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Abstract 
Political correctness occurs when a community of citizens (i.e., a polity) promotes or defends an 
ideological orthodoxy in a dogmatic manner, judging ideas consistent with the orthodoxy to be 
“correct” and judging heterodox viewpoints to be “wrong.”  Lukianoff & Haidt (2018) argue that 
some forms of political correctness observed on college campuses can be understood in terms of 
concepts borrowed from the field of mental health, particularly the tenets of cognitive behavioral 
therapy which serve as a tools for over-coming certain cognitive distortions associated with acute 
and chronic stress, including psychological trauma.  Haidt (2016) has also argued that political 
correctness in academia can often be characterized as an intellectual battle between two 
competing sacred values: justice-seeking and truth-seeking.  The current manuscript expands 
upon Haidt’s (Haidt, 2016; Lukianoff & Haidt, 2018) characterization of political correctness and 
leverages examples from the domain of identity politics to illuminate the psychological processes 
(e.g., sacred beliefs, motivated reasoning, cognitive dissonance, identity-protective cognition, 
etc.) that underlie political correctness in the academy.  I argue that the psychology of political 
correctness lies halfway between cognitive dissonance and psychological trauma, a hypothesis 
that can illuminate why so many instances of political correctness observed on college campuses 
involve behaviors and thought patterns also witnessed in religious conflicts regarding sacred 
values and among individuals coping with acute stress/trauma (e.g., scapegoating of heretics, 
hypervigilance to minor threats/microaggressions, feelings of victimization/oppression, 
catastrophizing, etc.). 

 
Key words: Political Correctness, orthodoxy, religion, motivated reasoning, cognitive 
dissonance 
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Political Correctness as Folk Religion: 
From sacred beliefs and cognitive dissonance to claims of psychological trauma 

 
The most dangerous enemy of truth and freedom,  

the solid unmoving cattle of the majority. 
Ray Bradbury (1953) Fahrenheit 451 

Political correctness occurs whenever a community of citizens (i.e., a polity) promotes or defends 
an ideological orthodoxy in a dogmatic manner, judging ideas consistent with that orthodoxy to 
be intellectually “true” or morally “correct” and judging heterodox viewpoints to be intellectually 
“false” or morally “wrong.”  Although orthodoxies are typically characterized as religious 
doctrines corresponding to a set of putatively intuitive principles1 proclaimed by an authority as 
unquestionably true, the phenomenon of unquestioned belief in a set of principles is not limited to 
traditional religious dogma.  Orthodoxies can also be “political” when they correspond to a 
community of citizens who participate in a secular ideology consisting of shared beliefs which 
they employ to interpret their social world (“i.e., “we hold these truths to be self-evident…”).  It is 
in this sense, of dogmatic confidence in the correctness of a particular set of presuppositions, that 
some opinions and ideas are labelled as “correct” and others as “incorrect.”  Consistent with the 
metaphorical view of intellectual debate which asserts that “argument is war” (see Lakoff, 2003, 
Pinker, 2007), the anthropological record since the dawn of recorded history reflects a continuous 
series of skirmishes between competing orthodoxies (see Table 1).  These clashing ideologies run 
the gamut from conflicts between religious (i.e., protestant vs. catholic) and cultural ideologies 
(e.g., C. P. Snow’s “two cultures”) to clashes between economic (capitalism vs. socialism) and 
political (e.g., progressive vs. conservative) worldviews.  While ideological conflicts can emerge 
in response to any threatened identity-relevant worldview, contemporary academic disputes have 
tended to focus less on religious and economic ideologies and more on ethnic and gender 
identities, the realm of so-called “identity politics” (Campbell & Manning, 2018; Dreger, 2015; 
Duarte, Crawford, Stern, Haidt, Jussim & Tetlock, 2015; Horowitz, Yaworsky, & Kickham, 2019; 
Jost & Major, 2001; Ladd, & Lipset, 1975; Lukianoff & Haidt, 2018; O’Donohue & Redding, 
2009; Shields & Dunn, 2016; Zimmerman, 2016).  Nonetheless, many ideological conflicts in 
academia resemble conflicts between religious ideologies, and for this reason, I explore how our 
understanding of Political Correctness in the Academy can be informed by appreciating the role 
that reasoning plays in the promotion and defense of religious worldviews. 

------------------------------------------ 
Insert Table 1 about here 

------------------------------------------ 
Inventing the Enemy: Polemics and the Construction of Meaning 

In his 2011 essay Inventing the Enemy Umberto Eco described a conversation with a Pakistani 
cab driver, recalling how his colleague asked many questions about his native country of Italy, but 
insisted mostly upon knowing: “Who are the enemies of the Italians?”  Reflecting back on this 
conversation, Eco (2011, p. 2) noted how readily some members of an ethnic group come to 
define themselves, in part, by identifying their enemies: 



PSYCHOLOGY OF POLITICAL CORRECTNESS  

 

4 

Having an enemy is important not only to define our identity but also to provide us 
with an obstacle against which to measure our system of values and, in seeking to 
overcome it, to demonstrate our own worth. So when there is no enemy, we have 
to invent one. 

In describing the typical early 20th century American college professor, H.L. Mencken (1921, p. 
82) once noted: 

[H]e yields to the prevailing correctness of thought in all departments…and is, in 
fact, the chief exponent among us of the democratic doctrine that heresy is not 
only a mistake, but also a crime. 

As the academic landscape has evolved from 13th century theological scholasticism to modern-
day secular scholarship (see Wellmon, 2015), the ontological criteria for distinguishing 
ideological enemies from conceptual allies has also evolved (Campbell & Manning, 2018; Hicks, 
2004; Patai & Koertge, 2003; Snow, 1959).  Disputants in medieval dissertation defenses in the 
Netherlands routinely employed ceremonial assistants (so-called “paranymphs”) whose role, in 
part, was to physically defend Ph.D. candidates from their committee members in the event that a 
contentious religious argument erupted (see Van der Heide, Rufas & Supper, 2016).  In the mid 
20th century, academic colleagues were often cast as friend or foe, not in terms of their religious 
beliefs, but rather in regard to their sympathies toward competing views of the proper role of 
government in the social contract (socialism vs. capitalism, see Sowell, 2015).  In the 1960s, 
ideological disputes in the academy were often framed in terms of class conflicts between 
vulnerable members of society (e.g., workers, students) and the economic/political institutions 
(i.e., governments, capitalism, religion) that ostensibly exploited them.  In more recent decades, 
racial and gender politics, with a tinge of neo-Marxist class conflict2, has emerged as the most 
conspicuous battleground upon which campus participants have distinguished their ideological 
allies from those who threaten their worldview (see Campbell & Manning, 2018; MacDonald, 
2018).  In this regards, the sociologist Durkheim (1912, c.f. Fournier, 2013, pp. 21-22) offered 
one of the first social science accounts of how identifying a common ideological enemy, or 
scapegoat, can reinforce one’s social identity, especially during periods of heightened cultural 
disruption and societal anomie: 

When a society suffers, it feels a need to find someone to blame; someone on 
whom it can take out its disappointment. And those who are already seen in a 
poor light by public opinion are the obvious candidates.  

Accordingly, the public display of offense-taking (so-called “call-out” culture, see Berube, 2018, 
Descioli & Kurzban, 2012; Lukianoff & Haidt, 2018) has emerged as a common strategy for 
signaling group membership within the sea of ideological diversity3 observed on many college 
campuses.  In this regard, even a single communicative act such as joining a group of individuals 
chanting the same protest slogan (e.g. “Hey Hey, Ho Ho, These racist teachers have got to go!4”) 
can not only provide a clear signal of one’s alliance to a particular group (one’s fellow chanters, 
see Durkheim, 1912, p. 175), but at the same time this action (e.g., chanting a specific slogan) can 
directly communicate the particular values (e.g., anti-racism, social justice, etc.) being supported 
or defended by the group5.  Still, one might ask why contemporary ideological debates concerning 
race and gender, which are appropriate topics for debate in sociology classrooms, gender studies 
seminars and political science colloquia, have so often erupted into campus-wide protests, 
including efforts to de-platform speakers and sanction faculty who endorse heterodox opinions on 
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these issues.  In other words, why does the heightened focus on identity politics--combatting 
racists, sexists, homophobes, transphobes, and other forms of bigotry—often transform from a 
debate concerning ideas into an ideological battle among groups with differing opinions?  One 
possible answer to these questions—and the strategy adopted in the current manuscript—may be 
found by exploring the psychological origins of ideological conflicts in the academy (see 
Campbell & Manning, 2018; Hicks, 2004). 

In contrast to their 1960’s campus counterparts—-contemporary combatants in the so-called 
“culture wars” are much more apt to view social conflict in terms of a wide-ranging set of power 
dynamics.  Thus, unlike their neo-Marxist predecessors, many participants in contemporary 
campus debates regarding political correctness tend to portray the social world as a series of 
conflicts between identity groups rather than social classes.  In particular their focus has been on 
identity groups based upon race, gender, or any characteristic that has been historically impacted 
by an imbalance of social power (not just economic power6): 

Their enemy is defined not by its function of exploitation, but by wielding a 
certain power.  And this power, too, does not derive from a place in the relations 
of production, but is the outcome of the form of social organisation characteristic 
of the present society.  This society is indeed capitalist, but this is not its only 
characteristic; it is sexist and patriarchal as well, not to mention racist (Lacau & 
Moufe, 1981, p. 21 emphasis added) 

This “social injustice” ethos— whereby society is portrayed as a clash between identity groups 
wielding disparate amounts of power over one another—has become increasingly conspicuous on 
college campuses (MacDonald, 2018; Patai & Koertge, 2003).  University administrators have 
often responded by hiring staff to oversee institutional efforts to address the potential harms 
associated with perceived power-imbalances between identify groups (McDonald, 2018).  A 
common byproduct of this expanding “Diversity bureaucracy” has been the implementation of 
mandatory micro-aggression training aimed at increasing the sensitivity of faculty and students to 
minor verbal slights and social faux pas that can be perceived as offensive by some members of 
socially marginalized identity groups (see Bawer, 2012 Campbell & Manning, 2018 for reviews).  
Another indication of the greater salience of identity politics in the academy is the increasing 
number of public protests concerning unacceptable verbal and written expressions of opinion.  
Many of these contemporary debates would have been unimaginable on college campuses just a 
half century ago (Dreger, 2015; MacDonald, 2018).  For example, it is hard to imagine a dialogue, 
even a decade ago, like the debate observed at the University of Oregon in 2016 when the student 
government spent several days considering whether to remove a quote from Martin Luther King 
Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech from the wall of the student union because some students feared 
that this civil rights leaders words were “not inclusive of non-racial minorities7”.   

Political Correctness as the Defense of a Shared Worldview  
Political correctness typically manifests itself as a community of individuals defending or 
endorsing a particular set of shared beliefs.  These shared beliefs are properly referred to as a 
“worldview” when they enable individuals to construct “maps of meaning” that they employ in 
navigating their social world (Hunter, 1991; Peterson, 1999).  For the adherents of a particular 
worldview, relying upon these shared beliefs provides a rational basis for categorizing particular 
opinions and behaviors as intellectually “justifiable” or morally “appropriate” while 
simultaneously allowing them to evaluate other views and actions as intellectually “untenable” or 
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morally “inappropriate” (see Haidt, 2007, 2012; Hunter, 1991; Wilson, 2002).  Can a statue of a 
Confederate General placed in a central location in one’s community be intellectually justified?  
Is it morally suspect to post a quote from Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I have a dream speech” where 
non-gender conforming members of the community might see it?  These are the sorts of social-
moral questions for which a shared worldview can provide answers.  Many of the conflicts 
associated with political correctness on college campuses arise whenever the adherents of a 
specific worldview claim that someone has done or said something that they find offensive or 
threatening in relation to their particular worldview.  In recent debates regarding political 
correctness on college campuses, for example, it is clear that that there is no consensus regarding 
which particular speech acts and behaviors are dangerous and should therefore be prohibited, and 
which utterances and displays of opinion are merely offensive, but allowable under the principles 
of freedom of expression and academic freedom (Whittington, 2018; Zimmerman 2016).  In other 
words, different worldviews (different sets of beliefs regarding the social world) can, and often 
do, lead to different moral landscapes (Harris, 2010).  Given that modern universities have 
historically embraced freedom of expression, rigorous debate, and open discussion of diverse 
viewpoints, it is not surprising that contemporary college campuses sometimes find themselves 
resembling ideological battlefields pitting competing worldviews against one another.  What is 
surprising to some contemporary scholars, however, is the quasi-religious fervor with which some 
members of the academic community appear to take offense to certain words and actions 
(Campbell & Manning, 2018; Dreger, 2015; Lukianoff & Haidt, 2016; McWhorter, 2018; Patai 
and Koertege, 2003).  According to this thesis, adherence to a worldview per se is not the 
problem, but rather what is problematic is the dogmatic promotion or defense of one’s worldview: 

There are…circumstances in which the spirit of open inquiry essential to the 
academy is threatened by a worldview.  Such a threat materializes when a set of 
ideas loses its heuristic or experimental character and turns into a dogma that 
suppresses criticism of itself and blocks alternative paths to discovery (Patai and 
Koertege, 2003, p. 183) 

In this regards, modern college campuses have become intellectual environments where one 
person’s strongly held opinions can be viewed as another person’s heresy; one group’s sacred 
beliefs are another group’s blasphemy.   

Lukianoff & Haidt (2018) argue that many examples of political correctness observed on college 
campuses (e.g., prohibitions against particular points of view, offense taken towards certain 
speech acts) can be understood in terms of concepts borrowed from the study of mental health, 
specifically the tenets of cognitive behavioral therapy which serve as a tools for over-coming 
certain cognitive distortions associated with acute and chronic stress, including psychological 
trauma.  Haidt (2016) has also argued that political correctness in academia often resembles an 
intellectual battle between competing sets of sacred values:  justice-seeking and truth-seeking.  
The current manuscript expands upon Haidt’s (Haidt, 2016; Lukianoff & Haidt, 2018) 
characterization of political correctness and leverages examples from the domain of identity 
politics to illuminate the psychological processes (e.g., sacred beliefs, motivated reasoning, 
cognitive dissonance, identity-protective cognition, etc.) that underlie political correctness in the 
academy.  The central thesis of this paper is two-fold: The first premise centers on Haidt’s (2016) 
observation that the current ideological battleground of political correctness observed on college 
campuses shares some features with clashes between religious worldviews (see also Lindsay & 
Nayna, 2018; McWhorter, 2018).  A second premise centers on the assumption that Political 



PSYCHOLOGY OF POLITICAL CORRECTNESS  

 

7 

Correctness, as it is routinely observed in the academy, is best characterized as a strategy of 
worldview defense that lies at the intersection of two pervasive human predispositions: 1) the 
tendency to employ reasoning primarily as a tool for persuasion rather than truth-seeking (Haidt, 
2001)—what Mercier & Sperber (2011, 2017) call “the argumentative theory of reasoning” and 2) 
the tendency to deploy motivated (i.e., biased) reasoning to defend “the unquestioned beliefs that 
constitute the bedrock of our cognitive-emotional worlds” (Janoff-Bulman, 2002, p. xi; see also 
Haidt, 2012; Kunda, 1990; Kahan, 2017; Lukianoff & Haidt, 2018; Sowell, 2007).  I argue that 
the psychology of political correctness lies halfway between cognitive dissonance and 
psychological trauma, a hypothesis that can illuminate why so many instances of political 
correctness observed on college campuses involve behaviors and thought patterns also witnessed 
in religious conflicts regarding sacred values and among individuals coping with acute 
stress/trauma (e.g., scapegoating of heretics, hypervigilance to minor threats/microaggressions, 
feelings of victimization/oppression, catastrophizing, etc.). 

Political correctness in the Academy:  Anecdotes and Evidence 

Although anecdotal accounts by themselves do not provide strong grounds for establishing a 
political correctness problem in the academy, they do provide a starting point for discussing the 
pervasiveness and consequences of this phenomenon.  Moreover, pathos-inducing arguments are 
a common route to persuasion (see Cialdini, 1993; Petty & Cacioppo, 1996 for reviews) and 
appreciating a few pathos-inducing examples provides a useful perspective for appreciating how 
emotions can interact with rational-logos driven processes in generating the particular attitudes 
and opinions that lie at the heart of debates surrounding political correctness in the academy.  
Finally, Aristotle once cautioned that despite the reasonable concern that emotions might 
sometimes warp our judgment, he also argued that the occasional excessive use of pathos “is no 
argument against its proper use on the side of truth and justice” (4th century BCE/2004, p. vii).  In 
this regard, numerous efforts to promote diversity and multi-culturalism in the academy routinely 
allude to the value of including: 

vivid and compelling examples, thought experiments and anecdotes to help their 
readers master challenging and complex concepts related to diversity, social 
justice, and equity (Banks, 2012, cf. Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2012, pp. xi-xii). 

I begin with several examples of political correctness that have been observed in the academy (see 
Campbell & Manning, 2018; Dreger, 2015; Duarte, et al., 2015; Kipnis, 2017; Lukianoff & Haidt, 
2018; MacDonald, 2018; Michaels, 2018; Zimmerman, 2016 for more complete reviews).  
Although the majority of these examples focus on the identity politics of race and gender8, 
political correctness is not limited to the domain of ideological battles between truth-seeking and 
justice-seeking (see Table 1) but can be observed in any domain where an ideological orthodoxy 
is promoted or defended.  For example, the label “political correctness” applies equally well to the 
arguments of a group of staunch defenders of atheism who profess a dogmatic confidence in a 
particular set of atheistic presuppositions as it does to the promoters of a political orthodoxy who 
argue that some assumptions about the economic world are “correct” and whereas other 
assumptions are not only “false,” but offensive (see Sowell, 2007, 2011 for a similar view).  
These examples will set the stage for a fuller discussion of the conjecture that political correctness 
functions mainly as a strategy for defending an identity-relevant worldview.  They also provide an 
illustration of the distinction between “the sacred and the profane” (Durkheim, 1912) that will 
allow us to note similarities between particular ideological worldviews (i.e., truth-seeking, social 
justice, etc.) and quasi-religious communities characterized by their shared sacred beliefs. 
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Sexist Summer Camp 
At a large Hispanic Serving Institution in the U.S. Southwest, a short feature article appeared in 
the local newspaper in fall 2018 announcing that the university --which regularly hosts an annual 
summer camp for Young Women in Computing -- would now be offering a summer STEM camp 
for Hispanic males.  After reading this news account, one social sciences professor posted a 
message on the university’s faculty list-serve characterizing the summer camp as excluding 
minority girls.  The professor --whose official university website mentions her scholarly interests 
in “social inequality” and “multi-racial feminist theories”—lamented that “there is much to say 
about this short article, but I will offer just two words:  Title IX9.”  In her faculty list-serve post 
she encouraged colleagues to “consider how systems of racial inequalities operate in concert with 
(not separate from) systems of gender and class inequalities” and to think about how “boys-only 
STEM programs tend to reinforce sexist ideologies, assumptions, and beliefs that maintain male 
dominance10 in STEM fields.”  She argued that if a private corporation—which funded the 
summer camp—insisted upon offering a boys-only program, the institution should also include “a 
curriculum that teaches the boys about institutional racism and sexism.”  Such efforts would go a 
longways, she argued, towards “the larger struggle to dismantle persistent institutional racism and 
sexism in higher education and the workplace.”  Although this posting on the faculty list-serve 
generated only a small amount of discussion and had little impact on the summer camp, it reflects 
the tone and content of a common form of orthodoxy observed on some college campuses 
regarding the belief that particular groups in society (e.g., women, minorities) are routinely and 
systematically oppressed by more dominant parties (e.g., heterosexual white males, see 
Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 1996; Delgado, & Stefancic, 2017; Sensoy & DiAngelo, 
2012).  Given that college (and high school) dropout rates have historically been higher for males 
than for females, and higher for minorities than for whites, with Hispanic males experiencing 
among the highest dropout rates of all groups (2019 NCES report11), criticisms of this summer 
STEM Camp for Hispanic males appeared to some members of the academic community as an 
example of political correctness in which a particular set of presuppositions (e.g., regarding 
pervasive patriarchal oppression of women and girls) is asserted with great confidence and little 
acknowledgement of alternative interpretations of an educational program aimed at empowering 
members of an under-represented population (Hispanic males). 

Offensive Murals and Hypermasculine Statues 
In the summer of 2017 controversies surrounding Confederate statues erupted at several 
universities in the Southeastern United States.  Similar debates concerning statuary depictions of 
cowboys and conquistadors surfaced on campuses in the desert Southwest the following academic 
year.  During the fall 2018 academic semester, for example, administrators at a large public 
University in northern New Mexico announced that the 1939 Kenneth Adams mural titled Three 
Peoples would be covered with theater curtains because “We have heard from several faculty, 
staff and students that the murals make them feel excluded and attacked.”  The Three Peoples 
mural, displayed in the university library, was commissioned in 1938 by the university president 
to depict “the union of the three cultures in the Southwest” and featured representations of Native 
American, Hispanic, and Anglo cultural influences, including a separate panel portraying “the 
three peoples” united in a handshake.  The mural had generated criticism ever since it was first 
displayed (including complaints that it contained racist representations) and had been vandalized 
with paint twice since the 1970s.  Despite the fact that a task force assigned to assess the most 
recent complaints determined that removal of the mural would cost hundreds of thousands of 
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dollars and present an environmental hazard (as a result of the removal of lead paint and 
adhesive) they recommended for its removal nonetheless12. 

Similar debates regarding identity politics were observed at a large public University in the 
southern part of the state later that same academic semester.  A decade earlier administrators at 
that institution had responded to faculty concerns regarding “Pistol Pete,” the university’s gun-
toting cowboy mascot, and briefly replaced the mascot’s pistol with a lasso, rebranding him 
“Lasso Larry13.”  Although public support quickly led to the demise of Lasso Larry and the return 
of Pistol Pete, in the Fall of 2018 the faculty senate at this Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI) 
criticized their administration for merely exploring the idea of erecting a statue of their pistol-
packing cowboy mascot near the entrance to campus.  A Faculty senate resolution described the 
statue as a “racist and sexist” symbol that “glorifies violence and male aggression” and signifies 
“gendered and racialized violence” that they believed constituted a poor choice for the first image 
that most visitors to campus would encounter14.  In short, the faculty senators who drafted the 
resolution at this Hispanic Serving Institution questioned whether their institution’s cowboy 
mascot –an image based upon Frank Eaton, an 19th century vigilante homesteader--was a 
“colonial, hypermasculine, and violent symbol.”  The resolution made no mention of the fact that 
a nearby secondary school—Onate High School-- was named after an actual violent male (albeit 
Hispanic) colonizer Don Juan de Onate, or that visitors to the region were greeted by a 36-foot 
bronze statue of Onate on horseback as they arrived at the nearby Regional Airport.  Onate, a 16th 
century Spanish conquistador and colonial governor of the province of Santa Fe, New Mexico 
was widely known not only for his exploration of the Great Plains and desert Southwest, but also 
for his association with the Acoma Pueblo Massacre15, prompting one historian to comment that: 

erecting a statue to Oñate -- particularly the largest statue of its kind -- is a lot like 
flying the Confederate flag over the South Carolina state capital.” 

In light of previous debates concerning cultural representations of violent Spanish colonizers 
such as Cortez, Pizarro, and Onate16, the faculty senate’s concerns about a white cowboy mascot 
appeared to some members of the community as hyperbolic, hypocritical, and an example of 
political correctness in which only one point of view was dominating the debate17. 

Boycotted Bakeries and the Cultural Appropriation of Sushi  
Over the past decade a small prestigious private liberal arts College in Ohio has made national 
headlines for displays of political correctness on topics ranging from the cultural appropriation of 
ethnic cuisine to supporting unsubstantiated student claims that a local bakery was profiling its 
black patrons.  In 2015 the College’s student newspaper reported that students began complaining 
that their Dining Hall was guilty of “cultural appropriation” of culinary dishes such as Sushi and 
General Tso’s chicken18.  One student, who identified as Chinese, reported taking offense at the 
General Tso’s chicken in the student cafeteria because this menu item did not resemble the 
popular Chinese dish, noting that the chicken had been steamed (not fried) and the traditional 
sauce had been substituted with a ginger-garlic soy sauce.  However, as one scholar of political 
correctness (Zimmerman, 2016, p. 98) observed, “Never mind that General Tso’s chicken was 
actually developed by chefs in the United States, who tweaked an old Hunan recipe for American 
palates; so in this case, students were protesting the cultural appropriation of an already-
appropriated dish.”  Another student, from Japan, protested that the sushi served in the same 
cafeteria was “disrespectful” because the rice was under-cooked and the dish was not prepared 
with fresh fish, adding: 



PSYCHOLOGY OF POLITICAL CORRECTNESS  

 

10 

if people not from that heritage take food, modify it and serve it as ‘authentic,’ it 
is appropriative. 

Although student complaints about cultural appropriation of culinary dishes in their cafeteria were 
lampooned in some national media accounts, the College administration took these concerns 
seriously and attempted to address their institution’s “history of blurring the line between culinary 
diversity and cultural appropriation.”  In Fall 2017 the College gained national attention once 
again when protests erupted after three students were arrested for shoplifting alcohol at a popular 
local bakery and grocery store.  Student protesters launched a boycott of the establishment the 
next day claiming that the students –all of whom were African American--had been racially 
profiled.  The student government subsequently passed a resolution calling for the College 
Administration to publicly condemn the Bakery and urged students of the College to 
“immediately cease all support, financial and otherwise, of [the local] Food Market and Bakery.” 

Months later, the College was served with a $40 million lawsuit from the Food Market and 
Bakery alleging that the administration’s support of the student protest had negatively impacted 
their business.  The lawsuit argued that the college administration had defamed this local business 
by providing implicit support to just one side of the debate regarding student protests against the 
bakery.  The Editorial Board of the student newspaper captured the sentiments of many students, 
noting: 

There are few acts of protest so quiet yet so powerful as the decision to not 
patronize a specific establishment because of fundamental disagreement with 
what it stands for. 

What did student protestors claim that this local bakery had stood for?  A flyer printed by 
the protesters, and distributed with the help of at least one college Dean19, read in part: 

This is a racist establishment with a long account of racial profiling and 
discrimination.  Today we urge you to shop elsewhere. 

Despite the protests -- all three students pled guilty to misdemeanor charges of attempted theft 
and aggravated trespass20, and in the larger lawsuit, the jury ruled against the College in favor of 
the Food Market, awarding the Bakery $33 million in punitive damages and $11 million in 
compensatory damages.  Contrary to claims of recurrent racial profiling and discrimination, the 
lawsuit successfully argued that neither the college nor the police had any record of prior 
complaints concerning racial profiling and, moreover, that the actions of the College 
Administration--which provided gloves and refreshments for students standing in the cold during 
their boycott and assisted in handing out protest flyers--constituted implicit support for a boycott 
that had defamed a local business.  These examples from a prestigious private Liberal Arts 
College illustrate some of the unintended consequences that can emerge from the endorsement of 
a particular form of ideological orthodoxy observed on some college campuses; an orthodoxy that 
favors explanations for social conflict based upon assumed differences in power and degrees of 
exploitation between members of dominant and marginalized groups (Campbell & Manning, 
2018; Jussim, 2018; MacDonald, 2018; Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2012; Sue, 2010).  
Biases against Heterodoxy in the Academy 

While complaints of openly hostile environments for ethnic minorities and women are relatively 
rare at institutions of higher education, concerns about politically incorrect behavior—e.g., 
accusations of micro-aggressions directed towards members of marginalized groups—have 
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become increasingly common on college campuses over the past decade (Campbell & Manning, 
2018; Wiener, 2018; Zimmerman, 2016).  At Northwestern University in 2017, for example, a 
professor was subject to a Title IX investigation after students reported that they were offended by 
her essay published in the Chronicle of Higher Education and a related tweet that she had posted 
(Kipnis, 2017).  The student complainants argued that her essay describing the “politics of sexual 
paranoia” on college campuses had created a “chilling environment” at their institution (Kipnis, 
2017).  At Yale University in fall 2015 students protested against a faculty residence hall master 
who had questioned an official University memo regarding student Halloween costumes.  The 
memo, which was signed by 13 administrators, included a list of costumes that some students 
might find offensive.  In an email to her residents the Faculty residence hall master urged her 
students to be respectful of others, but also asked them to consider whether they needed 
administrators to tell them how they could or could not dress for Halloween:  

I wonder, and I am not trying to be provocative: Is there no room anymore for a 
child or young person to be a little bit obnoxious…a little bit inappropriate or 
provocative or, yes, offensive?” 

The faculty member’s email was perceived by some students as culturally insensitive and 
generated several days of protests in the Yale courtyards.  Students also demanded apologies from 
the Residence Hall master’s spouse, a fellow faculty member, who had defended her message in a 
follow-up email to students:   

If you don’t like a costume someone is wearing, look away or tell them that you 
are offended.  Talk to each other.  Free speech and the ability to tolerate offence 
are the hallmarks of a free and open society. 

In one widely shared internet video, the faculty member’s spouse can be observed listening to 
students demanding an apology for the emails, including one student who screams: “You should 
not sleep at night, you are disgusting!21”  A year later, students at a progressive public Liberal 
Arts and Sciences College in the U.S. state of Washington disrupted the classroom of a biology 
Professor after he sent an email to colleagues objecting to a planned “Day of Absence” in which 
white people were being asked to leave campus.  The professor’s email—which his colleagues 
shared with students--expressed concerns that there was a distinction between “one group 
voluntarily deciding to absent themselves from campus” and “one group encouraging another 
group to go away22” Over a span of less than a week, more than 50 student protesters shut down 
his class and demanded that he be fired.  Students insisted that he was a racist who supported 
white supremacy.  The campus president described the student protestors as “courageous” and 
asked campus police to stand down in deference to student demands when they began marching 
and vandalizing the campus23.  As a result, the college closed for three days and held its 
graduation ceremony off campus.  A year later the professor and his wife resigned their positions 
and accepted a $500,000 settlement from the college on the grounds that the College had failed to 
“protect its employees from repeated provocative and corrosive verbal and written hostility based 
on race, as well as physical threats of violence.”  

Although public protest against faculty who express views that go against a prevailing 
orthodoxy is relatively rare, covert bias against faculty who express non-orthodox views is not 
uncommon.  A substantial degree of ideological bias has been found in the reviewing of 
manuscripts and research proposals, in the evaluation of job candidates, and in the literature 
reviews of research papers on certain contentious topics (see Crawford & Jussim, 2018; Duarte, et 
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al., 2015; Inbar & Lammers, 2012; Langbert, Quain, & Klein, 2016; Shields & Dunn, 2016 for 
reviews).  In one study examining ideological bias in Institutional Review Board (IRB) 
judgments, the researchers submitted research proposals to over 150 University IRBs (Ceci, Peter, 
& Plotkin, 1985).  The core research proposal sent to all 157 IRBs was identical with the 
exception of two manipulated variables that included levels of ethical concern and different socio-
political viewpoints.  Of direct relevance to claims of covert bias against heterodox viewpoints 
was the question of whether IRB approval rates would vary as a function of the socio-political 
viewpoint expressed in the proposal.  Each research proposal was randomly assigned to depict 
one of three viewpoints as indicated by its title (emphasis added): a) “A proposed Study of 
Possible Discrimination in the Affirmative Action Hiring Practices of Fortune 500 Companies” b) 
“A proposed Study of Possible Reverse Discrimination in the Affirmative Action Hiring Practices 
of Fortune 500 Companies” and b) “A proposed Study of the Relationship between Perceived 
Weight of Applicants and the Hiring Practices of Fortune 500 Companies24”  95% of the 
proposals studying perceived “weight and hiring practices” were approved by the IRB if they 
contained no ethical concerns; whereas fewer were approved if they contained one ethical concern 
(63%) or two ethical concerns (58%).  Consistent with claims of covert bias in the review of 
research that goes against prevailing orthodoxies, research proposals that concerned politically 
sensitive findings were approved at a significantly lower rate; only 47% of the proposals studying 
“possible discrimination” were approved by the IRB even when they contained no ethical 
concerns, and proposals studying “reverse discrimination” were approved by the IRB only 38% of 
the time even when they contained no ethical concerns.  The rationale provided by the IRBs for 
rejecting proposals that studied “reverse discrimination” was typically not as blatant25 as the 
comments of one IRB committee member who wrote: 

The findings could set Affirmative Action back 20 years if it came out that 
women with weaker vitae were asked to interview more often for managerial 
positions than men with stronger vitae (cf. Ceci, Peter, & Plotkin, 1985, p. 1000). 

Nonetheless, consistent with the claim for covert bias against heterodoxy in the reviewing of 
research, IRBs rejected 57% of research proposals associated with potentially politically sensitive 
findings even though these proposals had no or few ethical concerns.  Moreover, less politically 
sensitive proposals were rejected only 26% of the time even when they contained one or more 
ethical concerns.  

In regards to claims of covert bias in research, several social scientists have argued that the 
highly skewed distribution of progressives-to-conservatives in the social sciences (see Langbert, 
Quain, & Klein, 2016) may be reflected in instances of motivated reasoning when left-leaning 
scholars selectively credit and discredit evidence in a manner that is consistent with the promotion 
and defense of a progressive worldview (Haidt, 2012; Jussim, 2012).  The literature on stereotype 
accuracy in social psychology, for example, contains instances in which research findings that go 
against a progressive worldview are treated as “biases” and “errors of reasoning,” while similar 
findings in domains that are not as relevant to a progressive worldview, are presented as evidence 
of human rationality (see Jussim, 2012; Sander & Taylor, 2012 for reviews).  As cognitive 
scientist Steven Pinker (2005) once observed in a debate on sex differences: 

In so many cases, as Eagly and the Stereotype-Accuracy people point out, the 
biases are accurate. Also, there's an irony in these discussions of bias. When we 
test people in the cognitive psychology lab, and we don't call these base rates 
"gender," we applaud people when they apply them. If people apply the statistics 
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of a group to an individual case, we call it rational Bayesian reasoning, and 
congratulate ourselves for getting them to overcome the cognitive illusion of base 
rate neglect. But when people do the same thing in the case of gender, we treat 
Bayesian reasoning as a cognitive flaw and base-rate neglect as rational! 

Finally, in regard to evidence of covert bias against members of the academy who express 
heterodox views, a survey of social scientists revealed a 14:1 ratio of liberal-to-conservative 
faculty in social psychology (Inbar & Lammers, 2012).  Among the qualitative responses 
generated in this survey was a response from a conservative member of the faculty who reported: 

It causes me great stress to not be able to have an environment where open 
dialogue is acceptable.  Although most colleagues talk about tolerance, and some 
are, there are a few vociferous voices that make for a closed environment. 

But perhaps more indicative of a covertly biased environment for faculty who go against 
prevailing orthodoxies (such as the dominant progressive political ideology observed in the social 
sciences) is the quantitative evidence suggesting an actual willingness to discriminate against 
individuals who espouse heterodox views, including findings that: (a) 18% of progressive 
respondents admitted that they were willing to discriminate against a conservative colleague when 
reviewing a paper (see also Berube, 2018 for similar findings in the Humanities), (b) 82% of 
progressive respondents reported that they were at least a little bit prejudiced against hiring a 
conservative job candidate, and (c) 37% admitted that they were actually willing to discriminate 
against a conservative candidate when making a hiring decision.  It is this sort of evidence which 
has prompted some observers of the academy (Duarte, et al., 2015, p. 11) to conclude: 

The combination of basic research demonstrating high degrees of hostility 
towards opposing partisans, the field studies demonstrating discrimination against 
research projects that are unflattering to liberals and their views, and survey 
results of self-reported willingness to engage in political discrimination all point 
to the same conclusion:  Political discrimination is a reality in social psychology. 

Surveys of social scientists also suggest that members of the academy tend to keep heterodox 
opinions (especially divergent political opinions) hidden from their colleagues.  The result 
appears to be two-fold: less overt hostility in the academy, but at the expense of less open debate 
concerning heterodox viewpoints (see Patai & Koertge, 2003; Shields & Dunn, 2016 for reviews).   

In short, the claim that politics and “political correctness” is endemic to the academy is much less 
contentious than the claim that these disputes resemble religious conflicts.  In this regard, it will 
be helpful to sketch out the logic of how nihilism and the search for meaning can be linked to the 
emergence of quasi-religious belief systems, including several denominations of political 
correctness observed in the academy. 

The Religious (and Secular) Origins of Reasoning (Logos) 

Modern-day intellectual debates--including campus debates concerning political correctness--
consist almost entirely of arguments and counter-arguments constructed from words (Herrick, 
2013; Gula, 2007).  Among the earliest known examples of word-based arguments were the orally 
transmitted philosophical discussions of ancient Greek philosophers (e.g., Aristotle, Chrysippus, 
Herodotus, circa 5th century BCE) who debated, among other things, the propitiousness of various 
strategies for how to live a good life (e.g., ethics, eudaimonia, etc.).  Prior to the appearance of 
these relatively formal modes of philosophical debate, a more common source of knowledge 
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about the social world26 was found in the characters and themes of numerous widely shared, 
orally transmitted stories and epic poems.  These cultural tales included both secular (e.g., the 
Iliad, the Odyssey, etc.) and religious (e.g., the book of Genesis, the Epic of Gilgamesh, 
Babylonian tales of Marduk, etc.) narratives describing the origins of the material world 
(cosmogonies) and the characteristics of its and inhabitants, both divine (theogonies) and mortal 
(see Eliade, 1978; Peterson, 1999).  It is in these late Neolithic stories and epic poems –such as 
the myths created by early Christian communities--where the human capacity to create shared 
meaning through words (Logos) was famously characterized as a divine, God-like power:  

the Son of God is the Word [Logos] of the Father, in idea and in 
operation; for after the pattern of Him and by Him were all things made.  

Athenagoras, Plea for the Christians (circa 200 CE) 
Logos was also an important theme in the second half of the Christian Bible (the New Testament) 
which begins with a series of narratives describing the power of spoken words, specifically the 
words of their Judeo-Christian Deity and his earthly son Jesus: 

In the beginning was the Logos [word], and the Logos was with God, and 
the Logos was God. 

John 1:1 (circa 100 CE) 
This characterization of logos as a metaphorically God-like power for generating shared meaning 
did not originate, however, with early Christian communities (Eliade, 1978).  Logos had already 
been an important concept in early Egyptian, Jewish, and Greek thought27 long before it was 
incorporated into Christian theology and scripture in the late Iron Age (see Eliade, 1978; 
MacCulloch, 2010 for reviews).  Starting around the 5th century BCE Greek philosophers began 
using the term logos in a more technical sense consistent with its contemporary use in western 
philosophy, corresponding to the praxis of “reasoned discourse.”  The Greek philosopher 
Heraclitus, for example, focused less on the magical powers of supernatural Deities to employ 
spoken words to create reality (“Let there be light”) and instead, drew attention to the secular 
ability of mortals to employ words to win arguments and achieve consensus in civil society.  This 
ability to employ words in the service of coordinated social activity and large scale cooperation 
grew exponentially as human groups transformed--along with the domestication of plants and 
animals--from small hunter gather bands into larger city-states, giving rise to complex 
communities characterized by their shared beliefs (Boyd, 2018; Eliade, 1978).   
By the 4th century BCE, Aristotle had developed this view even further in his treatise Rhetoric in 
which he argued that logos was just one of several strategies that could be deployed in the service 
of persuasion and pedagogy.  Although Ethos and Pathos28 were effective rhetorical strategies for 
persuasion, Aristotle argued that the most powerful tool for understanding the world was our 
capacity for reasoned discourse (Logos).  It is this ancient view of Logos that has inspired the 
contemporary characterization of human language (including the use of both spoken and written 
words) as an awesome cognitive tool that enables our species to benefit from the collective 
experience and wisdom of entire communities (including knowledge gleaned from our ancestors) 
by simply modulating the inhalation and exhalation of our breath or merely scribbling upon 
parchment (see McCauley, 2011; McWhorter, 2001; Pinker, 1994, 1999, 2007; Sperber & 
Wilson, 1995; Thomas & Turner, 1994 for reviews).  Modern western civil society bears witness 
to the influence of these ancient logos-centric cultural communities, including the ancient schools 
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of philosophical thought which emerged in classical Greece (e.g., Platonism, Stoicism) and the 
systems of law and governance that arose in ancient Rome and later spread throughout medieval 
Europe.  In the centuries that followed these ancient dialogues concerning the role of reasoned 
discourse, Logos has been at the center of several seismic shifts in Western thinking, including 
the development (e.g., Scholasticism, the Enlightenment), and the destabilization (e.g., German 
Idealism, Post-Modernism) of our modern view of scientific reasoning (see Derrida, 1974; 
Goldberg, 2018; Hicks, 2004; McCauley, 2011; McCloskey, 2006, 2010, 2016).   
From Nietzsche to Nihilism 

Although Logos played an important role in the cultural success of several world religions (e.g., 
Christianity, Islam), it was also Logos, ironically, that brought about the decline of religiosity in 
contemporary Western society29 (Durkheim, 1912; Kaufmann, 1968; Norris & Inglehart, 2009; 
Weber, 1904).  As Nietzsche (1882) famously observed “God is dead. God remains dead. And we 
have killed him.”  Nietzsche and other scholars observed that a number of logos-driven transitions 
-- from theism to deism, and from natural theology to natural philosophy—dramatically 
transformed our understanding of the social world in the Middle ages and early modern period: 

Societies began a long process of moving Christian doctrine and practice from a 
central place in European everyday life which it had enjoyed for more than a 
millennium, and placing it among the range of personal choices. (MacCulloch, 
2010, p. 788). 

The rediscovery of Aristotle’s Rhetoric, in particular, led to major transformations in western 
theology during the Middle Ages, including the formation of ecclesiastical academies (e.g., 
Cathedral schools) for training clerics, scribes and religious scholars (see Fried/Lewis, 2015; 
Grant, 2006; MacCulloch, 2010; Makdisi, 1981; Wellmon, 2015 for historical reviews).  These 
centers of religious education soon morphed into modern universities which spawned novel 
scholastic disciplines such as law, philology, and medicine (Gross & Simmons, 2007; Wellmon, 
2015).  As the study of natural theology segued into natural philosophy (and then into modern 
science proper) scholars in these early “sciences” soon embraced the Baconian insight that logos 
was more successfully applied to the contemplation of facts and causal explanations about the 
material world than it was at interpreting scriptural statements or in generating philosophical 
proofs for the existence of supernatural agents and other transcendental objects.   

The early Modern period also witnessed a seismic shift in cultural worldviews as religious 
epistemology rapidly declined in importance (Fried/Lewis, 2015; Pagden, 2013).  Despite the 
recognition that word-based arguments and rational discourse were highly effective tools for 
generating a “scientific” understanding of the world, it was the creative harvest of the renaissance 
(i.e., the arts and humanities) rather than the values of the enlightenment (e.g., rationality, 
objectivity, etc.) that initially made the most headway in replacing the epistemic authority 
previously granted to religion.  By the 16th century, the expanding community of natural 
philosophers (i.e., nascent scientists), with the aid of the newly configured printing press (see 
Eisenstein, 2005), began generating (and sharing) increasing quantities of knowledge regarding 
the physical and social world.  Yet, the cultural success of these great works of secular science 
(e.g., Bacon, Newton, Harvey, etc.) was routinely eclipsed by the cultural productions generated 
by the arts and humanities.  In observing this increasing secular literary output, the poet Walt 
Whitman (1871) remarked “The priest departs, the divine literatus comes.”  Thus, as Europe 
emerged from the middle ages, the arts and humanities could boast Shakespeare and Milton, 
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Michelangelo and Rembrandt, Bach and Mozart.  These literary, musical and visual artists 
revealed a vast repertoire of metaphors and narratives for understanding the human condition 
(Broomhall, 2017; Colm Hogan, 2003; 2011a; 2011b; Nussbaum, 2001).  Although their 
contemporaries in natural philosophy had made numerous important discoveries (e.g., William 
Harvey’s insights regarding the circulatory system and Newton’s advances in understanding the 
motion of terrestrial and celestial objects), these “scientific” advances paled in comparison with 
the impact of Cervantes and Shakespeare, Vermeer and Rembrandt, Beethoven and Bach.  The 
insights of early modern natural philosophers (Bacon, Galileo, Spinoza, etc.) provided a fertile 
seedbed for the later growth of science during the enlightenment, a period of rapid growth in 
knowledge that dramatically transformed both the sciences and higher education.  Nonetheless, 
the general public of the early modern period had much greater access to the arts than the sciences 
(Colm Hogan, 2011a; Fried/Lewis, 2015; McCauley, 2011; Pagden, 2013; Wellmon, 2015; 
Wolpert, 1992).  Moreover, appreciating the implications of Harvey’s and Newton’s discoveries 
required specialized training and an appreciation of counter-intuitive concepts (e.g., Harvey’s 
concept of venous circulation, Newton’s laws of motion); by contrast, the works of Cervantes and 
Shakespeare appeared tailor-made for connecting with the everyday experiences of any literate 
citizen, providing them with “maps of meaning” to guide them through their complex social 
worlds (Deresiewicz, 2014; Nussbaum, 2001; Peterson, 1999; Wolpert, 1992).  The result was the 
culmination of a series of fruitful explorations of meaning lying largely outside the realm of 
science and formal religion, a body of works that we refer to today as the Western Canon:  

As Traditional beliefs were broken down across the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries—by modern science, by the skeptical critique of the Enlightenment—the 
arts emerged as the place where educated people went to complete those questions 
of meaning and value and purpose…Instead of looking to the Bible, you read 
Dostoevsky, or listened to Beethoven, or went to see an Ibsen play.  Libraries, 
museums, and theatres became the new Churches, places where you came to court 
the old emotions of catharsis, transcendence, redemption, and joy (Deresiewicz, 
2014, p. 156). 

This increasing skepticism regarding religion’s ability to explain the social world, combined with 
the relatively under-developed (and considerably more counter-intuitive) state of the sciences 
during the early and late modern period produced an ever increasing sense of nihilism in Western 
society (Dreyfus & Kelly, 2011; Durkheim, 1897; Hicks, 2004; Kaufmann, 1956, 1959; 
Nietzsche, 1882; Pagden, 2013; Wolpert, 1992).  Although by most measures, citizens of 20th 
century Europe and the U.S. were considerably wealthier, healthier, freer, and more educated than 
much of the non-western world, these societies appeared not quite ready to embrace scientific 
reasoning as a replacement for its waning religious faith.  As Durkheim (1912; p. 325) observed: 

for a long time, the idea of submitting psychological life to science seemed like a 
sort of profanation; even today it is still repellant to many minds. 

In his 1958 presidential address, American Psychological Association (APA) president Henry 
Harlow echoed Durkheim’s observations, arguing that many scientists shared society’s preference 
for replacing religion, not with science, but with insights gleaned from the Arts and Humanities:   

So far as love or affection is concerned, psychologists have failed in this mission. 
The little we know about love does not transcend simple observation, and the little 
we write about it has been written better by poets and novelists (p. 6753). 
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This science skepticism has shown relatively little evidence of abating, as cognitive scientist Noam 
Chomsky (2001, p. 159) once noted: 

it is quite possible—overwhelmingly probably, one might guess—that we will 
always learn more about human life and human personality from novels than from 
scientific psychology.   

Durkheim (1893, 1897) referred to this increasing nihilism and skepticism--regarding the ability 
of science to address pressing questions about human nature-- as anomie.  While anomie created 
an opening for the Arts & Humanities to provide important new structures of meaning for the 
general public (see Deresiewicz, 2014; Dreyfus & Kelly, 2011), the early modern period also 
witnessed the birth of several promising new scientific disciplines, including psychology, 
sociology, political science, and economics.  These new “social” sciences offered new concepts 
and tools for understanding the material and social world, and each spawned congregations of 
intellectual laborers who generated distinct canons of scholarly literature.  Over the past century, 
these disciplines have provided the epistemic building blocks which have enabled Western 
scholars to construct –and deconstruct--various grand narratives to explain the contemporary 
social world (Fukuyama, 1992; McCloskey, 2006, 2010, 2016; Pinker, 2018).   

From Nihilism to Political Correctness: The Birth of Ironic Hyper-sensitivity to Threat 
Nietzsche (1882) was among the first to describe how a changing of the guard in terms of moral 
authority (from religion to something else) could result in increasing nihilism (c.f. Kaufmann, 
1968, p. 7—Nietzsche’s 1882 Will to Power): 

The end of the moral interpretation of the world, which no longer has any 
sanction after it has tried to escape into some beyond, leads to nihilism. ‘All lacks 
meaning.’ (The untenability of one interpretation of the world, upon which a 
tremendous amount of energy has been lavished, awakens the suspicion that all 
interpretations of the world are false). 

Even so, Nietzsche (1882) believed that increasing nihilism and secularization could also inspire a 
search for new worldviews to replace traditional religion.  As one modern scholar of religion 
notes: 

Whatever comes to replace the cultural vacuum left behind by religion must be 
able to take on the social functions and speak to the deep psychological needs that 
prosocial religions fulfill (Norenzayan (2013, p. 172) 

In the centuries following his writings about the collapse of religious belief systems, Nietzsche’s 
views have been invoked to explain the emergence of several quasi-religious cultural 
communities which arose in the context of great cultural disruptions of the 20th century: the 
Russian revolution, the Great Depression, the Spanish Flu, two World Wars, the Civil rights 
movement, the Cold War, etc.  The cultural communities that emerged in the midst of these 
societal disruptions have ranged from influential art movements (Cubism, Dadaism) to extreme 
political movements (Fascism, Nazism).  The search for new sources of meaning during periods 
of societal upheaval can be easily illustrated by considering the events that transpired in the 
aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Union in the late 20th century (Ingelhart, 2018, p. 69, 
emphasis added): 

Around 1990, most ex-communist countries experienced the collapse of their 
political, social and economic systems, the breakdown of order and the collapse of 
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a communist ideology that once gave a sense of predictability and meaning to the 
lives of many people.  This opened an ideological vacuum that is being filled by a 
resurgence of religion and nationalism. 

Yet, the observed increase in “religious” activity that emerged in the wake of Communism was 
not limited to formal doctrinal religions per se (which showed only a very weak resurgence, see 
Norris & Inglehart, 2009) but included many forms of spirituality (e.g., new Age thinking, 
Environmentalism, etc.) and secular belief systems (e.g., increased use of “Faith Healers” and 
“Fortune Tellers” in the Czech Republic, see Nesporova & Nespor, 2009).  The rise of alternative 
non-traditionally religious sources of meaning at the end of cold war was hardly a unique 
occurrence.  The mid 19th century, for example, was a period of great civil unrest in the U.S. 
witnessing a major economic Depression (the Great Panic of 1837), three waves of cholera 
pandemic30 between 1832 and 1866, and a Civil War.  Out of this turmoil sprang several 
alternatives to traditional religious belief systems, including, Transcendentalism, 
Swedenborgianism, and Mesmerism (see Fuller, 2001 for a review).  These “new age” belief 
systems offered their own doctrines and dogma for dealing with turmoil.  Anton Mesmer, the 
founder of Mesmerism, for example, famously introduced not 10 commandments, but rather “27 
propositions” championing the harnessing of “animal magnetism” as the source of all that was 
good and evil (Mesmer, cf. Ellenberger, 1970, p. 58) proclaiming “There is only one illness and 
one healing.”  Joining groups of like-minded individuals during periods of societal turmoil was 
also exemplified in the history of student protests during the turbulent 1960s.  The Port Huron 
Statement (1962), a manifesto of the 1960’s student protest movement, refers to how the protest 
movement had: 

the function of bringing people out of isolation and into community, thus being a 
necessary, though not sufficient, means of finding meaning in personal life 

What links the emergence of these new epistemic31 communities to Nihilism is the observation 
that new cultural tribes tend to arise whenever societies simultaneously experience a void of 
meaning and a period of great social upheaval (e.g., the political turmoil of U.S. domestic politics 
in the 1960’s, the collapse of Communism in eastern Europe in the late 20th century, etc.).  
Although epistemic communities united by their shared beliefs in New Age practices pertaining to 
crystals, hypnotism, and horoscopes are not obvious candidates for designation as a political 
group, nonetheless, even these informal communities can serve many of the same purposes as any 
prosocial group, be it political, religious or secular (Fuller, 2001; Noranzayan, 2013; Putnam, 
2000; Putnam, & Campbell, 2010; Putnam, Feldstein, & Cohen, 2004).  In this regard, it may be 
fruitful to explore the ways in which epistemic communities (defined, in large part, by their 
shared beliefs) which arise during periods of nihilism and turmoil, can resemble formal religious 
communities (see also Lindsay & Nayna, 2018). 

My thesis is that the increased prevalence and influence of novel epistemic communities (e.g., 
Animal Welfare activists, New Age movements, Student Protests, etc.) during periods of 
heightened societal anomie is simply the flip side of the thesis of secularization based upon 
existential security (Norris & Inglehart, 2009, see also Fincher & Thornhill, 2012) which argues 
that the decline in formal religion (increased secularization) stems, in part, from the increases in 
existential security (greater health, wealth, education, human rights, etc.) that accompany the 
transition from agrarian to industrial to post-industrial societies (i.e., modernization).  Simply put, 
as the prevalence and impact of existential threats (i.e., disease, violence, oppression) diminishes, 
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so too does the need for an elaborate system of meaning for explaining the often random 
occurrence of catastrophic events (see Taleb, 2010).   

How might this work? Although decreases in existential threats are often associated with 
decreases in religiosity, the relative absence of existential threats (i.e., increased affluence and 
existential security) may also lead to an ironic hyper-sensitivity to minor threats.  Political 
scientist Edward Banfield (1970, p. 233, emphasis added) observed:  

The process of “middle-“ and “upper-class-ification” is making the whole society 
more sensitive to departures, both real and imaginary, from the ideal, inherently 
unrealizable, of how things out to be.  As the economy becomes more productive 
and social arrangements become more decent, the well-off—and among them 
youth especially—become more restless and more intolerant of the continued 
failure to achieve social perfection. 

One mechanism that could underlie this admittedly speculative hypothesis of ironic hyper-
sensitivity is inspired by research on morality and the Behavioral Immune System (see Descioli & 
Kurzban, 2012; Schaller & Park, 2011 for reviews) which examines the link between xenophobia 
and pathogen avoidance.  According to this line of reasoning, individuals with heightened 
exposure to social threats (including threatening ideas and social practices) may develop a greater 
tolerance (i.e., psychological immunity) for heterodox opinions and practices.  Central to the 
behavioral immune system view of xenophobia is the well-established finding that contact with 
out-group members has historically been associated with increased exposure to novel pathogens, 
which tend to be especially virulent when introduced to a vulnerable population (reviewed in 
Fincher & Thornhill, 2012).  Consistent with this view, cross-cultural research on religiosity and 
strength of social bonds show that indicators of “assortative sociality” (heightened religiosity, 
strong family ties, etc.) are highest in geographic regions of the world where pathogen-stress is 
highest (Fincher & Thornhill, 2012).  Although appropriate levels of exposure to threat may 
increase tolerance to those threats, it also follows that individuals with limited exposure to social 
threats (living in a modern western university community) may develop an increased sensitivity 
(i.e., psychological vulnerability) to opinions and practices that run contrary to their worldview.   

In the same manner that heightened immunity to peanut allergens results from appropriate 
exposure to this threat, so too heightened allergic reactions to peanuts have been shown to be 
associated with the relative lack of exposure to peanuts in early development, ironically often 
brought about by concerns about potentially adverse reactions to peanuts32 (see Couzin-Frankel, 
2018; Fraser, 2017 for reviews).  Following this line of reasoning, it may also be the case that 
hyper-sensitivity to minor existential threats (i.e., microaggressions and microinsults) may stem 
from the relative absence of, and lack of exposure to, severe existential threats (Haidt, 2016).  The 
Port Huron Statement (1962), for example, refers to this striking contrast between the relative 
security of 20th century American university students and the significant turmoil that they 
observed off-campus in their global and domestic communities.  In describing the values and 
goals of the student protest movement, the Port Huron Statement (1962) describes how a 
generation of students living in the wealthiest and strongest nation in the world “bred in modest 
comfort, housed now in universities, looking uncomfortably to the world we inherit” focused their 
attention on “finding a meaning in life that is personal and authentic.”  Although a fuller 
elaboration of the possible link between lack of exposure to existential threat and heightened 
sensitivity to minor threat (lower levels of actual existential threat leading to higher perceived 
vulnerability) is well beyond the scope of the current manuscript (see Pinker, 2018 for a review of 
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the evidence for decreases in existential threats and Fincher & Thornhill, 2012 for a review of the 
link between environmental threat and sociality), future research might explore the following 
thesis: the need for a coherent system of meaning (i.e., a worldview) to account for heightened 
perceptions of threat may be greatest in precisely those segments of the world that perceive 
themselves to be most vulnerable to existential threats.  These highly sensitive populations might 
include those who, ironically, find themselves most secure from existential threats, and 
subsequently, less likely to be exposed to the sorts of stressors that build a strong psychological 
immune system (Lukianoff & Haidt, 2018).  The link between perceptions of heightened 
vulnerability to existential threats and heightened religiosity is already well-established:  

Vulnerable populations experiencing considerable uncertainty and risk in their 
lives, and in the lives of their family and community, regard religion as far more 
important, and therefore participate far more keenly in spiritual activities, than 
those living without such threats. (Norris & Inglehart, 2009, p. 79) 

In this regard, certain populations (i.e., federally protected classes such as women, minorities, 
etc.) have historically been perceived as more vulnerable and this could—hypothetically—be 
related to greater perceived vulnerability to minor social threats in environments with relatively 
few major existential threats (i.e., such as modern western university communities).  I turn now to 
a brief review of the role that reasoning plays in the promotion and defense of religious 
worldviews with the aim of understanding how debates concerning political correctness in the 
academy often resemble conflicts between religious epistemic communities. 

Religion characterized as Reasoning about Supernatural Causes (not Supernatural Agents) 
Religious communities range from those defined by specific doctrinal beliefs (e.g., Catholicism, 
Vaishnava Hinduism, etc.) to more informal moral communities whose members simply endorse 
a common set of ethical and spiritual beliefs that may or may not include supernatural agents 
(angels, spirit forces, etc.) and where the worshipping of a specific Deity does not play a central 
role in defining that moral community (e.g., Buddhism, Confucianism, see Norenzayan, 2013).  
Nonetheless, all religions, whether doctrinal or informal, entail a set of shared beliefs that 
members of a particular community employ to navigate their social and physical world (Atran, 
2002; Boyer, 2001, 2008; Durkheim, 1912; Eliade, 1978; Fuller, 2001; Irons, 2001; McCauley, 
2011; Norenzayan, 2013; Wilson, 2002).  For most laypersons, religious worldviews are defined 
by beliefs in supernatural agency often manifest by the worshipping of one or more supernatural 
agents (Gods, Spirits, etc.).  Indeed, attributions of supernatural agency (e.g., Zeus creating the 
great flood in the Middle East, Jesus perambulating across the surface of a lake in Galilee, etc.) 
are a common feature of many religions.  Yet, Durkheim (1912, p. 46), argued that religion 
requires neither a belief in deities nor the invocation of supernatural agency per se; instead he 
emphasized the role of beliefs regarding the sacred and profane as the defining feature of religion: 

A religion is a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, 
that is to say, things set apart and surrounded by prohibitions—beliefs and 
practices that unite its adherents in a single moral community. 

Following Durkheim’s insight, one might consider how secular worldviews (political, scientific, 
economic, etc.) can be characterized as “religious” or “moral” if they are defined by shared 
beliefs regarding what is sacred and what is prohibited (taboo).  The thesis that religious 
communities can exist, merely by virtue of their beliefs pertaining to the sacred and the profane 
(Durkheim, 1912; Eliade, 1959, 1978), without invoking supernatural agency per se, is also 
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suggested by Rousseau’s (1762) notion of Civil Religions.  In his essay On the Social Contract 
Rousseau (1762, p. 246) argued that religion can be divided into two kinds: The first was an 
explicitly theist variant, invoking “a supreme God” and “eternal duties of morality…the pure and 
simple religion of the Gospel.”  The second variety was Civil Religion, which existed in the form 
of shared beliefs that served as the moral glue binding the members of a polity together.  
Rousseau (1762, p. 246) argued that civil religion typically assumed the form of a political entity 
such as a sovereign state or country: 

It has its dogmas, rites, its exterior cult prescribed by laws. Outside the nation that 
practices it, everything is infidel, alien, and barbarous to it. 

In this regards, a civil religion is distinct from other types of sects, denominations, or religious 
traditions by virtue of having “its own prophets, and its own martyrs, its own sacred events and 
sacred places, its own solemn rituals and symbols” (Bellah, 1967/2006, p. 245; see also Fuller, 
2001; Putnam & Campbell, 2010).  The Marxist-Leninist worldview, for example, although 
explicitly atheist in its core concepts, nonetheless could be considered a Civil Religion in the form 
of a moral community that united much of the former Soviet Union through shared beliefs in 
principles of communist ideology (see Bellah, 1967; Goldberg, 2009; Pinter, 2016).  By contrast, 
other forms of civil religion, such as that observed in the United States of America [often manifest 
in religious themes readily observed in presidential inaugural speeches and public ceremonies 
such as state funerals, national holidays, etc., see Bellah, 1967] can be quite explicit in their 
invocation of deities (i.e., “One nation under God,” “God bless America,” etc.).  In short, Civil 
religions can, and often do, invoke Gods or Supernatural agents; yet, belief in supernatural deities 
is not their defining feature (Bellah, 1980; see also Pinter, 2016; Putnam & Campbell, 2010).  In 
this manner, a Durkheimian view of religion provokes the question of why most laypersons (and 
many scholars of religion) endorse the view that a religion necessarily invokes a God or other 
forms of supernatural agency?  This question seems germane to claims regarding whether novel 
epistemic value systems observed in academia (e.g., social justice, truth-seeking, etc.) can be 
properly referred to as religious or quasi-religious communities.  A satisfactory answer to this 
question requires a brief review of the processes of cultural transmission that give rise to shared 
systems of beliefs regarding the sacred and profane which come to define religious communities, 
including those “moral” communities which participate in contemporary “culture wars” in the 
academy (see Atran, 2002; Boyer, 2008; McCauley, 2011; Norenzayan, 2013 for more complete 
reviews). 

There are at least two compelling reasons why belief in supernatural agency is a common feature 
of moral and religious belief systems, even if a belief in Deities is not a defining feature of 
religion per se (see Boyer, 2008).  First, the high frequency of supernatural agents (i.e., Spirits, 
Gods, Deities) in religious narratives may merely reflect the fact that popular cultural narratives 
often contain numerous counter-intuitive elements (see Table 2) including beliefs about 
supernatural causes.  In this regard, beliefs about supernatural agency are merely an ontological 
subset of beliefs about supernatural causation (Boyer, 2008).  More important, the presence of 
counter-intuitive content—such as the invocation of supernatural causes, including supernatural 
agents-- can make any narrative (secular or religious) more successful at replicating itself across 
communities and generations.  Cognitive science research on the recall of narratives, for example, 
shows that stories that include a minimal amount of counter-intuitive content are recalled at a 
much higher rate (even after a one week delay) than narratives which are completely intuitive or 
entirely counter-intuitive (Norenzayan, Atran, Faulkner, & Schaller, 2005).  Because supernatural 
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agents are simply an ontological subset of supernatural causes, the presence of counter-intuitive 
elements (i.e., supernatural agents) in religious narratives does not entail that Gods or deities are 
necessary features of religious belief systems per se, but rather, may merely reflect the 
observation that minimally counter-intuitive elements are a common feature of any culturally 
successful (secular33 or religious) narrative with a long history of oral transmission (Atran & 
Norenzayan, 2004; Barrett & Nyhof, 2001, Boyer & Ramble, 2001; Boyer, 2001, 2008; 
McCauley, 2011; Norenzayan, 2013).  In sum, research on the psychology of religious beliefs 
suggests that supernatural agency is best understood as a reliable byproduct of how moral 
communities (including religious communities) arise through a process of oral transmission of 
cultural content (Atran & Norenzayan, 2004; Atran & Henrich, 2010; Boyer, 2008; Norenzayan, 
2013; see also Bartlett, 1932).   
A second reason why counter-intuitive content, such as supernatural agency, is a common (but 
not defining) feature of the shared beliefs of religious communities stems from the simple 
observation that publicly endorsing a set of counter-intuitive beliefs is an effective strategy for 
signaling one’s commitment to the moral community associated with those specific beliefs 
(Descioli & Kurzban, 2012; Gellner, 1988).  Cross cultural research on religious worldviews 
(Atran, 2002, p. 5, emphasis added) suggests that this costly-signaling account provides a 
straightforward explanation for the common appearance of counter-intuitive content in many 
religious belief systems:  

The more one accepts what is materially false to be really true, and the more one 
spends material resources in displays of such acceptance, the more others consider 
one’s faith deep and one’s commitment sincere. 

In this manner, affiliation with a particular religious community (i.e., Catholicism) may entail the 
continuous public display of endorsement of counter-intuitive and counterfactual beliefs (i.e., 
publicly endorsing the belief that the historical Jesus rose from the dead or that a piece of bread 
can be transformed into the body of a supernatural agent, see Boyer, 2008).  In many cultural 
contexts, especially western industrialized educated rich developed (WEIRD) countries where 
rationality is esteemed (see Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010), the endorsement of these sorts 
of counter-intuitive beliefs may function as a reputationally costly display or Zahavian 
Handicap34 that advertises more than a mere commitment to a particular belief.  As such, 
reputationally costly displays of counter-intuitive beliefs can be a more honest signal of 
commitment to a particular group than a mere verbal utterance such as “I’m a member of religion 
X.”  Thus, the invocation of supernatural agency, although common, is not a necessary feature of 
religious belief systems.  Sometimes supernatural agents are invoked as “Big Gods” watching 
over the moral landscape, monitoring acts of heterodoxy and other instances of profanity 
(Norenzayan, 2013).  It is thus not surprising that imagined supernatural agents are a common 
thread in culturally transmitted narratives concerning sacred duties and moral obligations.  It 
follows that: 

once the versions of imagined agents differ from one culture to another, they can 
be used as convenient ethnic markers; once rituals are organized, a willingness to 
undergo gruesome ordeals can work (as) a signal of commitment to the group 
(Boyer, 2008, pp. 38-39 emphasis added). 

In short, most culturally successful religious belief systems contain some non-zero amount of 
counter-intuitive content35, not because supernatural agency is a necessary feature of religion per 
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se, but rather because a minimal amount of counter-intuitive content makes any culturally 
transmitted worldviews more memorable.  Moreover, the public display of endorsement of 
counter-intuitive (as opposed to intuitive) content provides a more reliable (honest) signal of 
commitment to the moral community which adopts those beliefs (see Atran, 2002; Boyer, 2001, 
2008; Descioli & Kurzban, 2012; Norenzayan, 2013; Wilson, 2002).  Some dedicated fans of the 
Green Bay Packers, a U.S. Football team, wear a simulated block of cheese on their heads at 
sporting events, not because cheese is a more accurate symbol of a football team named after a 
canned meat distributor, but rather because the sheer irrationality of this gesture is a better 
indicator of strong commitment to the group than simply wearing a hat with the team’s logo.  
Like many culturally successful belief systems, strong allegiance to a sports team often resembles 
religious affiliation, replete with many aspects of quasi-religious conflicts (e.g., Yankees vs. Red 
Sox in American baseball, India vs. Pakistan in international Cricket, Liverpool vs. Manchester 
United in English Soccer) including ritualized chants, outlandish displays of team allegiance and 
occasional violence between members of each community (Durkheim, 1912).  To explore the 
claim that ideological conflicts in academia –including debates concerning political correctness—
resemble religious conflicts, we turn now to a brief review of how ostensibly secular worldviews 
(including scientific worldviews) share several core features found in religious and moral systems 
of belief. 

Similar Modes of Understanding in Science and Religion 
Some forms of information-processing are simply more natural, or intuitive, than others (Boyer, 
2008; McCauley, 2011).  It is much easier to acquire a sophisticated, yet tacit understanding of 
the complex rules of grammar that apply to learning one’s native language than it is to develop an 
understanding of Fine’s Basic Chess Endings, the second law of thermodynamics, or the Catholic 
Church’s Doctrine of transubstantiation.  Moreover, the tendency to employ cognitively “natural” 
intuitions –at the expense of more accurate, yet quite counter-intuitive, culturally-acquired 
principles of scientific reasoning-- is regularly observed even among trained scientists (see 
Gilovich, 2020; Gilovich, Griffin, & Kahneman, 1992 for reviews).  For example, when asked to 
explain the behavior of common physical objects such as billiard balls or billiard tables most 
laypersons –and many scientists—spontaneously invoke an intuitive, “folk physics” rather than 
the highly counter-intuitive (yet scientifically more accurate) principles of modern particle 
physics (Pinker, 2002; Spelke, 1994).  In this regards, formal science and formal religion 
(theology) are similar with respect to the fact that both modes of understanding are relatively 
counter-intuitive (compared to folk science and folk religion), often requiring years of specialized 
training for their practitioners to successfully employ the (scientifically or theologically) 
appropriate modes of understanding (see Table 2, adapted from McCauley, 2011, figure 5-1).   

_____________________________ 

Insert Table 2 here 
_____________________________ 

An appreciation of the high degree of counter-intuitiveness of formal science and formal religion 
(theology) provides a useful starting point for understanding how most instances of “scientific” 
and “religious” reasoning are variants of “folk reasoning,” employing cognitively natural 
intuitions at odds with the counterintuitive styles of reasoning which are de rigueur in formal 
science and formal religion (Boyer, 2008; Dunbar, 1996; McCauley, 2011).  Just as priests and 
theologians do not have a monopoly on religious discourse (see Boyer, 2008), so too, scientists 
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and college professors do not have a monopoly on scientific reasoning.  Christianity and Islam 
may have had a head start on the institutionalized training and branding of doctrinal thinking of a 
religious nature (e.g., theology and natural philosophy), but the history of the enlightenment 
reveals that secular and scientific modes of reasoning (e.g., social and natural science) quickly 
followed suit with their own institutional –often quasi-religious—forms of training and 
indoctrination (Howard, 2000; 2006; Grant, 2006; Wellmon, 2015).  This simple observation –
regarding the similarity between the counter-intuitive modes of reasoning employed in both 
formal science and doctrinal religion--has important implications for appreciating how political 
correctness in the academy often resembles conflict between formal religious ideologies. 
Regardless of whether one considers reasoning in the domain of folk religion (i.e., a layperson’s 
thoughts about supernatural agency) or reasoning in the domain of folk science (i.e., a layperson’s 
thoughts about the mundane physical and social world), it is clear that most instances of everyday 
reasoning draw heavily upon cognitively “natural” intuitions and biases rather than specialized, 
culturally-acquired forms of “higher” learning (Boyer, 2008; Dunbar, 1996; Gigerenzer, 2007; 
Gigerenzer, Hertwig, & Pachur, 2015; Gigerenzer & Todd, 1999; Gilovich, 2020; Griffin, & 
Kahneman 1992; Kahneman, Slovic, & Tversky, 1982; McCauley, 2011).  It follows that 
distinguishing between formal science and formal religion (theology) on the one hand, and folk 
science and folk religion, on the other hand (see Table 2) allows us to consider the intriguing 
possibility that that there is nothing sui generis about religious phenomena: 

Religious thought is vastly more “natural” than the “sleep of reason” argument 
would suggest.  The “tweaking” of ordinary cognition that is required to sustain 
religious thought is so minimal that one should not be surprised if religious 
concepts are so widespread and so resistant to argument.  To some extent, the 
situation is similar to domains where science has clearly demonstrated the limits 
or falsity of common intuitions…even scientists go through their daily lives with 
an intuitive commitment to solid objects being full of matter, to people having 
non-physical minds, to time being irreversible, to cats being essentially different 
from dogs, and to objects falling down because they are heavy (Boyer, 2008. p. 
78, emphasis added). 

Thus, contrary to the common view that religion and science are distinguished by their acceptance 
of (in the case of religion), or prohibition against (in the case of science), supernatural agents, a 
more accurate strategy for distinguishing science from religion might refer to the different 
foundational epistemic values (see Figure 1) that each community employs to construct a 
defensible worldview.  This line of reasoning leads to the claim that both science and religion 
operate as distinct epistemic cultures rather than distinct modes of reasoning (Boyer, 2008; 
McCauley, 2011; Knorr Cetina, 1999).  In short, science and religion may differ more in regard to 
the foundational epistemic values that they endorse, than in regards to the epistemological 
functions they serve.  Durkheim (1912, pp. 10-11) once noted: 

If philosophy and the sciences arose from religion, it is because religion itself 
began by playing the role of science and philosophy. 

It follows that any community defined by its shared beliefs (religious, scientific, or otherwise) can 
take on the appearance of an epistemic value community (or “epistemic culture,” see Knorr 
Cetina, 1999) in which members of the group (defined by their shared beliefs) simultaneously 
signal their membership in the group while also advertising their distinct epistemic values 
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(Descioli & Kurzban, 2012).  Along these lines, if the defining feature of religion is not the 
endorsement of supernatural agency per se, but rather the unswerving commitment of its members 
to a particular set of shared beliefs regarding the sacred and the profane, then it follows that, to 
the degree to which epistemic values can be held sacrosanct, science can, in some instances, be 
considered a form of religion by other means.  

------------------------------------------ 

Insert Figure 1 about here 
------------------------------------------ 

Religion as Epistemic Value Signaling: Science as Religion by other Means 
For Durkheim (1912; p. 324), both religion and science are systems for constructing 
meaning; they are distinct systems of belief that individuals employ to make sense of the 
realities of their material and social world: 

Religion endeavors to translate these realities into an intelligible language that is 
no different in kind from the language employed by science, both involve 
connecting things to one another, establishing internal relations between them, 
classifying them, and systemizing them. 

It is often said that “nothing is sacred in science” because the scientist, by definition, follows the 
data wherever they may lead (e.g., Judson, 1975; Nepola, 2015).  Yet, it is not their reluctance to 
invoke the sacrosanct that distinguishes members of the scientific community from their religious 
counter-parts.  Rather, what distinguishes scientific belief systems from religious belief systems is 
the nature, not the absence, of their sacred beliefs.  In many corners of the natural and social 
sciences, for example, “truth-seeking” is a sacred duty and the fabrication of data is considered a 
career-ending act of apostasy (see Dawkins, 2017; Stapel, 2014; Trivers, Palestis, & Zaatari, 
2009).  Following Durkheim, I argue that what distinguishes a religion from a science is not the 
presence or absence of unwavering commitment to a set of doctrinal beliefs (e.g., a belief in God, 
a belief in the second law of thermodynamics, etc.) but rather the dogmatic commitment to a 
particular set of epistemic values (e.g., a belief that “truth” is more important than “justice” or 
visa versa).  While much of the academy embraces “truth-seeking” as a fundamental value, for 
other corners of the academy it is “justice-seeking” that looms larger as a foundational value.  It is 
these epistemic values (see Fumerton, 2006; Lewis, 1997; Putnam, 2002) that allow members of 
distinct epistemic communities to construct very different worldviews.  As Putnam (2002) once 
argued in his discussion of the fact/value dichotomy, when the goal is to construct meaning, 
epistemic values are unavoidable: 

It is not that we have some way of telling that we have arrived at truth apart from 
our epistemic values and can, so to speak, run a test to see how often choosing the 
more coherent, simpler, and so on, theory turns out to be true without 
presupposing these very standards of justified empirical belief. 

C.S. Lewis (1970, p. 306) made the same point, albeit more poetically (emphasis in the original): 

Question: What is the criterion of truth, if you distinguish between cause and 
reason? 

Mr Lewis: A mountainous country might have several maps made of it, only one 
of which was a true one; i.e., corresponding with the actual contours.  The map 
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drawn by Reason claims to be that true one.  I couldn’t get at the universe unless I 
could trust my reason.  If we couldn’t trust inference we could know nothing but 
our own existence.  Physical reality is an inference from sensations. 

Anyone tempted to argue for the superiority of “truth-seeking” over “justice-seeking” by invoking 
the ostensibly pure “analytical” logico-mathematical basis for scientific “truths” is urged, 
however, to consider that the “proof” of the “obvious” fact that “1 +1 =  2” entails several 
hundred pages of formal argument36 [the argument culminates around section 54.43 some 370 
pages into Russell & Whiteheads (1904) Principia Mathematica] and that even this “proof” 
appears to be undermined by Gödel’s 1931 incompleteness theorem, which argues that any formal 
axiomatic system which is internally consistent cannot be used to prove the truth value of every 
proposition generated therein (see Goldstein, 2006; Nagel & Newman, 2001 for accessible 
reviews of the history of Gödel’s argument).  Thus, in many ways, formal religion and formal 
science are both “faith-based” epistemic cultures:  

Science is based on values that must be presupposed—like the desire to 
understand the universe, a respect for evidence and logical coherence, etc.  One 
who doesn’t share these values cannot do science (Harris, 2010, p. 201). 

What distinguishes religion from science then, is not the role of faith, but rather the role 
of dogma.  The failure to appreciate that both science and religion require faith (doxastic 
reasoning about epistemic values), but that only religion demands dogma, has led some 
scholars to mistakenly claim that science and religion are “non-overlapping magisteria” 
(see Gould, 2003; but see McCauley, 2011 for a rebuttal).  However, the actual portion of 
each epistemic culture (science, religion) that is literally non-overlapping corresponds to 
only that small portion of fundamentalist religion which insists upon dogmatic adherence 
to a specific set of religious doctrines and that similarly small portion of fundamentalist 
science that insists—equally dogmatically—upon strict adherence to a particular brand of 
circumscribed “scientific” doctrine (see Dawkins, 2017 for a discussion of science and 
dogma).  Even a superficial review of the theological and scientific literature shows that 
each domain contains a substantial number of adherents who are non-dogmatic, and 
moreover, that dogmatic advocates of religion and science tend to be restricted to those  
modes of science and religion which are highly counter-intuitive (see Table 2).  Thus, to 
the degree that most instances of religious and scientific thinking are folk science or folk 
religion, claims that all religious modes of thinking are dogmatic is dubious (see Boyer, 
2008; McCauley, 2011).  The intellectual space where the magisteria of religion and 
science overlap is enormous, allowing a plethora of distinct epistemic cultures to co-exist 
in their striving to create a coherent worldview for the masses (or at least for the members 
of their particular group).  As Durkheim (1912; p. 325) keenly observed, what 
distinguishes science from religion is, not faith, but dogma: 

What science disputes in religion is not its right to exist but the right to be 
dogmatic about the nature of things. 

So, what’s the Fuss all about? 

If religions are simply shared systems of belief regarding the sacred and the profane, and 
if science is simply religion by other means, one might inquire as to what the fuss is all 
about?  One answer to this question recognizes that much of the conflict between science 
and religion revolves around the issue of which particular set of epistemic values shall be 
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deemed most important.  Although contemporary scholars often cast this question in 
terms of the Fact-Value distinction (e.g., arguing about whether or not “values” can be 
philosophically derived in the same manner that one can warrant “facts,” see Harris, 
2006; Putnam, 2002), one might counter that this philosophical question is more 
accurately viewed as a 21st century update on the classic (Greek) philosophical question 
regarding whether it is possible to determine how best to lead a good life (Dreyfus & 
Kelly, 2017; Haidt, 2006).  Members of formal religious communities are, by definition, 
more inclined (relative to conventional scientists) to claim that “faith” should be placed 
ahead of “reason” and for this reason (no pun intended), members of religious 
communities will, by definition, often appear “unreasonable” to their colleagues in the 
sciences: 

Having rejected reason, we will not expect ourselves or others to behave 
reasonably (Hicks37, 2004, p. 82). 

But the issue at stake is much more than a matter of professional decorum.  Invoking 
“reasons” to undermine reasoning (see Pinker & Goldstein, 2012 for an extended 
discussion of this theme) is itself “unreasonable” only in light of having a priori endorsed 
a particular set of “Enlightenment” epistemic values such as truth-seeking, objectivity, 
coherence, etc.: 

Rejecting the Enlightenment for “good” reasons is still a rejection of the 
Enlightenment.  And any instrumental or pragmatic gains you get from rejecting 
the Enlightenment still amount to taking a sledgehammer to the soapbox you’re 
standing on.  Without the standards of the Enlightenment, we are in a Nietzschean 
world where power decides important questions rather than reason. (Goldberg, 
2009, p. 282). 

In many of the social sciences, the epistemic values of the enlightenment –including 
“truth-seeking”—are foundational; yet, this is not universally the case across the 
academy.  In considering, for example, the use of “theory” in the sciences, as compared 
to its employment in post-modernist scholarship encountered in some branches of the 
humanities, the social scientist Noam Chomsky (2005, p. 529) once observed: 

When I attend seminars, read technical papers in my own or other fields, and 
work with students and colleagues, I have no problem in recognizing what is 
before me as rational inquiry.  In contrast, the descriptions presented here [in 
postmodern scholarship] scarcely resemble anything in my experience in these 
areas, or understanding of them. 

In this regard, it is not surprising that academics who attach greater import to the 
epistemic value of “truth-seeking” will sometimes take offense to the statements of 
colleagues who attach much less importance to standards of objectivity.  As literary 
scholar, and anti-foundationalist, Stanley Fish (1980, p. 180) once said regarding post-
modernist methodology: 

It relieves me of the obligation to be right (a standard that simply drops out) and 
demands only that I be interesting (a standard that can be met without any 
reference at all to an illusory objectivity). 
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Such views are not offensive per se, but only in relation to a contrasting set of epistemic 
values that treats “truth-seeking” as sacrosanct.  Because the relative value assigned to 
“truth-seeking” compared to other epistemic values, such as “justice-seeking,” differs 
markedly among distinct epistemic communities, it comes as no surprise that “truth-
seeking” is not universally lifted to the status of paramount importance across every 
corner of academia.  As a 21st century politician once noted in her criticism of the 
tendency of some segments of the public to interject facts and evidence into political 
arguments:  

I think that there’s a lot of people more concerned about being precisely factually 
and semantically correct than about being morally right38. 

This debate between faith and facts, or reason and religion, is also echoed in Immanuel 
Kant’s (1787) remarks in the preface to his 2nd edition of The Critique of Pure Reason 
(see Hicks, 2004, p. 90) where he argued: 

I had to deny knowledge in order to make room for faith. 

Or, as existentialist philosopher Soren Kierkegard (1843, cf. Hicks, 2004 p. 90) put it 
more bluntly: “Faith requires the crucifixion of reason.”  The mathematician and 
theologian Blaise Pascal (1662) made the same point less crudely: 

The heart has its reasons which reason knows nothing of…We know the truth not 
only by the reason, but by the heart. 

The point is not that some academics seek to offend their ideological opponents by 
behaving unreasonably (a dubious claim), but rather that it should not be surprising to 
observe that scholars in different epistemic communities --with contrasting beliefs 
regarding which epistemic values they hold most sacred --will routinely take and give 
offense whenever they display their core epistemic values.  In short, there may be no 
escaping the considerable overlap in epistemological strategies employed by religious 
and scientific systems of belief simply because these two communities differ not so much 
in their methods or their goals (see Boyer, 2008; McCauley, 2011) as they do in their core 
epistemic values.  As Durkheim (1912, p. 324) observed more than a century ago: 

in all its projects science brings to bear a critical spirit that religion ignores; 
science surrounds itself with precautions in order to ‘avoid haste and bias,’ to hold 
passions, prejudice, and subjective influences at arm’s length.  But these 
methodological improvements are not enough to differentiate science from 
religion.  Both, in this respect, pursue the same goal; scientific thought is merely a 
more perfect form of religious thought. 

Political Correctness as the Defense of a threatened Identity-Relevant Worldview 
Why is there so much Political Correctness in Academia?  A well-known, but unattributed 
explanation claims that academic politics is so prevalent precisely because “the stakes are so 
low.”  My thesis suggests otherwise, namely that Political Correctness manifests itself as a set of 
rhetorical strategies that are employed under conditions where the social stakes are perceived to 
be quite high: 

 1) An identity-relevant worldview (i.e., assumptive world) has been threatened by 
contradictory data and compelling reasons, and 
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 2) this worldview cannot be adequately defended by reasons or evidence.  
In academic settings, the core assumptions that lie at the heart of any scholarly argument are fair 
game for intellectual debate.  Yet, even a rationally and empirically justified point of view cannot 
be easily defended if the advocates of that point of view do not have access to the evidence or 
reasons used to support that position.  Before describing how political correctness is associated 
with attempts to defend a threatened identity-relevant worldview, it is helpful to first consider 
why academic scholars might sometimes endorse a particular point of view despite the fact that 
they have little access to the reasons or data supporting that position.   

In some instances members of the academy may demonstrate implicit support for a conventional 
viewpoint—despite their not having access to the underlying evidence and reasons which support 
that position—simply because “the stakes are so low;” thus it is not worth the effort to retrieve all  
of the relevant data and arguments used to support a particular position.  For example, in inter-
office debates about whether or not the use of disposable Styrofoam coffee cups in the faculty 
lounge is consistent with the university’s environmental sustainability policies, one might judge 
the outcome of this debate to have relatively little impact on the day-to-day productivity and well-
being of faculty.  In other circumstances, individuals may simply defend a particular viewpoint, 
not because their access to data and reason have led them to prefer this position over others—but 
rather, because the adoption of this viewpoint accurately signals their membership in a valued 
coalition of like-minded individuals.  In this manner, members of the academic community can 
sometimes find themselves implicitly endorsing “unreasonable” viewpoints (e.g., an unnecessary 
bureaucratic procedure put in place to address a problem that does not actually exist) simply 
because the mere act of challenging a widely endorsed policy position can be interpreted as a 
foolish display of apostasy (see Dreger, 2015).  Accordingly, academics may sometimes find 
themselves signaling views that they do not hold, signing petitions, denouncing ideas and 
colleagues who run afoul of the orthodoxy, or remaining silent when a colleague is unjustly 
persecuted for expressing a heterodox opinion.  Playwright and statesman Vaclav Havel (c.f. 
Fukuyama, 1992, pp. 166-167) once noted that during the Cold War a Czechoslovakian grocer 
might place a sign in his shop window that stated “Workers of the World, Unite!” despite the fact 
that the grocers announcement did not literally mean “What’s wrong with the workers of the 
world uniting?” but rather, was more accurately interpreted as “I am afraid and therefore 
unquestioningly obedient.”  Today such acts of disingenuous loyalty are referred to as virtue 
signaling (like driving a Prius, not because it helps the environment, but rather because it 
effectively signals to others that you value helping the environment; see Griskevicius, Tybur, & 
Van den Bergh, 2010; Miller, 2000, 2010).  It follows that public endorsements of orthodox 
viewpoints are often not good candidates for “honest signaling” (i.e.,  whereby the signaler incurs 
a cost that only a true believer can afford to pay, see Searcy & Nowicki, 2005) and instead may 
merely indicate that the signaler perceives themselves as lacking the power or means to defend 
their actual beliefs:  

The sign helps the greengrocer to conceal from himself the low foundations of his 
obedience, at the same time concealing the low foundations of power.  It hides 
something high.  And that something is ideology. (Havel cf. Fukuyama, 1992, pp. 
167). 

By contrast, if one sincerely and explicitly endorses a worldview that is untethered from strong 
empirical support and divorced from rational justification, the disconnect between one’s 
ideological position and the evidence and reasons relevant to its justification can result in 
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incoherence, self-deception and even hypocrisy (Harris, 2010; Kurzban, 2010).  Moreover, it is in 
precisely these instances—when evidence and logic undermine one’s own position—that 
individuals may be most tempted to employ weapons of rhetorical defense other than reasons and 
facts.  For example, numerous politicians who have bemoaned the "pay gap" between women and 
men, are subsequently surprised to discover that they pay the women on their own staff 
considerably less than they pay their men39 (Sowell, 2015, 2018).  Problematic arguments, of the 
variety which result from neglecting relevant facts and reasons, are not limited to politicians.  
Members of the academy are not immune to motivated reasoning or other forms of cognitive bias 
that can operate when an individual is promoting or defending an ideological orthodoxy lacking 
in evidentiary or logical support.  In their attempts to explain the gender pay gap, to consider a 
controversial example, the focus on one particular explanation—e.g., systemic bias against 
women (sexism)--may be an impediment to a fuller understanding of the larger phenomenon (see 
Farrell, 2005; Monroe, Choi, Howell, Lampros-Monroe, Trejo, & Perez, 2014 for different 
perspectives on this complex issue).  For example, in labor markets ranging from medical doctors 
and lawyers to university professors there is often a well-documented sex difference—not in 
ability—but in numbers of hours work and outcomes produced40.  So, why then might a social 
scientist ignore or downplay an obvious additional explanatory factor (e.g., sex differences in 
numbers of hours worked or amount of work performed) that might aid in understanding the 
“gender earnings gap” and instead focus their attention on one particular potential causal factor—
namely, the claim that their discipline engages in systemic discrimination against women?  One 
reason that an academic scholar might focus on one particular set of assumptions at the expense 
of others, is that the promotion and defense of a counterintuitive (i.e., at odds with the available 
evidence) worldview is more likely to emerge when this (counter-intuitive, ill-supported) 
worldview is an established orthodoxy and where there are real social costs to deviating from that 
orthodoxy (Dreger, 2015).  As noted previously, public displays of commitment to counter-
intuitive beliefs is a hallmark of religious communities.  By indicating their endorsement of 
counter-intuitive arguments, the individual can advertise themselves as a member of an epistemic 
community that endorses those arguments.  In this regards, the counter-intuitive nature of the 
beliefs they endorse serves as an honest signal of their membership in that specific community, a 
costly display of commitment that not all individuals are willing to incur.  In other instances, 
individuals may endorse a particular worldview that lacks strong empirical or rational support 
simply because they know only their own side of the argument, are unaware of the arguments 
against their worldview, and have had little opportunity to hear a contrary worldview espoused by 
a person who actually holds that opposing view (see John Stuart-Mill, 1859).  Before turning to a 
description of the psychological processes (i.e., motivated reasoning, identity-protective 
cognition, etc.) that are often employed in the promotion and defense of identity-relevant 
worldviews, I first review the more general claim that a central function of reasoning is 
persuasion (Haidt, 2001; Mercier & Sperber, 2011). 

Reasoning as a Tool for Persuasion: The Argumentative Theory of Reasoning 
Mercier & Sperber’s (2011, 2017) argumentative theory of reasoning posits that our capacity for 
reasoning and argumentation evolved primarily as a tool for persuasion rather truth-seeking.  The 
Argumentative Theory of Reasoning begins with the premise that human reasoning serves 
numerous functions, including playing a central role in communication.  The ability to engage in 
thoughtful debate, for example, enables participants to generate and evaluate arguments, as well 
providing the debaters with access to information they might not otherwise have acquired by 
introspection alone.  This is essentially a 21st century update to ancient arguments concerning the 
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benefits of Logos and the power of reasoned discourse --operating through the medium of spoken 
(and written) words -- to win arguments and achieve consensus in civil society. 

Yet, this sophisticated capacity to quickly marshal reasons in defense of a particular point of 
view, as well as the ability to quickly identify flaws and short-comings in your opponent’s 
arguments, does not necessarily, or inevitably, translate into rational judgment and decision-
making.  Ironically, our intuitive capacities for reasoning often lead to irrational outcomes 
(Gilovich, Griffin, & Kahneman, 1992).  This is the case, not because humans are incapable of 
sound reasoning, but rather because they intuitively and systematically look for arguments to 
justify their own beliefs and actions.  In this manner, poor reasoning can result from confirmation 
bias (see Nickerson, 1988 for a review) and other forms of motivated reasoning that serve an 
identity-protective function (see Kahan, et al., 2012, 2017 for reviews).  Examples of common 
argumentative biases include: 1) the tendency to spend more time evaluating arguments that one 
disagrees with (Edwards & Smith, 1996), 2) the tendency to search for counter-arguments when 
one disagrees with an argument (Cacioppo & Petty, 1979; Eagly, Kulesa, Brannon, Shaw, & 
Hutson-Comeaux, 2000), and 3) the tendency to search for flaws in an opposing argument, 
stopping when the search has uncovered a specific short-coming (i.e., problems with the 
experimental design, concerns regarding statistical reasoning, or a flawed inference somewhere in 
the model, see Klaczynski, 1997; Klaczynski & Robinson, 2000).  In short, Mercier & Sperber 
(2011, p. 72) argue: 

motivated reasoning leads to a biased assessment: Arguments with unfavored 
conclusions are rated as less sound and less persuasive than arguments with 
favored conclusions. 

Numerous reviews of the research literature on human reasoning reveal the rather surprising 
conclusion that cognitive distortions, flawed inferences, mistaken probabilistic judgments, and 
biased decision-making are quite common (Evans, 2002; Kahneman & Tversky, 1972; 
Kahneman, et al 1982; Mercier & Sperber, 2011, 2017; Tversky & Kahneman, 1983).  The claim 
that reasoning functions primarily as a tool for argumentation (see also Haidt, 2001 and Harris, 
2010 for similar arguments regarding moral reasoning) has prompted some scholars to conclude 
that reasoning is just as often an impediment, as it is an aid, to the goal of following the evidence 
wherever it may lead:  

[W]here does reason come into the picture? It is an attempt to justify the choice 
after it has been made.  And it is, after all, the only way we have to try to explain 
to other people why we made a particular decision.  But given our lack of access 
to the brain processes involved, our justification is often spurious: A post-hoc 
rationalization, or even a confabulation” (Frith, 2008, p. 45). 

Consistent with the claim that reasoning is often employed by scientists as a tool of persuasion, 
and not just for the purpose of truth-seeking, research on motivated reasoning reveals that 
individuals with greater knowledge of science and better technical reasoning are actually more 
(not less) polarized in their conclusions regarding culturally controversial issues (Kahan, 2017; 
Kahan et. al., 2012, 2017).  Moreover, this ironic association between greater scientific literacy 
and heightened skepticism of science is not limited to scientists, it is seen across civil society:  

Indeed, the more secular postindustrial societies, exemplified by the Netherlands, 
Norway, and Denmark, prove most skeptical toward the impact of science and 
technology, and this is in accordance with the countries where the strongest public 
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disquiet has been expressed about certain contemporary scientific developments 
such as the use of genetically modified food, biotechnological cloning, and 
nuclear power.  (Norris & Inglehart, 2009, p. 67). 

Consistent with the claim that a heightened ability to reason does not necessarily improve the 
quality of decision-making and may even disrupt sound inference-making, Kahan et al (2012) has 
found that attitudes regarding the risks associated with climate change are more (not less) 
polarized among individuals who are more scientifically literate.  Thus, contrary to the 
assumption that a lack of consensus on controversial scientific issues results from limitations in 
reasoning, lack of information, or low levels of scientific literacy, considerable evidence 
demonstrates instead that: 

divisions over climate change stem not from the public’s incomprehension of 
science but from a distinctive conflict of interest: between the personal interest 
individuals have in forming beliefs in line with those held by others with whom 
they share close ties and the collective one they all share in making use of the best 
available science to promote common welfare. (Kahan, et al., 2012, p. 2, 
emphasis added).  

The argument is not that reasoning is so imperfect or so flawed that science-based arguments can 
never be trusted, rather the argument is that the powerful tool of reasoned discourse (Logos) can, 
like Maxwell’s silver hammer, be used to build great structures of civil society, or come down 
upon our head.  The Ancient Greeks warned against sophists who employed the tools of Rhetoric 
to win arguments with clever but fallacious arguments.  Modern proponents of the Argumentative 
theory of reasoning caution us to be aware of the pitfalls of hyper-rational arguments whose 
purpose is not truth-seeking, but merely winning an argument (Mercier & Sperber, 2017). 
Another intellectual arena where evidence for motivated reasoning is consistent with the 
argumentative theory of reasoning is in regard to controversies surrounding gender differences in 
cognitive abilities and traits.  While there is some degree of consensus that the two sexes differ 
relatively little on average (or not at all, depending on the traits considered, see Hyde, 2005; 
Schmitt, 2017 for reviews) in many psychological dispositions, there is considerable controversy 
over claims regarding greater male variability in psychological traits, including measures of 
mathematical abilities (see Feingold, 1994; Hedges, 1995; Johnson, 2009; Schmitt, 2017).  Some 
of the controversy has centered on the claim that greater male variability can explain the well 
documented differences in the relative distributions of males and females in various academic 
fields and occupations observed across cultures: 

While mean differences or effect size is important, the relative number of males 
versus females in the tail areas of the ability distribution may be a more relevant 
index of gender differences in the number of males versus females with extreme  
scores. (Hedges & Friedman, date, p. 95). 

Domains in which there is clear evidence (including multiple replications and cross-
cultural evidence) for sex differences in the representation of males and females at the 
tails of distributions include psychological traits such as: a) mental retardation—with 
more males than females with extreme developmental delays (Halpern, 2012; Rutter, 
Caspi, Fergusson, Horwood, Goodman, Maughan, Moffitt, Meltzer, & Carroll, 2004), b) 
Aspergers/Autism spectrum disorder—with more males than females with Aspergers 
(Baron-Cohen, 2003), and c) Agreeableness—with females displaying more 
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agreeableness than males (Schmitt, Realo, Voracek, & Allik, 2008; Schmitt, Long, 
McPhearson, O’Brien, Remmert & Shah, 2017; Weisberg, DeYoung, & Hirsch, 2011).  
Although most estimates of variability show more similarity (than difference) between 
the sexes, and while the size of the difference clearly varies by domain, nonetheless, 
evidence for greater male variability is solid (Hyde, 2005, p. 587):  

The statistic used to investigate this question is the variance ratio (VR), the ratio 
of the male variance to the female variance. Empirical investigations of the VR 
have found values of 1.00-1.08 for vocabulary (Hedges & Nowell, 1995), 1.05-
1.25 for mathematics performance (Hedges & Nowell) and 0.87 -1.04 for self-
esteem (Kling, et al.).   

Far from being a mundane debate concerning Gaussian distributions of data points, claims about 
greater male variability (supported by empirical data) have resulted in the firing of University 
Presidents, Software Engineers, and Particle Physicists who have endorsed or merely entertained 
such hypotheses (Young, 2019).  In short, there is considerable evidence that even individuals 
who are well-trained at evaluating arguments can be less likely to fully employ these evaluative 
skills under conditions in which they are not suitably motivated.  Numerous studies demonstrate 
that when decision-makers are provided with little incentive to accurately evaluate the soundness 
of an argument, they demonstrate poor reasoning, succumb to numerous logical fallacies and 
invoke invalid forms of inference.  Perhaps the most common form of cognitive bias that impacts 
academic debates pertaining to political correctness is a form of motivated reasoning known as 
identify protective cognition.  
Identity-Protective Cognition: A Form of Motivated Reasoning 

Why is the presence of a strong consensus or an ideological orthodoxy sometimes problematic?  
One concern is that the likelihood of engaging in motivated reasoning, including confirmation 
bias, increases substantially when an ideological orthodoxy is being promoted or defended 
(Dreger, 2015; Duarte, et al. 2015; Jost, Glaser, Kruglanksi, & Sulloway, 2003; Haidt, 2012; 
Lukianoff & Haidt, 2018).  In this sense, motivated reasoning becomes an impediment to the goal 
of following reason and evidence wherever they may lead, a claim that lies at the heart of Mercier 
& Sperber’s (2011; 2017) argumentative theory of reasoning.  Mercier & Sperber (2011, p. 58) 
contend that the primary function for which reasoning evolved is “the production and evaluation 
of arguments in communication.” Consistent with this claim, there is a large body of research 
demonstrating that individuals are more likely to engage in motivated reasoning when they 
encounter information that is cogent, yet inconsistent with their pre-existing systems of belief 
(Kunda, 1990; 2001; Kahan, 2017).  The classic example of motivated reasoning in response to a 
threatened worldview is Kunda’s (1987) experiment in which undergraduates were asked to read 
and evaluate a scientific paper concerning the negative effects of caffeine consumption on the risk 
of a female developing painful lumps in her breasts.  The “scientific paper” was a fiction created 
by the experimenters, but the results were compelling evidence for motivated reasoning—
demonstrating that female student who were also heavy coffee drinkers found significantly more 
flaws in the study than did male students and less caffeinated women.  This tendency to defend an 
identity-relevant worldview with biased reasoning has been conceptually replicated many times 
(see Ditto & Lopez, 1992; Ditto et al, 1998, 2003; Klein & Harris, 2009; Kunda, 1990; Haidt, 
2012, Schaller, 1992 for reviews) and is a central feature of motivated reasoning (Kahan, 2017; 
Kunda, 1990).   



PSYCHOLOGY OF POLITICAL CORRECTNESS  

 

34 

When motivated reasoning is employed to selectively credit and discredit evidence in a manner 
that serves to defend an identity-relevant worldview this form of bias is referred to as “identity-
protective cognition” (see Kahan, 2017).  The employment of identity-protective cognitive 
strategies has been documented in variety of social contexts ranging from the interpretation of 
medical data to legal judgments to perceptions of social behavior (Kahan, 2017, Kahan, Peters, 
Cantrell Dawson, & Slovic, 2017).  In one experiment modelled after the classic Hastorf and 
Cantril (1954) study “They saw a game,” Kahan and his colleagues (2012) presented participants 
with a videotape of protesters confronting the police (i.e., “They saw a protest”).  Because the 
identities of the protestors were not easily discerned from the video, Kahan was able to 
experimentally manipulate the “group affiliation” of the protestors.  One half of the participants 
were randomly assigned to a condition where they were told that they were watching a protest of 
an Abortion Clinic (i.e., implying that the protesters were ideologically conservative).  The other 
half of the participants were told that they were watching a protest of a Military Recruiting 
Station (i.e., implying that the protesters were ideologically progressive).  Importantly, Kahan 
also assessed whether participants rated themselves as ideologically conservative or progressive.  
He found that individuals who adopted a conservative ideology saw the police as behaving 
violently towards the protesters when the protesters were identified as fellow conservatives, but 
peacefully when the protestors were presented as progressives.  Conversely, individuals adopting 
a progressive ideology saw the police as behaving violently towards the protesters when the 
protesters were their fellow progressives, but peacefully when the protestors were portrayed as 
conservatives.  In a number of experiments like this (see Kahan, 2017; Kahan et al., 2017 for 
reviews) robust patterns of motivated reasoning based upon group identity and cultural values 
have been observed.  Returning to the example of disputes over the causes of the “gender pay 
gap,” it is not surprising that individuals who are not familiar with alternative explanations for 
gender earning gaps (e.g., including viewpoints which acknowledge the influence of gender bias, 
but which also consider non-discriminatory factors such as number of hours worked, see Farrell, 
2005; Sowell, 1975) may be inclined to defend their worldview using motivated reasoning and 
other rhetorical tactics that are routinely employed to defend ideological orthodoxies. 

Yet, not every battle over an identity-relevant intellectual terrain triggers the deployment of 
rhetorical strategies that resemble political correctness.  Why is this?  In cases where an identity-
relevant worldview is based upon valid facts and sound reasons, the defenders of that viewpoint 
do not need to resort to strategies of political correctness; they can simply employ the standard 
tools of the enlightenment in their defense (Berlin, 2013; Pagden, 2013).  Political philosophers 
have historically referred to this type of rational disputation--entailing recourse to data and 
reasons--as the process of intellectual debate or dialectic discussion (Pearson, 2005; Mill, 1859).  
However, when a particular point of view is not unambiguously supported by brute facts (i.e., 
“the facts do not speak for themselves”) or the reasons supporting the argument are not easily 
accessible (e.g., consider whether the typical consumer decision to heed the advice on a product 
warning label is based upon an understanding of the scientific arguments or merely reflects a 
willingness to trust the experts41), it then follows, that the proponents of that point of view may be 
inclined to resort to more circuitous reasoning strategies (e.g., “trust the experts;” see Petty & 
Cacioppo, 1996 for a review) to defend their position.   

Why then would an academic scholar ever utilize rhetorical strategies that appear to be “less than 
rational” when defending their worldview?  A substantial body of research now supports the 
proposition that many forms of political ideology that were once conceptualized as products of 
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rational self-interest (i.e., based upon an individual’s conscious understanding of the data and 
arguments supporting their worldview) are now better understood as being: 

Ultimately driven not by ideologies or philosophies or values, but by the desires of 
individuals to advance their inclusive interest, to support societal rules that aid 
themselves and their families and their allies in achieving the kinds of fundamental 
goals that drive everyday life. (Kurzban & Weeden, 2014, p. 65, emphasis added) 

In other words, when an individual endorses an identity-relevant worldview—such as a political 
ideology or a strong allegiance to a particular sports team—the strategies they employ in its 
defense may be more accurately understood as tactics for navigating the social world, rather than 
tactics aimed at following reason and evidence wherever they may lead (see Kurzban & Weeden, 
2014; Mercier & Sperber, 2017; Sears & Funk, 1990; Sears, 1997 for reviews).  Because the sorts 
of social identities observed in academia are ostensibly based upon reason, more so than faith, 
members of an intellectual community (e.g., social scientists, educators, etc.) may be strongly 
inclined to respond to rational threats to their worldview by employing data and arguments of 
their own.   

From Cognitive Dissonance to Psychological Trauma 

When advocates of an ideological orthodoxy are members of an academic community that values 
rational disputation and intellectual debate, they may experience an existential crisis whenever 
they find themselves defending a worldview that is not actually founded upon clear evidence and 
sound reasons (i.e., it is a “counterintuitive” or putatively “unreasonable” viewpoint), or if they 
(the advocates) simply do not have access to the data and arguments that can be used to support 
their worldview.  This inability to marshal evidence and reasons to defend one’s worldview 
against counterevidence can give rise to a form of psychological discomfort.  Social scientists 
refer to this psychological discomfort as cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957; Harmon-Jones, 
2019).   
To understand how pathos-driven reasoning in response to ideological threats can sometimes lead 
defenders of an ideological orthodoxy to misinterpret data or employ unsound arguments, it can 
be helpful to distinguish between the psychological discomfort associated with run-of-the-mill 
episodes of cognitive dissonance and the sorts of cognitive/emotional stress responses that are 
observed in more severe psychological trauma.  It can also be illuminating to consider the 
affective (or emotional) influences on subsequent judgments –so-called “affect-as-information” 
effects-- that are often generated when threats to an identity-relevant worldview produce strong 
emotion.   
The thesis that political correctness lies somewhere between cognitive dissonance and 
psychological trauma presupposes that political correctness is associated with a particular form of 
psychological distress.  Yet, not all threats to a worldview will necessarily produce cognitive 
dissonance.  Cognitive dissonance is more likely to be evoked when a worldview is threatened by 
compelling evidence and/or reason-based arguments under one of two conditions, either: a) the 
worldview under attack is not founded upon clear evidence and sound reasoning, or b) the 
advocates of that worldview do not have access to the supportive data and sound reasons that can 
be used to support their beliefs.  In this regard, there are two features of cognitive dissonance that 
may be relevant to understanding political correctness as a response to a threatened identity-
relevant worldview.  First, cognitive dissonance, by definition, results when an individual has 
observed an inconsistency in their own beliefs/behavior, and second, this perceived inconsistency 
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(dissonance) generates feelings of acute discomfort that the individual is subsequently motivated 
to address (Harmon-Jones, 2019).  It follows that the negative affect42 associated with threats to 
one’s assumptive world (see Janoff-Bulman, 1992; Kaufman, 2002) can elicit strategies of 
motivated reasoning that serve, at best, to (a) aid the individual in re-adjusting their worldview in 
light of contradictory evidence or compelling counter-arguments (Briere & Scott, 2015; Walker, 
2013), and at worst, (b) lead to the deployment of cognitive distortions similar to the sorts of 
coping mechanisms observed during the experience of severe distress or psychological trauma 
(see Van der Kolk, 2014; Young, 1995).  Most therapeutic regimens designed to address trauma 
disorders focus on assisting the client in employing cognitive and behavioral strategies that 
effectively regulate their affect while they “psychologically process” their traumatic experiences.  
In the short-run, motivated reasoning, cognitive distortions, and other forms of affect regulation, 
can be quite effective strategies for reducing the immediate feelings of distress, but these affective 
coping strategies by themselves often produce more impairment than improvement in the long-
run (Briere & Scott, 2015; Van der Kolk, 2014).   

Cognitive Dissonance and Strong Emotion 
When an individual encounters a cogent counter-argument that challenges a cherished worldview, 
the resultant dissonance can generate intense emotion.  Sowell (2007, p. 240) notes: 

To the extent that one has become emotionally committed to, or publicly identified 
with, a particular theory, its failure in the face of evidence imposes psychic costs 
that can be painful. 

Strong emotions (e.g., fear, anger, sadness, etc.) signal that this affront represents a serious threat 
to one’s social identity, and when one’s social identity is tied to a particular worldview, this 
emotional reaction can also serve as a signal of one’s alliance to any identity-groups which share 
that worldview.  In some instances, rather than leading to the search for an alternative system of 
meaning, threats to a cherished worldview can lead to a renewed commitment to that worldview 
(Festinger, Riecken, & Schacter, 2009).  Moreover, when an identity-relevant worldview has been 
threatened, strong feelings are not invariably turned inwards toward a reconsideration of one’s 
core values.  As one religion scholar (Lewis, 1997, p. 121) notes: 

When people realize that things are going wrong, there are two questions they can 
ask: One is “What did we do wrong?” and the other is “Who did this to us?” 

Durkheim (1912, p. 73) argued that external attributions are not uncommon when the threatened 
group shares a “religious” commitment to a shared set of values: 

When religious feeling is intense, it does not accept that religion could be guilty 
and easily suggests explanations that preserve its innocence; if the rite does not 
produce the expected results, the failure is imputed either to some fault in 
execution or to the intervention of a rival divinity. 

On college campuses emotionally threatening challenges to one’s worldview can sometimes take 
the form of a public display of outrage (see Lukianoff & Haidt, 2018, p. 71) because: 

The combination of common-enemy identity politics and microaggression 
training creates an environment highly conducive to the development of a “call-
out culture,” in which students gain prestige for identifying small offenses 
committed by members of their community, and then publicly “calling out” the 
offenders. 
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Along these lines, Lukianoff & Haidt (2018) argue that emotional reasoning plays a central role in 
many aspects of political correctness observed on college campuses, including instances of 
catastrophizing, heightened perceptions of victimhood, and other cognitive distortions.  Two 
spheres of reasoning that are particularly relevant to the psychology of political correctness, and 
where emotional influences have been well-documented, are (a) moral reasoning (Haidt, 2007) 
and (b) evidence-based inference (or science communication, see Kahan, 2017, Kahan, et al., 
2017).   
Strong Emotion and Perceptions of Social Justice: Affect-as-Information Influences 

Emotional influences on perceptions of social justice have important implications ranging from 
the classroom to the courtroom (see Lukianoff & Haidt, 2018; Kahan & Nussbaum, 1996; Posner, 
2008).  In this regard, the science of emotion and morality has recently undergone a radical 
reconceptualization in which the traditional view of moral judgment as primarily reflecting the 
application of moral “reasoning” (e.g., Kohlberg, 1969) has been challenged by a new perspective 
that emphasizes the role of moral sentiments (such as sympathy/empathy) in judgments of moral 
approbation or disapproval [see Haidt’s (2001, 2007) Social Intuitionist Model, also Greene 
(2013)].  In a typical study of emotional influences on moral judgment, Lerner, Goldberg & 
Tetlock (1998) observed that individuals who were experimentally placed in an angry mood 
subsequently made harsher attributions of blame toward a hypothetical co-worker whose 
negligence had caused them harm.  Moreover, these same individuals also ascribed more severe 
punishments to the same co-worker, but only when they were primed with an angry mood 
(compared to a more neutral mood).  In another laboratory study individuals who were provoked 
to feel disgust, sadness or fear required significantly less evidence to make a strong negative 
moral trait attribution (i.e., uncharitable, unfriendly) compared to individuals who were placed in 
a more sanguine mood (Trafimow, Bromgard, Finlay, & Ketelaar, 2005).  In short, affect-laden 
influences appear to be a fundamental part of many forms of moral “reasoning” that traditionally 
have been conceptualized as operating in the domain of rational decision-making (Bloom, 2016; 
Haidt, 2001; Greene, 2013; Ketelaar, 2004; 2006; Ketelaar & Koenig, 2007).  
In fact, many forms of reasoning that were once conceptualized as purely “cold” cognitive 
processes –such as applying moral principles (e.g., moral reasoning) and evidence-based 
inference –are now known to be quite susceptible to emotional influences through a process that 
social scientists refer to as “Affect-as-information” (Clore, Schwarz & Conway, 1994; Clore & 
Schiller, 2016; Haselton & Ketelaar, 2006; Ketelaar & Clore, 1997 Schwarz & Clore, 1983).  By 
exploring the process through which an individual’s current affective or emotional state 
influences their perceptions of the world, social scientists studying these “affect-as-information” 
effects have discovered that our initial emotional framing of a decision context often serves as the 
default framework for interpreting subsequent decision-making and information-processing (e.g., 
Bloom, 2016; Damasio, 1994; Greene, 2013; Haidt, 2001, 2012; Higgins, Shah, & Friedman, 
1997; Ketelaar & Todd, 2001).  This link between our current emotional state and our perceptions 
of the world is not surprising when one appreciates that the affect-as-information perspective 
emerged from early research on cognitive dissonance, arousal transfer, and misattribution (see 
Schwarz & Clore, 2003).  One area where social scientists have begun exploring the link between 
emotion and social perception is in regard to perceptions of social justice. 

Barsky & Kaplan (2007) conducted a meta-analysis (45 studies, 57 distinct samples) on the 
association among affective states, trait measures of affect, and perceptions of justice.  Their 
analysis revealed a reliable association between measures of state and trait positive and negative 
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affect and perceptions of distributive, procedural, and interactional justice.  These relationships 
between emotion and perceptions of justice were in the predicted directions, with mean 
population-level correlations ranging in absolute magnitude from 0.09 to 0.43.  The typical 
finding was that participants in more a negative mood viewed the social world as less just, 
compared to participants in a more positive mood (Barsky & Kaplan, 2007).  Also, these 
correlations were generally larger for state affect, but not significantly different from those 
involving trait affect.  Moreover, this association between strong emotions and perceptions of 
social justice has been observed not only in the laboratory but also in the workplace.  Lang, 
Bliese, Lang, Adler (2011), for example, explored the relation between social justice in 
organizations and the emotional health of employees.  In this context, organizational justice refers 
to at least two kinds of perceptions: 1) perceptions of fair and respectful treatment by one’s 
supervisors or other authorities and 2) perceptions of how resource allocations are explained by 
your supervisor or other authority.  Prior to their studies, organizational researchers commonly 
interpreted the correlation between social justice in the workplace and employee psychological 
health as evidence that unfair treatment in the workplace leads to reduced psychological health.  
However, the correlational nature of many field studies did not allow for proper tests of causal 
direction and studies which actually examined the proposed causal direction were rare (see Lang, 
Bliese, Lang, & Adler, 2011 for a review).  In an analysis of military organizations Lang, Bliese, 
Lang, & Adler (2011) used three longitudinal data sets from applied field settings to test (a) 
whether organizational justice perceptions influence depressive symptoms over time and (b) 
whether depressive symptoms have a lagged relation with perceptions of organizational justice.  
Their study revealed evidence that negative affect (depressive symptoms) lead to subsequent 
perceptions of organizational injustice; in contrast, they found that the opposite effects of 
organizational injustice perceptions on depressive symptoms were not significant.  One 
explanation for these emotional influences on perceptions of justice entails an “affect-as-
information” process, as van den Bos (2003, p. 482) explains: 

It is not uncommon for people forming justice judgments to lack information that 
is most relevant in the particular situation.  In information-uncertain conditions, 
people may therefore construct judgments by relying on how they feel about the 
events they have encountered and justice judgments may hence be strongly 
influenced by affect information. 

van den Bos (2003) tested this claim in several experiments in which participants 
completed a series of simple object recognition tasks (e.g., counting the number of 
squares inside a pattern presented on a computer screen) and were later rewarded with 
lottery tickets in proportion to the number of tasks that they completed.  Across three 
experiments van den Bos (2001) observed that individuals who were experimentally 
placed into a negative mood subsequently judged the way that they had been treated to be 
less just compared to individuals who had been placed into a more positive mood.  
Consistent with an “affect-as-information” interpretation, experimentally produced mood 
states had an effect on judgments of justice only when participants were uncertain about 
how they (and other participants) were going to be rewarded.  van den Bos (2003, p. 482) 
noted: 

These findings thus reveal that in situations of information uncertainty, people’s 
judgments of justice can be very subjective, susceptible to affective states that 
have no logical relationship with the justice judgments they are constructing. 
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Recent social science research reveals that these emotional influences are not limited to 
“subjective” perceptions of justice, but may even extend to how we perceive the “objective” facts 
(evidence) used to generate a moral judgment.  
Affect-as-Information and the Processing of Factual Information  

Can emotional distress lead to bias in how we evaluate scientific evidence?  Several lines of 
experimental research are consistent with affective influences on estimates of relative risk (Slovic, 
Finucane, Peters, & MacGregor, 2007; Pachur, Hertwig, & Steinman, 2012) as well as the 
processing of factual information, including the interpretation of scientific evidence (Kahan, et 
al., 2012; Munro, Stansbury, & Tsai, 2012; Sowell, 2007).  In a classic series of laboratory 
experiments on affect and risk perception, Johnson and Tversky (1983, p. 26) found that the 
negative affect associated with reading news accounts of tragic deaths ranging from natural 
disasters and automobile accidents to homicides and heart attacks led to “pervasive global effects 
on estimates of fatalities” regardless of the cause of death being estimated.  The negative affect 
associated with reading a news account of a depressing death from stomach cancer, for example, 
generalized to increased perceptions of mortality risk from toxic chemical spills, terrorism and 
auto accidents.  Similar effects were demonstrated after participants read pleasant (non-tragic) 
news stories which produced increased positive affect and decreased estimates of risk of death 
across a wide range of causes (e.g. airplane accidents, leukemia, electrocution, etc.).  Naturalistic 
experiments of risk perception concur with these laboratory findings.  In the months following the 
September 11, 2001 terrorist airplane attacks in the United States, many Americans avoided the 
smaller dread risk associated with terror attacks by avoiding travel by airplane.  Instead, they 
assumed a much bigger death risk (by automobile accident) when they opted for travel via 
roadways rather than airways.  Gigerenzer (2004) examined air travel, highway traffic, and fatal 
traffic accidents for the 3 months following September 11 and his analysis revealed not only that 
air travel decreased and highway traffic increased, but that an additional 350 people died of traffic 
accidents during this period, more than the approximately 250 people who died on airplanes 
September 11, 2001.  Similar findings were observed by Lopez-Rousseau (2005) who tracked 
people’s transportation choices following the March 2004 terrorist train bombing in Spain which 
killed approximately 200 people.  Lopez-Rousseau (2005) found similar decreases in the mode of 
transportation associated with a terrorist act (railway travel decreased significantly), but did not 
observe an increase in automobile fatalities.  One reason for the less lethal response to terrorism 
appears to be due to the Spanish reducing both forms of travel (automobile and train) in the 
immediate aftermath of the terrorist bombing.  Both studies (Gigerenzer, 2004; Lopez-Rousseau, 
2005; see also Myers, 2001) are consistent with the claim that distressing events can produce 
affective influences on estimates of relative risk outside of the social science laboratory. 
Affective influences on inferences regarding “evidence” are not limited to evaluations of risk and 
have even been demonstrated in judgements of “legally consequential facts” (Kahan, Hoffman, 
Braman, Evans, & Rachlinkski, 2012).  In their classic (1954) monograph titled “They saw a 
game,” social psychologists Hastorf & Cantril examined student attributions of blame for the 
violence observed during an Ivy League football contest.  Although fans on opposing sides were 
ostensibly witnessing the same set of events (i.e., the 1951 Dartmouth-Princeton football game): 

The students’ emotional stake in affirming their loyalty to their institutions…had 
unconsciously shaped what they had seen when viewing events captured on film.  
This study is now recognized as a classic demonstration of “motivated cognition,” 
the ubiquitous tendency of people to form perceptions, and to process factual 
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information generally, in a manner congenial to their values and desires. (Kahan, 
et. al., 2012, p. 853, emphasis added). 

Contemporary research on ideological disputes ranging from climate change to HPV vaccines, 
has demonstrated robust patterns of affective-motivational influences-- based upon group identity 
and cultural values--on the evaluation of “objective” facts (see Kahan, 2017a, Kahan & 
Nussbaum, 1996).  Munro et al. (2012), for example, presented participants in two experiments 
with scientific evidence that disconfirmed their pre-existing beliefs and found that participants 
subsequently rated the methodology and rigor of those studies as weaker.  Consistent with an 
affect-as-information interpretation of these results, this effect was reduced in a misattribution 
condition in which participants were given the opportunity to mis-attribute their feelings of 
discomfort to an irrelevant source.  In another study which examined how individuals process 
threatening evidence, women were asked to read an article that linked alcohol consumption to 
breast cancer (Klein & Harris, 2009).  Consistent with the claim that threats to identity-relevant 
worldviews can generate emotional responses that lead to biases in the processing of threatening 
information, women who were moderate-to-heavy drinkers showed an attentional bias towards 
ignoring threatening words in the article.  This bias was reduced for women who received a 
positive “self-affirmation” message prior to reading the article.  In sum, cogent challenges to an 
identity-relevant worldview can generate biased information-processing of counter-evidence.  
Moreover, the negative affect associated with such threats can sometimes impair processing of 
factual information and persuasive arguments: 

Belief-disconfirming scientific studies elicit negative affect, which mobilizes an 
expenditure of cognitive resources to reconcile the inconsistency between one’s 
pre-existing beliefs and the scientific evidence.  The increased cognitive 
processing often results in an unfavorable critique of the scientific evidence 
(Munro et al. (2012, p. 11). 

When combined with evidence for ideological bias in academia (e.g., in the reviewing of 
manuscripts, evaluation of job candidates, and in the evaluation of research in general, see Duarte, 
et al., 2015; Koehler, 1993; Mahoney, 1977), these experimental findings suggest that affect-
driven motivated reasoning is a plausible mechanism for explaining why some individuals may be 
inclined to misinterpret data or employ unsound arguments when defending an ideology (see also 
Westen, Blagov, Herenski, Kilts & Haman, 2006).  Given the considerable evidence that pathos-
driven reasoning can bias judgment and distort perception, is there any evidence that these threats 
to an identity-relevant worldview can produce distress so severe that it shades into emotional 
trauma?  In other words, when does cognitive dissonance and psychological discomfort become 
trauma?   
Pain is inevitable, Suffering is not. 

The claim that political correctness lies halfway between cognitive dissonance and psychological 
trauma can be illustrated by considering the Buddhist proverb “Pain is inevitable, suffering is 
optional,” a well-known axiom associated with the parable of the two darts: 

Suppose they were to strike a man with a dart, and then strike him immediately 
afterward with a second dart, so that the man would feel a feeling caused by two 
darts.  So too, when the uninstructed worldling experiences a painful feeling, he 
feels two feelings—a bodily one and a mental one.  
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Sallatha Sutta, 36:6; IV 207-210 (Bhikku Bodhi, 2005) 
This view is not limited to eastern philosophy. A similar view was espoused by Epictetus in the 
2nd century CE: 

What really frightens and dismays us is not external events themselves, but the 
way in which we think about them.  It is not things that disturb us, but our 
interpretation of their significance. 

This distinction between the initial response to an acute stressor (the first arrow) and the 
subsequent psychological response to the precipitating event (the second arrow) is often evoked in 
descriptions of psychotherapeutic interventions (i.e., Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy, Mindfulness-
Based Cognitive Therapy) employed to treat PTSD and acute stress disorder.  In much the same 
way that one observes that most psychological responses to backaches (bodily insults) and 
heartaches (psychological insults) do not meet the diagnostic criteria for PTSD or Acute Stress 
Disorder, so too it is often the case that experiences of significant loss (e.g., grieving a death or 
the dissolution of an important romantic relationship) and shattered expectations (e.g., being 
denied a sought-after promotion at work or failing to get into the college of one’s choice) are 
more likely to result in an admission of failure than an “admission” to a psychiatric emergency 
room or an in-patient psychiatric facility.  So, why then do so many instances of political 
correctness on college campuses reference trauma-invoking images, such as the claim by one 
university faculty senate that erecting a statue of the schools cowboy mascot at the entrance to 
campus “would be traumatic to many members of [the university] community, especially 
Indigenous peoples, victims of gun violence, as well as women and gender non-conforming 
people.” The answer to this question may lie in understanding the distinction between the 
psychological discomfort associated with cognitive dissonance and the clinical symptoms 
associated with a psychological trauma disorder. 

Among behavioral health care professionals the label “psychological trauma” is reserved for the 
experience of events in which the “first arrow” involves: a) threatened death, serious injury, or 
sexual violence, or b) significant threats to the individuals psychological integrity such as the 
experience of child abuse, including severe maltreatment or neglect by an important attachment 
figure (see Briere & Scott, 2015; Van der Kolk, 2014 for discussion of Developmental trauma 
disorders).  Moreover, a diagnosis of a psychological trauma disorder typically requires that the 
“second arrow” –or psychological suffering—manifests itself in terms of psychological 
difficulties of extreme severity and duration.  In this manner, many experiences of stress that 
result in poor coping responses (e.g., feeling upset or overwhelmed) are more accurately 
diagnosed as “poor coping skills” in response to daily hassles (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; 
Kanner, Coyne, Schaefer, & Lazarus, 1981) or as a run-of-the-mill adjustment disorder (Briere & 
Scott, 2015) rather than a full-blown psychological trauma disorder per se.  It is in this sense that 
claims such as “words are violence” (Feldman Barrett, 2017), or the claim that people will be 
“traumatized” by viewing a statue can be seen as examples of hyperbolic speech or stretched 
metaphors rather than precise clinical language.   
Can threats to Identity-Relevant Worldviews produce Trauma? 

One form of threat to an identity-relevant worldview that is often discussed in the context of 
political correctness is the concept of microaggression (Campbell & Manning, 2018; Lilienfeld, 
2017).  Microaggressions are typically conceptualized as “brief, everyday exchanges that send 
denigrating messages to certain individuals because of their group membership” (Sue, 2010, p. 
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xvi).  Some scholars claim that minor offenses, such as micro-aggressions, can actually cause 
psychological trauma.  Kevin Nadal (2018) author of Microaggressions and Traumatic Stress 
acknowledges that most therapists would not consider the experience of persistent racial or gender 
discrimination (e.g., the experience of repeatedly being told that “There is only one race, the 
human race” or that “Men and women have equal opportunities for achievement43) would merit 
the label of trauma in the same sense as threats to one’s physical well-being such as a hate crimes 
(i.e., an attempted lynching) or acts of sexual violence (i.e., rape).  Nonetheless, some scholars 
have implied exactly that.  Degruy (2017, p. 105), for example, describes Post Traumatic Slave 
Syndrome as a condition that results when a population experiences “trauma resulting from 
centuries of slavery and continues to experience oppression and institutionalized racism today.”  
According to Degruy (2017, p. 102) this trauma is analogous to PTSD and can be passed down 
generations via a combination of cultural transmission and epigenetics (i.e., stress-altered genetic 
coding that is inherited, see pp. 102-103).  Along these same lines, Nadal (2018, p. 13, emphasis 
added) argues that: 

When people face discrimination in their lives that is (a) intense, (b) extensive and 
enduring, (c) threatening to one’s sense of safety, and (d) causal of symptoms that 
are aligned with PTSD (e.g., avoidance, dissociation) their experiences might be 
labelled as traumatic discrimination. 

Despite his caveats about distinguishing different forms of acute stress from clinical trauma 
disorders, the only aspect of Nadal’s (2018) description of traumatic discrimination that fits the 
DSM or ICD diagnostic criterion for a psychological trauma disorder is his final criterion [i.e., 
experiencing symptoms of PTSD].  Unfortunately, this observation reduces his account to a 
tautology: traumatic discrimination occurs whenever discrimination is traumatic.  By the same 
token, using such loose diagnostic criteria, one could generate a plethora of novel trauma 
disorders not included in the DSM or ICD (e.g., traumatic phobia, traumatic depression, etc.).  
Even so, social scientists have an ethical obligation to treat every instance of psychological pain 
seriously and it is clear that some threats to social identity, including micro-aggressions, may 
cause extreme discomfort in some individuals.  Nonetheless, Nadal’s (2018) argument (see Sue, 
2010 for similar claims) that repeated discrimination can lead to extreme psychological 
discomfort does not in itself support the claim that emotional reactions to microaggressions merit 
the diagnosis of psychological trauma.  This is the case for one simple reason: the initial reaction 
to a threat is only the first arrow, the inevitable bodily or mental response that signals that a threat 
has been detected.  The secondary coping response (the second arrow) can run the gamut from 
mundane reactions of discomfort (e.g. cognitive dissonance, anxiety, feelings of annoyance, etc.) 
to more extreme pathological reactions in the form of symptoms associated with psychological 
trauma disorders (intrusive memories, catastrophizing, hypervigilance, etc.).  This distinction 
between the initial insult and the subsequent coping response is paramount in treating trauma 
disorders and the same logic might apply to helping sooth the psychological suffering associated 
with “survivors” of microaggressions:  

To the extent that treatment can reduce this second source of suffering by (a) 
loosening the survivor’s grip on beliefs, needs, and expectations that have been 
challenged or proven false and (b) redirecting his or her attention to more realistic, 
nourishing, and accepting ways of being, the survivor may be able to change what 
is possible to change—his or her perspective and understanding—as opposed to 
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what cannot be changed—the trauma or its concrete impacts. (Briere & Scott, 
2015, p. 226).   

Although threats to an identity-relevant worldview do not invariably result in psychological 
trauma, this does not necessarily lead one to conclude that racism and sexism are psychologically 
benign experiences.  Nonetheless, the mere observation that certain forms of discrimination can 
produce psychological discomfort does not, in itself, suggest that an insult to one’s assumptive 
world will necessarily produce psychological trauma.   

Despite these caveats concerning the overapplication of terms such as “trauma” and 
“violence,” there is considerable evidence that members of the academy sometimes react to the 
everyday slings and arrows of outrageous fortune as if they have experienced trauma or acquired 
a psychological trauma disorder (see Lukianoff & Haidt, 2018; MacDonald, 2018; Campbell & 
Manning, 2018; Jussim, 2018 for reviews).  The current model of political correctness suggests 
that in some of these instances, the use of the term “trauma” or “traumatic” is hyperbole rather 
than precise clinical language.  The hyperbolic use of terms such as “aggression” (e.g., 
categorizing a verbal faux pas as a micro-aggression), “violence” (claiming that “words are 
violence”) and “trauma” (e.g., the claim that erecting a statue of a gun-toting cowboy on a college 
campus would be “traumatic” for gender non-conforming people44) are examples of what Haslam 
(2015) calls “concept creep.”  Concept creep occurs when the meaning of a word is broadened to 
encompass milder forms of the phenomena (e.g., broadening the meaning of “aggression” to 
include unintended verbal slights) or when a term’s meaning is expanded to accommodate 
additional contexts or historically novel examples (e.g., some scholars have argued in favor of 
expanding the diagnosis of trauma disorder to includes severely disruptive developmental 
experiences such as caregiver neglect or emotional abuse, see Briere, Runtz, Eadie, Bigras, & 
Godbout, 2017).  In such cases, concept creep is seen as beneficial, the inevitable consequence of 
historical advancement in the sophistication of clinical awareness and diagnosis.  In this light, the 
proposal to expand the definition of trauma disorders to include dysfunctional child-rearing styles 
and care-giver neglect (see Herman, 1997; Kaufman, 2002; Van der Kolk, 2014 for reviews) is 
seen as “normal paradigm science” in much the same way that our increasing understanding of 
early difficulties in social interactions (e.g., a child’s difficulty with nonverbal conversation skills) 
has allowed clinicians to differentiate mere social awkwardness from the symptoms of Aspergers 
or Autism Spectrum Disorder (see Baron-Cohen, 2003).  However, the over-application of 
clinical terminology can also have problematic effects when terms such as “trauma” and “abuse” 
inculcate an academic environment where more and more people come to “see themselves as 
victims…defined by their suffering, vulnerability, and innocence” and who perceive themselves 
as tormented by “a typecast assortment of moral villains: abusers, bullies, and traumatizers” 
(Haslam, 2015, p. 14; see also Campbell & Manning, 2018).   

Political Correctness: Defect or Defense? 
A Darwinian Medicine (Nesse & Williams, 1994) perspective on psychological responses to 
threat emphasizes the distinction between responses that serve as adaptive defenses (consider the 
role of fever in combatting infection or fear in responding to a poisonous snake) and responses 
that are more properly referred to as defects in the design features of the organism (e.g., a 
prolonged fever in response to a very brief infection or an extreme fear reaction to a mere photo 
of a snake).  From the perspective of Evolutionary Psychiatry, a subdiscipline of Darwinian 
Medicine (see Nesse, 2019; Nesse & Williams, 1994), these secondary coping responses to 
threats are excellent candidates for evolved psychological mechanisms “designed” (in ancestral 
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environments) to deal with specific recurrent threats to survival or reproduction (e.g., fever as an 
evolved response to bacterial invaders, specific fears/phobias as evolved psychological responses 
to particular evolutionarily-relevant dangers, see Seligman, 1971; Ohman & Mineka, 2001).  In 
this light, the repertoire of psychological reactions that occur when an individual’s “assumptive 
world” has been challenged can also be viewed as candidates for evolved psychological responses 
if the psychological mechanisms that generate these cognitive and behavioral strategies arose 
through a process of natural selection to address specific recurrent threats to survival and/or 
reproduction in ancestral environments (Barkow, Cosmides, & Tooby, 1992; Buss, 1995; Marks 
& Nesse, 1994; Nesse, 1990, 2001a; Tooby & Cosmides, 1990).   
Some evolutionary psychologists (Navarrete, Kurzban, Fessler, & Kirkpatrick, 2004, p. 373) have 
argued that defending one’s allegiance to a shared worldview is a reasonable strategy to employ 
during moments of acute stress: 

natural selection can be expected to have shaped human psychology such that, 
when confronted with emergency situations that can be remedied through 
coalitional support, individuals will exhibit a strongly pro-normative orientation 
in order to enhance the maintenance and formation of alliances. 

Consistent with this view, in a series of experiments Navarrete et al (2004) found that individuals 
displayed greater allegiance to an identity-relevant worldview (e.g., their pre-existing pro-
American attitude) after being asked to think about threatening information (e.g., imagining their 
own death, their home had been burglarized, or being socially isolated from family and friends), 
compared to when they were asked to imagine a more neutral scenario.  Similar findings have 
been observed in a rural Costa Rican sample (see Navarrete, 2004, 2005) in which participants 
displayed greater allegiance to an identity-relevant worldview (i.e., a pro-Costa Rican attitude) 
after contemplating a variety of coalition-relevant threats. 

Although most individuals experience some degree of distress when confronted with a threat to 
their physical or psychological well-being (the first arrow), there are individual and cultural45 
differences in the nature, magnitude, and duration of the subsequent psychological response (the 
second arrow) generated in response to threats (Briere & Scott, 2015; Gross, Sutton, & Ketelaar, 
1998; Larsen & Ketelaar, 1991; Van der Kolk, 2014).  In this regards an evolutionary perspective 
on the psychology of extreme stress underscores the value of prudence before evoking the 
concept of “evolutionary design” to understand why behavioral or psychological response 
systems become engaged during moments of acute stress (see Williams, 1966; Nesse & Williams, 
1994).  Among the alternative explanations that must be considered before invoking the label 
“psychological adaptation” are the possibility that certain responses to extreme stress are best 
characterized as random noise, or simply as byproducts of other evolved response systems (Buss, 
1995)46.  Nonetheless, some cognitive and behavioral coping strategies (e.g., tactics such as 
avoidance, dissociation, self-medicating with substances, or maintaining a state of hypervigilance) 
may be excellent candidates for evolved short-term stress coping tactics, despite the fact that these 
same ploys are often maladaptive as long-term strategies for coping with severe psychological 
stress (Briere & Scott, 2015; Van der Kolk, 2014).   

The existence of evolved psychological adaptations for dealing with acute stress does not 
preclude the possibility that these psychological mechanisms may be triggered by aspects of 
modern environments that only vaguely resemble the ancestral conditions in which these 
psychological processes evolved.  Confronted with modern cues to ancestral threats it is not 
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surprising that individuals may sometimes deploy evolved psychological responses that are poorly 
suited for modern social environments (Haselton & Nettle; 2006; Nesse, 2001b).  The classic 
example of a mismatch between ancient psychological strategies and novel modern environments 
concerns our evolved “sweet tooth” mechanism (our evolved preference for sugary foods) in 
which this “solution” to the challenge of ingesting adequate nutrients in ancestral environments of 
scarcity leads to obesity, diabetes, and tooth decay in modern environments with an over-
abundance of sugary foods.  In similar fashion, evolved cognitive strategies for coping with acute 
stress –e.g., psychological processes that functioned well in ancestral conditions--might be 
triggered in modern circumstances that do not actually portend a significant threat to survival or 
reproduction (e.g., a photo of a poisonous snake, an incorrectly employed gender pronoun).  In 
such cases, the activation of “evolved” cognitive and behavioral strategies may sometimes do 
more harm than good in modern environments, as when a traumatized military veteran 
successfully regulates his affect in the short-run by consuming alcohol or other substances, but 
pays the long-term price of impairment to his social and physical well-being when this short-term 
strategy of affect-regulation turns into substance abuse or addiction.  From the perspective of 
evolutionary psychiatry, some psychological responses to worldview threat which may still be 
functional in modern environments might include appropriate modes of rumination (mentally 
revisiting the precipitating events that led to the state of extreme stress—a strategy analogous to a 
post-game debriefing or post-mortem analysis of a business transaction), engagement of problem-
focused coping strategies (including many of the cognitive strategies associated with cognitive-
behavioral therapies, see Briere & Scott, 2015; Folkman & Lazarus, 1988) and finally, stress 
reduction tactics such as distraction, self-compassion, or other forms of self-soothing (see Neff, 
2011).  By emphasizing this distinction between defenses and defects, a Darwinian Medicine 
perspective on stress responses may be helpful in understanding why some aspects of the 
psychology of political correctness appear maladaptive or irrational in modern civil society. 

The Problem: Intolerance of Diverse Viewpoints 

Civil religions tend to be unifying forces, but they can also be sources of conflict when groups 
with differing views regarding what is sacred, and what is profane, interact.  It is an appreciation 
of these conflicting forces (unity of shared beliefs, intolerance of opposing views) that lies at the 
very heart of the thesis which argues that it is the degree of dogma that one tolerates, rather than 
the specific content of one’s shared beliefs, that distinguishes science from religion.  Of course, 
scientists can seem dogmatic about the claim that “nothing is sacred” or that “one should follow 
the evidence wherever it may lead.”  Ironically, quite often what combats dogma in science is the 
rather dogmatic belief that “a tolerance of diverse viewpoints” itself serves the very goals of 
science; for it is only by allowing colleagues to explore the “taboo” that controversial ideas can be 
thoroughly investigated.  By contrast, a common feature of religious dogma is a staunch 
unwillingness to revise doctrinal texts even when contradictory evidence emerges.  In this 
regards, stoning (or other forms of corporeal punishment), shaming, and excommunication have 
been the traditional (albeit medieval) means of dealing with proponents of religious heresy 
(Mediaeval Crime Museum, 1981).  In the sciences, however, sanctions for heresy (e.g., reviewer 
rejection of a manuscript, denial of tenure or promotion, etc.) are typically less severe.  Yet, the 
principle of tolerance for diverse viewpoints would seem to entail an appropriate balance of 
dogmatic devotion to principles (including the principle of tolerance) and the relative amount of 
viewpoint diversity (or lack of consensus, to put it more bluntly) that a given epistemic 
community can withstand.  In societies with high degrees of devotion, but little diversity (e.g., 
Poland’s Catholicism, a Sociology Department’s progressive politics) there is little apparent 
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discord, likewise in societies with much diversity but little devoutness (e.g., alternative medicine 
communities, 12 step recovery programs, see Fuller, 2001; Putnam & Campbell, 2010).  In other  
words, conflict is more common whenever dogma and diversity co-exist in the same community 
or, as Putnam and Campbell (2010, p. 494) argue: “To be high in both devotion and diversity is a 
potentially volatile mixture.”  Thus, tolerance for diversity, including the tolerance of intolerance, 
seems to have created a Gordian knot for academia: 

Unless a movement finds some way of accommodating the diversity of views that 
will always surface in a group not under siege, it survives—if it survives at all—
as a sect.  A sect sees itself as voluntarily and necessarily separated from the 
larger society, which it regards as beyond redemption by conversion or other 
means.  Its members are encouraged to view themselves as a righteous 
remnant…As a result, there is little intellectual development.  Ideas tend to 
atrophy into fundamentalism, showing the mistrust and paranoia that usually 
accompany a narrow religiosity (Patai and Koertege (2003, p. 188). 

The Problem:  When Intolerance of Viewpoint Diversity becomes Dogma  
Rousseau (1762/2011, p. 250), who coined the term “civil religion,” ironically noted one dogma 
that he was not willing to part with, intolerance: 

Those who distinguish between civil and theological intolerance are mistaken, in 
my opinion.  Those two types of intolerance are inseparable.  It is impossible to 
live in peace with those one believes to be damned47.   

When political correctness takes the form of an ideological orthodoxy it can promote 
intolerance (Campbell & Manning, 2018; Duarte, et al., 2015; Dreger, 2015; Kipnis, 2017; 
Lukianoff & Haidt, 2018; Loury, 1994).  The result is often ironic, such as when proponents 
of social justice are accused of creating hostile environments for colleagues whose 
behavior appears incongruous with a campus culture of “diversity and inclusion” (see 
Wiener, 2018 and Zimmerman, 2016 for reviews).   

Why do ideological orthodoxies—even orthodoxies surrounding equality and fairness–
sometimes give rise to intolerance?  One explanation stems from two factors that operate 
in ideological echo-chambers: First, individuals tend to over-estimate the likelihood that 
others share their beliefs/attitudes (e.g., the false consensus effect or naïve realism, see 
Jost, & Banaji, 1994; Ross, Greene & House, 1977; Kunda, 2001) and second, individuals 
over-estimate the popularity of extreme viewpoints in the opposition camp (e.g., the so-
called “perception gap48” see Yudkin, Hawkins, & Dixon, 2019).  In combination, false 
consensus effects and other cognitive distortions can generate a social environment in 
which a small cadre of highly partisan individuals appears to be supported—at least 
implicitly-- by a large community of weak49 “allies” (i.e., “the solid unmoving cattle of the 
majority”) who publicly align themselves with the beliefs of the partisans, but do not themselves 
directly participate in public debates and protests (see Campbell & Manning, 2018; Jussim, 2018).  
Simultaneously, a “perception gap” can generate the belief that the social world is populated with 
warring ideological factions consisting of organized tribes of like-minded individuals heavily 
armed with dangerous ideas and questionable rhetorical tactics (Greene, 2013; Jost & Major, 
2001; Kurzban & Weeden, 2014).   
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Why would a student join a mob in calling-out a local bakery as racist after the business has 
apprehended a shoplifter?  Why would a faculty member view a statue of a cowboy mascot as a 
hypermasculine symbol of violence that has the potential to traumatize gender non-conforming 
individuals?  One possible answer to these questions lies in our understanding of the 
psychology of stress responses that occur when our core beliefs or “assumptive world” 
has been challenged (Janoff-Bulman, 1992; Kaufman, 2002).  Psychological stress reactions 
to a threatened worldview can range from minor instances of cognitive dissonance such as 
experiencing a major “sports upset” (i.e., when a favored sports team is beaten by an ostensibly 
inferior rival) to major instances of psychological trauma such as experiencing acts of betrayal 
perpetrated by an important attachment figure (e.g., childhood violence/sexual abuse or emotional 
neglect perpetrated by a caregiver, see Briere & Scott, 2015).  Although some instances of 
political correctness observed on college campuses can elicit symptoms of psychological stress 
disorders (e.g., PTSD, Acute Stress Disorder), most examples of political correctness are more 
accurately characterized as displays of extreme psychological discomfort associated with the 
cognitive dissonance aroused by threats to an identity-relevant ideological orthodoxy, especially 
under conditions where the defender perceives themselves to be ill-equipped to handle such 
threats.  Regarding claims of over-sensitivity to minor insults, one scholar of race relations 
(Steele, 2006, p. 39, emphasis in the original) notes: 

When I visit university campuses today, black students often tell me that racism is 
everywhere around them, that the university is a racist institution.  When I ask for 
specific examples of racist events or acts of discrimination, I invariable get 
nothing at all or references to some small slight that requires the most labored 
interpretation to be seen as racist.  Global racism allows these students to feel 
aggrieved by racism even as they live on campuses notorious for almost 
totalitarian regimes of political correctness—and to feel more aggrieved than 
black students did forty years ago, before the civil rights victories. 

Yet, contemporary scholars are not the first to make claims about institutionalized calamity 
endemic to the University system.  Writing in the early modern period, Martin Luther (1520 
Address to the German Nobility, c.f. Howard, 2006), a Theology Professor at the University of 
Marburg, lamented: 

The universities need a sound and thorough reformation….For Christian youth and those 
of upper classes, with whom abides the future of Christianity, will be taught and trained in 
the universities.  In my view, no work more worthy of the pope and emperor could be 
carried out than true reformation of the universities.  On the other hand, nothing could be 
more wicked, or serve the devil better, than unreformed universities…I greatly fear that 
the universities are but wide-open gates leading to hell. 

Modern universities have Chancellors and Chief Diversity Officers rather than Popes and 
Emperors, but the concern is just the same; throughout the history of the university a vocal 
segment of the academy has always existed, manifest in different forms at different periods of 
time, echoing the familiar lament regarding how a scourge of ideological discord within the 
community is undermining the central mission of the university.  In the medieval period this 
discord centered on claims concerning the lack of piety, in the modern era the focus has shifted to 
claims regarding the paucity of diversity and tolerance. 
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What can be Done? Tolerating Heterodoxy  
Most scholars of campus politics argue that political correctness is most often manifest not by 
mobs or protesting majorities, but through the actions of small, but vocal, groups of individuals 
whose promotion (or defense) of an ideological orthodoxy is quietly tolerated or implicitly 
supported by their colleagues (Campbell & Manning, 2018; Dreger, 2015; Duarte, Crawford, 
Stern, Haidt, Jussim & Tetlock, 2015; Horowitz, Yaworsky, & Kickham, 2019; Jost & Major, 
2001; Lukianoff & Haidt, 2018; O’Donohue & Redding, 2009; Patai & Koertge, 2003; Shields & 
Dunn, 2016; Zimmerman, 2016).  Given the out-sized influence that even a small group of 
engaged actors can have on the larger intellectual environment, one might ask how academic 
communities might balance the goal of promoting productive civil discourse alongside the goal of 
respecting the rights of individuals to hold and express different, even offensive, points of view?  
Whatever answer to this question universities explore, it seems relevant to note that whenever 
different points of view collide, tolerance for heterodox viewpoints declines substantially if 
enough individuals take offense (Campbell & Manning, 2018; Dreger, 2015; Patai & Koertge, 
2003; Sander & Taylor, 2012; Shields & Dunn, 2016; Zimmerman, 2016).  In campus politics, the 
classic argument for the acceptability of intolerance toward offensive points of view is Herbert 
Marcuse’s (1965) essay on “Repressive Tolerance” in which he argued that it is acceptable to be 
intolerant of certain ideologies so long as one can conclude that these ideologies are not only 
offensive, but dangerous: 

Liberating tolerance, then, would mean intolerance against movements from the 
Right and toleration of movements from the Left.…the speeches of the Fascist 
and Nazi leaders were the immediate prologue to the massacre…if democratic 
tolerance had been withdrawn when the future leaders started their campaign, 
mankind would have had a chance of avoiding Auschwitz and a World War. 

Marcuse’s view of “repressive tolerance” or “liberating tolerance” was obviously influenced by 
his own experiences as a Jew in Germany during the late 1920’s and early 1930s (Jeffries, 2016).  
In Weimar republic Germany (1918-1933) the idea that it was acceptable to be intolerant of one’s 
ideological opponents was not unique to Marcuse or those who railed against Nazis and Fascists.  
Consider the following commentary from one of Marcuse’s contemporaries, a fellow countrymen 
who came to Germany from Austria in 1913, but elected to remain in Germany when the Nazis 
came to power: 

The greatness of every powerful organization which embodies a creative idea lies 
in the spirit of religious devotion and intolerance with which it stands out against 
all others, because it has an ardent faith in its own right50.  

By contrast with Marcuse’s (1965) strategy of intolerance towards certain “offensive” viewpoints, 
an active tolerance of diverse viewpoints creates an intellectual space where scholars are free to 
explore “dangerous ideas” (see Chagnon, 2013; Dennett, 1994; Dreger, 2015). 
It is obvious that a plethora of ideological perspectives has emerged to explain the social world. 
Thomas Sowell (2007, p. 3-4) refers to these competing perspectives as “conflicting visions.”  At 
the very core of these distinct worldviews –viewpoints which autonomous individuals can employ 
to guide themselves through the chaos and confusion of their social worlds—are sets of “self-
evident” beliefs and assumptions (Bowlby, 1973; Janoff-Bulman, 2002; Peterson, 1999).  Some 
scholars have argued that as long as these ideologies and worldviews do not manifest themselves 
as discriminatory actions or harmful behavior there is little utility in prohibiting or regulating the 
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unquestioned beliefs or “self-evident assumptions” that constitute a particular worldview (Sowell, 
2007).  Each of these competing visions of the social world operates like an alternative map, 
simplifying the world by leaving out or ignoring certain features of the social landscape while 
giving greater emphasis to other features.  Sowell (2007, pp. 3-4) writes:  

“Visions are like maps that guide us through a tangle of bewildering 
complexities.  Like maps, visions have to leave out many concrete  
features in order to enable us to focus on a few key paths to our goals.   

Each of these diverse ideologies, working models and worldviews can complement one another, 
giving rise to a more richly textured worldview than can be provided by one map alone, or by no 
map at all.  It is surprising, however, to sometimes observe critics of intellectual debate equate 
viewpoint diversity with elitism (arrogance) and “uncritical” thinking.  As the director of an 
Ethnic Studies program51 once argued:  

We are trapped into thinking about phenomena in simplistic binarisms: “right or 
wrong’ “good or bad’ legal or illegal.  We have lost our ability to think 
critically…we cannot move forward with any healthy outcomes until we break 
with our dualistic thinking patterns and learn to view issues from multiple and 
infinite sides.  The notion that there are “two sides to every story” is incredibly 
limiting.  

Yet, pluralists such as cultural anthropologist Richard Shweder (2003, p. 2) note that: 
The knowable world is incomplete if seen from any one point of view, incoherent 
if seen from all points of view at once, and empty if seen from nowhere in 
particular. 

Moreover, research in cultural anthropology suggests that our capacity to acknowledge, develop, 
and explore a diversity (but perhaps not an infinity) of worldviews is a widely shared feature of 
human nature that coincides with many of the best (and worst) features of modern civil society, 
including our capacity for both civil discourse and political correctness (see Boyd, 2018; Harris, 
1999; Henrich, 2016; Schweder, 2003).  
Promoting Tolerance: Lessons from Huxley 

Bertrand Russell (1932) once cautioned that the trouble with the world is that the ignorant are 
brimming with confidence while the well-informed are full of doubt.  In modern intellectual 
debates pretentious emotions expressed with great confidence sometimes trump unpretentious 
logic and simple facts conveyed with proper humility.  In this regards, it is not surprising that 
academic environments, populated with individuals possessing advanced degrees and skilled in 
critical thinking and intellectual disputation, are particularly susceptible to political correctness 
especially when a scholarly communities is characterized by a low level of viewpoint diversity 
(i.e., ideological orthodoxy).  Consider for example, the historical shift in the ratio of progressive-
to-conservative professors in the social sciences and humanities faculties.  In 1950 there was an 
approximately 2:1 ratio favoring progressive over conservative political leanings among faculty in 
disciplines such as psychology, history, and economics.  Over the next several decades this ratio 
has increased to as high as 17:1 in the social sciences (for reviews, see Duarte, et al., 2015; 
Langbert, Quain, & Klein, 2016).  The concern is that academic environments characterized by 
insufficient viewpoint diversity can result in intellectual communities where scholars are exposed 
to few threats to their ideological worldviews (see Jacoby, 2016 for an opposing view).  As a 
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result, the psychological immune systems of members of an intellectually-orthodox community 
may be so weak that even a single exposure to a coherent and cogent heterodox argument can 
generate a minor existential crisis as the individual searches for an appropriate response to defend 
their threatened worldview. 

Contemporary academics, particularly in the social sciences and humanities, have sometimes been 
accused of “coddling the American mind” (Lukianoff & Haidt, 2018) by employing unreasonable 
emotional and moral arguments to “protect” students from perceived slights and harms associated 
with exposure to heterodox viewpoints.  One concern is that this political correctness on college 
campuses could transform tendencies toward over-protection of students into the more 
problematic praxis of shielding the general public from uncomfortable truths about human nature.  
For example, in a 21st century conversation reminiscent of Thomas Huxley’s 19th century debate 
with the Bishop of Winchester, the contemporary Darwin Scholar Helena Cronin was criticized 
for her politically incorrect references to sex differences in the human brain.  The neuroscientist 
who made these criticisms noted that modern scholars, such as Cronin, appear to be invoking 19th 
century anachronisms by talking about “male brains” and “female brains” (Rippon, 2016, c.f. 
Cronin, Rippon, & Baron-Cohen, 2016).  Cronin (2016) responded to her critic by pointing out 
that she appeared to be saying: 

we shouldn’t talk about sex differences out in the open because people get it all 
wrong and start exaggerating.  People use the biology--if we say that there are sex 
differences--they use it for sexist purposes.   

Cronin countered that we should “criticize the sexism, not the science.”  Her response to her critic 
illustrates that pointing out flaws and limitations in a scholarly argument is fair game, a standard 
and essential practice that makes 21st century science a self-correcting and useful enterprise.  
However, as Cronin observed, casting pervasive doubt on scientific arguments that have no 
glaring flaws, and are presented with the necessary caveats, is not a form of scholarly criticism 
per se, it is form of extreme skepticism.  Skepticism is to scientific arguments what salt and 
pepper are to some culinary creations: if there is not enough, the outcome will likely fall short of 
its full potential; if there is too much, the result can be unpalatable or toxic.  Accordingly, the 
question of whether “sex differences in the brain” is an appropriate topic for 21st century scientific 
debate is remarkably similar to 19th century concerns expressed by the wife of the Bishop of 
Winchester when she realized that Darwin’s theory of evolution implied that humans were 
descended from apes: 

Let us hope it is not true, but if it is, let us pray it will not become generally 
known. 

In their debate over Darwin’s theory the Bishop sarcastically asked Huxley whether he was 
“descended from an ape on his grandmother's side or his grandfather's" (Huxley-Wilberforce 
Oxford Debate 30 June 1860).  Huxley’s response to Wilberforce:  

I am not ashamed to have a monkey for my ancestor; but I would be ashamed to 
be connected with a man who used great gifts to obscure the truth. 

According to Huxley (1860, p. 1), the most pernicious source of obscuration of truth was 
ideological orthodoxy; he noted: “orthodoxy was the Bourbon of the world of thought.  It 
learns not, neither can it forget.” In short, Huxley urged critics of unorthodox ideas to 
demonstrate more magnanimity and sobriety.  Political correctness in the form of the 
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defense of an ideological orthodoxy can sometimes give rise to intolerance, bias, 
and compromised scholarship.  This manuscript is offered in the hope that a 
better understanding of the psychology of political correctness can aid scholars 
in avoiding the pitfalls of ideological orthodoxies and in doing so, promote clear 
thinking, fairness, and tolerance for diverse viewpoints. 
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TABLE 2. DISTINCTIONS BETWEEN SCIENCE AND RELIGION  
(adapted from McCauley, 2011, Figure 5.1) 
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1 The phrase “putatively intuitive” is used to indicate that these principles refer to a set of 
propositions that are seen as “obviously” true without need for further proof (e.g., all people are 
created equal, the transitive property of equality in mathematics, etc.).  Because different 
ideological communities can assume or endorse different sets of principles as intuitive, these 
principles are deemed “putatively” intuitive to acknowledge that different individuals, operating 
within different ideological frameworks may not perceive the same principles as intuitive, and 
may even view certain “obvious” principles as subject to proof before acceptance, or even false 
(See McCauley, 2011; Boyer, 2008 for reviews of the  role of intuitive reasoning in religious 
belief systems). 
2 Several scholars (Campbell & Manning, 2018; Hicks, 2004) trace the historical roots of the 
current focus on identity politics to the evolution of Socialist/Marxist theories of class struggle.  
According to this view, socialist thinkers –confronted with the limitations of the traditional 
Marxist conception of “class conflict” in explaining the political world (see Hicks, 2004)-- began 
searching for a new belief system that could illuminate the role that class struggles play in 
political and economic history.  Whereas the original Marxism conceptualization of social conflict 
characterized the canonical “enemy of the people” as the economic system of capitalism, modern 
neo-Marxists have created a novel variant in the form of the victim-oppressor motif.  Their new 
conception of inter-group struggle defines the “oppressed,” not in relation to their exploitation by 
capitalists, but rather in terms of any situation in which one group of individuals holds power over 
another, more vulnerable, group (Marcuse, 1965; Murray, 2019; Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2012; see 
Hicks 2004 for a historical review). 
3 This diversity is often more prevalent among the student population than among the faculty and 
administration (see MacDonald, 2018). 
4 Repetitive protest chant used by student protestors at Evergreen State College, 2016. 
5 Such public displays of alliance are not confined to identity politics based upon ethnicity and 
gender.  In 2006 at a large Research University in the US Southwest, students and faculty 
engaged in a mock protest with signs reading “Size doesn’t matter,” and “Protest for Pluto.”  
Their mock protest was in reference to the NASA ruling that Pluto, which had been discovered by 
Clyde Tombaugh (the founding member of the University’s Astronomy Department) had lost its 
status as a “planet” and was being relegated to one of thousands of large scale objects located in 
the Kuiper belt at the outskirts of our solar system (see Las Cruces Sun News September 1, 2006). 
6 This might explain the common misattribution of Marxist views to some combatants in 
contemporary culture wars (see Bawer, 2012; Hicks, 2004 for reviews).  What many social justice 
advocates share with Marxist ideology is the core belief that the world can be meaningfully 
interpreted in terms of social conflict.  For Marxists, this conflict is seen as being primarily 
between producers and the workers whom they exploit.  For post-Marxists such as Foucault and 
Marcuse the idea that the social world can be understood in terms of conflict is retained, but the 
Marxist notion of economic conflict is replaced by a more general concern with any power 
imbalance.  This view of power imbalances between oppressors and their victims was a 
centerpiece of the Frankfurt school that lead to the many versions of so-called Critical theory or 
Intersectionality that lie the heart of many contemporary examples of political correctness (see 
Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 1996; Delgado, & Stefancic, 2017; Nadal, 2018; Sensoy 
& DiAngelo, 2012). 
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7 See “Martin Luther King Jr. quote in the EMU will return after construction,” Daily Emerald 
(University of Oregon Student Newspaper), January 24, 2016, updated November 6, 2018. 
8 On college campuses political correctness regarding race and gender often takes the form of 
ideological orthodoxies regarding claims of unconscious bias against women and minorities (see 
Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 1996; Delgado, & Stefancic, 2017; Sensoy & DiAngelo, 
2012) including claims of systemic or institutional racism and sexism (see Campbell & Manning, 
2018; Sue, 2010; Wiener, 2018 for reviews). 
9 The Title IX Education Amendment Act of 1972 states that “No person in the United States 
shall, on the basis of sex, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be 
subjected to discrimination under any education program or activity receiving Federal financial 
assistance. 
10 Her concern that universities may be “unwittingly socializing a whole new generation of 
boys/men to believe that ‘STEM is for boys and girls don’t belong’ is a point of view that was 
widely held a half century ago.  In her 1977 book Doctors wanted: No women need apply: Sexual 
Barriers in the medical profession, 1835-1975 Mary Roth Walsh (c.f. p. 19 in Doyle & P, 1998) 
argued that  “science can be thought of as a nearly all-male club with a sign at its entrance that 
states boldly “Women not welcome.” In 1975, the final year of Walsh’s survey, just 22.4% of 
medical school classes were female.  In 2015, however, 47.8% percent of medical school students 
were female (AAPA 2015 Annual survey).  Two years later, in 2017, females represented 49.7 % 
of first-time medical school applications and 50.7% of matriculated medical students.  Law 
schools have shown similar trends (in 2018, 51.3% of law students were female, source: 
American Bar Association, January 2018) and, moreover, women now earn 46% of Doctoral 
degrees.  Such evidence runs counter to a narrative of “male dominance” in higher education.  
Nonetheless, the point is well taken that certain disciplines observe a disparity in the number of 
male and female participants, including faculty.  In addition to explicit gender discrimination, 
other obvious candidate explanations—such as robust gender differences in preferences—are 
routinely ignored in discussions like the one instigated by the social sciences professor quoted 
from the university list-serve.  It is in this sense that this anecdotal example illustrates a common 
ideological orthodoxy observed in the social sciences (i.e., the assumption that if there is a 
disparity in outcomes between males and females, then this disparity is likely due to implicit or 
explicit discrimination and bias against women (see also MacDonald, 2018 and Sowell, 2018 for 
a similar argument concerning racial disparities). 
11 See National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 2019 Report Status and Trends in the 
Education of Racial and Ethnic Groups; Indicator 23: Post-Secondary Graduation rates (updated 
February 2019). 
12 See “It could be curtains for controversial UNM murals” Albuquerque journal, October 5, 
2018. 
13 See“ NMSU professors postpone Pistol Pete petition” Las Cruces Sun News, March 11, 2019. 
14 See New Mexico State University Faculty Senate legislation FS 14-18/19: “A Memorial to stop 
the proposed construction of a new Pistol Pete statue in the Triviz roundabout. 
15 In 1599 Onate ordered retaliation against the Native American inhabitants of the Acoma Pueblo 
after 12 Spanish soldiers had been killed.  Over the next three days, the Pueblo was destroyed and 
between 800-1000 Acoma men, women and children were killed.  Historian Michael Trujillo 
(2008) notes that of the 500 or so survivors, a trial was commissioned in which “Oñate sentenced 
most to twenty years of forced ‘personal servitude’ and additionally mandated that all men over 
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the age of twenty-five have a foot cut off.  The Spanish government eventually banished Onate 
from New Mexico and convicted him of using "excessive force" against the Acoma People 
16 See “Statue’s Stolen Foot Reflects Divisions Over Symbols of Conquest” New York Times, 
Sept. 30, 2017 
17 See 'For Pete's sake!' Readers write in support of NMSU mascot” Las Cruces Sun News 
February 27, 2019. 
18 “Oberlin Students Take Culture War to the Dining,” New York Times, December 21, 2015. 
19 “Oberlin Helped Students Defame a Bakery, a Jury Says. The Punishment: $33 Million,” New 
York Times, June 14, 2019. 
20 One of the three students was originally charged with a second-degree felony (robbery) due to 
the scuffle which broke out when two store employees tackled the student as he attempted to 
escape.  All three students eventually plead guilty to misdemeanor charges and received 
suspended sentences that mandated no jail time.  See Oberlin Review November 11, 2015 and 
Oberlin Review September 1, 2017. 
21 See:https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9IEFD_JVYd0 
22 See copy of the biology professor’s email: https://knowyourmeme.com/photos/1259154-
evergreen-state-college-racism-protests 
23 See “A school year of events that led to chaos at The Evergreen State College” The Olympian, 
September 23, 2017 
24 The research proposal submitted to 157 University IRBs purported to examine bias in the hiring 
of managerial candidates at Fortune 500 companies and employed a quasi-experimental 
methodology in which the gender and ethnicity of the job candidate was “manipulated” by 
submitting “fake” applications that were identical in all respects except for the implied gender and 
ethnic identity of the candidate. 
25 Although the vast majority of IRB narratives accompanying rejection decisions listed 
methodological flaws as the reason for non-approval, Ceci, et. al. (1985) found that 25 to 45% of 
these IRB narratives (accompanying rejection decision for politically sensitive proposals) 
contained explicitly political criticisms of the proposal. 
26 Although these examples are from Western thought, there is considerable  evidence for the 
precedence of religious and secular narratives (over more formal philosophical styles of debates) 
among as the earliest widely shared cultural systems of belief in the Eastern world (Boyer, 2001; 
Eliade, 1959, 1978; Peterson, 1999) 
27 The Hebrew bible (14th century BCE), for example, famously begins with a grand narrative 
describing how a God created the material world through his spoken words: 

Then God said, "Let there be light"; and there was light.  Genesis 1:3 (circa 1400 
CE).   

Egyptian cosmogonies (3000 BCE) contain similar elements whereby Gods are portrayed as 
creating aspects of the material world through their thoughts and words (Eliade, 1978, pp. 89-90). 
28 Ethos refers to the ability to take into account the speaker’s credibility (e.g., we readily accept 
the words of a trustworthy speaker and discount the words of an untrustworthy orator).  Pathos, 
refers to the ability to access the degree to which the speaker engages our sympathies; an orator’s 
argument is deemed more relevant if their words arouse our emotions; less relevant if the 
speaker’s words fail to stir our passions. 
29 Declines in religiosity are largely limited to industrial and post-industrial societies.  Consistent 
with an existential security thesis, western industrialized nations (in comparison to much of the 
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rest of the world) have seen an increase in secularization, along with a corresponding decrease in 
fertility rates alongside decreasing perceptions of existential threats.  The result has been the 
seemingly contradictory findings that “virtually all industrial societies have been moving toward 
more secular orientations” while “the world as a whole now has more people with traditional 
religious vies than ever before” (See Norris & Inglehart, 2009 p. 235). 
30 Estimates of 5-10% of the population of New York City perished during these cholera 
pandemics, see Daly, (2008). 
31 These activities were “religious” only in the broader sense that they occurred in the context of a 
community of individuals with a shared worldview (i.e., beliefs in faith healing, etc.) that were 
more akin to “civil religions” than traditional doctrinal religions such as Christianity, Islam or 
Buddhism. 
32 This analogy between the psychological immune system and peanut allergies was first 
suggested by Haidt (2016). 
33 The secular myth of Santa Claus, for example, invokes the notion of a mortal being (Kris 
Kringle) who possesses a special circumscribed form of omniscience:  He apparently knows when 
you are sleeping, and he knows when you’re awake, he knows when you’ve been bad or good, but 
he apparently doesn’t have access to long-term weather forecasts for Christmas eve or the 
winning lottery numbers.  Moreover, despite evidence of seasonable morbid obesity Santa Claus 
demonstrates the ability to shimmy down narrow chimneys to deliver presents to deserving 
children on Christmas morning. 
34 The willingness to display seemingly irrational commitment to one’s group (i.e., sports 
fanaticism, fraternity hazing rituals, etc.) can be considered what biologists would call an “honest 
signal of commitment” to a particular moral community (see Nesse, 2001a).  The application of 
this logic to the signaling and advertising of one’s affiliation with religious and quasi-religious 
moral communities is straightforward.  Costly signaling of one’s commitment to a group need not 
entail that the beliefs being signaled are irrational, only that they are costly to the displayer.  For 
example, removing bacon and cheese from one’s diet and volunteering one Saturday a month at 
the local pig rescue sanctuary would not entail irrational commitments (the delicious taste of 
bacon notwithstanding), however, these actions would nonetheless be perceived as costly signals.  
It follows that the public display of such behaviors (e.g., foregoing meat & dairy, volunteering 
one’s time) would constitute a more honest signal of one’s commitment to the cause of promoting 
animal welfare than the mere verbal utterance “I’m considering becoming a vegan in order to 
promote animal welfare.”   
35 Atran (2002) has also argued that commitments to counterfactual beliefs often entail beliefs 
about supernatural agents.  My focus here is on the counter-intuitive nature of these beliefs, rather 
than their specific content.  In this regard,  it is a matter of scholarly debate as to whether religions 
necessarily entail the concept of divinity or the invocation of supernatural agents (see Boyer, 
2008; Norenzayan, 2013; Wilson, 2002).  My point is simply that supernatural content (agents or 
otherwise) is a common feature of wide-spread, culturally successful shared systems of belief 
(including formal and folk religions). 
36 Dominus (2006) claims that Russell & Whitehead’s (1904) several hundred page proof of 1+1 
= 2 can be reduced to half as many pages by simply incorporating modern innovations in 
mathematical notation.  Dominus presents this claim in a 2,300 word argument spanning 3 pages 
and containing more than a dozen mathematical symbols and equations.  Fortunately, if one 
assumes a familiarity with high level math theory (e.g., Peano Arithmetic), or if one is simply 
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willing to “trust the experts,” the proof can apparently be reduced to about four steps (see Hales, 
2008).  My point? The formal logico-mathematical proof that 1 +1 = 2 is not intuitive. 
37 In his (2004) volume Explaining Postmodernism Hicks examines the historical and 
philosophical roots of postmodernism.  This quote does not reflect his own view so much as it 
characterizes how, according to Hicks (2004), post-modern discourse often undermines reasoning. 
38 See “Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez: The rookie congresswoman challenging the democratic 
establishment,” 60 Minutes Interview, January 6, 2019.   
39 In his book Why everyone (else) is a hypocrite, Kurzban (2010) argues that politicians are 
particularly prone to being characterized as hypocrites, not because they engage in hypocrisy 
more often, but rather because their statements are so often documented on the public record.  For 
a variety of reasons, politicians may have no more access to the relevant data regarding the many 
causes of gender earning gaps than members of the general public.  Because it is common to 
equate a disparate outcome with discrimination (see Sowell, 2018), a lack of awareness of other 
alternative causes (other than discrimination) for a disparate outcome may result in an individual 
(i.e., a politician in this example) railing against overt gender bias unaware that a disparate 
outcome (e.g., lower pay for women relative to men) occurs in their own venue despite a lack of 
overt discrimination (see Sowell, 2018 for a fuller elaboration of this point). 
40 For example, the legal profession routinely assesses performance of attorney’s using 
transparent measures that are comparable across firms: the number of hours billed to clients and 
the amount of new client revenue generated.  Azmat & Ferrer (2015) analyzed data from After the 
JD, a nationally representative survey of lawyers in the U.S. conducted under the auspices of the 
American Bar Foundation and found  that “accounting for performance has important 
consequences for gender gaps in lawyers’ earnings and subsequent promotion.”  Their analysis 
yielded clear evidence for one source of existing gender gaps in earnings among attorneys: “Male 
lawyers bill ten percent more hours and bring in more than twice the new client revenue than do 
female lawyers. Whereas individual and firm characteristics explain up to 50 percent of the 
earnings gap, the inclusion of performance measures explains a substantial share of the 
remainder.” 
41 The prohibition against operating a portable generator indoors, for example, is not intuitively 
obvious to an individual with little background in the chemistry of gases.  Consistent with this 
claim, Pinker (2014) illustrates how many Consumer Protection Agencies recommend writing 
consumer warning labels with simple prose and authoritative language rather than more 
scientifically accurate technical language.  Pinker (2014) argues, for example, that consumer 
warning labels that employ technical language and scientific arguments (e.g., “Mild Exposure to 
CO can result in accumulated damage over time. Extreme Exposure to CO may rapidly be fatal 
without producing significant warning symptoms.") may be less effective at communicating 
caution that warning labels that employ simple prose and more authoritative language (i.e., 
“Using a generator indoors CAN KILL YOU IN MINUTES. Generator exhaust contains carbon 
monoxide. This is a poison you cannot see or smell.”) 
42 Cognitive dissonance research has shown that the experiential “feeling” states associated with 
cognitive dissonance is better captured by measures of “discomfort” than heightened arousal per 
se (see Devine, Tauer, Barron, Elliot, & Vance, 2019).   
43 These examples were selected from a taxonomy of “microaggressions” contained in Sue (2010) 
Table 2.1 
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44 See New Mexico State University Faculty Senate Memorial: [FS 14-18/19: A Memorial to stop 
the proposed construction of a new Pistol Pete statue in the Triviz roundabout]. 
45 Navarrete et al. (2004) found an interesting cross-cultural difference in endorsement of identity-
relevant worldviews.  Unlike the American sample, participants in rural Costa Rica, showed 
greater increases in the endorsement of normative beliefs (e.g., pro-nationalist bias) after 
contemplating social isolation than after contemplating their own death.  Navarrete et al. (2004) 
hypothesized that cultural differences in the conceptualization and importance of social 
relationships (i.e., Costa Ricans value interconnectedness more than Americans) might explain 
these differences. 
46 For example, low levels of cortisol are sometimes observed in individuals who have been 
exposed to chronic extreme stress.  These chronically low levels of cortisol may not be an 
adaptation (i.e., an evolved defense) so much as they are indicative of a possible defect, or 
maladaptive byproduct of the body’s ability to effectively deal with more time-limited stressors.  
In these cases, the ability of the body to produce appropriate cortisol responses to more time-
limited threats may constitute the adaptation, whereas the breakdown of this same system when 
exposed to prolonged stress—as witnessed by chronically low levels of cortisol after prolonged 
heightened sympathetic arousal (see Briere & Scott, 2015 for discussion)—may be more 
accurately viewed as a byproduct of an otherwise well-designed system for dealing with relatively 
short-lived stressors. 
47 Numerous Rousseau scholars have recognized his tendency for ironic and hypocritical rhetoric 
(e.g., writing about the welfare of children while abandoning his own, see Goldberg, 2018; Hicks, 
2004). 
48 This research shows that the tendency to over-estimate the prevalence of extreme 
views in one’s ideological opponents is strongest among individuals who themselves 
hold highly partisan views. 
49 Paradoxically, the presence of numerous weak alliances can often result in more powerful 
social networks than those generated by only strong alliances, an effect referred to as “the 
strength of weak ties” (see Ferguson, 2017 for a review). 
50 This passage is from Adolf Hitler’s (1925) auto-biography Mein Kampf.  The point is not a 
reductio ad Hitlerium argument, but rather the simple claim that the acceptability of intolerance 
toward opposing views was common in Weimar era Germany. 
51 Director of Ethnic studies program quoted in “NMSU pilots Borderlands and Ethnic Studies 
program.”  Las Cruces Sun News (October 5, 2019). 


