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from the editor’s desk

The Apology Game
by Charles R. Kesler

A

pologizing is rampant these days. hardly a week
goes by without some public figure (or unlucky private citizen, become a public figure) offering to apologize, usually at
the demand of some group or other who has taken offense at something said or done. If extorting apologies were an interstate crime,
the FBI’s hands would be full fighting the crime wave spawned by
the apology mafia.
“Taking offense” is certainly on the offensive in our highly sensitive age. For some people it is a living. What else does Al Sharpton
do, exactly, except lie in wait for someone who utters a thoughtless
or indiscreet remark that can be ambushed as “racist”? American
universities employ squads of such thought police. These sensitivity thugs, on and off campus, seldom put away their cudgels until
the offender recants and, of course, apologizes—publicly, tearfully if
possible, and sometimes with the kind of shake-down side payment
that acknowledges “I can never afford to do this again” and that Don
Corleone could only envy.
Do I have to add that the tears needn’t be sincere? Sincerity has
very little to do with this racket. The apology game is about power,
about bending or breaking the offender’s will, about exalting the will
of the “offended.”
It’s all done in the name of a sort of justice, to be sure—the kind
that would make Karl Marx smile. For the “offended” substitute
Marx’s category of the “oppressed,” and for “offender” substitute “oppressor,” and the quasi-Marxist roots of the exercise will be plain.
Whatever brings the bourgeois class down and the oppressed proletariat up, counts, for Marx, as just, no matter how vile the tactic may
be. For the apology gang, led by the far Left, the analysis is similar
though they like to think that America’s racist, sexist, class-ist offenders can be humbled without a revolution. It’s enough, for now at
least, that the bad guys acknowledge who’s in charge and admit that
resistance is futile.
Oh, and if people who offend against the Left are themselves offended by the Left, that doesn’t count. Don’t expect any sympathy if
you are revolted by, for example, Oliver Stone’s version of American
history or your local high school’s version of sex education. That kind
of grievance shows you deserve scorn, not an apology.

T

he business of demanding apologies resembles the
disputes over honor that preoccupied aristocratic societies, except that honor is typically rooted in an individual or social
sense of inequality. By contrast, today’s apologetics arise, nominally
at least, from a festering insistence on ever more egalitarianism, rooted in the familiar race, class, and gender groupings that so dominate
the contemporary liberal “self.” Individual worth plays only a limited
role, because in leftist theory group identity decisively shapes the individual. So only public apologies matter, and apologies to the supposedly offended group matter most.
Reason, which could be called on to judge the old disputes over
honor and justice, is presumed now to be enlisted on the side of the
oppressed or the offended. The with-it liberal’s moral world is divided between offenders and offended; there is no possibility of a thirdparty view or an outside position from which reason could judge
disinterestedly. It’s not for offending against reason but for injuring
people’s feelings, actually their feelings about their feelings, that the
guilty are now called to prostrate themselves.
As a result, the old meaning of “apology” as a speech of vindication
is slowly dying out. This sense, derived from the ancient Greek apologia, remains recognizable from Plato’s Apology of Socrates—Plato’s
version of his teacher’s defense speech when he was on trial for his
life before an Athenian jury. One thing the Apology is not is an apology in the contemporary sense. Socrates never said he was sorry he
had offended the Athenian majority’s feelings by philosophizing. On
the contrary, he claimed their feelings deserved to be chastised! The
majority ought to be ashamed, he argued, of miseducating their children, betraying the common good, and prosecuting a benefactor like
himself.
Increasingly in today’s culture, we’re not interested in a person’s
reasons. What defense could possibly be given of racism or sexism,
after all? The only possible trials are therefore show trials.
With the liberal vanguard on and off campus now effectively
defining racism as “treating individuals equally regardless of race,”
you’d think there would be a lot of arguments the public should
consider. But we’ll never get to hear them if we keep playing the
apology game.
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