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IS POLITICAL CORRECTNESS DEAD? WATCH 
REACTION TO CLARK, DEAN 
By JOSH GERSTEIN Staff Reporter of the Sun 

    Is political correctness dead? 

    In a national radio interview last month, General Wesley Clark, a candidate for the Democratic presidential 
nomination,used the word“Chinaman.” Virtually every dictionary describes the term as offensive. He later called 
the head of a major Asian-American political group to apologize. The episode received hardly a mention in the 
press. 

    In October, another presidential contender,Howard Dean,said he was eager to be “the candidate for guys 
with Confederate flags in their pickup trucks.” Several of Dr. Dean’s opponents declared themselves offended 
by the comment, but there was little public uproar. 

    It soon emerged that Dr. Dean, the former governor of Vermont, had made similar remarks in at least two 
earlier speeches. At that time, his statements drew not condemnation, but ovations from Democrats in 
attendance, including some African-Americans. 

    In California recently, gubernatorial candidate Arnold Schwarzenegger faced allegations he assaulted, 
groped, and made offensive remarks to more than a dozen women over two decades. He issued vague denials 
while also apologizing for his words and actions, which he portrayed as the kind of “crazy” behavior that often 
occurs on “rowdy movie sets.” 

    To promote his candidacy, Mr. Schwarzenegger turned to shock-jock Howard Stern’s radio show.A 
conservative critic denounced the candidate for consorting with “moral degenerates,” but voters seemed 
entirely nonplussed.They put Mr. Schwarzenegger into the governor’s office by a decisive margin. 

    These developments and others have so heartened some opponents of political correctness that they are on 
the verge of declaring victory. 

    “The language police are in retreat,” said Harvey Silverglate, an attorney and longtime critic of efforts to 
restrict offensive speech. “We do have them on the run,” he said. 

    Mr. Silverglate said he was intrigued by the lack of public response when Senator Kerry, another presidential 
candidate, criticized Dr. Dean over his Confederate flag comments. 

    “It went over like a lead balloon,”Mr. Silverglate said in an interview. “I think that’s very interesting. I don’t 
think that would have happened four years ago.” 

    Mr. Silverglate said he has long been a supporter of Mr.Kerry but considered the senator’s critique of Dr. 
Dean “pure, unadulterated cynicism.” 

    “I was so disgusted with his cynical attack on Dean that I stopped sending him money,” Mr. Silverglate said. 
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“Clearly, this was not a racist comment.” 

    The war on terrorism may be one factor contributing to the greater tolerance for speech that some consider 
offensive or insensitive. 

    “The sheer silliness of this orgy of political correctness we’ve had in recent years is in real contrast to those 
problems we’re facing,” Mr. Silverglate said. He said complaints about things others have said now seem trivial. 
“We’re facing terrorism in the world and you’re worried someone used the wrong word for a black citizen?” he 
said. 

    Mr. Silverglate said President Bush’s use of tough law enforcement tactics in the anti-terror fight has also 
given some leftists who once questioned the value of free speech a new respect for civil liberties. “The ultra-left 
that really started this has suddenly seen things that remind them of the value of the First Amendment,” the 
lawyer said. 

    The effort to limit offensive speech began on college campuses and,according to Mr. Silverglate, academia is 
also where the movement’s loss of influence has been most palpable. He helped found a new organization, the 
Foundation for Individual Rights in Education, to fight for free speech on campus. 

    As an indicator of the new atmosphere,Mr.Silverglate pointed to Harvard President Lawrence Summers’s 
widely publicized criticism of the scholarship of one of the university’s most prominent African-American 
professors. 

    “Larry Summers says things that Neil Rudenstine would only say to his psychiatrist,” Mr. Silverglate said. 

    Not all observers are convinced that political correctness is on the decline. 

    “Politicians are still very careful about how they discuss race,” said Robert Reinstein, dean of the Temple 
University Law School. 

    Professor Reinstein said he agreed that a “coercive strain” of political correctness calling for punishment of 
offenders was “definitely on the wane.” However, he said that a “non-coercive strain” which encourages people 
to be more inclusive in their public comments has survived. 

    “That strain of political correctness, I think, has taken root and I personally think it’s a good thing,” he said. 
“They have the right to tell me I’m saying something insensitive,” he added. 

    While some contend, as Mr. Silverglate puts it,that the “speech police are on the run,” there are still recent 
examples of politicians who have been brought down by their own words. It was just a year ago that Senator 
Lott was ousted as the Senate’s majority leader after he suggested that the country would have been better off 
if Senator Thurmond, then a segregationist, had been elected president in 1948. 

    Mr. Reinstein said Mr. Lott’s remarks toppled him only because they fit into a broader picture. “People saw a 
pattern in what he had been saying,” Mr. Reinstein said. 

    Mr. Silverglate said Mr. Lott’s comments were troublesome because they appeared to expose his true views. 
“People perceived him as a racist,” the lawyer said. 

    Mr.Lott ultimately apologized for his comment and denied that he had intended to endorse any racist policies. 

    Mr. Silverglate acknowledged that some see a double standard at work, tolerating offensive comments from 
liberals like Dr. Dean while condemning similar remarks by conservatives like Senator Lott. The attorney said 
that may be true to a degree, but it doesn’t completely explain why political figures of all persuasions seem to 
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be speaking more freely. 

    The little-noticed apology by General Clark took place following a November 3 appearance on National 
Public Radio. Host Tavis Smiley asked General Clark to explain why, prior to entering the presidential race, he 
repeatedly offered praise for Republicans, including President Bush. 

    “I am a fair person. And you know, if somebody from Russia does something right or a Chinaman does 
something right or even a Frenchman, I’m going to say they did something right.Same thing with a Republican,” 
General Clark said. 

    Some listeners took offense. 

    “We got several e-mails. Some were very upset,” said S.B. Woo, a former lieutenant governor of Delaware 
and president of the 80-20 Initiative, an Asian-American political association. 

    Mr.Woo said he discussed the matter with an Asian American who is active in General Clark’s campaign. Mr. 
Woo said he was quite surprised when the phone rang a short time later. 

    “My wife picked up the call and said, General Clark wants to talk to you,” the former lieutenant governor said. 
According to Mr. Woo, the general said, “Governor,I want to call and apologize.” 

    Mr. Woo said General Clark said he was unaware that what he said could be considered an insult. 

    “He just didn’t know that Chinaman was a derogatory term,” Mr. Woo said, adding that the conversation 
quickly moved on to a discussion of how the candidate could reach out to Asian Americans. A spokesman for 
General Clark, Chris Lehane, confirmed the story. 

    “He felt bad about it and wanted to immediately apologize. It was a mistake,” Mr. Lehane said. 

    Mr.Woo said he sent a message detailing the episode to his group’s 650,000-person e-mail list. The note 
described the apology as a “a very positive reflection on Clark’s leadership quality.” 
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