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Introduction 

The term “politically correct” was first used in the 

English language in 1793, as it appeared as a descriptive 

expression in the U.S. Supreme Court (Wilson, 1793). During the 

first half of the twentieth century, the term transformed from 

a criticism to the Stalin doctrine (Kohl, 1992), to an “in-joke 

on the left” (Hall, Some 'Politically Incorrect' Pathways 

through PC, 1994, p. 164). It entertained mainstream usage in 

the 1990s, and was often associated with the negative 

connotation of “censorship” (Bernstein, 1990). In the new 

millennium, the term played a crucial role in debating 

significant political and social matters in the West (Farage, 

2017), and has arguably contributed to the rise of new and 

sometimes controversial forces on the overall political spectrum 

(Bruni, 2016). In 2016, Republican presidential nominee Donald 

Trump championed a crusade against “political correctness” 

(Weigel, 2016), securing an office in the White House in 2017, 

only to face abstraction from judicial institutions who have 

blocked his “Muslim ban” twice, holding him accountable for 

previously being politically incorrect (Cockburn, 2017). 

While addressing all the aforementioned, this paper will 

explore the origin and development of the term ‘political 

correctness’, and illustrate the difference between its 

terminology and practical usage (Cameron, 1994). It will explore 
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some of the arguments made in defense of what has become to be 

known as the P.C. movement (Dunant, 1994), and compare it to 

similar experiences outside the United States (Salama, 2015). 

This paper will also present some of the arguments made against 

P.C. (McFadden, 1991), and cite the experiences of those who 

have been victimized by it (Phillips, 1994). A special focus 

will be devoted to the aspect of identity politics and the 

political fragmentation to which it1 has led (Ehrenreich, 1992). 

We will explore the questions of how the P.C. movement emerged 

from, and impacted the Left, as well as how it has been portrayed 

by the Right (Annette, 1994).  

The main objective at the end is then to provide an 

understanding on how the P.C. debate has reflected and been 

reflected in American politics over the last three decades, and 

its relationship to the shifts between and across the American 

Right and Left, as well as its association with the developments 

that have led to the results of the 2016 Presidential Elections. 

  

                     
1 Identity politics or the politics of difference 
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P.C.: Origin and Development 

The term ’politically correct’ in the English language has 

radically transformed in meaning throughout the last two 

centuries. Its earliest use dates to 1793, when it appeared in 

the U.S. Supreme Court in the case of Chisholm v. State of 

Georgia. In describing what he considered to be inaccurate 

statements about the states’ politics, Associate Justice James 

Wilson declared: “Sentiments and expressions of this inaccurate 

kind prevail in our common, even in our convivial, language … 

This is not politically correct” (Wilson, 1793). The term, 

however, changed from that kind of descriptive expression of 

politics in general into the fixed criteria that we are familiar 

with today in the first half of the twentieth century; it was 

primarily used in the context of criticizing the Stalin 

doctrine, which provided his Bronx2 loyalists with the so called 

“correct” positions that led to “bad politics” (Kohl, 1992). In 

the 1960s, the Left used the term as a self-critical satire, 

which was essentially an imitation of the Red Guards’ phrase: 

Not very politically correct, Comrade!’ Though, the inside joke 

would turn around and “bite the Left,” (Hall, Some 'Politically 

Incorrect' Pathways through PC, 1994, pp. 164-5) when it was 

used in an “ironic mirror image” against them (Cameron, 1994, 

p. 19). Following certain attempts to reform America’s 

universities (Annette, 1994, p. 8), political correctness was 

                     
2 The United States Communist Party (CP) 
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subjected to criticism from both the Right and the Left in the 

late 1980s and early 1990s. Ever since, the term became an insult 

embedded with accusations, ranging between Stalinism and having 

no sense of humor – whichever might be worse. (Dunant, 1994, pp. 

vi-xii) 

The contemporary phenomenon of political correctness, or 

P.C., which is not an entity per se but rather a culture and a 

set of tendencies (Cameron, 1994, p. 16), developed on the 

American campus, especially in the arts and humanities, since 

the mid-1980s, with the intent of reforming the universities’ 

curriculums and communities (Dunant, 1994, p. vii). As America’s 

universities began to reflect a rapidly growing greater 

multicultural American society, the inclusion of women, ethnic 

minorities and immigrants became a major objective for P.C. to 

transform the colleges’ traditional spectrum of male, white 

students (Annette, 1994, pp. 11-12). P.C. was calling for the 

broadening of the literary canon to also include non-white-male 

writers, who are more representative of the entire variety of 

the universities’ new demographic compositions (Dunant, 1994, 

p. vii). It also embraced the belief that “a cluster of opinions 

about race, ecology, feminism, culture and foreign policy 

defines a kind of ’correct’ attitude toward the problems of the 

world”, challenging “the white male heterosexual power 

structure” and celebrating “otherness” (Bernstein, 1990). In 

addition, it was committed to prohibiting racially offensive 
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speech (McFadden, 1991), and promoting racial and sexual 

equality by the means of “positive discrimination” and sometimes 

“speech and behavior codes on campus” (Dunant, 1994, p. xi). 

The publishing of Alan Bloom’s bestseller The Closing of 

the American Mind in 1987 marks the beginning of the current 

debate about political correctness (Sparrow, 2017). The first 

time P.C. entered the stage of mainstream usage was with the 

publication of Richard Bernstein’s New York Times article “The 

Rising Hegemony of the Politically Correct” in 1990 (Bernstein, 

1990). More bestsellers on the issue followed, such as Dinesh 

D’Souza’s conservative book Illiberal Education: The Politics 

of Race and Sex on Campus, published in 1991. During the same 

year, even former President George H. W. Bush delivered a speech 

at the University of Michigan, in which he criticized “political 

correctness”, describing it as a movement that “replaces old 

prejudice with new ones”, “declares certain topics … expression 

… and even certain gestures off limits” and “sours into a cause 

of conflict” (Arbor, 1991). 

In the new millennium, the P.C. culture and debate spread 

far beyond life on campus in the U.S. infecting comedy, drama, 

social media, politics and even foreign affairs worldwide. 

Celebrities, such as Hilary Duff and Jason Walsh, apologized for 

the politically incorrect act of “dressing as a pilgrim and 

native American for a Halloween party” (Blair, 2016). Germany’s 

far-right linked acts of terrorism, such as the 2016 Berlin 
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Christmas Market attack, to Politischen Korrektheit (Johnston, 

2016), thereby channeling France’s rightwing presidential 

candidate, Marine Le Pen, who accused the French establishment 

of being paralyzed and “bound by political correctness” in the 

aftermath of the 2015 Charlie Hebdo attack (Chrisafis, 2016). 

Similar complaints were made by the German chief of the police 

labor union, Rainer Wendt, who blamed the leftists for 

“pressuring officers to be politisch korrekt, [preventing] them 

from doing their jobs” (Weigel, 2016). At the same time, 

Britain’s Nigel Farage of the UKIP harshly criticized 

immigration policies in Sweden, when he accused them of placing 

“political correctness above public safety” (Farage, 2017). And 

of course, there is President Donald Trump who insulted his way 

into the White House3 in 2016, dismissing criticism of his 

alleged vulgarism, bigotry and racism as the two little magic 

words: political correctness (Hess, 2016).  

Where P.C. Claims Legitimacy 

Even though the term ’political correctness’ has in its 

essence developed in the U.S., debating the phenomenon of what 

social critics, such as Barbara Ehrenreich, call “verbal uplift” 

(Ehrenreich, 1992, p. 336), or linguists, such as Deborah 

Cameron, call “linguistic reform[s]” and “verbal hygiene” 

(Cameron, 1994, pp. 17-18) is not limited solely to America 

                     
3 Expression courtesy of Jeb Bush, former Governor of Florida 
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(Hall, Some 'Politically Incorrect' Pathways through PC, 1994, 

p. 166), or the English language. The phenomenon seems to have 

appeared on a broader, even global scale, and is exactly being 

put into words by Cameron’s following statement: 

There has never been a culture which did not believe that 

some ways of using words were functionally, aesthetically 

or morally preferable to others – though equally there has 

never been one that did not violently disagree about which 

ways these were. (Cameron, 1994, pp. 17-18)  

In the United Arab Emirates, for example, “anti-hate” 

legislations have been made since 2015 to “shield more than 160 

nationalities living in the UAE against bigotry and hatred” 

(Salama, 2015). The ’Anti-Discriminatory Law’, which allows for 

jailtime between six months and ten years, and a monetary fine 

that ranges between about thirteen thousand and half a million 

Euros, “criminalizes acts that insult religion through speech, 

written word, books, pamphlets or online media” (WAM, 2015). In 

France, where citizens from African origins do not seem to take 

offense in chocolate-covered marshmallow biscuits sold under the 

label ‘Tête de nègre’4 (Appignanesi, 1994, p. 146), there exist 

forms of ‘political correctness’, which often deal with the 

country’s “republicanism” (Zoebelein, 2006) that are “as French 

as cheddar cheese wrapped in plastic” (Appignanesi, 1994, p. 

146). What might be considered an act of ocular harassment on 

                     
4 Negro’s head 
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American campuses, is an acceptable occurrence in France (148). 

However, a significant proportion of the French population would 

still consider the act of wearing a ‘burkini’ to be offensive 

to their secularist values (Golshan, 2016). In Syria5 it is 

strongly inappropriate to ask a work or university friend, or 

even an army barrack roommate, about their religious background. 

It is forbidden to even mention the country’s religious sects 

or ethnicities in school curricula, the press or any public 

sphere for that matter. Today, supporters of President Bashar 

al-Assad will insist on calling Syria’s war a “war on Syria” 

(Bartlett, 2016), in this way competing against his opponents 

who label it as al-Assad’s “war on the people of Syria” (Ghaddar, 

2016). Both groups, however, agree that this is not a civil war 

that is being fought amongst local factions with different 

religious and ethnic backgrounds. Why? Because in this country, 

it is sort of ‘politically incorrect’ for people to attack other 

people on the basis of their religion or ethnicity. 

Moreover, despite all the criticism coming from the people 

that claim to be ’politically incorrect’ (as if intervening in 

language is somehow illegitimate), an intervention in the act 

of cleaning up inappropriate language is not limited only to the 

Left or the Right. Whereas the Left proposes the kind of verbal 

hygiene that aims at cleaning up the language by pushing for 

what is taken to be ’politically correct’ expressions, the Right 

                     
5 As my homeland  
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mirrors the Left by upholding “its suppose[d] traditions”. 

(Cameron, 1994, pp. 17-18) This reflection can be exemplified 

by the following account made by cultural theorist Stuart Hall: 

The first time I actually encountered the term ‘political 

correctness’ I was warned […] that I should be careful 

about what I said because, in the new climate of the times 

following the Reagan election, the right had established 

campus committees to monitor speakers and take notes on 

everything said in lectures which could be interpreted as 

undermining the American Constitution or sapping the moral 

fiber of the nation’s brightest and best. (Hall, Some 

'Politically Incorrect' Pathways through PC, 1994, p. 165) 

Taking Hall’s observations into consideration, in October 

2016, Breitbart’s Senior Editor Milo Yiannopoulos gave a whole 

speech on how the “rise of feminism has fatally coincided with 

the rise of video games, internet porn, and, sometime in the 

near future, sex robots” (Nolan, Milo: Even If You’re Acquitted 

Of Rape, Feminists Can Still Ruin Your Life, 2016). According 

to Yiannopoulos, when men are told “that they’ll be labelled 

‘harassers’ for making an awkward advance, and ‘rapists’ for bad 

drunken sex,” they will simply go away and opt for options of 

“retreat”, which in turn will hurt the society as a whole as its 

“birth rates [collapse]” (Ibid). A few months later, 

nevertheless, the Alt-Right website  featured similar feminist 

language in a report quoting an opinion piece by a Muslim 
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professor for the Swiss daily Basler Zeitung, in which he alleged 

that “Arab migrants see German woman as ‘sluts’ who are ‘fair 

game’ for sexual assault”, accusing Europe of being crippled by 

“political correctness,” and labelling stronger-border 

advocates as “populists”, “racists” and “Islamophobes” (Hallett, 

2017). Such hypocrisy is not limited to the Right though, as the 

Left uses the same double standards. In late 2015, Aljazeera 

America’s Natasha Lennard wrote in relation to rape cases: “We 

should sooner celebrate the boldness of women standing up to 

powerful institutions.” (Lennard, When courts – and people – 

believe women, 2015) Two weeks later, however, Lennard 

downplayed the 2015/16 New Year's Eve sexual assaults in 

Germany’s Cologne6, arguing that “[m]arital rape was still legal 

in Germany until 1997,” (Lennard, Germany’s bad answer to the 

Cologne attacks, 2016) as well as that the debate about the 

Cologne attacks had “little to do with protecting women and more 

to do with scapegoating the Middle Eastern or North African 

‘other’ entering Germany” (Ibid). Even though such lefty 

narrative might seem more persuasive than Breitbart’s vulgarism, 

it is still very misrepresentative, especially when we consider 

the politics of Aljazeera America, a network that is funded and 

influenced by the State of Qatar, whose court in 2016, for 

example, convicted a 22-year-old Dutch woman of having 

intercourse outside marriage, after having reported to the 

                     
6 When scores of women were sexually assaulted mostly by men of "Arab or 

North African appearance" 
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police that she had been raped7 (BBC-Newsroom, 2016). Between 

the contradicting arguments on both sides, the Right and the 

Left, nonetheless, there seems to be a consensus that a common 

discourse, in which ’no means no’,8 must prevail leastwise on an 

institutional level, which was exactly the case when the law was 

passed unanimously in Germany’s Bundestag a few months after the 

Cologne attacks (Connolly, 2016). 

In addition to all this above mentioned, in an age of 

transnational news, social media and mass media (Cameron, 1994, 

p. 17), the politics of identity, recognition (Taylor, 1994, pp. 

24-25, 27) and representation (Hall, Diaspora and Visual Culture 

- Representing Africans and Jews, 2000, p. 22), the individual 

and institutional use of a language plays a significant role in 

“the production and reproduction of power abuse or domination” 

(Richardson, 2007). Post-structuralist philosopher, such as 

Richard Rorty and Cornell West, as well as pragmatist 

philosophers and educational reformers, such as John Dewey9, 

believe that the ideas of cultural relativism and historicism, 

which are often associated with P.C., “provide the basis for a 

more democratic approach to teaching university reforms” 

(Annette, 1994, p. 8). A healthy P.C., thus, enlarges students’ 

horizons, recognizes their various home backgrounds, embraces 

                     
7 The woman’s lawyer said that “her drink had been spiked at a Doha hotel 

in March and she had woken up in a stranger's flat, where she realized she 

had been raped.” Her alleged attacker claimed the sex was consensual. 
8 In German: Nein heißt nein 
9 John Dewey 1859-1952 was an American philosopher and psychologist 
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their rich and diverse cultural heritage (Jardine, 1994, p. 102) 

and acknowledges contrarians who have cultivated a worldview 

perspective, for instance in literature, to be no less than 

traditionalists who are limited in the classics all together 

(Alibhai-Brown, 1994, pp. 56-57). According to British historian 

Lisa Jardine, P.C. in literary studies is a matter of inclusion 

or exclusion. “[I]t is P.C. to prefer the text which contains 

the ‘oppositional’ or contentious lines,” Jardine argues. “[T]he 

ones which allow the critic to find incipient feminism in the 

words of [Emelia], the heroine’s maidservant, [in Othello].” 

(Jardine, 1994, p. 105) 

P.C. is at the heart of the political and ideological 

struggles that have, over the past, contributed to the rise of 

multiculturalism and feminism, and which today seem to be no 

less than a continuation to decolonization and the abolition of 

the slave trade (Alibhai-Brown, 1994, p. 57). Its advocates are 

“correct in foregrounding the neglected questions of gender, 

sexuality, race, ethnicity, language, knowledge, the curriculum 

[and] the ethnocentricity of the canon” (Hall, Some 'Politically 

Incorrect' Pathways through PC, 1994, p. 179). At its core, P.C. 

“affirm[s] and defend[s] valuable group memories and belongings 

against degradation by a racism so routine and grinding that it 

was often unremarked by its carriers” (Sleeper, 2016). 

Therefore, in a nation, such as the United States, which embraces 

a deep culture of rights, P.C. provides a common political 
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discourse and a ‘moral vocabulary’, that preserve exactly these 

rights (Annette, 1994, p. 10). In his article called “There’s 

No Such Thing as Free Speech and It’s a Good Thing, Too”, 

American literary theorist Stanley Fish argues that free speech 

is limited to the kind that does not undermine what constitutes 

it (Fish, 1992, p. 232): 

All affirmations of freedom of expression depend for their 

force on exception that literally carves out the space in 

which expression can then emerge … Without restriction, 

without an in-built sense of what it would be meaningless 

to say or wrong to say, there could be no assertion and no 

reason for asserting it. The restriction or the exception 

comes first, and the expression, shaped by the exception, 

then follows. (233) 

That exception, which is practically implemented by both 

the Right and the Left, is what P.C. essentially is all about.  

The Dilemma of Identity Politics and the 

Culturing of Politics 

P.C is largely associated with the rise of the “politics 

of difference” (Annette, 1994, p. 8), or what is known as 

‘identity politics’, where, instead of material interest, shared 

social identity plays the major mobilizing factor. In a P.C. 

era, economic exploitation that dominated the major social 

conflicts of the past, is now being replaced by the questions 



R o u m a n i  –  P . C .  2 0 1 7  | 15 

 

of race, gender, sexuality, family values, ethnicity, cultural 

difference and class inequality. Non-political matters, such as 

marriage, relationships and even food, are now politicized. 

Furthermore, P.C reflects the transition of what is known as 

‘the political’ from the public to the private arena, or what 

some feminists otherwise call “the personal” that “is political” 

(Hall, Some 'Politically Incorrect' Pathways through PC, 1994, 

p. 167). Identity politics became dominate since the 1980s, 

mainly as a result of “the electoral failure of democratic 

liberalism, the poor success rate of the 1960s social action 

programs and even the collapse of Marxist politics” (Annette, 

1994, p. 8). The U.S. Right began to shift its focus from pro-

family issues towards race, immigration and ethnic diversity. 

That shift is, for example, reflected in David Duke’s success 

in advocating “white empowerment” (Ehrenreich, 1992, p. 334). 

The U.S. Left, on the other hand, promoted “a politics which 

classified people according to race, ethnicity and gender” 

(Annette, 1994, p. 8). 

Moreover, P.C. is a product of what Hall calls “the 

culturing of politics” that is based on understanding the 

“representation” by which social and economic conflicts are 

mediated, without necessarily understanding the nature of these 

conflicts (Hall, Some 'Politically Incorrect' Pathways through 

PC, 1994, p. 167). As a result, multiculturalism and feminism, 

which see all knowledge as political and are shaped by competing 
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forms of discourse or language, dominated the 1980s-university 

politics, providing an “intellectual framework” for identity 

politics to develop (Annette, 1994, p. 8). A similar ‘turn to 

culture’ developed on the Right (Cameron, 1994, p. 24), which 

now “no longer considers culture a sideline to the central 

business of politics and economics” (Messer-Davidow, 1995). In 

the mid-1980s, the right-wing Free Congress Foundation 

introduced the concept of ‘cultural conservativism’, and 

predicted that “[t]he politics that carry us into the twenty-

first century will be based not on economics, but on culture” 

(Ibid). 

Between the politics of identity and the culturing of 

politics, the P.C. crisis does not necessarily emerge from its 

agenda, as much as it does from “its failure to grasp the 

implications of the positions which it appears to hold” (Hall, 

Some 'Politically Incorrect' Pathways through PC, 1994, p. 180). 

It is a “brand of verbal hygiene [which] abuses language by 

preventing the meanings of words, and […] trivializes politics 

by focusing on language and not reality” (Cameron, 1994, p. 22). 

However, by associating its “intellectual culture” with 

language, P.C. has undergone the so called ‘linguistic turn’: 

It has reached an extreme “nominalism” so that it appears to 

believe that (negative) things will cease to exist once they are 

called by a different name (Hall, Some 'Politically Incorrect' 

Pathways through PC, 1994, p. 168), as if some sort of ‘verbal 
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uplift’ was the longed for revolution (Ehrenreich, 1992, p. 

336). That “nominalism” has distracted the “politically correct” 

from real politics and thrown them in a world (Cameron, 1994, 

pp. 16-17) where “verbal purification” matters more than “social 

change” (Ehrenreich, 1992, S. 335). 

So, for example, introducing a story about homosexuality 

to children, through an education committee decision made by a 

narrow majority, becomes more appealing than the hard work of 

“winning parents to a less homophobic view of sexuality” (Hall, 

Some 'Politically Incorrect' Pathways through PC, 1994, p. 177). 

Or further in that regard, culturing the segregation of a 

British-Asian actress and screenwriter, such as Meera Syal, with 

“eternally noble, hard-done-by victims” roles that speak for 

white writers, the so called ‘liberal guilt’ might be more 

popular (Syal, 1994, pp. 124-5) than, for instance, that very 

delicate work of paying attention to or discussing the polygamy 

theme, which does not fit into the “easy anti-racist 

categories”, in her movie My Sister Wife, which is a portrait 

of a westernized Pakistani woman who consciously agrees to 

become the second wife of the man whom she is in love with (127). 

Between Political Fragmentation and the Lack of 

Free Expression, There is No Left or Right Left 

The interesting as well as challenging aspect about the 

P.C. debate is the confusion it creates about the meanings and 
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positions of the Right and the Left, which are constantly 

shifting. Well-known Marxists, such as Professor Eugene 

Genovese, praise D’Souza’s book10 and link ‘political 

correctness’ to barbarism (Annette, 1994, p. 7). Dave Rubin of 

The Rubin Report, who was originally part of the progressive 

Young Turks talk show, identifies himself as a classical liberal 

from a conservative position (Rubin, Why I Left the Left, 2017). 

Milo Yiannopoulos of Breitbart refuses to label himself as 

conservative, even though he runs an Alt-Right website, and 

advocates President Trump (Yiannopoulos, 2017). Moreover, as  

having mentioned previously, there are various forms of 

‘political correctness’ that can be found both in lefty and 

righty traditions. What all these people and traditions have in 

common, however, is their perpetual emphasis on shared morality. 

Whereas the Left emphasizes the importance of “moral vocabulary” 

(Annette, 1994, p. 11), the Right advocates the recognition of 

the “silent moral majority” (Hall, Some 'Politically Incorrect' 

Pathways through PC, 1994, p. 169).  

In order to address the moral roots of liberals and 

conservatives, and therefore, identify who is who, Jonathan 

Haidt, a social psychologist and Professor of Ethical Leadership 

at New York University's Stern School of Business, lists five 

foundations of morality; care, fairness, ingroup loyalty, 

respect for authority, and purity. According to surveys 

                     
10 Named Illiberal Education: The Politics of Race and Sex on Campus 
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conducted worldwide by Haidt, conservatives tend to emphasize 

the five foundations of morality, whereas liberals, who share 

the tendencies of questioning the authorities, experimenting 

with established rules, and being individualistic, are only 

concerned about the factor care, which combines compassion for 

the vulnerable and strong feelings against those who cause harm, 

and fairness. Whereas liberals and conservatives in the U.S., 

Canada, Western Europe and the Middle East agree that care is 

the most important foundation of morality, they often prioritize 

ingroup loyalty and respect of authorities to fairness (Haidt, 

2008). Haidt’s list is the kind of descriptive categories, which 

provide an excellent tool for tracking the aforementioned 

continuous shifting of groups and individuals, as well as the 

implementation and interpretation of P.C., between the Right and 

the Left. 

Liberal and conservative values can be easily traced in the 

political correctness debate back in the 1980s. Whereas liberals 

were seeking the implementation of their values of 

individualism, openness and diversity (Edsall, 2012) into the 

university curriculum and the canon, thereby promoting 

relativism and historicism, conservatives, such as Alan Bloom, 

believed that the ‘Great Tradition’, as in the German idealism 

and the writings of Nietzsche, was the path to “universal truths 

and values”, and saw the “crisis of the West” in the heart of 

the liberal approach (Annette, 1994, p. 7). As the political 
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agenda gradually drifted from reality and narrowed down to 

identity politics, however, the clear line between the Left and 

the Right disappeared and two serious allegations were laid open 

on the table against P.C.: Fragmentation and the oppression of 

free speech (Dunant, 1994, p. xii). 

Having the issues of race and gender “knocked out the 

political agenda,” under the Reagan-Bush regimes, P.C. and its 

multicultural identity politics helped to bring them back into 

the spotlight, but at a certain cost (Dunant, 1994, p. ix). That 

kind of politics is double-edged, because, on the one hand, it 

aims to be pluralist and democratic, but on the other hand, it 

has the potential to be “unstable and open to ethnocentrism and 

separatism” (Annette, 1994, p. 12). P.C. has emphasized 

minorities’ rights and demands so much that it has created a 

culture of victimhood, whose “cacophony of voices demanding 

attention will […] only succeed in breaking apart any notion of 

a cultural whole,” instead of cultivating a rich cultural 

diversity (Dunant, 1994, p. xii). As of that, Political 

correctness appears to reflect the political fragmentation, the 

failure of social constituencies to cohere under a “master 

category”, such as class or labor (Hall, Some 'Politically 

Incorrect' Pathways through PC, 1994, p. 166), as well as the 

inability to find in people’s rich diversity “some point of 

moral unity that brings [them] all together” (Ehrenreich, 1992, 

p. 338), therefore, failing to achieve its very purpose of a 



R o u m a n i  –  P . C .  2 0 1 7  | 21 

 

common moral vocabulary. That fragmentation, which has affected 

both the Left and the Right (Lyons, 2003), has united liberals 

and Marxists, as well as conservatives, who view 

multiculturalism and feminism as a threat to a “common American 

identity”, in criticizing “political correctness” as a whole 

(Annette, 1994, p. 12). 

Whereas “most new right critics are unified in their view 

of the cause and meaning of ‘political correct nonsense’” 

(Annette, 1994, p. 6) – and it seems to me that the ’political 

correctness’ debate brings them together more than most 

substantial political matter, such as the wars on drugs and 

terrorism (Lyons, 2003) – P.C. has “cut across the traditional 

left/right divide”, dividing the Left in itself (Hall, Some 

'Politically Incorrect' Pathways through PC, 1994, p. 166) and 

especially when it comes to the most serious charge brought 

against it: the threat it poses on free expression (Cameron, 

1994, p. 23). According to critic and author Christopher 

Hitchens, there is a pressing need for defending “free thinking” 

not from its traditional enemies but rather its “false friends”. 

“[T]his is a case where what remains of the left”, Hitchens 

argues, “has yet to find what remains of its voice” (Hitchens, 

1994, p. 139). Moreover, in its attempts to enforce speech and 

behavior codes, which are meant to counter racism, sexism and 

xenophobia (Annette, 1994, p. 2), P.C. seems to have used tactics 

that empower what one could describe as ”thought militants” 
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(Hall, Some 'Politically Incorrect' Pathways through PC, 1994, 

p. 166) as noted by Hall in the following passage: 

The experience of the ‘thought police’ in operation at 

close quarters was sufficiently unpleasant for me to have, 

at best, highly ambiguous feelings when political 

correctness started to be implemented by what one may 

loosely call ‘our side’ in defense of what, in most cases, 

I take to be ‘our issues’. (Ibid 165) 

Nevertheless, what P.C. represents for many liberals, 

novelist and critic Sarah Dunant argues, is “a movement which 

claimed to be about opening up the culture to allow more voices 

in [but] has, instead, only succeeded in alienating voices that 

were already there” (Dunant, 1994, p. xi). While failing to 

cultivate respect for human diversity, Hitchens carries on, P.C. 

seems to have a tendency “to reduce each group into subgroups 

and finally to atoms, so that everyone is on their guard against 

everyone else” (Hitchens, 1994, p. 140). Also Barbara Ehrenreich 

warns that in the lack of basis for moral judgement, including 

the kind that cuts across group, gender and ethnic lines, the 

Left will gradually cease to exist (Ehrenreich, 1992). Liberal 

journalist Melanie Phillips calls P.C a “cult of sensibility” 

(Phillips, 1994, p. 47) and a “betrayal” by the Left (33) talking 

about her personal experience with this concept in the following 

way: 
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[I]f I have changed, I believe it is because something 

pretty profound has happened to the liberal culture that 

formed the bedrock of my belief. To my growing perplexity, 

a creed that for me was supposed to embody tolerance has 

come to represent intolerance. Purporting to help the 

oppressed, it has itself become an instrument of 

oppression. Views that offend against this new orthodoxy 

are suppressed through professional and social ostracism 

that plays upon the deeply rooted fear of the liberal 

intelligentsia that they might be thought to be illiberal. 

The anxiety not to be thought judgmental has turned into 

a denial of any judgement at all, for fear of causing 

offence or denying people their rights. Even language has 

been rewritten and certain words banned from use, 

amounting to censorship in the name of individual rights. 

(Ibid 36) 

Channeling Phillip’s note, American comedian Dave Rubin 

illustrates in his presentation “Why I Left the Left”, how the 

Left has replaced the so called ‘progressive’ slogans, such as 

‘I may disagree with what you say, but I will fight to death for 

your right to say it’, with the ‘regressive’ policies of banning 

speakers of opposing opinions from college campuses, using 

alleged ’Trigger Warnings’ on cultural material that might 

offend people, as well as prohibiting the use of vocabulary that 

is not approved of as being “politically correct” (Rubin, Why I 
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Left the Left, 2017). Dave Rubin, who no longer identifies 

himself as Democrat and voted for Gary Johnson in the U.S. 

Presidential Elections in 2016 (Rubin, Dave Rubin's Political 

Awakening, 2017), is perhaps a clear evidence of a “fundamental 

divide” in the Left. On the one hand, there are those on the 

Left who believe that post-industrial and post-modern politics 

should be about permanently unsettling all power configurations 

and “preventing them – right or left – from ever settling again 

into that unconsciousness, the ‘deep sleep of forgetfulness’, 

which power so regularly includes and which seems to be a 

condition of its operation.” (Hall, Some 'Politically Incorrect' 

Pathways through PC, 1994, p. 182) And in opposition to that are 

those whom Hall describes in his article as the following: 

[They] who believe that politics consists of getting ‘our 

side’ where ‘their side’ used to be, and then exercising 

power in exactly the same way they did. This binary strategy 

of governing society by ‘policing’ it will be justified 

because it is our side which is doing it. (Ibid) 

The liberal values and ideals of revolution and change, 

questioning traditional authority and the kind of morality that 

can be restrictive to women and minorities, as well as fighting 

for justice (Haidt, 2008), have been knocked off the American 

Left’s agenda that today’s Democrats, as Noam Chomsky argues, 

“are pretty much what used to be called moderate Republicans” 

(Chomsky, 2016). As for the conservative values, which are often 
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associated with upholding institutions and traditions and are 

driven by the insight that order is hard to achieve but easy to 

lose (Haidt, 2008), have gradually disappeared from the American 

Right, which, according to Chomsky, is now positioned “off the 

spectrum” (Chomsky, 2016). The result is that in 2016, emails 

leaked by WikiLeaks suggested that the Democratic Party had 

conspired against Senator Bernie Sanders during the primaries 

in order to boost former State Secretary Hillary Rodham 

Clinton’s chances in winning the DNC nomination (Shear & 

Rosenberg, 2016). A quick scan of the two former candidates’ 

profiles on Wikipedia shows that Clinton’s policies and 

decisions appear to be quite conservative (Hillary Clinton, 

n.d.), in comparison to Sander’s progressive social and economic 

agenda (Bernie Sanders, n.d.). As for the Republican Party, 2016 

was the year when the party’s so called ‘establishment 

politicians’, such as Jeb Bush and John Kasich, were rating 

below sixteen and nineteen percent  respectively in the national 

polls during the primaries, whereas the supposed ‘outsiders’, 

such as Ted Cruz and Donald Trump, were skyrocketing with their 

ratings at about twenty-three and fifty-seven percent 

respectively (2016 National Republican Primary, 2016). With 

Sanders’s loss and Trump’s win in 2016, the American Left, 

dominantly represented by the Democratic Party, became the 

country’s new conservative block, whereas the Right’s Republican 

Party is no longer institutional or in order. 
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Donald Trump and the Republican Coalition 

One of the most revealing segments about President Donald 

Trump was perhaps when he took part in “The Tonight Show Starring 

Jimmy Fallon” in September 2015 (Trump, 2015). During that 

segment, Fallon, disguised as candidate Trump, takes a seat in 

front of a dresser mirror and says, “I look fantastic”. We then 

realize that the reflection is in fact nothing less than the 

real Donald Trump, sitting on the other side of the dresser 

mirror, who stresses, “No, we look fantastic”. After some short 

remarks on both sides of the mirror, Fallon asks Trump about how 

he plans to create jobs. Trump casually responds with, “I’m just 

gonna do it”. The host once more asks, “but how” whereupon Trump 

replies with the remark “by doing it”. Nearing the end of the 

show, Fallon asks another question about how Trump plans to get 

Mexico to pay for the wall he intends to build, and Trump 

responses by saying, “well, since I’m you, why don’t you tell 

me?” (Ibid) 

Trump’s message is that he will “make America great again”, 

by doing things according to our plans. But who are we? Well, 

everyone. 

President Donald Trump, who has reportedly changed 

political affiliations multiple times since the late 1980s 

(Moody, 2015), reflects the level of political fragmentation 

that the United States has reached, especially within the 

Republican Party. According to a report by The Smoking Gun based 
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on the New York City Board of Elections records, Trump enrolled 

as Republican, Independent Party, Democrat, Republican, ticked 

"I do not wish to enroll in a party", and once more Republican, 

in 1987, 1999, 2001, 2009, 2011, and 2012 respectively 

(Newsroom, 2016). In 1988, when Larry King asked Trump why he 

was a Republican, Trump answered, “I have no idea” (King, 2016). 

President Trump, it seems to me, is not the exception but rather 

the rule that the Republican Party has gradually become a 

platform for those who do not fit in America’s mainstream 

politics. Trump’s anti-establishment attitude resonates well 

with both, the conservative Tea Party movement (Lee & Moody, 

2015), which was born shortly after former President Barrack 

Obama was elected in 2008 (Illing, 2016), and was described by 

the Republican Senator Lindsey Graham as “conservatism in a 

fashion where there is no room for solving problems” (Ball, 

2014) as well as the ‘Alternative Right’, a group that ranges 

from white supremacists, such as Richard B. Spencer who 

‘hailed’11 Trump after winning the presidential elections 

(Lombroso & Appelbaum, 2016), to white males who feel they have 

no voice in modern-day America, nationalists, anti-globalists, 

anarcho-capitalists, and those who are concerned about big 

banks, despise over-regulation, and, of course, identify as 

“politically incorrect” (Swann, 2017). Or adopting the thought 

to the words of Milo Yiannopoulos – a Catholic gay man who has 

                     
11 Spencer Saluted Trump’s victory with: “Hail Trump, hail our people, hail 

victory!” 
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a Jewish maternal grandmother and a black boyfriend with a Muslim 

background (Stein, 2016) and who represents another reflection 

of fragmentation –“it’s about time that we have somebody on the 

national stage … who speaks a bit like the rest of us” (Nolan, 

MILO: ‘Men Don’t Give A F*ck About Phony Political Correctness 

Standards’, 2016). 

In short, President Donald Trump, who has mastered a 

rhetoric which combines the discourse of both, the Occupy Wall 

Street movement as well as the far-right (Curtis, 2016), today 

represents the Republicans in the sense that they have 

transformed from being one of the country’s major political 

parties into a coalition of conflicting forces which can only 

agree on opposing the establishment and its linguistic 

discourse. Conservative critics, such as Thomas E. Mann and 

Norman J. Ornstein, describe the Republican Party as a “radical 

insurgent, dismissive of the legitimacy of its political 

opposition” (Mann & Ornstein, 2013, p. 18). Once, when former 

President Barack Obama was first elected, the Republican Party’s 

main mission was to “make the country ungovernable, and then … 

somehow get power again” (Chomsky, 2016). With the rise of the 

‘Trump phenomenon’, however, it seems to me that this new 

insurgency has cut across the Democrat/Republican line, as it 

identifies with its opposition to the establishment as well as 

to the institutions. In 2016, for example, President Trump’s 

campaign harshly criticized the Obama Administration for being 
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“politically correct” and not naming the problem of “Radical 

Islamic Terrorism” (Nakhleh, 2016). Former President Obama’s 

policy not to name the Muslim religion, however, was based on 

an ‘internal set of guidelines’, issued in March 2008 by the 

National Counterterrorism Center (NCTC), which was established 

by an executive order signed by former Republican President 

George W. Bush (Debusmann, 2010). 
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Conclusion 

Political correctness, or P.C., began as a descriptive 

expression by a former Supreme Court Associate Justice in 1793 

(Wilson, 1793), and developed into a humorous self-criticism in 

the Left, before it was loaded with the negative connotation of 

‘policing the language’ (Annette, 1994). Despite the campaign 

against P.C., from both the Left and the Right, the phenomenon 

of ‘verbal hygiene’ has always been part of our social and 

political development (Cameron, 1994). Even though President 

Trump championed the crusade against P.C. (Blake, 2016), he 

still felt the urge to refer to black Americans as ‘African 

Americans’ (Diamond, 2016) and to apologize for bragging about 

sexually assaulting women (Jacobs & Siddiqui, 2016), but, more 

importantly, both his executive orders to unjustly ban a group 

of (Muslim) people from entering the United States were blocked 

by American judges on the basis of his politically incorrect 

rhetoric during 2016 (Cockburn, 2017), conclusively placing the 

debate about the P.C. term back into court where it was first 

introduced in 1793. 

Nevertheless, there is no doubt that the P.C. culture has 

on several occasions provided a set of tools to mute the very 

voices it pledges to protect (Dunant, 1994). It has recently 

divided the Left between those who somewhat became a new right 

(Hall, Some 'Politically Incorrect' Pathways through PC, 1994, 

p. 182), and those who found themselves abandoned by the Left 
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(Phillips, 1994). The Right, which has claimed to oppose 

“political correctness” (Weigel, 2016), is now centralized 

around that opposition (Chomsky, 2016), and, as a consequence, 

is losing its grip over their  own conservative conventions – 

indeed its own political correctness – about how to uphold the 

broken legitimacy of the institutions (Mann & Ornstein, 2013). 

According to that, the Republican Party is now led by an 

‘outsider’ who challenges America’s traditions for a living. 

In the 1990s, Stuart Hall stated the following: 

[P.C.] has failed to connect the older forces of reform 

with any of the newer forces – the new social movements – 

which … are emerging in and characteristic of the more 

fragmented political landscape we now inhabit. … [I]n 

liberal-democratic societies like ours, politics have 

irrevocably shifted from a ‘war of maneuver’ to a ‘war of 

position’. … A ‘war of maneuver’ is one in which you try 

to overrun the opposition forces by frontal assault. A ‘war 

of position’ is where you advance on a number of different 

positions at once, your overall strength residing not in 

the Walls of Jericho collapsing but in the overall ‘balance 

of forces’ across the whole terrain of struggle. … The 

question of winning the majority cannot be sacrificed to 

our own purist sense of being ‘correct’ for that simply 

leads to being ‘after than though’, to thinking that the 

minority knows best and will, if necessary, force the 
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majority to be free. … A war of position cannot afford for 

a moment, in the name of some ‘Higher Good’ or some 

‘superior knowledge’, to free itself of the harsh 

discipline of democracy. Unless it is coupled with a 

strategy which is democratic – in the sense that it 

genuinely addresses the real fears, confusions, the 

anxieties as well as the pleasures of ordinary people, 

tries to educate them to new conceptions of life, to win 

them over and thus constitute majorities where there are 

now only fragmented minorities – it is destined to fail in 

the long run, whatever its little local successes. (Hall, 

Some 'Politically Incorrect' Pathways through PC, 1994, pp. 

171-177) 

It seems to me here that the crisis Hall once described 

about the Left has become a national one not only in the United 

States but perhaps across multiple capitals between Damascus, 

which is brutally battling an armed insurgency, and Washington 

that is now led by a political one. It is evident that the debate 

about political correctness is at the heart of these crises. 
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