-

vading the universities, parts of 
the media, and a significant faction 
of the Democratic Party, in each 
instance promoting “perversions 
they should have led the fight 
to oppose.” The study of Yiddish 
literature “had educated me in 
politics” and provided the “moral 
confidence” necessary to oppose 
the ideological attacks on Western 
ideas and values. The loss of moral 
confidence, she writes, “is the sur-
est sign of civilizational decline.”

Which brings us to Harvard.
Ruth Wisse arrived at Harvard 

in 1993 to take up the professor-
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ship in Yiddish literature endowed 
by her friend, the editor Martin 
Peretz. “It seemed preposterous,” 
she writes, “me at Harvard, Yiddish 
at Harvard.” She was not the first 
tenured professor in Jewish studies 
there. Harry Austryn Wolfson had 
taught religious philosophy from 
1915 to 1958; his successor Isadore 
Twersky, an authority on Mai-
monides, had designed a concen-
tration in classical and medieval 
Jewish studies. Peretz’s goal was to 
shift the academic emphasis from 
medieval texts and rabbinic high 
culture to the everyday life of the 
Jews of Eastern Europe and their 
American descendants.

Wisse became the director of 
Harvard’s Center for Jewish Stud-
ies and hoped to convey through 
courses on Yiddish and modern 
Jewish fiction an appreciation of 
the richness of a millennium of cul-
ture. Yiddish literature, Wisse be-
lieved, effectively dealt with the his-
tory of Jewish mistakes, and thus 
contained invaluable lessons for 
comfortable American Jews—who 
in their assimilation had “dropped 
Yiddish so precipitously that they 
lost the whole record of their en-
counter with modernity that had 
been forged in that language.”

What she found at Harvard, to 
her surprise and chagrin, was a 
university rapidly shifting its edu-
cational priorities from studying 
the classics of the past to address-
ing the grievances of the day, and 
she witnessed an academic decline 
that would proceed apace in the 
two decades she was there—epito-
mized by the situation that con-
fronted Harvard’s then-president, 
Lawrence Summers.

Summers had assumed Har-
vard’s presidency in 2001. Before 
his tenure, there had been only two 
female deans; he appointed two in 
his first two years. He appointed 
mostly women as university vice 
presidents. At the December 2004 

meeting of the Harvard faculty, he 
chaired an extended discussion of 
tenure issues facing women, and 
he suggested that Harvard should 
routinely extend the tenure clock to 
accommodate their family needs. 
He also called for research on the 
“pipeline issues” facing women at 
the senior academic levels.

One month later, Summers 
spoke at a “Conference on Diversi-
fying the Science and Engineering 
Workforce,” given the assignment 
of addressing the relative lack of 
women in the high-end scientific 
professions. He told the confer-
ence there was “surely” some overt 
discrimination and, even more im-
portant, “passive discrimination 
and stereotyping,” with the top 
people (whom he identified as pre-
dominantly white males) inclined 
to choose people like themselves—
something he said “absolutely, vig-

orously needs to be combatted.”
But as a distinguished econo-

mist himself, he cautioned that, 
if there were many women quali-
fied to be scientists at top schools, 
who were not already there, one 
would expect more instances of 
them being hired elsewhere in 
the highly competitive academic 
marketplace—and that there was 
“relatively little evidence of that.”

Then he uttered the sentence 
that would lead to the end of his 
presidency:

So my best guess, to provoke 

you, of what’s behind all of this 

is that the largest phenomenon, 

by far, is the general clash be-

tween people’s legitimate family 

desires and employers’ current 

desire for high power and high 

intensity, that in the special 

case of science and engineering, 

there are issues of intrinsic ap-

titude, and particularly of the 

variability of aptitude, and that 

those considerations are rein-

forced by what are in fact lesser 

factors involving socialization 

and continuing discrimination. 

[Emphasis added.]

He concluded by saying that 
his “guess” was based on “a fair 
amount of reading the literature 
and a lot of talking to people,” 
but that he might be “all wrong.” 
His purpose, he said, was to “have 
provoked thought … [and] the mar-
shalling of evidence to contradict 
what I have said.”

The Harvard faculty called an 
“emergency meeting” to deal with 
Summers’s thought crime, which 
they viewed as an aggravated of-
fense, since he had been previ-
ously guilty of supporting ROTC, 
criticizing grade inflation, seeking 
more scholarly work from a univer-
sity professor of color, and deem-
ing various academic proposals to 
divest from Israel as anti-Semitism 
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“in their effect if not their intent.”
The faculty convened on Febru-

ary 22, 2005, and placed a no-con-
fidence motion on the agenda for 
its March meeting. The Harvard 
Crimson reported that only one 
professor supported Summers at 
the February meeting:

Peretz Professor of Yiddish Lit-

erature Ruth R. Wisse, the only 

professor who spoke openly 

in support of Summers at last 

Tuesday’s faculty meeting, hint-

ed that if professors put a vote 

of “no confidence” in Summers 

on the docket for the March 15 

meeting, they might face anoth-

er docket item aimed at them.

“I would hope that there 

would be a condemnation of those 

who seek to condemn [Sum-

mers],” Wisse said. “I think the 

direst thing that one could do 

on campus would be to inhibit 

speech.”

Wisse had never spoken with 
Summers, but she requested a meet-
ing with him to urge him to fight for 
his position, to rally his supporters, 
to protect the value of critical inquiry 
and endorse the pursuit of truth, 
irrespective of race and gender. But 
Summers declined, in favor of adopt-
ing a strategy of appeasement.

After five public apologies, re-
peated statements promising that 
he would do better, public confes-
sions he hadn’t known what he was 
talking about, numerous assurances 
he had learned a lot, appointment 
of two new committees to increase 
women on the faculty, two public 
grievance sessions with the faculty, 
and multiple private meetings to 
hear small groups of them, the fac-
ulty passed a no-confidence motion 
by a vote of 218–185, with 18 absten-
tions. Summers eventually resigned.

Wisse asserted that anti-Semi-
tism was one of the factors involved 
in the run-up to Summers’s resigna-

tion, which caused Professor Diana 
Eck to tell the Crimson that Wisse’s 
remarks didn’t “make much of an 
impression on the Faculty” because 
of their “extreme” nature. Wisse 
responded in a Letter to the Editor:

This, in a nutshell, is the tactic 

of political correctness, never to 

confront the content of a diver-

gent opinion, but to dismiss it 

as “extreme....”

That Lawrence Summers re-

fused to confront his critics has 

made it that much harder for 

those who shared some of his 

views. More than his departure, 

I regret that he failed to set stu-

dents a better example of how 

a person can stand up for his 

opinions.

The second paragraph of her 
Crimson letter was as significant 
as the first. Summers’s tragedy was 
not simply his defenestration, but 
the lost opportunity to educate 
students about intellectual and so-
cial courage—by demonstrating it 
under pressure. In this book, Wisse 
writes that the damage was indeed 
even greater than that:

History rarely issues us a red 

alert. But the surrender by 

America’s premier university to 

its anti-intellectual assailants 

marked a point of no return. … 

It would have made a difference 

had the president of Harvard led 

a public fight on his own behalf.

Looking back now, Wisse views 
the Summers case and her experi-
ence at Harvard as part of a broad-
er historic trend:

It all went hand in hand—aban- 

donment of a common curricu-

lum to reinforce the founda-

tions of our hard-won liberal 

democracy; replacement of equal 

opportunity by a competing 

idea of enforced egalitarianism 

that led to equalized outcome; 

politicization of gender with 

women as the new proletariat; 

indulgence of racialism as a 

corrective to alleged white su-

premacy; and a culture of insti-

tutional cowardice.

At one of the faculty meetings, 
Professor Philip A. Kuhn, who had 
directed Harvard’s Fairbank Center 
for Chinese Studies, told his fel-
low professors that they would be 
judged by their successors to have 
been part of a Chinese struggle ses-
sion—which assailed a target for an 
injudicious remark or some other 
deviation and made others join the 
assault to avoid being placed next 
on the list. He told his colleagues 
that “our successors will hold us in 
contempt—unless, heaven forbid, 
they’re just like us.”

A decade and a half later, we live 
in a cancel culture—a phrase not 
yet coined at the time of the Sum-
mers show trial—which has been 
combined with a new technology 
to enforce it. But the toxic fumes 
were already evident in 2005: Ca-
naries rarely come as large as the 
president of the nation’s oldest uni-
versity. The corruption of higher 
education, by what Roger Kimball 
called “tenured radicals” in his 
1990 book of that name, has now—
more than 30 graduating classes 
later—infected the society at large.

Free as a Jew succeeds on three 
levels—personal, intellectual, and 
cultural—and it is written in a 
gracefully modest style that makes 
her points even more persuasive. 
Her final paragraph contains a 
message: She dedicates the book 
to her students—and to their stu-
dents—“in the hope that they will 
retrieve and revive the precious 
freedoms that are being lost.” 

As vital as ever at age 85, Ruth 
Wisse has issued a red alert. This is 
a beautiful and necessary book.q
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 H
ARDLY A week goes 
by without a news 
item about the pro-
blems that black stu-
dents face in higher 

education and the efforts both 
public and private to ameliorate 
them. The Wall Street Journal re-
cently reported that “more than 
84% of college-educated Black 
households in their 30s have stu-
dent debt, up from 35% three de-
cades ago.… By comparison, 53% 
of white college-educated house-
holds in their 30s have debt, up 
from 27% three decades earlier.” 
Moreover, the article noted that stu-
dents at historically black schools 
(HBCUs) are faring worse than oth-
ers. “America’s 82 four-year HBCUs 
make up 5% of four-year institu-

tions, but more than 50% of the 
100 schools with the lowest three-
year student-loan repayment rates.” 
One mother profiled by the Jour-
nal was struggling to pay off 
$62,000 in loans for her son who 
attended Howard University, who 
graduated with a political-science 
degree and $39,000 of his own debt.

The solution to this crisis, ac-
cording to the established view of 
many policymakers and philan-
thropists, has been to give more 
money to these schools. The high-
er-education plan proposed by the 
Biden administration earlier this 
year included increased subsidies 
for students who attend “minority-
serving” institutions. The schools 
themselves have recently used pan-
demic aid to forgive student debt, 
and Mackenzie Scott, the American 
businesswoman and ex-wife of Jeff 
Bezos, surprised several HBCUs 
this summer with gifts of tens of 
millions of dollars to each.

The money will not be enough 
to satisfy Adam Harris. In his new 
book, The State Must Provide: Why 
America’s Colleges Have Always 
Been Unequal—and How to Set 
Them Right, Harris suggests that 
state and federal governments and 
even other private colleges and 
universities should probably be 
paying billions or trillions of dol-
lars in reparations. This is owed, he 
argues, to make up for the dearth of 
funding given to black college and 
graduate students since the mid-
19th century.

Harris, a staff writer at the Atlan-
tic, offers a mostly useful and de-
tailed history of the battle to deseg-
regate American higher education. 
From the first debates over the 
Morrill Act, which in 1862 funded 
land-grant universities, it was clear 
that the new mandate to expand 
access to higher education for all 
Americans would clash with a soci-
ety that didn’t see blacks as capable 
of such learning or that didn’t want 
them learning alongside whites.

The State Must Provide chron-
icles the absurd lengths to which 
states would go in order to get 
around federal laws on provid-
ing education to black students. 
In the days after Plessy v. Fergu-
son, some states paid (a paltry 
amount) to send black students 
out of state to be educated rather 
than allow them to enter state uni-
versities. In 1938, a black student 
named Lloyd Gaines attempted 
to enroll at the University of Mis-
souri’s law school. When Missouri 
offered to send him to law school 
in another state, “the NAACP 
lawyers [pointed out] a flaw in 
the separate but equal regime,” 
Harris writes. “For the system to 
work, there at least needed to be 
a separate offering; and the state 
needed to provide that offering. 
The out-of-state law schools could 
not train Gaines for a Missouri 
law career the way Missouri’s flag-
ship could, by studying the laws 
specific to the state. Their argu-
ment highlighted a legal crack in 
Jim Crow’s edifice.”

The state attempted in the 
course of a few days to set up a 
law school with part-time instruc-
tors at the state capital, but there 
was a limit to how long states 
could pursue this strategy. In a 
later case against the University 
of Oklahoma, the state attempted 
to do the same thing but was faced 
with plaintiffs in a variety of gradu-
ate programs, from architectural 
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engineering to zoology. As Harris 
writes, “Oklahoma had three op-
tions on the table: it could close the 
graduate programs the students 
were applying for (there would be 
no case if the programs did not ex-
ist for anyone), admit the students, 
or provide equal facilities for the 
Black students.”

The accounts provided by Harris 
of how the plaintiffs were chosen 
and vetted by the NAACP are also 
well worth reading. George McLau-
rin, “whose wire-rimmed glasses 
sat neatly on the bridge of his nose, 
had lived a full life by the time 
he found himself applying for a 
doctoral degree in school admin-
istration at the University of Okla-
homa.” Thurgood Marshall deemed 
McLaurin a particularly good can-
didate for a lawsuit because he was 
a married, “older man,” so “seg-
regationists could not reasonably 
argue that his enrollment at the 
University of Oklahoma was for the 
purpose of interracial marriage.”

Today’s progressive activists 
would be mortified to read about 
these tactics, likely thinking of 
them as a capitulation to “respect-
ability politics,” but this kind of 
strategic thinking won the day ul-
timately. For example, when James 
Meredith volunteered to be the test 
case for integrating the University 
of Mississippi in 1961, Marshall was 
reluctant to take on his case. “The 
proposition of desegregating Mis-
sissippi at the time seemed crazy, 
Marshall thought, and any black 
person willing to fight the racial 
caste system in that state surely 
had to be as well.”

The vast majority of The State 
Must Provide is devoted to the his-
tory of integration, but then Harris 
launches into a discussion of the 
1978 Bakke decision, in which affir-
mative action was deemed consti-
tutional but racial quotas were not. 
Here, he employs the same level 
of righteous indignation in favor 

of affirmative action and the un-
derfunding of HBCUs in the 1970s 
and afterward as he does against 
the white supremacists running 
the University of Mississippi in the 
1950s.

He’s also not opposed to beg-
ging the question. In 1971, a Jew-
ish student named Marco DeFu-
nis Jr. filed a lawsuit claiming 
that the University of Washington 
had discriminated against him 
by denying him admission even 
though it allowed in black students 
with lower test scores. Harris says 
that the lawsuit’s citation of the 
equal protection clause of the 14th 
Amendment “was essentially flip-
ping on its head the clause meant 
to protect Black people from be-
ing discriminated against by the 
government.” But this depends on 
what one means by “flipping on 
its head.” Some would say that the 
14th Amendment was intended to 

prevent all discrimination based 
on race. Moreover, plenty of Ameri-
can laws and policies that Harris 
would presumably support used 
the 14th Amendment as a legal jus-
tification while going well beyond 
its original context.

While Harris takes us far into 
the weeds on the details of certain 
debates, he cuts corners where it 
suits his purpose. In a discussion of 
one 1975 lawsuit requesting the end 
of racially discriminatory practices 
at colleges in Mississippi, Harris 
notes that the plaintiffs thought 
the SAT “and other qualifying 
examinations … placed Black stu-
dents at a disadvantage.” Whether 
that was true Harris doesn’t ask. 
He concludes the discussion by 
mentioning that the SAT’s creator 
wrote in a 1923 book that “the test 
would prove the racial superiority 
of white Americans.” How it has 
subsequently been mastered by 
Chinese, Indians, Japanese, and Ni-
gerians is a mystery Harris doesn’t 
explore.

W HICH BRINGS us to the 
problems Harris sees 
with the education of 

African Americans today. Here is 
the arc of history according to 
Harris: “National political leaders 
established colleges that locked 
Black people out. The Supreme 
Court argued that separate could 
be equal. State governments seg-
regated schools. Then the court 
tried to walk back its mistake 
and argued that states could not 
segregate schools or public spac-
es, but the damage had already 
been done…. All told, there were 
a string of motifs that reveal a 
damning picture. Black students 
and colleges are trying to catch up 
but they have been held back for 
so long.”

But Harris barely entertains 
the possibility that there are other 
explanations for what is going 
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wrong for blacks in higher educa-
tion today. He devotes a single 
sentence to the problems in K–12 
education for blacks, though he 
blames those on schools being 
“underresourced” and “segregat-
ed” by “decades of racist housing 
policy.” There is no mention of the 
high-performing charter schools 
that are almost entirely made up 
of black children. Such schools 
receive fewer state resources than 
the public schools they share 
buildings with, and yet they man-
age to send all their kids on to 
college. There is no mention of 
public schools in places such as 
New Jersey’s Camden City School 
District, where per-pupil spend-
ing was more than $28,000 dur-
ing the 2017–18 school year—30 
percent higher than the state’s 
average—and only 8 percent of 
students achieved proficiency in 
math and 14 percent achieved it 
in reading. There is no mention 
of a culture of the black under-
class that undervalues education. 
And there is no mention that 
children in two-parent families 
are much more likely to graduate 
high school and go on to college 
than children in single-parent 
families—a family structure that 
affects the black community dis-
proportionately.

Should we expect colleges to 
make up for these gaps? The six-
year graduation rate at historically 
black schools is only 35 percent. 
Would you advise a talented black 
student to attend one? And what 
is the evidence that if colleges 
had more money they would do 
a better job educating students? 
It is true that HBCUs have higher 
success in graduating students 
in STEM fields, though many 
would reasonably attribute this 
to the lack of a “mismatch” prob-
lem found in standard colleges 
in universities: Because all their 
students are black, HBCUs are not 

admitting students who would be 
in over their head in difficult sub-
jects but would satisfy a minority 
requirement.

Like most “reparations” plans, 
Harris’s proposals are short on 
details. In the second to last para-
graph of the book, he writes: “It is 
uncertain what repair for higher 
education’s legacy could look like. 
It might be targeted debt cancel-
lation and tuition-free college; it 
could look like cash transfers to 
students or the redistribution of 
endowments at a state level. States 
could base their funding formulas 
so that institutions that enroll 
more minority students receive 
a greater share of the pie.” How 
this would be done practically, 
let alone constitutionally, Harris 
doesn’t say.

The truth is that we need black 
students—and all students who 
are pursuing higher education in 
order to achieve upward mobil-
ity—to make decisions based on 
what colleges and majors are most 
likely to propel them toward a 
well-paying job and leave them 
with as little debt as possible. 
Some of those decisions will result 
in a young person attending an 
HBCU, but there are very few cir-
cumstances under which a polit-
ical-science degree from Howard 
will be worth going $100,000 in 
debt.

Harris is angry that the “U.S. gov-
ernment has never atoned for what 
it has done to hamper the forward 
progress of Black people.” But his 
solution—dropping trillions of pub-
lic dollars into higher education—
has actually been tried many times 
over in recent decades and with 
little effect for people of any race. 
Reparations is a solution for people 
concerned with outward signs of 
contrition, but when it comes to the 
advancement of individual African 
Americans, the state can provide 
only so much.q
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Can black 
composers win 
black audiences?

By Terry Teachout

 T
ERENCE Blanchard’s 
Fire Shut Up in My 
Bones, which was given 
its New York premiere 
by the Metropolitan 

Opera when the company reopened 
in September, is the first opera by a 
black composer to be performed by 
the Met in its 138-year history. Nor 
is this situation unique to the Met. 
Just three other operas by black 
composers, Scott Joplin’s Treemon-
isha (1911), William Grant Still’s 
Troubled Island (1939), and Antho-
ny Davis’s X (1985), had received 
major-house productions anywhere 
prior to 2021.

Not surprisingly, the Met pro-
duced Fire Shut Up in My Bones 
in direct response to the advocacy 
of the Black Lives Matter protest 
movement. Performing-arts orga-
nizations around the country have 
responded with similar alacrity, 
putting into place programs in-
tended to increase the represen-
tation of black performers, cre-

ative artists, and administrators. In 
some cases, they have had spectac-
ular success: Seven plays by black 
writers, for example, are scheduled 
to be produced on Broadway in the 
first half of the 2021–22 season.

But classical music will likely 
find it harder to catch up. While 
black classical singers have been 
ubiquitous on the world’s stag-
es since Marian Anderson finally 
broke the Met’s color bar in 1955, 
the same has never been true of 
black instrumentalists. Only one, 
the pianist André Watts, has had 
a major concert career. Black com-
posers of symphonic music once 
fared somewhat better: Orchestral 
works of high quality were being 
written by blacks as far back as the 
’30s, prominent among them Still’s 
Afro-American Symphony (1930) 
and William Levi Dawson’s Negro 
Folk Symphony (1934, rev. 1952), 
both of which incorporate thematic 
material based on spirituals and 
other black vernacular music. But 
while these pioneering pieces were 
successfully premiered, they went 
unplayed thereafter until orches-
tras forced by COVID to tear up 
their schedules seized the opportu-
nity to revive them.

As for the black audience for 
classical music, it is dispropor-
tionately small in size, though his-
torically there have been a certain 
number of individual black classi-
cal-music lovers, prominent among 
them W.E.B. Du Bois and Martin 
Luther King Jr., both of whom were 
opera buffs. But the vast majority 
of black listeners have historically 
shunned the classics, embracing 

jazz and, later, rhythm and blues 
and its successors in preference to 
any kind of classical music, even 
when it is composed or played by 
blacks.

Why is black involvement with 
classical music in America so lim-
ited? And is there a practical 
way—or, for that matter, a compel-
ling reason—to increase it? Joseph 
Horowitz’s Dvǒrák’s Prophecy and 
the Vexed Fate of Black Classical 
Music deals only in passing with 
these questions: Most of the book 
is given over to an idiosyncratic dis-
cussion of the limitations of Ameri-
can musical modernism. Neverthe-
less, what it does have to say about 
them is of interest.*

T HE TITLE OF Horowitz’s 
book refers to a prediction 
made by Antonín Dvǒrák 

after he moved to the U.S. in 1892 to 
become the director of New York’s 
National Conservatory of Music. 
A Czech nationalist who wove the 
folk music of his native land into 
his classical compositions, Dvǒrák 
was stunned by his first hearing of 
black spirituals, made eloquent use 
of “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” in 
his Ninth Symphony (whose sub-
title is “From the New World”), and 
concluded that “the future [classi-
cal] music of this country must be 
founded upon what are called the 
negro melodies. This must be the 
real foundation of any serious and 
original school of composition in 
the United States.”

Nothing of the kind happened, 
of course. Even the black bourgeoi-
sie was only modestly interested 
as a group in the classics, though 
America’s historically black col-
leges and universities all had classi-
cally oriented music departments. 
To be sure, black jazz instrumental-
ists have long sought out classical 
training, but they mainly did so to 

Classical Music’s 
Missing Color

Terry Teachout, Commen-
tary’s critic-at-large and the dra-
ma critic of the Wall Street Journal, 
is the author of Satchmo at the 
Waldorf, a one-man play about 
Louis Armstrong that has been per-
formed off Broadway and through-
out America. * W.W. Norton, 256 pages
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improve their playing techniques. 
Some, such as Miles Davis, Charles 
Mingus, and Teddy Wilson, simply 
preferred jazz, while others, like 
Ron Carter, Davis’s longtime bass-
ist, rightly took it for granted that 
no symphony orchestra would hire 
them. America’s top-tier orches-
tras, after all, were strictly segre-
gated by race until 1957, when the 
Boston Symphony and Cleveland 
Orchestra hired their first full-time 
black players, followed by the New 
York Philharmonic in 1962 and the 
Philadelphia Orchestra in 1968. 
The Chicago Symphony did not 
follow suit until 2002. Little has 
changed since then: To this day, 
fewer than 2 percent of U.S. orches-
tra players are black.

As for black vocalists, they were 
unwelcome on American opera 
stages until well into the ’50s. Even 
Marian Anderson, one of the great-
est classical singers of the 20th cen-
tury, had had to go to Europe two 
decades earlier to establish herself 
as a recitalist before she could do 
the same in the U.S., having previ-
ously been warned by Arthur Jud-
son, her powerful manager, that “if 
you go to Europe it will only be to 
satisfy your vanity.”

What black musicians could do, 
if their talents ran that way, was com- 
pose, and Dawson and Still both had 
the good fortune early on to find 
white conductors who championed 
their work. Howard Hanson, the 
conductor of the Rochester Philhar- 
monic and a noted composer in his 
own right, gave the first performance 
of Still’s Afro-American Symphony 
in 1931, while no less a giant of the 
podium than Leopold Stokowski 
led the Philadelphia Orchestra in 
the 1934 premiere of Dawson’s Ne-
gro Folk Symphony, recording it 29 
years later. The premieres of both 
works were widely acclaimed by 
critics and audiences alike.

To encounter these sympho-
nies on record today is to hear the 

reasons for their original success, 
for they are both engaging and 
extremely well-made. They are also 
radically different in style. Still, 
who worked in both classical and 
popular music—he arranged for 
the big bands of Artie Shaw and 
Paul Whiteman—was fully conver-
sant with jazz and the blues, and 
his charming Afro-American Sym-
phony sounds to contemporary 
ears not unlike the kinds of orches-
tral pieces that George Gershwin 
had been writing around the same 
time. But that doesn’t mean Gersh-
win was an influence on him; Still 
began sketching the piece in 1924, 
and its blues elements (the work’s 
instrumentation includes tenor 
banjo) are more idiomatic than 
anything to be found in Gershwin’s 
Broadway-flavored concert pieces. 
Dawson’s Negro Folk Symphony, by 

contrast, contains no jazz or blues 
elements whatsoever. Instead, it 
sounds rather like a Dvǒrák sym-
phony, but one that is more exten-
sively permeated with thematic 
material drawn from black spiritu-
als, all of it developed with uncom-
mon skill.

Were Dawson and Still forgotten 
because they were black? Not at all. 
As Horowitz explains, it was be-
cause their works were fundamen-
tally traditional in musical style, so 
much so that one might call them 
neoromantic. Except for Samuel 
Barber, the American modernists of 
the ’30s and ’40s, led by Aaron Co-
pland, sought to forge a collective 
style that was, while immediately 
accessible, unambiguously modern 
in tone. Once Copland and his con-
temporaries had come to dominate 
the American new-music scene, 
older composers—including Daw-
son and Still—were deemed old-
fashioned, even quaint, and their 
music quickly vanished from view.

Whether or not it might have 
appealed to black listeners of the 
period is a moot point, for they did 
not hear it. Most blacks felt under-
standably uncomfortable in white 
concert halls, and except for Mar-
ian Anderson, there were no black 
stars to lure them there or black or-
chestral players whose presence on 
stage might have reassured them 
that they were welcome.

It was not until 1963 that Leon-
ard Bernstein changed the former 
situation by inviting the 16-year-
old pianist André Watts to perform 
a Liszt concerto on one of his tele-
vised Young People’s Concerts. This 
spectacular performance (which 
can be viewed on YouTube) instant-
ly catapulted him into classical-
music stardom.

Watts, however, has had no 
successors. Without exception, all 
the other well-known black in-
strumental soloists of the past six 
decades were popular musicians, 

iWere 
William 

Levi Dawson 
and Grant 
Still forgotten 
because they 
were black? 
Not at all. 
As Horowitz 
explains, it was 
because their 
works were 
traditional in 
style, so much 
so that one 
might call them 
neoromantic.
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and now that public-school music 
education is rapidly disappearing, 
black students are even less likely 
to be exposed to classical music 
early enough in life to be inspired 
to start the youthful training need-
ed to master an instrument and 
pursue a professional career. This 
not only reduces the likelihood 
that there will be another André 
Watts, but makes it harder still 
for today’s orchestras to hire more 
black players or attract more black 
listeners, since public-school music 
programs are the most effective 
way to expose young people, black 
and white alike, to classical music.

It does not help that the tra-
ditional canon of classical-music 
masterpieces is currently under 
aggressive assault by pseudo-schol-
ars and progressive commentators 
who contend that it is somehow 
in and of itself racist and a malign 
instrument of white male privilege, 
the clear implication being that 
blacks would be misguided to lis-
ten to or perform it. In the words of 
a columnist for BBC Music maga-
zine, “The link between patriarchal 
power in the West and the fact 
that the classical canon is made 
of lookalike faces of Great Men is 
more than coincidental.” Absurd 
and unintentionally condescend-
ing though these attacks are, one 
can expect them to continue and to 
do collateral damage to black clas-
sical composers and performers 
who believe as deeply as their white 
counterparts in the enduring value 
of classical music.

W HAT, THEN, is to be 
done? One possible an-
swer comes from Ter-

ence Blanchard, who is not a classi-
cal composer but a jazz trumpeter 
who also scores films. He tells this 
story about Champion (2013), the 
first of his two operas, whose sub- 
ject is the life of the black box-
er Emile Griffith: “This African-

American guy in his 70s said, ‘If 
this is opera, I will come.’ That’s a 
new audience member we didn’t 
have before. La Bohème doesn’t 
mean anything to him. But these 
contemporary stories do.”

But is this, in fact, true? La 
Bohème and other 19th-century 
operas like it have introduced 
people of all kinds to the delights 
of opera, and they continue to do 
so. Are they not capable of doing 
the same thing for black listeners 
as well? The answer is that they can 
and do, as they did for Du Bois and 
King—but not, it seems, in signifi-
cant numbers. Might black-themed 
operas with vernacular-flavored li-
bretti really do better at bringing 
blacks to opera houses? Just as 
important, will the white viewers 
that form the vast majority of clas-
sical-music audiences respond to 
them with enthusiasm? And would 
white orchestral audiences, which 
are famously conservative in their 

listening preferences, respond with 
like enthusiasm to the music of 
older black composers like Dawson 
and Still?

While all these things could well 
turn out to be true, they also point 
to another, trickier question: Do op-
era houses and symphony orches-
tras really need black patrons? The 
answer is less obvious than it looks. 
Comparatively few of us, after all, 
“need” classical music in any mean-
ingful sense of the word. The aver-
age person, whatever his color, gets 
along perfectly well without it his 
whole life long. It is for this reason 
that classical performing organiza-
tions rely on subsidies to keep their 
doors open, and the presence or ab-
sence of a necessarily small number 
of black patrons would have very 
little effect on their bottom lines.

But if you believe in the inherent 
cultural value of classical music—
if, to put it another way, you be-
lieve that its continuing availability 
makes America a better place to 
live—then you must accept the iron 
necessity of persuading people who 
do not care for it that they should 
support it anyway. Especially in 
“minority-majority” cities such as 
Detroit whose white residents long 
ago fled to the suburbs, that in-
cludes black people who live in and 
near the downtown and inner-city 
areas where most concert halls and 
opera houses are still located.

Hence, then, the special need 
for classical-music organizations 
to reach out to blacks, not merely 
because their political support is 
essential but because their lives 
can also be enriched by the classics, 
very much including the music 
of black composers like Dawson 
and Still. Most of them—like most 
Americans these days—literally do 
not know what they are missing. 
Surely it is the duty of America’s 
orchestras and opera companies to 
help give them and their children a 
fair chance to find out.q
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blacks because 
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HOLLYWOOD COMMENTARY

The unspoken 
bargain between producer and assistant was this: In 
exchange for devoted and uncomplaining service at 
barely minimum wage, the producer would eventually 
offer the assistant a freelance scriptwriting opportu-
nity on the producer’s current television series. That 
opportunity wouldn’t happen tomorrow, of course, but 
somewhere along the third or fourth season. And if 
the assistant wrote a good episode, by the next season 
she’d be brought on staff as a low-level staff writer.

The season after that—around the fifth or sixth 
year of the series—she’d advance to story editor, and 
from there she’d be on her way to success and riches of 
her own. If all went well, seven or eight years after col-
lapsing from dehydration next to a swimming pool at 
the MGM Grand Hotel in Las Vegas, she’d be torturing 
an assistant of her own.

This isn’t as crazy as it sounds. It’s how many of 
today’s top television producers started out.

But as the number of “long-running” series has 
dwindled, so have the opportunities for assistants to 
advance. A typical series for a streaming service may 
run three seasons, often with fewer than 10 episodes 
per season. Being an assistant these days seems less 
like an apprenticeship and more like a job.

And not a fancy job, like writer or actor or direc-
tor. But a hard job—a real job—like set construction or 
film loading. There are about 60,000 of those kinds of 
jobs in the entertainment industry, all collected under 
a single trade union called the International Alliance 
of Theatrical Stage Employees. Under the IATSE um-
brella are grips, directors of photography, hairstylists, 
makeup artists—and, most recently, writers’ assistants.

A labor union is what happens when an employ-
ee no longer believes that the plutocrat lazily floating 
in the swimming pool has her best interests at heart. A 
labor union—for assistants, anyway—is what happens 
when streaming services and short television seasons 
disrupt the business and kill the dream of one day 
making it from the desk in the writers’ room to the sofa 
with the other writers.

Recently, the members of IATSE voted over-
whelmingly to authorize their leadership to call a strike. 
They have a collection of grievances, but chief among 
them are old-fashioned notions like working hours, 
workplace safety, and “required” overtime. Should the 

union be unable to reach an agreement with the Alli-
ance of Motion Picture and Television Producers—the 
AMPTP—productions across the country will be dis-
rupted or shut down just as the business is coming back 
to life after 18 months of COVID-related disarray.

Unlike most Hollywood trade union disputes, 
which essentially pit the pampered millionaires of the 
Screen Actors, Writers, and Directors Guilds against 
the pampered millionaires of the AMPTP, the looming 
IATSE strike seems positively Old School. It pits the 
working class of the entertainment industry against 
the overlords in the offices and hedge funds.

So this should be easy, right? Hollywood, after 
all, is a resolutely left-leaning place. The various guilds 
and unions that make up the entertainment-industry 
workforce have already come out in favor of the IATSE 
demands—just short, of course, of promising “tools 
down” in solidarity.

As a rule, Hollywood unions stick together. 
When the most recent Writers Guild of America con-
tract was up and there were rumors of a strike, a guy 
I know in the electricians’ union told me, laughingly, 
that his union would back us all the way as long as 
we promised to stop writing scenes that took place at 
night in the rain. “When you guys write ‘Exterior—City 
Street—Pouring Rain—Night,” he told me, “you think 
atmosphere, romance, mystery. But all we think is, this 
is the gig where I get electrocuted.”

But to return to the swimming pool at the MGM 
Grand: It’s worth noting that both participants—the 
floating tyrant and the sweaty assistant—are union 
members. The showrunner, it turns out, is a power-
ful and outspoken member of the Writers Guild of 
America and is often described as a “liberal activist.” 
The assistant is now protected by an IATSE contract 
that—I’m guessing—says something about giving your 
assistant sun stroke.

Call it another one of the disruptive changes that 
have rippled through the entertainment business. One 
of the chief engines that kept the business going was the 
willingness of (mostly) young people to work long hours 
for an irrational boss to chase the dream of a big career.

But the smart assistant who is paying attention 
no longer believes that he or she is going to move over 
to the sofa in the writers’ room. What they want now is 
to move onto the call sheet.q

continued from page 72

Politics&Ideas_Nov_10.12.indd   71 10/13/21   10:02 AM



72 Politics & Ideas : November 2021

I F YOU UNDERSTAND the call sheet, you under-
stand Hollywood. 

The call sheet is a daily rundown, put out by 
the directing team—the director and the first assistant 
director and the second assistant director—that lists 
on one long legal-ish-size sheet who is doing what, and 
when, the following day on the set. 

Which scenes and which pages are going to be 
filmed, when everyone is supposed to show up for work, 
where the food is going to be and when, which special 
props and costumes are needed, where the nearest hos-
pital is, and which producers are actually producers and 
which are just collecting a fee for doing nothing—or, as 
they probably prefer to put it, for “setting up the proj-
ect,” which often entailed making one single phone call 
or having lunch with a client, but I’m getting off track.

The call sheet does all of that and more: It also 
lets everyone know when the whole thing needs to 
wrap, what time everyone is required, by union and 
government rules, to go “tools down” and head home. 
There are complicated regulations around this—known 
as “turnaround”—that essentially require that no one 
work insane hours multiple days in a row. 

The rest of the call sheet is pure organized 
union-card labor: transportation schedules, load-in 
times, and on the back of the document, a minutely 
detailed time sheet for pretty much everyone working 
on the production. 

In other words, the call sheet is Hollywood in 
capsule form: obsessed with rank and pecking order, 

bluntly open about power dynamics, but at base just 
one big construction site.

It’s also the only thing about the entertainment 
business that’s organized or even remotely transparent.  
It’s all there spread out like a financial statement (in 
fact, it is a kind of financial document), and you can see 
at a quick glance who ranks where, who is in charge, 
who is working and for how long, and who has the juice.

There are a few categories of employees, though, 
that the call sheet leaves undefined. Assistants, for in-
stance. They don’t appear on the call sheet.

I recently heard a story about a successful young 
producer and her assistant. Stuck on a pilot script, the 
producer decamped to a swank Las Vegas hotel, bringing 
along her assistant for some poolside brainstorming. The 
producer floated blissfully in the hotel pool, pitching air-
ily aloud to her hapless assistant, who clicked away on 
her laptop and sweltered poolside in the desert sun. 

As the daytime heat approached 105 degrees, the 
producer looked up at her sweat-drenched, fainting 
assistant and said, generously, “You know, if you like, 
you can dangle your toes in the water. Just don’t get the 
keyboard wet.”

The assistant didn’t object to this because the as-
sistant believed a powerful Hollywood lie. She believed 
that serving as an assistant to a successful television 
showrunner was the first rung in the ladder of her own 
success. Her job required her to do a lot of assistant-
ish stuff—getting the dog from the groomers, picking 
out the cilantro from a salad—but also a lot of creative 
responsibilities. She pitched dialogue, character devel-
opment, episode ideas. She read pilot scripts and made 
useful story suggestions.

Rob Long has been the executive producer of six TV 
series.

HOLLYWOOD COMMENTARY

The Showbiz 
Proletariat

ROB LONG
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YOU DESERVE TO KNOW THE TRUTH...

To receive free FLAME updates, visit our website: www.factsandlogic.org

While Ben & Jerry’s board also wants to boycott the 
State of Israel entirely, it was stopped by its owner 
Unilever. Either way, the false claim that Israel occupies 
“Palestinian territories” is a malicious slander— 
attempting to delegitimize the Jewish state—itself an 
anti-Semitic act.

What are the facts? 
Ben & Jerry’s has informed its Israeli affiliate that it will 
cease their relationship because the affiliate refuses to stop 
selling its frozen confections in the disputed territories 
of Judea and Samaria (aka the West Bank). According 
to international law and the Oslo Accords, signed by the 
Palestinian Liberation Organization, Israelis have every 
right to create communities in these territories. Yet Ben & 
Jerry’s board chair doesn’t only object to Israel’s 
presence in its ancient homeland, she also considers 
Israel’s very existence a “catastrophe”—and she 
supports Boycott Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) 
actions, which many U.S. states have outlawed.
What are the “Occupied Palestinian 
Territories”? While radical groups use this 
phrase, it has no legal basis. Rather, it is a figment 
of anti-Israel propaganda. In fact, “occupation” is an inter-
national legal term originating from Article 42  
of the Hague Convention—long-standing statements of  
the laws of war and war crimes. Occupation is defined 
under a category titled, “Military Authority Over the 
Territory of the Hostile State.” In other words, an  
“occupation” can only be on the territory of another state. 
However, Judea and Samaria have never belonged to any 
state, and the Palestinians have never had a state or sover-
eignty anywhere. This term clearly does not apply.
Who owns Judea and Samaria (the West Bank)? 
Many believe Palestinian Arabs should have indepen-
dence on their own land, and Israel has attempted for 
decades to negotiate a peace with them supporting this 
principle. However, both international law and treaties 
legally support the claims of the Jewish people to their 
ancient homeland of Judea and Samaria. From the Balfour 
Declaration in 1917 to the 1922 Mandate for Palestine 
of the League of Nations—later adopted by the United 
Nations—these territories were designated as the “national 
home” for the Jewish people. The only other state to have 
control of this land was Jordan, which illegally conquered 
it during Israel’s War of Independence, but whom Israel 
drove out following Jordan’s unsuccessful invasion of Israel 
in 1967. While millions of Americans and Israelis support 
Palestinian independence, no international laws currently 
grant the Palestinians legal rights to a state.
What did Israel and the Palestinians agree on in the 

Oslo Accords? In 1993, with extensions in 1995, Israel 
and the Palestinians agreed on a framework for  
negotiating a peace treaty based on “the right of the 
Palestinian people to self-determination.” This gave both 
Israel and the Palestinians various rights to govern and 
administer parts of Judea and Samaria. The agreement gives 
Israel complete security and administrative control over 
about 60% of these territories—where very few Palestinians 
live—including the right to create Jewish communities 
there. While Israel has made numerous offers of land for 
peace to the Palestinians—including most of Judea and 
Samaria—the Palestinians have turned down every offer. 
Since 2014, they have refused to negotiate further.
Why is Ben & Jerry’s boycott of Israel considered 
anti-Semitic? While many Americans support efforts 

to create a Palestinian state, the BDS 
movement does not support a “two-state 
solution.” In fact, BDS co-founder Omar 
Barghouti has freely admitted, “We oppose 
a Jewish state in any part of Palestine.” Ben 
& Jerry’s board chair, Anuradha Mittal, 
also opposes Israel’s existence, referring to 
Israel’s 1948 birth as the “Nakba”—Arabic 

for “catastrophe.” Mittal is currently under IRS investigation 
for funneling large sums of Ben and Jerry’s grant money to 
her own rabidly anti-Israel Oakland Foundation—of which 
she is the only paid employee. According to the globally 
accepted IHRA definition of anti-Semitism, denial of the 
Jewish people’s rights to self-determination is inherently 
anti-Semitic. No wonder BDS is currently outlawed by 
35 U.S. states, many of which have initiated legal actions 
against Ben & Jerry’s and its owner Unilever.
Ben & Jerry’s directors should be held to account. 
Their boycott of Jewish communities in Israel’s biblical 
homeland is anti-Semitic, anti-Israel and anti-peace.  
Until the boycott ends, how could any supporter of the 
Jewish people—any supporter of Israel—enjoy the bitter 
taste of Ben & Jerry’s ice cream . . . or the purchase of 
any of 1,000-plus consumer products sold by its behemoth, 
UK-based owner Unilever?

Ben & Jerry’s Bad Taste
The ice cream maker’s intent to ban sales and operations of its Israeli affiliate in  
the “Occupied Palestinian Territories” is based on lies and bad faith toward Israel.

Anti-Israel 
boycotts are 
inherently 
anti-Semitic.
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