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challenge to the established order?! Like its
predecessor “political correctness,”
“wokeness” quickly became a term of abuse,
complicating the already thorny attempts to
define it. Attacks on “woke Marxist lunatics”
betray so much ignorance that it’s tempting to
give up analysis entirely.

Yet analysis is needed, for criticisms of
wokeness have come from across the political
spectrum. Let’s start with what it is not. It isn’t
cancel culture, which has been around since
Plato banned Homer from his republic. That’s
not an idea but a tactic that can be used by all
sides—most drastically by the MAGA right in
recent months. Nor is it dogmatic puritanism,
which appears in many political movements.
John McWhorter’s comparison of wokeness to
fundamentalist religion is illuminating, but it
doesn’t claim to be a definition.

Wokeness is hard to define because it’s an
incoherent concept, built on a contradiction
between feeling and thought. It’s fueled by
emotions traditionally held by the left. When in
doubt, stand by those on the margins: the tired,
the poor, the hungry, those yearning to breathe
free. Those emotions, however, are
undermined by beliefs that have traditionally
belonged to the right. What are called identity
politics—misleadingly, since they reduce our
rich and various identities to our ethnic and
gender origins—assume that you will have real
connections and deep obligations only to those
who belong to your own tribe, though others
may be useful as allies. Calls for justice are
sometimes viewed as liberal attempts to
impose (Eurocentric) values on others; anyone
who claims to be acting for the sake of a
universal humanity is deceptive. Finally,
apparent steps toward progress are simply
subtler forms of oppression. Add to all of this
the suspicion that reason is a form of
domination that replaced more honest
struggles for power, and you have a worldview
that is not far from one held by the worst
reactionaries.2 I am not arguing, as is
commonly suggested, that wokeness was on
the right track but went too far. Rather, by

ttps:/'www.nybooks.com/anticles 2025/12/04/where-w okeness-went-wrong-desirc-and-fate-rieff/

26.11.2025, 1129
















































