Chapter III
Political Correctness in Higher Education
by
T. Kenneth Cribb, Jr.
On a growing number of university campuses the freedom to articulate and
discuss ideas – a principle that has been the cornerstone of higher education since the
time of Socrates – is eroding at an alarming rate. Consider just one increasing trend:
hundreds (sometimes thousands) of copies of conservative student newspapers have been
either stolen or publicly burned by student radicals. In many cases these acts have taken
place with the tacit support of faculty and administrators. The perpetrators are rarely
disciplined.
While it would be easy to dismiss such demonstrations of intolerance as student
pranks, these incidents are the surface manifestations of a more pervasive and insidious
trend – a trend that has as its goal the destruction of the liberal arts tradition that has
helped create and sustain Western civilization.
Though some pundits have claimed that the prevalence of the ideological
intolerance known as Political Correctness has been exaggerated, the opposite is closer to
the truth. Political Correctness has become so deeply ingrained in American higher
education that many campuses are now dominated by an atmosphere of uncertainty and
apprehension. An increasing number of dedicated students and faculty members now
live in fear that their intellectual pursuit of truth will offend the Grand Inquisitors of
Political Correctness.
The techniques of Political Correctness are now well known: attacks on the
curriculum in the name of “multiculturalism,” the imposition of restrictive and vaguelyworded “speech codes” and mandatory “sensitivity training” courses for freshman that
are little more than systematic efforts at ideological indoctrination. But the influence of
Political Correctness has spread in other disturbing ways. Consider a few recent
incidents from the university battlefield.
•

At Amherst College in Massachusetts, a homosexual student group covered the
university’s sidewalks with graffiti, including the slogan “Queer by Divine
Right,” which was scrawled in front of the campus chapel on Good Friday.
When the Amherst Spectator, a conservative student newspaper, criticized these
chalkings as promoting “hatred and division,” student protestors publicly
burned copies of the paper.

•

When the Cornell Review, another conservative student newspaper, published a
parody of the course descriptions from Cornell’s heavily-politicized Africana
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Department, campus militants blocked traffic at the center of the campus for
several hours and burned stolen copies of the Review in a metal trash can. The
militants went on to demand that the university provide “racial sensitivity”
classes for incoming freshman, a campus speech code and more money for
segregated minority programs such as a blacks-only dormitory.
•

Students who participate in ROTC programs have told friends and family that
they are afraid to show up for class wearing their uniforms because their grades
have been arbitrarily marked down by faculty members who are hostile to the
military.

•

In the wake of a rash of sexual harassment charges that have been filed by
extreme feminists against their alleged enemies, some professors have begun to
take out insurance policies to protect themselves from the crushing financial
burden of malicious and frivolous lawsuits.

•

A faculty questionnaire at the University of Massachusetts asks professors what
“contribution to multi-culturalism” they have made. The questionnaire is then
used in making decisions about tenure and promotion.

It is worth remembering that for every dramatic and well-publicized example of
Political Correctness, there are innumerable instances where its influence is more subtle,
but just as real.

The Origins of Political Correctness in Higher Education
While the ideology of Political Correctness is hardly restricted to our campuses,
there is no doubt it originated there. The intellectual roots of this phenomenon stretch
back over centuries. Ultimately, the origins of PC can be traced to the rise of modern
ideology and its quest for power. In contrast to the classical and Judeo-Christian
traditions, which stressed man’s need to understand the moral order and conform himself
to it, modern ideologies have sought to dominate and control the world. In the twentieth
century these ideologies finally gained political power in Communist states.
But in the West, ideology has not been able to make such a direct assault on our
traditions of ordered liberty. Rather, radical intellectuals have sought to undermine the
foundations of knowledge itself, concentrating their efforts on the transformation of the
university.
The turning point in the academy came in the 1960s, when militant students
launched a guerilla attack on the traditions of Western culture and the liberal arts. Seeing
that they could not gain lasting power through demonstrations alone, many of these
militants opted to remain “in the system,” going on to become professors themselves.
This generation of “tenured radicals” (to use Roger Kimball’s phrase) has now become
the establishment in the vast majority of our institutions of higher learning. As university
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presidents, deans, and department chairmen, they have set about hiring other ideologues
in their own image and have instigated the repressive policies we know as Political
Correctness. These politicized academics will be extremely difficult to dislodge from
their current positions of power.

Ideology vs. Liberal Education
The stakes in this war of ideas are high, for they include the very concept of
freedom itself. Americans have always understood the intimate and vital connection
between liberal education and political liberty. That is why Political Correctness is
nothing less than a death blow aimed at the heart of our republic.
In his seminal book, The Idea of a University, Cardinal John Henry Newman
defined the “liberal arts” as a pursuit of knowledge for its own sake. By way of contrast,
he defined the “servile arts” as those modes of study that serve only specific, immediate
ends. The liberal arts are liberating, Newman argued, because they enable men to
discover the underlying principles that guide us toward wisdom and virtue.
Were he alive today, Newman would view Political Correctness as “servile”
because its purpose is to advance a political agenda to a position of national power.
Militant professors in increasing numbers are shamelessly turning their podiums into
pulpits, abandoning the search for objective truth and setting about the task of
indoctrinating their students.

The Devastated Curriculum
The proponents of Political Correctness have concentrated their efforts on the
core of a liberal education, the curriculum. Their efforts will radically alter what new
generations of Americans will learn. In this battle the handmaiden of Political
Correctness has been the “multicultural” movement. A number of critics have rightly
pointed out that multiculturalism is more than an argument for courses that concentrate
on groups that at one time were disadvantaged or oppressed. Rather, multiculturalism
involves the systematic restructuring of the curriculum so as to hinder students from
learning about the Western tradition. Since the ulterior motive behind Political
Correctness is an attempt to restructure American society along egalitarian lines, it is
imperative for its proponents to instill in the minds of students a thoroughgoing cultural
relativism.
Perhaps the most disturbing aspect of the Politically Correct assault on the
curriculum is that it has occurred at many of America’s elite universities. Take, for
example, the case of Stanford University, an institution that has long played a leadership
role in American higher education. Stanford eliminated its long-standing Western
civilization requirement in 1988 and replaced it with a multicultural program known as
“Cultures, Ideas, and Values.” Under this new program freshmen at Stanford can just as
easily study Marxist revolutionaries in Central America as they can Plato, Shakespeare or
Newton.
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Stanford has also led the movement away from serious study of history. Students
at Stanford, like students at all but one of the other top 50 universities in the United
States, are not required to take a single course in history. Instead, they are offered a
choice of courses under the heading of “American Cultures.” According to one recent
graduate of Stanford, it is impossible to fulfill the “American Cultures” requirement by
studying Protestantism, Irish Americans, or the American West, while courses that do
fulfill the requirement include “Film and Literature: US-Mexico Border Representations”
and “Contemporary Ethnic Drama.” Stanford students must also take courses in “World
Cultures” and “Gender Studies” that include “Chicana Expressive Culture” and
“Misogyny and Feminism in the Renaissance.”
Because elite institutions such as Stanford set an example for the rest of American
higher education, other universities eagerly adopt these devastating assaults on the
curriculum. This “trickle-down” effect will have a long-lasting impact on the way future
generations of Americans will be educated.

Intolerance and the Assault on Freedom
The two pillars that have traditionally sustained the liberal arts are academic
freedom and freedom of speech. Without the freedom to pursue the truth and to write and
speak freely, authentic scholarship is impossible. But both of these fundamental freedoms
have been routinely abrogated by the establishment of speech codes, “sensitivity” classes,
and a general atmosphere of fear and intimidation on campus.
For example, younger professors who have not received tenure must not only be
careful of what they say, but of what they publish. Ideological university administrators
in the 1990s have created an environment dominated by suspicion that is far more intense
than anything spawned by anti-Communist Senator Joseph McCarthy in the 1950s.
The most tragic victims of this age of Political Correctness are the students. The
traditional goal of a liberal arts education – acculturation, whereby students absorb the
inherited wisdom of the past – has been set aside. Increasingly, a university education
today seems to involve rote learning of political opinions. When all is said and done,
Political Correctness substitutes smug feelings of righteousness for the traditional habits
of critical thinking. One distinguished scholar recently lamented that “higher education
is increasingly about acquiring attitudes and opinions that one puts on like a uniform.”
Because the academy is a relatively isolated world, it can allow politicized
administrators to turn the campus into a laboratory for experiments in social
transformation. When critics of Political Correctness have compared the atmosphere on
campus to that of a totalitarian state, liberal pundits have been quick to denounce them as
hysterical. Few of these pundits have any first-hand experience of daily life on campus.
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The Movement for Academic Reform
Despite the institutional power of the campus radicals, forces are at work seeking
to spur authentic academic reform. The academic reform movement relies on the
principles of accountability, communication and a commitment to authentic scholarship.
One force of academic reform is a growing demand among parents for greater
accountability from colleges and universities. At a time when studies show that students
are paying more and learning less than ever before, parents in increasing numbers are
becoming discriminating consumers.
Another force is independent student newspapers whose journalists publicize the
antics of Political Correctness on campus. In the past, campus radicals thrived in the
enclosed world of the university, but their actions are no longer going undetected. The
advent of conservative student newspapers on dozens of campuses has forced campus
militants into the open where they are most vulnerable to the scrutiny of an exasperated
public.
Two years ago, those who fund the Collegiate Network asked the Intercollegiate
Studies Institute to take over the administration of their program to support and enhance
responsible student journalism. The Collegiate Network contributes seed money,
practical help and intellectual guidance to the 60 conservative student newspapers which
provide alternative forums of discussion at many of the nations most elite (and closedminded) universities.
These alternatives papers have identified abuses at all levels of academic life and
engaged in investigative journalism that has been remarkably fair and accurate. Perhaps
the most well-known “scoop” came from Yale University’s alternative paper, Light &
Truth, a publication supported by the Collegiate Network. The editors of Light & Truth
discovered that the $20 million gift of alumnus Lee Bass was not being used for its
intended purpose of supporting an integrated course in Western civilization. Their report
broke open the scandal, which ended when Yale returned Mr. Bass’s money. The
subsequent furor cost Yale a great deal more than Mr. Bass’s $20 million – both in
monetary terms and in the loss of confidence of many Yale donors that the current
administration can be trusted.
Not all the scandals uncovered by alternative campus papers are of this
magnitude, but there are innumerable abuses that can be exposed by investigative student
journalism. The law school at the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, banned
representatives of the U.S. military from setting up recruiting tables there, despite
receiving federal tax dollars from the Defense Department. An article about this
outrageous assault on freedom that ran in both the student-run Carolina Review and in the
national student newspaper published by ISI, CAMPUS, raised a hue and cry on and off
campus. North Carolina legislators took immediate action and passed a bill prohibiting
taxpayer-supported schools from discriminating against the military when prospective
employers come to the university.
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At the University of Wisconsin, Madison, the UWM Times, a conservative student
newspaper, revealed that a university administrator had been soliciting signatures for
local Democrat candidates for public office, in direct violation of a state law forbidding
university employees from engaging in political campaigning. The university chancellor,
despite having issued a directive against such campaigning, refused to reprimand the
administrator in question – perhaps because the chancellor himself violated both the state
law and his own directive by signing one of the petitions while at work. The story was
picked up by the Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel and the abuse was brought to an end.
Now that alternative newspapers and organizations dedicated to academic reform
are spreading the word, the larger communities that surround our institutions of higher
education are getting more involved in serious academic reform. For example, the
National Association of Scholars is encouraging university trustees to take a more active
and vocal role in opposing the excesses of Political Correctness. Efforts of this type must
be expanded and intensified.
In the long run, the most direct method of defeating the inquisitors of Political
Correctness is simply to stand up to them. Individual acts of defiance often entail serious
risks: students can face star-chamber proceedings that are humiliating and demoralizing
while faculty can lose their bids to receive tenure. But every act of resistance causes a
ripple, encouraging others to stand up to ideological intimidation. With the support of a
significant number of parents, donors and alumni, these Davids may yet slay the Goliaths
who tower over them.

The Fire of True-Learning
Perhaps the strongest force for true academic reform is that which seeks to defeat
the ideological depredations of Political Correctness by winning the war of ideas. The
best students have a questioning intelligence that cannot be satisfied with political
slogans. When such students have access to serious scholarship they respond with
enthusiasm. Even today acculturation still takes place under the mentorship of
outstanding scholars at various institutions around the country. Moreover, some colleges
and universities continue to swim against the ideological tides of our time.
The Intercollegiate Studies Institute (ISI), in conjunction with the Templeton
Foundation, has identified the best professors, departments, colleges and textbooks in
American higher education today. This program, the Templeton Honor Rolls for
Education in a Free Society, celebrates excellence and serves as a guide for parents and
students contemplating the daunting choice of which college or university to attend. By
singling out the best in higher education, the Templeton Honor Rolls also encourage
donors to reward universities that preserve the traditions of the free society.
Prospective college students, their parents and donors can also benefit from a
comprehensive guide to 100 of the top institutions of higher learning in America
published by the ISI. The guide contains substantial, essay-length treatments of all 100
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institutions, including 80 elite schools that were selected on the basis of competitive
admissions standards and 20 schools that ISI particularly recommends for their
commitment to a liberal arts education. The ISI college guide warns students about the
ideological dangers on the campuses and steers them in the direction of the best
professors and departments. As best-selling author William J. Bennett wrote of this
project, “All too often, Americans treat colleges and universities with a deference that
prevents them from asking hard questions and demanding real results. But if there is ever
to be genuine, long-lasting education reform, parents and students will have to become
shrewder and better-informed consumers of education. The ISI guide is a powerful tool in
this effort.”
One of Edmund Burke’s most famous sayings is that “the only thing necessary for
the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.” For generations, Americans have
treated higher education with respect and awe – a token of their faith in the liberating
power of the liberal arts. But in the face of Political Correctness, it is time for the
American public to temper its respect with a critical sensibility and to undertake a more
direct effort to call academia to account. It is time for good men and women to demand
that American higher education live up to its best traditions and eschew the tyranny of
Political Correctness.

7

